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Introduction: Unwiring Democracy

In a candid photograph taken at the G8 Summit in 2010, several of the
world’s most powerful leaders peered at a device in President Barack
Obama’s hand (figure 0.1). Although his BlackBerry, which allowed remote
access to email and the internet, was hardly a novelty by then, there was
great global interest in emulating his new digital politics."

Others were watching Obama’s BlackBerry closely, too. A journal-
ist described the president’s phone as a symbol of “hard-working, tech-
obsessed professionals” that connected Obama with his political base, just
as Reagan’s cowboy hat represented ties to rural voters.” Some thought that
Obama'’s obvious digital proficiency might challenge stereotypes about race
and technical knowledge that presented Black Americans as always being
on the wrong side of the digital divide.® Efficiency consultants worried that
the device might introduce distraction by dividing the president’s attention
between his screen and affairs of state.* Security experts were concerned
with a different threat—that a smartphone might reveal the president’s
location to terrorists or allow hackers to access classified documents.®

Years later, Obama would laugh about the BlackBerry’s eventual obso-
lescence and the limitations of using mobile tools designed to conduct
secure communication. “‘Good news Mr. President, we're going to give you
a smartphone instead of a BlackBerry,”” Obama said during an appearance
on The Tonight Show. “I'm excited, I get the thing, and they’re like, ‘Well,
Mr. President, for security reasons—this is a great phone, state-of-the-art—
but it doesn’t take pictures, you can’t text, the phone doesn’t work, you
know, you can'’t play your music on it.”” Comparing his spy-proof gadget to
a toy phone that a three-year-old might use, Obama expressed envy for the
much greater functionality that his teenage daughters enjoyed with their
everyday smartphones.’
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Figure 0.1

Barack Obama at the G8 Summit in Muskoka, Canada on June 25, 2010, surrounded
by French President Nicolas Sarkozy, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, Russian
President Dmitry Medvedev, and Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi. Official
White House Photo by Pete Souza.

Of course, taking pictures, texting, and playing music on a smartphone
were already political acts. The smartphone continues to serve as a major
vehicle for civic expression and partisan influence. For many citizens, it has
also become their main interface with the state. Because of this transforma-
tion, digital literacy and ideological persuasion are inextricably linked.

The president of the United States gives speeches, answers questions at
news conferences, and signs legislation with the smartphone secured out of
sight, but the device has become a political actor in its own right, thanks to
social media. As a consumer of these technologies, the president reinforces
certain cultural assumptions about the power of smartphone use. These
assumptions perpetuate myths about connection, transparency, participa-
tion, and access. These myths are further amplified in rhetoric borrowed from
Silicon Valley about how these technologies supposedly strengthen social
bonds, enable exploration, encourage engagement, and overcome barriers.

Barack Obama and Donald Trump are usually cast as ideological oppo-
sites, but, during their presidencies, they were both seen as strongly attached
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to their non-human companions. Obama might have been the anti-Trump
and Trump the anti-Obama, but they both used mobile computing in ways
that redefined the office of president. Now such devices have become dif-
ficult for any world leader to renounce.

Mobile media-making and constant internet access have changed politi-
cal engagement at all scales—from local regulations to international law—
and transformed all branches of government. Not all of these changes
have been for the better. Masked by the appeal of greater direct democracy,
both tech companies and authoritarian figures have amassed power largely
through image management and opinion framing rather than through a
true broadening of civic life. The “disruption” promoted by tech compa-
nies to existing economic and social institutions inevitably destabilizes our
political frameworks as well.

This book exposes the unintended consequences of wireless technologies
on political leadership and shows how seemingly benign mobile devices
that hold out the promise of direct democracy undermine representative
forms of government. Trump’s time in office is often viewed as a reaction
to the Obama presidency, but Trump took up Obama’s call to abolish inter-
mediaries, and he followed it to its most extreme conclusions. For both
men, the intermediaries that stood between the president and his people
included elected representatives, professional diplomats, and high-profile
journalists, along with the “bureaucrats” and “middlemen” long vilified
in conventional political discourse. Trump’s ideas about using technolo-
gies for connection, access, transparency, and participation might appear
perverse in rewarding sycophancy, influence peddling, paranoia, and insur-
rection, but there is a logic that connects the two administrations that this
book will trace.

This account of recent history offers a way for citizens to understand
a common repertoire of digital practices acted out by users from both the
right and the left and thus to rethink our contemporary state of political
polarization and alienation. This is not to say that the right and the left do
not offer different moral visions when it comes to ever-present digital com-
munication. Democrats have insisted that Republicans are too nostalgic for
the past and too slow to adapt, while Republicans have accused Democrats
of loving new technologies too uncritically and promoting “left-coast” val-
ues in the process. Furthermore, these contrasting ideologies present very
different imagined users who reflect cultural stereotypes that are rooted in
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identity politics. As this book will show, attitudes about technology tend to
reflect a political group’s particular anxieties about class, gender, and race.

Interestingly, when it comes to race, both political parties tend to share
what André Brock has called a “deficit perspective on minority technology,”
in which people of color are assumed to be lacking in skills and resources.’”
Liberals argue for retraining and redistribution, and conservatives complain
about overreach and handouts, but both center the assumption of Silicon
Valley engineers—most of whom are white, male, and affluent—that the
underprivileged are incompetent.

Despite differences between types of technology users, certain universals
about technology use persist. User experiences like taking pictures, texting,
and playing music are designed to be the same.® The interchangeable inter-
faces of social media platforms encourage similar attitudes across the politi-
cal spectrum regarding online citizenship.

These platforms remind all users, regardless of party affiliation, to give
constant attention to their feeds. As users become familiar with what con-
tent generates likes, comments, and shares from the people that they care
about, they make common risk/reward calculations about what to post to
maximize engagement within their social circles. Thus, mobile devices and
social media incentivize citizens to perform attention-getting acts of politi-
cal self-expression and encourage feelings of direct contact with powerful
leaders, who might appear as notable characters in their digital lives. These
political leaders often seem to share their constituents’ disapproval of inter-
vening gatekeepers, who seemingly want to reinforce traditional barriers
between the electorate and the elected. By contrast, journalists and elected
officials who amplify the leader’s messages uncritically are rewarded with
celebrity status and larger audiences.

Both Obama and Trump offered a mode of political engagement that was
neither the representative democracy they shunned nor the direct democ-
racy they promised. Instead, this mode encouraged a dialectical process of
identity performance that oscillated rapidly between digital empowerment
and disempowerment. This is selfie democracy.

The Myth of the Obamaphone

On October 17, 2012—long before he became a presidential candidate—
Donald J. Trump posted a message on Twitter with a now familiar tone:
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“Great—now Supreme Court Justices are talking about a constitutional
right to a cell phone bitly/Wn22Kq Obama, just stop already.”’ Unlike
Trump’s far more prolific tweets from this period calling for the release of
Obama’s birth certificate, this tweet about whether US citizens were legally
entitled to wireless digital communication was relatively obscure, even to
his followers. Only a few hundred people engaged with his post.

Several political liberals pointed to the inaccuracy of Trump’s message.
The concept of a constitutional “right” to a cell phone came from retired
Supreme Court justice John Paul Stevens, not from the White House or
from current members of the court. At an event hosted by a nonprofit
organization lobbying for tougher gun control, the former justice had been
asked about the doctrine of self-defense as justification for the right to bear
arms. In response, Stevens suggested that “maybe you have some kind of
constitutional right to have a cell phone with a predialed 911 number at
your bedside, and that might provide you with a little better protection
than a gun.”"°

Since then, the idea that a cell phone could be viewed as a weapon of self-
defense has gained traction. In addition to summoning help, a smartphone
can be used to document abuses of power and to upload the evidence to
social media. Thus, a cell phone can deter unjustified police actions, the
mistreatment of people in prisons, government corruption, or civil rights
violations." Of course, the phone has also been used as a weapon to dis-
credit voter registration efforts, policies to protect vulnerable populations
on college campuses, legalized abortion, and other progressive causes.

The link Trump included in his tweet belonged to the right-wing website
CNSNews, run by the conservative Media Research Center. With its generic
name, CNSNews could easily be confused with more established journalis-
tic outlets such as CBS or CNN, but it was a decidedly more partisan site.
Before Trump’s tweet, CNSNews had already run several stories challenging
the necessity of cell phones in contemporary life, including as tools for
public safety. For example, on the same day the site ran a story about chari-
table donations of cell phones to battered women, it posted another story
about how cell phones might tie domestic violence victims to their abusers
with “electronic leashes.”

Just a few months before Trump retweeted the story questioning the
“right” to a cell phone, CNSNews had mocked an even more radical propo-
sition: what if owning a cell phone could be considered a civic duty? In
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a March 2012 story, the site reported that sitting Supreme Court justice
Stephen Breyer had suggested that owning a cell phone might one day be
legally required in case citizens needed to contact emergency services while
away from home. Just as Congress had mandated in 2010 that all US resi-
dents purchase health insurance coverage, so too might the government
demand its citizens have cell phone plans.'?

Trump’s tweet seemed to be a complaint about government overreach.
But if liberals saw Trump’s reference to Obama as a non sequitur, conser-
vatives immediately understood the unspoken premise that tied the cell
phone story to the 44th president. During the 2012 presidential campaign,
which was in its final days when Trump tweeted his message, the myth that
the government was handing out free smartphones with cellular service
had become a powerful narrative for focusing right-wing outrage. Suppos-
edly, this cell phone distribution program was intended to secure the loyal-
ties of minority, inner-city voters. These so-called Obamaphones became
the perfect myth to tie the country’s first Black president and his Silicon
Valley rhetoric to an unequal plan for doling out the nation’s technological
resources.

One racially charged story on the Drudge Report had gone viral just a
few weeks before Trump’s tweet. It featured a Black woman praising the
Obamaphone program.

Woman: Obamal!
Interviewer: You got Obamaphone?

Woman: Yes! Everybody in Cleveland low minority get Obamaphone! Keep
Obama in president, you know. He gave us a phone.

Interviewer: He gave you a phone?

Woman: He’ll do more.

Interviewer: How’d he give you a phone?

Woman: You sign up. If you're on food stamps, you're on social security,

you got low income, you disability . . ."*

Conservative pundits seized on “the Obamaphone lady” immediately.
Right-wing radio personality Rush Limbaugh reduced her to an object of
scorn: “She may not know who George Washington is or Abraham Lin-
coln, but she knows how to get an Obama phone.”"* Conspiracy theorist
Alex Jones invited her on to his online TV show InfoWars, where the two
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agreed about the dangers of government surveillance. Soon she became a
kind of internet celebrity, like other kooky viral stars enjoying a dubious
moment of fame."> There were video remixes and ring tones. The original
video racked up over nine million views.

It was a meme that many Obama-haters would have known without
any direct reference. The week of Trump’s tweet, the clip of the woman
praising Obamaphones appeared in an anti-Obama attack ad for Republi-
can challenger Mitt Romney. Taglines in the spot included “HAVE BARACK
OBAMA'S POLICIES EMPOWERED OR ENSLAVED AMERICANS?” and “THE
OBAMA RECORD: 1 IN 7 AMERICANS ON FOOD STAMPS.” Although the
advertisement was ostensibly produced by a political action committee, or
PAC, called the Tea Party Victory Fund, the spot appears to have had finan-
cial and strategic ties to the party establishment.'®

Hidden beneath the avalanche of Obamaphone memes was a fragment of
truth. A federal program called Lifeline, established in 1985, had been pro-
viding universal access to telephone service, subsidized by a small monthly
fee paid by all users. The modest program didn’t cover expensive calling
services or long-distance charges, but it offered a basic utility at a low cost.
The Lifeline program was updated in 1996 when the Telecommunications
Act created the Universal Service Fund, which pooled contributions from
mobile phone carriers to offer expanded services to low-income customers.
The funds were also used to build cell towers in rural areas, connect schools
and libraries to the internet, and provide communications services to rural
health-care centers. Significantly, the federal code was changed to explicitly
include non-discriminatory language, making access available “to all the
people of the United States, without discrimination on the basis of race,
color, religion, national origin, or sex.”

Some Lifeline providers embraced the Obamaphone brand and incorpo-
rated the term into their sidewalk pitches, paid search results, and appeals
on their websites. For example, the landing page of Obamaphone.com fea-
tures a photo of President Obama speaking on a landline in the Oval Office,
thereby enhancing the authority of the company.

As a low-income graduate student with a meager teaching assistant’s sal-
ary, I used the Lifeline service in the eighties and don’t recall much stigma
being attached to beneficiaries at the time. But by the mid-'90s, much as other
forms of social welfare came to be suspect, universal telephone service was
now disparaged, particularly when it expanded to include wireless coverage.



XVi Introduction

The simple proposition that people with low incomes should have
access to basic services and information was reframed as a giveaway to
people of color who didn't deserve such a sophisticated device. In fact, the
smartphone could connect the disadvantaged to the internet in a more
cost-effective way that was much more practical than relying on home
computer ownership or broadband service. Given that people living in
precarious situations might change addresses frequently, a cell phone pro-
vided consistent access to connectivity. In the original policy documents,
the phone’s utility for job hunting, even if the person was unhoused, was
stated as a benefit. People with mobile access could also begin to use finan-
cial services online.

Yet like the food stamps program that provided grocery assistance to
the poor, conservatives viewed this universal service as wasteful spending
that was ripe for fraud and abuse. Many local news programs aired stories
showing undercover reporters acquiring free cell phones without providing
any proof of financial hardship, some collecting multiple devices. A Denver
broadcast described phones being handed out “like Halloween candy.” A
Tulsa program showed a man with “two duffle-bags full” of mobile devices.
In Baltimore, newscasters claimed drug dealers were benefiting from the
plethora of cell phones flooding the streets. The subtext for these depic-
tions of scams and double-dealing was reflexive moral outrage about gov-
ernment handouts. Critics referred to the program as “phone stamps.”

These reports from local news channels often advanced a racial narra-
tive about cell phone ownership. In most cases, white reporters spoke with
authority about stories in which Black people appeared to benefit from
illegitimate cell phone acquisitions, either as dealers collecting unjustified
commissions or as unscrupulous customers lying about their accounts. Non-
broadcast sources were even more explicit with their racism. They uploaded
user-generated Obamaphone videos to YouTube in which Black cell phone
users were shown as unkempt or inarticulate, much like the Obamaphone
lady video picked up by the Drudge Report.

Black scholars of digital media have shown how the Obamaphone and
the Obamaphone lady came to symbolize racialized high-tech welfare."
Changing the phrase “Lifeline” to “Obamaphone” also undercut the essen-
tial nature of cell phone service for the otherwise disconnected and recast it
as a partisan issue. This strategy diverted attention from access to an invis-
ible (i.e., scarce) public infrastructure to possession of a visible personal
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electronic device. It made a gadget the focus of debate rather than a persis-
tent lack of services.

The idea of the Obamaphone as a technology designed for the urban
poor persisted in conservative policy making for years. As recently as 2018,
a congressional report issued this critical assessment: “Lifeline—sometimes
called ‘Obamaphones’—provides subsidies to about 12.3 million low-
income Americans for telephone, wireless, and broadband service, at a cost
of about $1.5 billion per year. . . . Yet due to a loosely monitored oversight
arrangement, Lifeline is highly susceptible to fraud, waste, and abuse.”'®

Trump’s 2012 tweet mocking a “right” to own a cell phone focused on
a specific kind of right, one assumed to be founded in natural law, self-
preservation, and a might-makes-right understanding of the world consis-
tent with Trump’s general moral philosophy. Extending an ethical claim for
a right to ownership to members of an underclass offended his sensibilities,
particularly when the tool was judged a luxury rather than a necessity and
was associated with other rights to economic participation.

In the spirit of Justice Stevens’s thought experiment, it might be useful
to consider all the rights that a system of mobile computational telecom-
munications subsidies might affirm, particularly when the nondiscrimina-
tory language of the 1996 legislation is applied. For example, if one acquires
a device at freegovernmentcellphones.net, is a political right or a civil right
being exercised? Activists who denounce the confiscation of cell phones or
suspension of wireless service by authoritarian regimes might even claim
that there are human rights issues involved.

Rather than seeing the smartphone simply as an aid for protecting
bodily integrity, experts in human-computer interaction tend to view it as
an extension of mental agency and consciousness. The cell phone is usually
held close to the body—along with the keys and the wallet that it may soon
replace. It has become entrusted with activities once traditionally handled
by older technologies for personal authentication and financial exchange.

The smartphone—like the mind—also facilitates cognition by offload-
ing memories, navigation functions, and other conscious and unconscious
aspects of mental life. It allows for both an extension of and a separation
from the traditional boundaries of the self. Our bodies are now enhanced
by an apparatus that records, stores, and displays information and connects
us to distributed networks. How might political sovereignty be reshaped by
our new cyborg identities, particularly when the most intimate spheres of
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personal decision-making are influenced by the algorithms ready-to-hand?
As the smartphone and other mobile applications are reshaping civic par-
ticipation, attitudes about freedom, civil rights, and national security are
also changing.

One particularly useful way to examine these profound transformations
in conceptions of political sovereignty is to examine the digital practices
of our political leaders. Based on interviews with White House insiders,
archival research, and a trove of public data, this book tells the story of
how our leaders are developing personalized communication styles in a
rapidly changing media landscape of ever-present connection technolo-
gies and cascading disasters. It reveals important insights about the digital
practices of the most significant actors in recent American politics—Barack
Obama and Donald Trump as presidents and Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden
as presidential candidates—and how their approaches to domestic gover-
nance and crisis management relate to their technological choices. This
book also views the smartphone as a political actor in the lives of cabinet
members, legislative leaders, and prominent activists in ways that clarify its
transformative role in the democratic aspirations of average citizens.

The Smartphone in the Oval Office

Former president Barack Obama was associated with a broad range of digi-
tal practices during his time in the White House, from shooting selfies to
directing drones. In contrast, the presidency of Donald Trump was largely
affiliated with behavior normalized by a single technology company: Twit-
ter. But the digital literacy of both presidents involved a complex repertoire
of technologies, platforms, devices, and advisors. Trump’s content surfing
and status checking might be cast as a pathological digital obsession, but he
also evolved a relatively nuanced online rhetorical strategy over time and
in response to feedback from a range of communities. Many leading social
media companies played a significant part in shaping his rise to power and
his governing style.

Both Trump and Obama also appropriated the language of Silicon Valley
in similar ways and echoed the same themes of transparency, personaliza-
tion, participation, and direct access. Political scientists and pollsters may
continue to debate the characteristics of the so-called Obama-Trump voter,
who voted for both the 44th and 45th presidents, and they might question
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what would inspire the same citizen to vote for such diametrically opposed
candidates.'’ But it is obvious that both campaigns deployed a language
of direct digital democracy and operationalized similar themes of radical
change. Both Obama and Trump uttered populist appeals as candidates that
were reflected in their digital practices as leaders.

Access to compact and unobtrusive mobile computing is certainly trans-
forming politics and civic discourse at all levels. The constant presence
of these always-on devices realizes the dream of Xerox PARC head Mark
Weiser, who coined the term “ubiquitous computing” long before these
technologies were practical or widely available. At a time when a president’s
mobile phone would have been the size of a brick and carried by the muscle
men of the Secret Service, Weiser imagined a future in which computers
would be available “throughout the physical environment” and become
“invisible to the user.”?’ Such tiny electronic servants are now close to the
bodies of most political leaders in the developed world, just as they are
nestled in the pockets and purses of their constituents. Because they “push”
notifications and “pull” data from queries, these servants may also prove to
be masters. Therefore, it matters that presidents serve as models for what to
do and what not to do with mobile communication technology, and it also
matters that they learn from the digital behaviors of their followers.

This book examines the unintended consequences of this transition to a
new way of doing democracy, a change that has taken place with remarkably
little public comment or critical reflection. Part of this absence of informed
commentary has to do with with the fact that technologists and humanists
are often siloed, although there is an energetic cohort of researchers studying
the legal, ethical, cultural, and political consequences of pervasive comput-
ing technologies. Many of these people analyze important policy topics like
network neutrality, digital surveillance, the governance of global platforms
like Facebook or Google, and the prevalence of false or misleading data
online. Many studying digital culture have examined the topic of ubiquitous
computing with a focus on protecting individual privacy and other civil
liberties. However, relatively few of these interdisciplinary thinkers have
written about the smartphone’s prevalence as an everyday instrument of
communication, its political impacts on deliberative processes for resolving
conflicts, and the consequences of its false promises of direct democracy.

To appeal to citizens’ desires for digital direct democracy, both admin-
istrations emphasized what I call “the rhetoric of connection,” “the
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rhetoric of transparency,” “the rhetoric of participation,” and “the rhetoric
of access.””! Both Obama and Trump consistently emphasized the associa-
tions of the term “rhetoric” with distraction and deception, but I use the
term frequently in this book to refer to the verbal and visual crafting of
public image, a practice both presidents clearly cared about. In addition
to more traditional channels of communication, rhetoric also operates
through algorithms, database structures, and interface design. We live in
a culture inundated with obvious messages, but the operations that order,
filter, and curate these messages for us are often invisible. Understanding
these less explicit techniques of influence and expression is an important
part of analyzing contemporary political rhetoric.

In another White House photo, the 44th president and the future 46th
president are looking at the screen of a mobile device together while, in
the background, a female staffer uses a desktop workstation to perform the
office labor required by the bureaucratic state (figure 0.2). Obama’s broad
smile as he gazes at the screen communicates the pleasure of consuming

Figure 0.2

Vice President Joe Biden and President Barack Obama look at an app on an iPhone in
the Outer Oval Office, Saturday, July 16, 2011. Official White House Photo by Pete
Souza.
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digital media. The photograph shows a moment of intimacy, both between
two political leaders sharing a bond and between humans and a digital
device.

Much as presidents now demonstrate how to use mobile devices to
express political and social solidarity, the digital designers, strategists, and
content creators in the White House during this transformative period have
attempted to influence our behavior as networked citizens and to shape
the structures of our democratic expression. Similarly, their counterparts
in Silicon Valley have spawned a new set of practices very different from
those associated with watching television or speaking on the telephone.
As citizens doing democracy in everyday life, we would do well to imagine
what features on our devices might better enable us to be heard, to combat
wrongdoing by the state, and to mobilize political agency.






1 Obama’s Rhetoric of Connection

Although Obama left office years ago, the website of the Obama White
House has been preserved intact. The banner image shows the president
striding across the White House lawn. The navigation works. The search
window still operates. Visitors can find executive orders, official speeches,
and press briefings, as if Obama’s presidency had never ended.

At least one of the website’s creators looks back fondly on this digital
record. In a lengthy interview held a few blocks away from the White
House, Macon Phillips, the former director of digital strategy for the presi-
dent of the United States, reminisced about being part of Obama’s youth-
ful, tech-savvy team. He described a group that “sincerely believed in the

4

opportunity of social media,” not only to spread messages to audiences
more effectively but also to learn from these audiences, “to tap into net-
works of expertise and to tap into new ways of solving problems and ulti-
mately to empower people to help shape those policies.”"

Phillips explained how the initial digital team took shape long before
the Obama WhiteHouse.gov site went live. It began with the launch of
the digital strategy and technology firm Blue State Digital in 2004. The
firm’s previous experience running a national race had been with Vermont
governor and progressive politician Howard Dean, when they pioneered
new methods for using websites and targeted emails. The Dean campaign’s
strategy to reach younger voters included an online game, Howard Dean
for Iowa, that simulated the kinds of grassroots activities performed by real
Dean volunteers.”

Looking back to the early '00s, it could be argued that the Democratic
Party was surprisingly slow to understand the power of online communi-

ties as a means for political organization. I vividly remember meeting Terry
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McAuliffe, who was chair of the Democratic National Committee (DNC)
from 2001 to 2005, at an intimate Hollywood fundraiser where he made
his pitch for data-driven get-out-the-vote efforts. McAuliffe boasted that
the DNC could now access extremely granular information about magazine
subscriptions and grocery store purchases that might illuminate patterns in
voter loyalty. In other words, an independent voter who subscribed to Guns
& Ammo might be less persuadable than a subscriber to Food & Wine. With
more data, resources could be more appropriately invested in mailers, phone
calls, and door-to-door campaigning to target different demographics.

Yet the digital dossiers that McAuliffe was compiling presupposed that
the voter was only a consumer, rather than a creator, of content. His data
provided little information about how a citizen navigated choices or con-
tributed to an information environment. For example, purchasing a back-
yard bird bath might indicate an enthusiasm for protecting animal species,
but a purchase record couldn'’t tell campaign strategists much about how a
potential voter might communicate a passion for birding to others or the
political valences of this hobby. In contrast, a Facebook post about bird-
watching might offer a wealth of information about a voter’s personal polit-
ical opinions. Social media posts provide data in the form of images that is
enhanced with metadata in the form of descriptive labels, and the activities
of production and consumption are intertwined, particularly as users com-
ment on other people’s posts.

From his L Street office, Phillips recalled joining Blue State Digital in
2005. “There wasn't really a developed marketplace for this stuff. This is
prior to social media, even YouTube. So it was really about how you used
email, websites, and other kinds of tools to organize people and raise
money.”* He described how he “just basically marveled at the idea that you
could send emails to a lot of people, and they pulled out their credit cards.”*
Another early Blue State employee, Tom Cochran, who would follow Phil-
lips to the White House and later to the State Department, recalled feeling
like he was risking “career suicide” to work in a “frat-like start-up,” even
though the mission of offering “cool tools and technologies” to progressive
candidates was extremely appealing.’®

The firm aspired to capitalize on big data and to explore paradigms of
persuasion that party establishment figures like McAuliffe could never have
imagined. As political communication scholar David Karpf notes, digital
technology allowed new constituencies to “more easily speak” and enabled



Obama’s Rhetoric of Connection 3

organizations to “more effectively listen.”® Blue State was interested in
listening in on the digital behavior of potential voters using the insights
derived from online engagement. Furthermore, thanks to digital delivery
methods, understanding people’s preferences about messaging was now
much cheaper and more precise than conventional polling and market
research. Blue State Digital was already ahead of new trends in measuring
political sentiment and persuasive appeals.’

By the time Obama decided to run for the White House using the new
strategies being refined by Blue State Digital, social network sites like You-
Tube and Facebook had made the concept of “online community” more
familiar to Americans outside of the tech industry. Chris Hughes, one of the
cofounders of Facebook, helped design the campaign’s online organizing
efforts. Although the campaign used multipurpose platforms like Facebook
and YouTube, they also created a dedicated platform: My.BarackObama.
com. The URL was often abbreviated to MyBO, which was pronounced like
“my bow” rather than the acronym for “my body odor.” The site made a
few conventionally “back end” features for insiders visible to regular “front
end” users. For example, it allowed its empowered cadre of users access to
databases of potential voters. MyBO also reinforced an ethos of group effort
with its frequent psychological appeals to encourage investment in its pro-
ject of collective storytelling.® Although Obama was initially considered a
political underdog in the 2008 Democratic primary because he was run-
ning against Hillary Clinton, a more established candidate, his campaign
quickly narrowed the gap with a more intuitive and multifunctional web
presence. Significantly, the digital campaign aligned itself with a particular
design aesthetic that emphasized personal and mobile computing rather
than computing on a desktop.’

The digital campaign was eager to appeal to constituents who were
new to social media platforms, so the tech team devised video tutorials to
explain MyBO'’s features to the uninitiated. The available suite of MyBO
tools allowed more than a million members to create individualized profiles,
contact likely voters in shared zip codes, launch personalized crowdfund-
ing pages, post blog entries, and join affinity groups. Among the plethora of
choices for affinity groups were those for tango dancers, air traffic control-
lers, and single mothers.' In addition to harvesting personal information—
including one’s birthdate—the site’s functionality incorporated new digital
mapping technologies that merged online and face-to-face campaigning.
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The older technology of SMS (Short Message Service) text messaging was
also important for instilling a sense of connection. Potential Obama voters
regularly received text messages on their mobile phones that were designed
to make them feel personally addressed, included, and invested in the cam-
paign. Even if the same message went to a hundred thousand other people,
individual texts sent to a single user could enhance feelings of intimacy and
immediacy.

Once the race narrowed to Obama and McCain, Republican strategists
bemoaned being bested by the superior approach of Blue State Digital, par-
ticularly for targeting younger voters: “I get Obama’s text messages, and
every one is exactly what it should be. It is never pointless, it is always
worth reading, and it has an action for you to take.”'' Although “pull”
technologies like mining social network data would prove to be important
in later campaigns, it is important not to ignore how “push” technologies
like text messaging really revolutionized campaigning in 2008.

The Remix Candidate

During Obama’s first presidential candidacy, his campaign employed
unconventional tactics to try to gain voter support via YouTube, most nota-
bly by parlaying the popularity of online mash-up videos in which content
from one video was combined or “remixed” with another. For example,
the “Vote Different” video fused footage from a speech by Hillary Clinton,
Obama’s Democratic primary opponent, with an Apple Superbowl ad that
had an Orwellian 1984 theme."” The “Yes We Can” video blended foot-
age from an Obama stump speech with clips of pop singers and celebri-
ties singing an inspirational anthem about the possibilities of winning the
election.' Both YouTube videos were clearly referencing ideas about how
political speech was constituted dialogically, and they represented that
back-and-forth dynamic visually, either as a contrast between Clinton'’s
passive supporters and Obama’s active ones in “Vote Different” or as a call
and response between Obama and his followers in “Yes We Can.” Although
the videos were not affiliated with the campaign, they were met with tacit
approval from official Obama operatives.

The aesthetics of the Obama remix videos also signaled defiance of con-
ventional rules about intellectual property. Since most remix videos never
seek formal permission from copyright holders to use spliced-in audio
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and images, they tend to blur boundaries between production and con-
sumption. The unsanctioned borrowing in “Vote Different” concerned
the video’s substance—the copyrighted material came from a commercial
entity—and in “Yes We Can” it concerned merely style.

These election videos seemed to appeal to an audience shaped by what
digital rights advocate and law professor Lawrence Lessig has deemed
“remix culture.” According to Lessig, remix is “a critical expression of cre-
ative freedom” that “no free society should restrict,” because it combines
liberatory political possibilities with technological affordances now that a
“read-write” culture was possible.'* These remix practices promote active
individual expression in which every citizen can participate creatively.

Staffers for the Republican McCain campaign tried to gain traction with
YouTube videos of their own. Their most popular attempt was “Celeb,” a
video that compared Obama to Paris Hilton and Britney Spears, two paparazzi
starlets known for overexposing their personal lives." The “Celeb” video
was intended to further boost McCain’s already superior standing in the
polls for “trustworthy” characteristics that usually correlated strongly with
votes on election day.'® Unfortunately for McCain, YouTube’s search fea-
tures optimized the visibility of response videos that skewered the original
premise with parody. A few days later, “Paris Hilton Responds to McCain
Ad” appeared with Hilton herself announcing her run for the White House.
Although both Obama and McCain were lampooned in the video, the
opening montage juxtaposed footage of the elderly McCain with images of
real and fictional oldsters, such as Yoda, the Crypt Keeper, Colonel Sanders,
Larry King, and the Golden Girls."”

To make matters worse, McCain’s campaign was mocked for trying to
use digital technologies at all. Because McCain’s image was so dependent
on projecting the twentieth-century authenticity of their candidate, any
kind of twenty-first-century technological showmanship could be eas-
ily lambasted. When green-screen footage of McCain giving a speech was
leaked by a studio technician, do-it-yourselfers created a variety of remixes,
which included casting the Senate veteran and former war hero in the Julie
Andrews role in The Sound of Music.

With its frequent use of YouTube, the Obama campaign was implicitly
endorsing Google, which had become the corporate parent of YouTube in
2006. YouTube soon became the second most popular search engine after
Google. There were also specific design features that shaped the character
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of Obama’s campaign on YouTube.'® The platform’s efficient and standard-
ized compression and streaming technologies made more bandwidth avail-
able for interaction and traffic management, which in turn revolutionized
how people experienced online video.'" Before YouTube, most people who
wanted to watch an online video had to wait for a file to download from
a static web page and then hope that the format would run on their per-
sonal machine. Uploading was even more time-consuming and knowledge-
intensive than downloading. With YouTube, people could easily watch and
upload videos from their mobile phones, search for relevant content, and
like, share, and comment. Metrics from those activities were also visible on
the site.

What did it mean in 2008 to have a YouTube candidate running for
president? How was this experience different from engaging with a can-
didate who communicated primarily through television, radio, or news-
papers? The media theorist Geert Lovink has argued that audiences “no
longer watch films or TV” as communal events because they only “watch
databases” in the form of personalized flows of information targeted at
individual consumers.*

As YouTube began to colonize the landscape of media consumption in
the mid-'00s, popularity as a metric offered some sense-making capacity
within the kaleidoscopic slot machine of YouTube searches. Now “views,”
“likes,” and “shares” could be used to calibrate the popularity of content
on social media platforms. As Alexandra Juhasz has observed, YouTube was
fundamentally about “popularity,” and this this new kind of “postmodern
television” rewarded affinities with familiar “faces, formats, and feelings.”*'

Other media scholars have asserted that because “YouTube launched
without knowing exactly what it was going to be for,” its “relative under-
determination” facilitated “openness, scale, and diversity.”** This initially
unformed character of the YouTube platform also allowed Obama as a rela-
tive neophyte in party politics to use the platform as a site of experimen-
tation to see what kinds of content would encourage users to claim the
material as their own. After all, YouTube videos were often reposted on
secondary social media sites so that the embedded material could be per-
sonalized with additional framing and curation. In this way, average people
could claim a kind of ownership of footage generated by the Obama cam-
paign, and the Obama campaign could appropriate footage uploaded by
average people.



Obama’s Rhetoric of Connection 7

The Obama Media Ecology

YouTube allowed MyBO to post videos easily, quickly, and cheaply and to
analyze data about the kind of content that was most likely to be watched,
reposted, and discussed. It is also worth remembering that the main MyBO
site wasn'’t the only web address the campaign employed. For example, in
October of 2008, Obama and McCain sparred over which candidate’s tax
plan would most benefit the middle class. To attempt to settle the question,
a YouTube video directed potential voters to Taxcut.BarackObama.com, an
interactive subdomain with a “tax calculator” that generated individualized
savings predictions. The user filled in information about income, marital
status, number of dependents, mortgage debt, and college expenses. The
same information could have been communicated via a static table, but the
ability to see one’s data as personalized and to magically transform input
into output was much more persuasive and appealing. Competing tax
calculators were available elsewhere on the web,* but Obama’s Blue State
Digital tax calculator was much more polished. It displayed virtuoso web
design for the time, and—like the rest of My.BarackObama.com—it invited
engagement. According to one scholar of rhetoric, Obama campaign algo-
rithms invited visitors to “fill in the gaps” and supply missing information,
just as an audience might supply unspoken assumptions when listening to
a conventional speech.**

Macon Phillips pointed out that depictions of volunteers on the website
were often as important as those of the candidate himself. The design of
MyBO'’s architecture advanced a humanized political narrative by showcas-
ing the experiences of dozens of individual supporters. “We would feature
a lot of volunteers out there organizing. We would create content of regular
people doing things to help the campaign that we would then share with
other regular people to encourage them to do things. . . . We really tried
to elevate what we called ‘champions of change,” just regular people from
around the country that were doing things consistent with what the presi-
dent thought was important, . . . letting them be the face of that policy
issue rather than Obama.” This user-generated content populated the site
with the good deeds of the volunteers, and it made the MyBO social net-
work seem energetic and active. Many people updated their statuses fre-
quently and engaged with the content of others, hoping to merit attention
from the candidate or senior staffers.
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In Yes We Did: An Inside Look at How Social Media Built the Obama Brand,
media strategist and Obama campaign staffer Rahaf Harfoush describes
some of the strategies used to promote interaction. For example, the cam-
paign’s designers sought to gamify participation among supporters by
encouraging competitive goal setting. “Members were ranked against each
other and could lose their standing if another member accumulated more
points.”* Successive versions of these self-monitoring features were refined
as more user data made it possible to understand how the level of difficulty
in achieving particular goals might incentivize (or disincentivize) MyBO
members with different degrees of political commitment or free time. The
formula for calculating the activity index was tweaked to reward only the
most recent activities and to assign more weight to off-line actions like
hosting events than to online actions like joining a MyBO group.

Using MyBO'’s rich suite of authoring tools, users could display the
content they desired, even content that challenged the positions of the
candidate himself. For example, an insurgent group of MyBO users began
organizing against Obama’s planned vote as senator to expand the Foreign
Intelligence Surveillance Act, a move opposed by many internet privacy
advocates. The pro-privacy contingent had been initially very attracted
to Obama’s stances on digital rights issues, which had aligned with civil
libertarians who were determined to preserve the presumption of inno-
cence, but they grew wary that he might be becoming part of the political
establishment that supported warrantless surveillance programs. Although
MyBO users’ resistance to his FISA position did not impact Obama’s ulti-
mate policy choice to side with the Senate majority, members of his digital
team agreed that they had to acknowledge the conflict to maintain his cred-
ibility and his followers’ support. In this way the mainstream culture MyBO
espoused could accommodate the resistant subculture it had enabled.

While the Obama campaign’s digital strategy was fairly traditional in
its dissemination of controlled content by disciplined operatives, it uti-
lized channels optimized specifically for smartphones. Within weeks of
announcing his run for the presidency, Obama opened an account (@
BarackObama) on Twitter in March 2007. Yet Obama’s tweets from 2007
and 2008 look oddly cryptic compared to today’s more declarative political
soundbites that are often crafted for recirculation via other media. Many of
Obama'’s older tweets merely linked to longform announcements of impor-
tant updates without summarizing the information in the announcements.
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Even the announcement of Obama’s final FISA decision on Twitter was tan-
talizingly inaccessible: “Made an important decision today and wanted to
share it with you. Visit http://my.barackobama.com/mydecision.”

Organizing for America and Organizing for the Self

During the Obama years, technologies of connection enabled new forms of
monitoring driven by data analytics that sliced and diced complex informa-
tion to disambiguate and classify. For MyBO users, these new forms included
mechanisms for self-surveillance and personal datafication. Obama fans
could create blog posts or fundraising pages. They could also post photos
on their profiles, frequently ones in which pictures of themselves had been
run through an “Obama-izer” to emulate the iconic “Hope” image created
by street artist Shepard Fairey. Finally, they could numerically track their
progress in completing assigned campaign tasks or achieving statistical
goals as volunteers.

Media scholar Jill Walker Rettberg has argued that such digitally medi-
ated practices of self-representation facilitate “seeing ourselves through
technology.” Algorithmically enabled self-presentation makes some aspects
of ourselves more legible while making others less legible to our own self-
consciousness. Rettberg points out that written, visual, and quantitative
types of self-representation all have long histories—diaries, self-portraits,
and ledgers have recorded this kind of information for centuries.

The MyBO interface served as a mirror reflecting an image of what digi-
tal citizenship should look like, based on the verbal, visual, or statistical
characteristics of ideal users. The MyBO interface defined its ideal user as an
optimized “quantified self.” The right kind of “stats” marked the user as
exceptional, and those numbers contributed to the user’s self-understanding
of his or her own moral worth. Although all MyBO users were distinct indi-
viduals with unique expressive capacities, all users were measured by the same
seemingly neutral, objective, and egalitarian standards for achievement.

Statistical practices from life writing, goal setting, accounting, and even
athletics and gaming may have informed how MyBO users interpreted the
site’s numerical representations of their own political participation. As any
dieter or step counter knows, quantifying the self can offer both conso-
lations and frustrations.”® Self-tracking can challenge stereotypes about
health, wellness, and success, but it can also subject individuals to enhanced
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scrutiny and surveillance.”” The careful recording of an individual’s traits is
a practice rooted in histories of colonialism, slavery, and eugenics,”® but
today such quantitative measures reflect the ruthless logic of the neoliberal
marketplace. Like people monitoring the rise and fall of their credit scores,
MyBO users had to constantly attend to their perpetually fluctuating num-
bers. Furthermore, MyBO users weren'’t always in complete control when it
came to maximizing their individual scores, because many of the assigned
tasks for fundraising or voter outreach favored those with existing class
privilege, social status, and economic capital.

Looking back to Obama'’s 2008 campaign, we can see how the personal-
ization of political action through user-focused digital technologies would
eventually transform patterns of connection in social movements of all
kinds.” Even those designated as social media “followers” now expected to
be addressed as individuals and to be recognized as distinct political entities
within larger groups mobilized for change. Shared experiences of inequality
or precarity that might drive massive collective protests, both in the streets
and online, would transform into a rhetoric of diverse personal experience
manifesting in an array of distinct forms.*

Personalization might have appeared to enhance direct democracy by
allowing people to speak as individuals rather than as interchangeable
constituents of political parties or congressional districts, but it has also
detracted from the unified messaging, organizational coherence, and com-
munal ethos necessary for true solidarity.*’ With its highly personalized
design strategy and an interface optimized for novelty, the MyBO site
depended on constant updating by temporarily invested users who were
relatively new to the platform. Although MyBO logged an impressive num-
ber of total subscribers, many of those users only created skeletal profiles
and spent little time with the site’s activities of self-monitoring, personal
measurement, status checking, and social connection. Most users com-
mitted only to completing short-term, relatively simple tasks rather than
engaging in sustained discussions or complex deliberations. Few users inte-
grated the site into their permanent routines, and connections between
users largely remained superficial.

After Obama’s inauguration in 2009, MyBO became Organizing for
America, which would serve as the DNC'’s grassroots digital organization.
As former Nation editor Micah Sifry recounted in his article “Obama’s Lost
Army,” MyBO'’s transition into the Democratic Party establishment was not
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uncontested.* Many wanted to see a more independent successor organiza-
tion with a distributed network of users who would continue to welcome
new political participants. According to a concept document written by
boosters of this idea, an organization called Movement 2.0, or M2.0, could
“serve both to educate supporters” and to “gather the input to help shape”
the president’s legislative agenda while serving as an autonomous nonprofit
organization focused on governance rather than elections.* Instead, Sifry
told the unhappy story of a core group of idealistic campaign advisors, tech
executives, and academics obstructed by traditional party insiders defend-
ing the status quo. Sifry asserted that the decision to tie the site to the party
establishment might have doomed its promise as a left-wing counter to the
right-wing online populism that blossomed with the Tea Party.

However, some insiders blamed members of Obama’s own tech team for
abandoning grassroots organizing in favor of more lucrative opportunities.
Kate Albright-Hanna wrote that “New Media was dead, but a corpse called
‘Digital’ rose to take its place.”** According to Albright-Hanna, this new
entity was “bloodless, technocratic, and made of big data” and “rolled its
eyes at narrative, on the ground feedback, and human political instinct.”
As the focus changed to surveillance, number crunching, and algorithmic
manipulation of the Democratic political base, digital strategy became a
“sure-fire, can’t-lose, totally smart approach to crushing the competition.”

While visiting the old pages of My.BarackObama.com, I discovered
that many links led to Domain Name System errors with apologetic mes-
sages like “Something went wrong (but it’s not your fault).” Although I
was encouraged to “try again in a few minutes,” the online community
once comprising over a million users failed to manifest itself again. But
MyBO became obsolete long before it degenerated into broken links and
apologies. Sifry described a conspiracy to undermine democratic digital
participation orchestrated from above, but MyBO lost much of its reason
for existence from below. After users helped get Obama elected, interest in
the more modest grassroots goals of increasing voter turnout and political
participation waned. Obama’s White House became the new focus. His was
expected to be the most transparent administration in history.






2 Obama’s Rhetoric of Transparency

Even before Obama’s 2008 triumph at the polls, his digital team was pre-
paring for the launch of Change.gov. Change.gov took a novel approach
to digital transitions by elevating the role of the president-elect. This new
federal government website was supposed to be a staging area for policy
announcements and plans to achieve lofty goals. Before the president-elect
and his future vice president Joe Biden moved into the more established
online spaces of WhiteHouse.gov, their operation took advantage of an offi-
cial interim digital platform.

The Clinton to Bush transition in the physical White House had been
a messy one—literally. Republican staffers arrived to find Vaseline-smeared
desks, glued drawers, unplugged refrigerators, whited-out computer key-
boards, scattered bumper stickers, and obscene voice mail greetings.'
Government-issued cell phones were also missing.” By contrast, Jane Cook,
a Bush-era webmaster, remembered no animosity in the digital transition
of power at WhiteHouse.gov. However, the Clinton presidency—which
created WhiteHouse.gov in 1994—seemed to have put little thought into
managing the handoff.* On George W. Bush’s inauguration day, federal con-
tractors hastily erected a skeleton page to replace the website celebrating
“President William J. Clinton: Eight Years of Peace, Progress and Prosper-
ity.”* The razor-thin margins of the Bush/Gore election led to contestation
that lasted many weeks after election day. With Bush winning Florida by
only 537 votes, recounts were demanded, and legal challenges had to work
their way through the court system. According to Cook, this uncertainty
made it difficult to have a polished web presence in place to celebrate the
new administration.’

Due to their negative experiences with the transfer of power, the Bush
web team worked assiduously on a peaceful digital transition with the
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Obama team. The last update to the Bush White House page showed the
first family welcoming the Obamas.® Yet not everything went perfectly
when the Obama IT team took over. Tom Cochran, a Blue State Digital vet-
eran and the first director of new media technologies for Obama, recounted
with regret how “servers were unplugged” and “accounts wiped out,” some-
times for civil servants who had been with the government for over a quar-
ter of a century. People discovered that files that they had scrupulously
maintained over decades had been erased overnight.

Change.gov promised a radical transformation. The site allowed aver-
age people to apply directly for presidential appointments in the Obama
administration by filling out an online form. This was done to show that
the new White House was rejecting the cronyism of the political spoils
system, which rewarded loyalty by giving jobs to known supporters. I filled
out an application myself to explore the desired qualifications. I noticed
that the skills, experience, and education requirements were remarkably
generic. Seemingly anyone was welcome to apply and could thus feel
encouraged and included.

I never heard back from the White House about any potential job pros-
pects. What I did receive were regular emails from Democratic Party power
broker John Podesta with subject lines such as “Give Your Ideas Directly
to the President,” “Video: The President-elect’s plan,” and “It’s time.” Just
as the campaign had grown a huge bank of contacts through the MyBO
platform, the administration seemed to be creating a similar database of
Change.gov users.

Change.gov also sought to archive evidence of citizen participation as
the inauguration approached. “An American Moment: Your Story” explic-
itly encouraged users to share their own content: “We’re counting on citi-
zens from every walk of life to get involved. Share your experiences and
your ideas—tell us what you’d like the Obama-Biden administration to do
and where you'd like the country to go.”” As with the job application por-
tal, users of the American Moment site had to provide their email addresses.
They were also encouraged to upload a photo to illustrate their story. Other
parts of the site included areas for information, discussion, and inquiry,
such as “Citizen’s Briefing Book,” “Join the Discussion,” “Your Seat at the
Table,” and “Open for Questions.”®

On digital rights issues, Change.gov sent decidedly mixed messages
about its use of intellectual property. On the page titled “Copyright Notice”
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was a proud announcement that the site used a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 3.0 License. Such “copyleft” (as opposed to “copyright”) licenses
had been created by forward-thinking legal experts who thought that tra-
ditional copyright was often inappropriate in the digital age because it sti-
fled the creativity of online remixes, mash-ups, and amateur imitation and
consequently silenced many forms of online political speech. Change.gov
informed users that they had granted “a non-exclusive, irrevocable, royalty-
free license to the rest of the world for their submissions” in keeping with
the sharing ethos of Creative Commons. At the same time, Change.gov
sternly asserted the rights of traditional copyright holders, such as music
studios and movie producers, and warned against violations of the Digital
Millennium Copyright Act.

The First Social Media Inauguration

1.8 million people gathered in Washington, DC to watch Obama'’s inaugu-
ration in 2008. At the time, I had a sick sinking feeling about the event’s
impermanence. I looked at what my friends were posting on social media,
whether they were out shivering on the Washington Mall or partying in the
warmth of elite galas. I was dismayed to watch this massive archive of digi-
tal images being entrusted to social media companies rather than cultural
preservationists.

The historical record had never been more rich, inclusive, and varied,
thanks to mobile digital technology. But it had also never been more at
risk due to the frequent obsolescence of proprietary platforms and media
storage systems. When users signed away their rights to Silicon Valley com-
panies in exchange for using these services, the situation only got worse.

In the days leading up to the event, I talked to Dan Cohen, who was
director of the Center for History and New Media at George Mason Univer-
sity. He agreed there were many problems with “online memory-making
with decentralized user contributions” that were dependent on organiza-

tions “not in the forever business.”’

He thought that all those pictures and
messages should be part of a digital public archive that could be explored
by researchers and average citizens centuries into the future. The social
media companies absorbing the collective memories of the Obama inau-
guration weren’t incentivized to serve as stewards and custodians, and

they weren’t charged with the responsibility of making data accessible and
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legible for posterity. Such companies might be interested in harvesting
as much data as possible in order to mine it for potential monetization,
but it was in their proprietary interest to keep much of this information
obscured.

I also talked to Kris Carpenter from the Internet Archive, a nonprofit
digital library, who reassured me that volunteers would be dispersed among
the crowd on inauguration Tuesday, armed with laptops and “every adapter
they can think of.” The volunteers would collect data from cell phones
and digital cameras and provide the metadata for cataloging information to
identify sources on the spot. When I checked in with her a few weeks after
the inauguration, she admitted that the effort had been a bust. They didn’t
have enough personnel or equipment to begin with, and the cold weather
had further discouraged volunteer turnout.

The problem with relying on sites like Facebook to store our collective
memories is that social media platforms were never designed to be national
archives; they were designed to generate advertising revenue and market-
ing data by capitalizing on the digital collections of others. In other words,
these companies were interested in mining archives, not maintaining them.

The widespread social media coverage of Obama’s 2009 inauguration
allowed millions of people who were thousands of miles away from Wash-
ington, DC to experience a feeling of copresence during the ceremony,
celebrations, and counter-protests. Newspapers, such as the venerable Tele-
graph, were also learning to follow hashtags for the first time during their
inauguration reporting.'” People observing the event were encouraged to
follow #inauguration, #obamainaug, and #inaug09.

Facebook partnered with CNN to allow live commentary on the broad-
caster’s video stream of the event. On the history-making morning of
January 20, about 600,000 people—a “mind-blowing” number for the
time''—posted on Facebook during CNN’s mixed-media spectacle. Over a
billion people were estimated to have watched the inauguration “on their
TVs and computers,” according to Wired, which noted that the BBC had a
thirty-minute interruption of their digital stream.'? Google’s traffic showed
heavy use of their search engine by an international audience tuning in.
Metrics peaked as people like Aretha Franklin appeared on the stage.”> On
Facebook, the visitors to Washington continued to share. Many users were
seeing a faster and more varied stream of content from “friends” than they
had ever seen before.
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The New Digital Technocrats

A new generation of technocrats came into the White House with Obama
that day in January. They differed radically from information technology
professionals from earlier eras. Previous generations had come from the
worlds of the military, academia, or traditional business management.
These earlier technocrats understood their prime directive to be the main-
tenance of files.

Filing was a pre-digital technology made more efficient by computeriza-
tion. A century ago, German philosopher Max Weber described how “the
management of the modern office” was “based upon written documents,”
which were “preserved” by “a staff of subaltern officials and scribes of all
sorts.”'* When computer operating systems like Unix came into use by the
federal government, files remained at the core of the state’s identity.

As the Spanish sociologist Manuel Castells has observed, during the late
twentieth century a newer culture of software development emerged with
fractious networked subcultures such as “the techno-meritocratic culture,”
“the hacker culture,” “the virtual communitarian culture,” and “the entre-

preneurial culture”'®

in a sometimes volatile “intersection of big science,
military research, and libertarian culture.”'® As the new Obama White
House staffers interacted with old-guard IT managers, they encountered
resistance from the entrenched techno-meritocratic culture that wanted to
preserve the bureaucratic hierarchies of civil service employment and file
management procedures.

Tom Cochran described how the fraught relationship “between Silicon
Valley and Washington, DC” could make negotiation between the two
office cultures impossible. “Both sides think that they are the smartest in the
room,” he lamented."”” However, some of the Blue State tech workers eventu-
ally became habituated to the way that Washington worked, as they began
to see the value of maintaining tradition. Cochran laughed about how even
he came to react negatively to the next wave of tech employees, “twenty-
four-year-old start-up founders in t-shirts saying, ‘Washington is broken,””
even though he himself had agreed with many of their arguments just a few
months earlier and had come from the same start-up culture himself.

While the older generation of technocrats focused on preservation, the
new generation focused on access. The previous maze of Byzantine rules
was to be replaced with wide-open windows that would allow anyone to
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shine a light inside the government. To popularize these new policies, the
metaphors of “sunlight” or “sunshine” became common figures of speech
in the administration’s rhetoric about transparency. The White House bor-
rowed language from political transparency organizations like the Sunlight
Foundation (founded in 2006) and the American Society of Newspaper Edi-
tors, which sponsored Sunshine Week (founded in 2005). The adage from
Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis that “sunlight is said to be the best of
disinfectants” was quoted on the White House website over a dozen times
during the Obama years.

Transparency was also a popular theme in Silicon Valley, one that was
supposed to improve efficiency by getting the most out of a corporation’s
“human capital.”'® CEOs like Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg worked in open
offices without walls or cubicles, so everyone’s workplace activity was visi-
ble.” The “transparency report,” issued by companies like Google and Twit-
ter, eventually became a recognized public relations genre.*

The Open Source Revolution

One explanation for the optimism among new technocrats had to do with
the rise of the API (Application Programming Interface), a software inter-
mediary that allowed two applications to communicate with each other.
Specifically, APIs provided structured mechanisms for new applications to
pull data from existing applications. Although the proliferation of different
social media platforms and types of mobile devices could have caused total
chaos, the forces for integration were powerful, too.

Open file formats like JSON (JavaScript Object Notation) were rap-
idly adopted by companies like Twitter, Facebook, and Flickr during this
period.”' JSON was designed to be light, promote legibility with human-
readable text, and make outputting data easy. JSON was also designed in
ways that helped the ecologies of social media grow sustainably, particularly
as use exploded with the proliferation of applications for mobile devices.
Developers reaped the benefits of these standardized open formats.

Commercial interest was not the only driver of API growth. Fan com-
munities and non-governmental organizations used APIs as a way to gather,
manage, and circulate statistical knowledge collectively. Public web-based
APIs could allow interested people to download large spreadsheets from an
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organization’s website with the push of a virtual button. This data could
also be visualized to make significant patterns of information more appar-
ent and meaningful.*

Another factor encouraging the new generation of digital technocrats
was the so-called smart cities movement that was embedding technology
into every aspect of urban infrastructure.” APIs were being used in tech-
enriched cities to make public transportation more user-friendly and effi-
cient, to encourage more sustainable energy consumption, and to manage
services like waste removal and policing. Other technologies were impor-
tant to the smart cities movement as well. Radio-frequency identification
could make transactions simpler with smart cards, license plate tracking
could improve flow on toll roads and parking structures, and city-specific
applications for mobile phones could dispense location-aware information
in real time. If new digital technologies could improve life at the local level,
perhaps these same technologies could transform the delivery of services
and management of infrastructure for the entire country.

The central concern for many tech employees coming into the Obama
administration was scalability. Those with previous experience with smart
cities or digital town halls (covered in the next chapter) worried that what
worked well in a metropolis with fewer than a million people, such as San
Francisco or Seattle, might become totally dysfunctional at the federal scale.
In contrast, those with tech company experience might have managed user
bases with hundreds of millions of members, but they were often unfamil-
iar with the legal, ethical, and bureaucratic obligations of government work
and its historical precedents and civil service rules.

The Presidential Records Act was a particularly prickly thorn in the side
of Obama’s digital crew. It had been passed in 1978 while the impact of
the Nixon Watergate scandal was still strong. The act’s mandate that all
presidential records be preserved starting in 1981 did not translate easily to
the digital age. For example, if an electronic file had thousands of nearly
identical versions, did each one need to be saved and labeled? The pro-
cess of collecting data for posterity could often be cumbersome. Cochran
recalled many struggles around figuring out how to archive social media,
and he chuckled about the “craziness” of “rooms of government bureau-
crats taking screenshots of Facebook and emailing them” to comply with

their interpretation of the act.”*
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Obama’s campaign promises also posed challenges for his digital staff.
Obama had vowed that bills passed by Congress would be posted online
for the public to see for at least five days before receiving the president’s
signature.”® After the inauguration, very few pieces of actual legislation
received this “sunlight before signing” treatment, even in Obama’s critical
first few months in office.”® As then-director of digital strategy Macon Phil-
lips explained on the White House blog, “implementation procedures and
some initial issues with the congressional calendar” hampered delivering
on the promise.”

Despite these reality checks, celebrations of high-tech transparency
began on Obama’s first full day in office, when the president issued a
memorandum to heads of departments and agencies on “Transparency and
Open Government.” Transparency was key to what Phillips described as
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the three cornerstones of the new government: “transparency,” “participa-
tion,” and “communication.”” According to Obama’s directive, transpar-
ency “promotes accountability and provides information for citizens about
what their Government is doing.” The new transparency policy designated
federal information as a “national asset” that had to be disclosed “rapidly
in forms that the public can readily find and use.” Furthermore, executive
departments and agencies were expected to “harness new technologies to
put information about their operations and decisions online and readily
available to the public.” Finally, executive departments and agencies were
urged to “solicit public feedback to identify information of greatest use to
the public.””

Each one of these elements represented challenges for the new techno-
crats. Protecting public information “assets” from Silicon Valley monetiza-
tion was difficult to do while maintaining open architectures. It was also
hard to make information understandable to a general audience equipped
with much less data literacy than the administration’s number crunchers
and tech whizzes. In addition, there were trade-offs between releasing data
in truly open formats, which required more arcane technical knowledge,
and releasing data in commercial formats that had closed algorithms but
were more commonly in use. Nonetheless, by 2012, Transparency.gov was
dispensing all sorts of information with maps, graphs, charts, and visual-
izations to show how federal spending was being allocated. The numbers
on everything from oil spill contracts to grants in higher education were
available to be mined.


http://Transparency.gov
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Searching for Transparency

During Obama’s eight years in office, the design of the White House website
remained relatively consistent, conveying institutional permanence. For
instance, the homepage navigation menu changed only slightly between
2009 and early 2017. Reading from left to right, “the BRIEFING ROOM,” “the
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AGENDA,” “the ADMINISTRATION,” “ABOUT the WHITE HOUSE,” “our GOVERNMENT,”
and “coNTacT us” gradually became “BRIEFING ROOM,” “ISSUES,” “THE ADMINIS-
TRATION,” and “1600 PENN.”** Other small changes included the replacement
of serif with sans serif fonts and the addition of a more prominent search
box. As a kind of interactive interface for input, the search box encouraged
users to engage.

Search boxes are also associated with transparency; facilitating unob-
structed inquiry by making large quantities of information accessible
suggests there is nothing to hide. The Obama White House website was
designed as a portal to other public open data websites that allowed citizens
to see the inner workings of government for themselves. It was conceived
as a launchpad for perusing budgets, poring over regulatory language, or
monitoring the activities of government officials. Despite its prominent
position on the site, however, the search box was rarely used. Most users
accessed WhiteHouse.gov materials through Google searches rather than
via the site’s own search interface.

Like most public-facing institutional websites, the back end of Obama'’s
WhiteHouse.gov was constructed using resources from multiple technology
providers. According to Cochran, the “most targeted website in the world”
utilized software from Drupal, Akamai, Acquia, and Apache Solr to handle
needs like content management, networked content delivery, cloud ser-
vices, and indexing. Eager to avoid “reinventing the wheel,” Cochran even-
tually switched the WhiteHouse.gov search engine to one developed by the
government’s General Services Administration that was powered by Micro-
soft’s search engine Bing. But he remained aware that “all the studies that
user experience experts do” show that “user search is rarely search” because
“people just go back to Google” when they want to find information.

Certainly, search algorithms conceal as well as reveal. Search engines
filter and rank results. Google distinguished itself from early competitors
like AltaVista and Ask Jeeves by understanding the enormous value of
human behavior in improving the indexing done by machines. Google,
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like most search engines from the 1990s, initially relied on programs called
“web crawlers,” also known as a “spiders” or “spiderbots,” that moved
through links on the World Wide Web, accessed their HTML pages, and
copied their content so that other programs could classify this material
and make it easily findable. Google’s page rank algorithm was effective at
monitoring how successful users perceived its searches to be, combining
the labor of human users with the labor of nonhuman crawlers. As media
theorist Benjamin Bratton observes, a search engine “does not produce new
content for its Users, but rather structures the value of content that other
Users provide.”*!

This recursive loop loads search algorithms up with users’ cultural biases,
atop the original biases structured into the initial search algorithms by Sil-
icon Valley programmers. The digital media scholar Safiya Umoja Noble
questions Google’s pose of neutrality in her work on the company’s ten-
dency to serve up racist and sexist search results. Noble criticizes “algo-
rithms of oppression” that create new systems of digital redlining in the
backgrounds of our computationally mediated daily lives.** Substantive
moral and ethical questions need to be asked about purportedly objective
search results, particularly when people of color are tagged with hurtful
racist stereotypes.

And even as tech corporations like Google promote rhetorics of open-
ness, their business models necessarily reward proprietary secrecy and elite
forms of expertise. Such companies may laud open-source software devel-
opment as a training ground for their programmers or open standards as
the basis of the interoperability from which they profit, but their commit-
ments to genuine transparency are often extremely superficial.

Promoting Open Government

A 2009 video of Macon Phillips and chief information officer Vivek Kun-
dra explaining the functionality USASpending.gov exhibits the administra-
tion’s optimism about its early open data initiatives. In the video, Kundra
boasts about providing “tools around analysis that allow you to do com-
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parative analysis” that will enable users to serve as “watchdog,” “auditor,”
and “innovator.”** Kundra enthuses about how users will “be able to take
that data and slice and dice and cube it and mash it up in different ways.”

He gushes about how “you could actually get XML feeds from the platform
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itself, and you could design your own online community that follows how
a project is performing.”

XML stands for Extensible Markup Language. It is used to structure data
for storage and transport. XML files include both tags and text, allowing
digital composers to use existing website tagging architecture to create
distinctive classification systems. In other words, XML is a metalanguage
that allows users to define their own customized markup languages and to
annotate existing digital content by organizing it into particular buckets
of similar data. For example, using XML, I could mark up an online dining
menu with tags like <item>nachos</item>, <price>4.99</price>, or <appe-
tizer vegetarian="true”>. Using these tags, a computer could easily tabulate
all the orders and summarize what the restaurant received as income and
what products were delivered to customers. The vast and heterogeneous
corpus of information on government websites—currently written in prose
as speeches, executive orders, legislation, reports, court decisions, and
many other genres of political expression—could be reduced to data that
could be processed for more sensible decision-making.

Certainly Kundra was right that XML made data more readable and
rational by providing useful classifiers to simplify information processing
across multiple sites. However, using specialized data lingo like “XML"” in
an online video intended for a general audience might have reinforced
existing stereotypes about educated elite snobbery and the exclusion of less
privileged and more precarious classes. In other words, how might a senior
citizen, food service worker, or truck driver make sense of Kundra’s Silicon
Valley jargon?

At the same time that the Obama administration was centralizing infor-
mation for one-stop perusal at sites like Transparency.gov and USASpend-
ing.gov, it was setting up innumerable single-issue websites. Each new
site joined an alphabet soup of other .gov sites that were not clearly con-
nected to specific federal agencies. For example, FoodSafetyWorkingGroup.
gov was established in 2009 to bring together expertise from the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services and the Department of Agriculture in
response to persistent problems with foodborne illnesses and contamina-
tion. The site appears to have been taken off-line in 2017 during the Trump
administration.

Most of these specially coined Obama-era domain names employed aspi-
rational language associated with a robust social safety net, such as
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Recovery.gov, Opportunity.gov, HeathReform.gov, FinancialStability.gov,
AStrongMiddleClass.gov, and MakingHomeAffordable.gov. However, some
—Ilike Distraction.gov or Flu.gov—were named after the hazards from
which the welfare state could provide protection. Other choices in website
naming raised questions about why some issues deserved a federal.gov web-
site while others didn’t. For instance, the administration created Father-
hood.gov in April of 2011, but it never created a Motherhood.gov.

The Costs of Transparency

Kin Lane, a self-described “API evangelist” and former presidential innova-
tion fellow, left the administration sixty days after he joined it. Lane was
a software engineer with interests in the potential synergies of technol-
ogy, business, and politics. Even though he was part of a robust cohort
of forty-three fellows recruited by the Obama administration, he felt that
he couldn’t make much impact on an entrenched and defensive federal
culture, and the G-14 salary, high cost of living in the nation’s capital, and
periodic suspension of government payrolls during periods of legislative
brinksmanship only made things worse.**

In an interview for this book, Lane described what unfolded after his
initial placement in the Veterans Administration (VA) in the summer of
2013.%° The VA is an agency with broad responsibilities that include provid-
ing health care, dispensing benefits, arranging for burials, and constructing
memorials. Lane initially focused on the most basic task of helping the
agency “understand the mandate” from the administration about transpar-
ency and defining “what is public data” and “what should be shared.”*® He
discovered that agency units often wanted to shift responsibility to other
entities. Even teams that appeared eager to embrace accountability might
“give you smoke, stuff that is already on their website” rather than doing
the hard work of harvesting new data or making existing data accessible,
machine readable, and enriched with metadata that would make it more
valuable to users.

Lane came to understand that the VA’s resistance to digital transparency
was often perfectly rational. “I learned that people are really looking to
hurt federal agencies. You might publish material publicly that might seem
harmless, but it can be weaponized to punish and politicize.” In the era of
“journalists doing gotcha stories,” WikiLeaks, and an entrenched political
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culture of extreme polarization, Lane saw the consequences of revealing
disappointing or embarrassing numbers that were more likely to demoral-
ize federal employees than to energize them.

Although transparency was supposed to lower federal costs, putting
real-time, open-access information online could also elevate federal expen-
ditures dramatically. When “corporations scrape the data every minute
looking for changes” in order to profit from free information, agencies
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incur “bandwidth costs,” “server costs,” and “commercial costs associated
with transparency.” As Lane asked, “if you are Google, should you be able
to pound government servers for free?” There were concerns about profi-
teering as well. “Some of this stuff can impact markets,” Lane observed.
Records from sub-branches of government like the Department of Labor
couldn’t always be released in real time. Yet being too slow or secretive with
data release risked exploitation for insider trading by those with access to
such information before it was made available to the public.

As Lane’s mission expanded beyond Veterans Affairs to include work-
ing with other agencies, he began to recognize that the unintended con-
sequences of transparency could be profound. He experienced a glaring
“spotlight on government” rather than the gentle warmth of “sunshine”
transparency had promised.

The elimination of information gatekeeping had sounded appealing,
but dumping “a million records in PDF format” was “not helping reporters
make sense of this data.” However, converting enormous PDF archives into
usable spreadsheets and then cleaning that tabulated data is an enormous
task that requires attention to detail and millions of man-hours.

The Obama administration also had serious privacy concerns about the
push for transparency. Law enforcement agents who could be identified in
federal data feared retaliation from organized crime enterprises. Data from
the Department of Housing and Urban Development could put victims of
domestic violence at risk of being tracked down by their abusers. There were
also often problems implementing authentication systems for government
workers accessing private or confidential information housed on federal
servers, and these problems were heightened by the fact that federal agen-
cies tended to operate in a competitive environment of mutual mistrust.

Macon Phillips agreed about the pitfalls of transparency. “It’s a whole
lot easier to tear something down than to build it. No one ever wrote sto-
ries about how great all of the data that we published was. We were seen
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as increasing the threat vector for the press to pick up negative stories.”*’

Phillips gave the example of publishing all of the data from the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009. This legislation was intended to
provide an economic stimulus and bailout package to address the financial
crisis that had plagued the last months of the Bush administration. “Some-
one’s going to find something in there that’s bad, which one could argue is
really valuable. But from a press and communications standpoint it meant
we were typically only getting black marks and not gold stars.”

The double bind faced by the Obama administration was thus that there
could never be enough transparency and that there would always be too
much. As legal scholar Mark Fenster argues, transparency always functions
as both an end and a means. As Fenster explains, “the term transparency
simultaneously describes both an aspirational goal—full openness to the
public—and the core problem that must be overcome in order for that goal
to be met—the separation between the state and public.”*® Transparency is
supposed to unite the public and the state, but it always reveals a division
that propagates suspicion rather than trust.

According to digital democracy skeptic Evgeny Morozov, some gov-
ernment secrecy is needed for nuanced coalition building, flexible deci-
sion-making, and maintenance of collective trust. Getting rid of “sleazy
corruption, backroom deals, and inefficient horse trading” might sound

like an admirable goal,*

but the puritanical pursuit of absolute transpar-
ency can undermine the expectations for private communication that are
necessary for functioning deliberation. Morozov also criticized the Obama
administration’s hypocrisy in preaching transparency while it “prosecuted
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leakers and whistle-blowers,” “expanded the government’s classification

program,” and “forbad reporters from disclosing the names of federal

workers.”*

Input and Output Transparency

Many administration officials knew from the outset that transparency
wouldn’t be simple to achieve. One of Obama’s key appointments in
advancing his transparency agenda was Harvard Law professor Cass Sun-
stein as administrator of the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs.
OIRA (pronounced “oh-eye-ruh”) was established as part of the Office of
Management and Budget.
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Sunstein had argued for an approach that he characterized as “libertar-
ian paternalism,” which differed significantly from simple transparency.
According to Sunstein, government officials would serve as “choice archi-
tects” for the masses by presenting information in a manner that facilitated
better outcomes. In this way federal agencies could achieve the goals of a
more prosperous and sustainable society using principles of behavioral eco-
nomics by designing systems to “nudge” citizens toward better choices. In
other words, transparency alone would fail if it were not connected to clear
decision-making opportunities.

Furthermore, Sunstein recognized that legalistic approaches to trans-
parency could result in the burying of critical information in too much
data or fine print, thereby disclosing nothing by disclosing everything. For
example, one of the signature transparency achievements of the Obama
administration that Sunstein praised was the Credit Card Accountability,
Responsibility, and Disclosure Act of 2009, which required credit card com-
panies to redesign monthly statements to be more informative, particularly
about the long-term costs of paying only the minimum due. Not only was
the information on the new statements more transparent, but it was also
more actionable.

Sunstein expressed jaded opinions about the benefits of transparency for
its own sake, particularly as it affected the efficacy of the government. After
his tenure in the White House, Sunstein remained enthusiastic about the
value of what he called “output transparency,” which involved transparency
about what the government produced, such as findings about environmen-
tal pollution, but he was leerier of “input transparency,” which involved
transparency about what the government consumed, such as “who, within
government, said what to whom, and when.”*!

As an example of effective output transparency, Sunstein pointed to
information about workplace fatalities from the Occupational Safety and
Health Administration that was posted prominently on the landing page of
OSHA.gov. On a real-time news ticker, visitors could see “11/09/2015 UT:
Larry Nickell killed in fall while installing solar panel” or “11/12/2015 TX:
Steven Reyna asphyxiated from CO2 exposure.”** Users were only one click
away from a site for downloading fatality reports with open and interoper-
able CSV (comma-separated value) files. CSV files are formatted using only
commas and line breaks to represent a table-structured format, allowing
data to be saved in small, bare-bones files. They are popular because they
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can be read by commercial spreadsheet software, such as Microsoft Excel,
and thus the data can be more easily processed. According to Sunstein,
this output data could be applied to decision-making, whether directly—by
average people looking online at the numbers for themselves—or indi-
rectly—by average people using handy mobile phone applications that had
ingested repurposed government data. In contrast, Sunstein believed that
input transparency had higher costs and fewer benefits than output trans-
parency because it was “pre-decisional” in character.

Transparency can also exacerbate existing societal inequality. In the
post-Obama era, dozens of books have been published that caution against
the assumption that a data-driven society will necessarily be a better one.
Among these titles are Cathy O’'Neil’s Weapons of Math Destruction, Virginia
Eubanks’s Automating Inequality, and Andrew Guthrie Ferguson’s The Rise
of Big Data Policing. Each of these volumes show the unintended conse-
quences of information harvesting on a massive scale. They also observe
that the poisonous legacies of data-gathering efforts from the pre-digital
era still exist, such as the neighborhood redlining that led to racial and
economic segregation. Although Black voters were an important sector of
Obama’s political base, his administration’s talking points about transpar-
ency weren’t particularly popular with this core constituency. Black citizens,
who appeared hypervisible in the dominant society, were already subjected
to more privacy violations than their white counterparts.*

As media theorist Wendy Hui Kyong Chun pointed out in a 2010 inter-
view, “transparency can’t be the answer to all our political questions,”
because “things can be transparent and still unfair,” and “things can be
transparent and actually more unfair, because certain people are exposed,
and exposure is not always the same.”** Chun asserted that “exposure is the
beginning of a dialogue, which is always about power relations.” According
to Chun, those who were exposed by the data-gathering mechanisms of the
state tended to be the most vulnerable and precarious citizens—the poor,
the sick, the criminalized, and children—who were also the least able to
participate as equals in shared discussions about democracy.

When making a complex world legible becomes the main goal of the
state, the messy lives of its citizens tend to suffer. Top-down planning
efforts often begin with the violence of the ledger and the map, whether
it is through uprooting people from their homes in the Tennessee Valley
during the New Deal or forcing others into strategic hamlets during the
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Vietnam War. As the state uses tools that categorize assets and sort people
into social categories, it often ignores the informal agreements and flexible
arrangements upon which human life depends.* In other words, these all-
seeing Obama databases could be blind to people’s lived experiences.

The Google President

While campaigning for president in 2007, Obama gave a talk on the Google
campus in Mountain View, CA, in which he claimed that he and Google
shared similar commitments to “changing the world from the bottom up,
not the top down.”*® For Obama, “the Google story” was not only a nar-
rative of “good jobs”; it was also a tale of Google’s quest for seeing “things
that are unseen.” From this inspirational account of Google’s visionary
track record, Obama jumped into his own plans for open government ini-
tiatives to encourage greater transparency. As a senator, he sponsored a bill
dubbed the “Google for Government” bill to create a searchable website
about government spending.*’

Obama'’s history with Google goes all the way back to the summer of
2004, when he joined one of Google’s TGIF events. During his visit he
watched master displays of search traffic and expressed admiration for
the company’s many banks of computer servers. In The Audacity of Hope,
Obama fondly recounts his experience of meeting founders Sergey Brin
and Larry Page, and he repeats the founders’ well-known egalitarian origin
story that links their wealthy company to its supposedly humble begin-
nings in a dorm room and a garage.*® He repeated this founding myth in his
2007 speech at Google. In a 2013 White House speech devoted to Obama’s
“New Management Agenda,” the president reminisced about his 2007 visit
and added that he had “promised to appoint the nation’s first CTO—Chief
Technology Officer” when he visited Google.*

Certainly, Obama was not the first president to champion transpar-
ency. Coming out of early twentieth-century Progressive Era politics, the
Keep Commission was founded by President Theodore Roosevelt in 1905
to promote efficiency and accountability among federal agencies.”” And all
throughout that pre-digital century, the Government Printing Office made
statistical information widely available to many constituencies.

Neither was Obama the first president to advocate for digital transpar-
ency specifically. Under Obama’s predecessor, George W. Bush, federal
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bureaucrats made information available online about meetings held
between OIRA and outside groups, and they also created the portal at Regu-
lations.gov to sunlight all federal agencies’ rulemaking proceedings.’' Dur-
ing the Clinton administration, the website of the National Performance
Review led by Vice President Al Gore posted information from a range of
government agencies.*

Obama wasn’t even the first president to associate the powers of the fed-
eral government with a search engine. Clinton administration staffers had
boasted that the government-funded search engine FirstGov would intro-
duce “a single point-of-entry to one of the largest and most useful collec-
tion of web pages in the world” by allowing users “to search all 27 million
federal agency web pages at one time” so quickly that it could mine “half a
billion documents in less than one-quarter of a second” and “handle mil-
lions of searches a day.”**

However, Obama was unique in closely associating his presidency with
Google, a multi-billion-dollar privately owned search engine company. The
administration’s overly close relationship was a topic of concern for many
civil libertarians from the start. The search engine giant had launched
AdSense in 2003, introduced its own web-based email service in 2004,
rolled out Google Maps in 2005, and acquired YouTube in 2006. By the
2009 inauguration, the company seemed poised to further expand its cross-
platform data-mining efforts. Google lobbyist Johanna Shelton visited the
White House 128 times during Obama’s tenure, an astonishing measure of
corporate influence.** Shelton was far from the only Google employee to
be welcomed. The Google Transparency Project has created a color-coded
information visualization that shows connections representing hundreds
of meetings between White House officials and Google employees.>

Nearly 250 people transitioned from Google employment to govern-
ment service or vice versa over during the Obama administration.’® Given
the strong need for technical expertise in a self-described digital adminis-
tration, it was not surprising that the federal government sought to lure
employees from Google, but the diffusion of personnel habituated to
Google’s corporate culture inevitably also influenced policy attitudes.

The Google corporation benefited from copious White House publicity
that depicted the company as a philanthropic entity promoting diversity
in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) fields. For
example, in 2011 three female winners of the Google Global Science Fair
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toured the Oval Office with the president,” and in 2013 the White House
blog ran a long piece devoted to the four winners of the Google Science
Fair.’® Coverage of these Google fairs emphasized the racial diversity of
participants and the strong showing of female competitors, thus advertis-
ing a counterfactual spectacle of inclusivity in tech culture along with the
Google brand.

The story of Google’s founding also became a parable about the promise
of the immigrant entrepreneur. A picture of Sergey Brin appeared during
the 2016 State of the Union Address, and the words to the left of his head-
shot read “SERGEY BRIN IS A US IMMIGRANT: HE'S ALSO A CO-FOUNDER OF GOOGLE.”>
Another image of Brin appeared on a WhiteHouse.gov page about the
Administration’s response to the Syrian refugee crisis that described how
Brin “fled the Soviet Union with his family at the age of 6.” The image was
accompanied by the hashtag #RefugeesWelcome.*

Despite the adulation of the company coming from the White House,
members of Google’s corporate leadership did not necessarily reciprocate
with praise for Obama. Eric Schmidt, who served as the company’s CEO
from 2001 to 2011, presented a harsh assessment of Obama’s presidency in
his 2013 coauthored book The New Digital Age.®* The references to Obama
were about potential interference, punishment, and surveillance directed
by the White House. The former president was associated with cyberwarfare
against Iran and other nations, the prosecution of WikiLeaks informants,
and the expansion of secret drone programs using unmanned vehicles for
lethal force. Rather than a mutually beneficial partnership between Silicon
Valley and the White House, Schmidt depicted an asymmetrical power rela-
tionship between a mighty government and its vulnerable digital citizens.

In contrast, Google as a corporate entity celebrated the Obama White
House. On the company’s marketing resources page directed at potential
corporate clients, it featured Obama’s campaign as a case study demonstrat-
ing the economic value of its customer base. Notably, the company chose
the 2012 campaign as the focus of analysis rather than the 2008 campaign
that had used more grassroots DIY techniques. It credited Obama’s digital
strategists with knowing the basics of “right message, right audience” and
“building an engagement hub” while pitching particular Google products
used successfully by the Obama team, such as “TrueView ads” and “You-
Tube homepage mastheads.”®* They even included an endorsement from
Nate Lubin, former director of digital marketing for Obama for America.
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The Googlization of Government

The close connections between Google and the Obama White House were
philosophical as well as pragmatic. When writing about the “special bond”
between the two entities, conservative scholar Adam J. White draws atten-
tion to their similarities of worldview.

Both view society’s challenges today as social-engineering problems, whose reso-
lutions depend mainly on facts and objective reasoning. Both view information
as being at once ruthlessly value-free and yet, when properly grasped, a powerful
force for ideological and social reform. And so both aspire to reshape Americans’
informational context, ensuring that we make choices based only upon what they
consider the right kinds of facts—while denying that there would be any values or
politics embedded in the effort.”

In making the messy world of political discourse and individual aspira-
tions machine readable and rationalizable as code, White claims that both
Google and Obama promote monopolization that limits competition from
alternative perspectives.

Critics on the left also insisted that the coziness between Google and the
Obama administration was unhealthy for the political process. Siva Vaidhy-
anathan called this phenomenon the “the Googlization of government.”**
As Vaidhyanathan observed, Obama frequently compared good experiences
that citizens should have with their government to positive experiences
that customers already had with their software companies. For example, in
his “New Management Agenda” speech, Obama likened using government
services to online shopping for cars and computers. Such analogies pre-
sented premises as conclusions. By comparing government to a business,
democratic citizenship became equated with consumer satisfaction.®

The convenient personalization of search engines, social network
platforms, and locative mobile technologies promoted by Google have a
dark side: compromised privacy. Search queries feel relatively anonymous
because they lack face-to-face interaction, and because user input seems to
disappear each time a uniform search box is refreshed.

In addition to the built-in obfuscation of the page-ranking algorithm,
other technologies in the Google supply chain are designed to optimize
the conditions of what Shoshana Zuboff has dubbed “surveillance capi-
talism.” This fundamentally “parasitic” form of capitalism “claims human
experience as free raw material for hidden commercial practices” while
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undermining “market democracy” by deploying superior predictive powers
and concentrating “wealth, knowledge, and power” through algorithms.®

For Zuboff, this “coup from above” began with Google’s decision to
monetize surplus behavioral data that had previously been used only to
refine its search engine. This corporate strategy required an expansion of
the company’s surveillance efforts to include monitoring email, transporta-
tion wayfinding, and private exchanges within smart homes. Zuboff has
also argued that there were historical factors that prevented regulators in
the United States from acting quickly enough to head off this new kind of
monopoly, particularly as Google appealed to the federal government’s ide-
als about free expression.

Zuboff has laid much of the blame for Google’s cultural, economic, and
political dominance on the Obama administration. In the Bush-era, the
company certainly exploited anxieties about terrorism, but it solidified its
position during the Obama White House years. According to Zuboff, the
company created a “fortress” around its interests by offering the Obama
campaign sophisticated analytics about the electorate, placing Google
executives on key committees, infiltrating the White House staff, lobbying
extensively, and colonizing academia and advocacy organizations to mini-
mize resistance. Campaign donations and powerful tech lobbying aimed at
Democrats were also important influences.

The Cookie President

Today, typing the word “cookie” into the old Obama White House site
brings up a number of results, mostly recipes: sugar cookies for Halloween,
gingerbread for Christmas, and “Passover Chocolate Chip Mandel Broit.”
There are messages about healthy eating from former First Lady Michelle
Obama, since “cookies” were a food for growing bodies to avoid. On the
page about the White House privacy policy there is also a less prominent
entry for cookies: “Cookies: A small piece of data sent from a website and
stored in a user’s web browser while the user is browsing that website.”

Allegedly, the name either came from the “magic cookies” that were
designed for the Unix operating system or from the story of Hansel and
Gretel dropping crumbs to find their way out of the forest. In its definition
of “cookie,” the White House uses minimizing language. Not only are cook-
ies “pieces” of data, but they are also “small” pieces.
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Although it was one of the least covered technology stories of 2009, the
Obama administration’s changes to the White House cookie policy were
significant. Before Obama came into office, using cookies to collect user
data from web browsing was explicitly prohibited. A 2000 memorandum
from Jacob J. Lew, the director of the Office for Management and Budget,
which regulated federal bureaucracy, was clear that the country’s “unique
laws and traditions about government access to citizens’ personal informa-
tion” should bar the use of cookies on government websites. Cookies could
only be used under very specific conditions if they served a critical national
interest. Anti-cookie regulations included mandating “clear and conspicu-
ous notice,” proving “a compelling need to gather the data on the site,”
and providing “appropriate and publicly disclosed privacy safeguards for
handling of information,” in addition to “personal approval by the head
of the agency.”®” A few weeks later the Chief Information Officers Council
issued the so-called Cookies Letter, which concurred with Lew’s “presump-
tion against the tracking of personal information provided as a result of
interacting with a federal web site.”®®

The Clinton White House had implemented the initial version of this
anti-cookie policy after a specific scandal had alarmed civil libertarians. Pri-
vacy advocates had been outraged by the conduct of a government contrac-
tor, DoubleClick, that had installed cookies on the Office of Drug Control
Policy website. The company had supposedly wanted to gauge which anti-
drug advertisements generated the most click-throughs to anti-drug infor-
mation on government websites. However, the company could also merge
seemingly anonymous data gathered from the cookies with personal data
stored in other databases. This led to an investigation of DoubleClick’s
monitoring software by the Federal Trade Commission. Drug policy experts
who favored treatment over prosecution warned that such cookies might
dissuade users from seeking information about the dangers of illegal sub-
stances. “People shouldn’t have to worry when they’re getting informa-
tion from the government that the government is getting information from
them,” an administration official observed.®

Although George W. Bush’s White House expanded its online informa-
tion-gathering efforts after the September 11 attacks,”® the anti-cookie pol-
icy remained in place. Jane Cook, the president’s “web gal,” recalled intense
discussions about protecting user privacy.
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In 2001 cookies were still new to the scene, just a few years old. We discussed
using cookies on WhiteHouse.gov in 2001 because we wanted to know more
about the users of WhiteHouse.gov so we could make the site better. However
some people were suspicious of sites that used cookies, particularly government
websites at the time. People feared that “big brother” was spying on them. The
president and his administration should not spy on US citizens.”"

The Bush web team ultimately decided to use the Lew memorandum and the
Cookie Letter as guidance. The privacy status quo was largely maintained.

The Obama administration put changes in motion very quickly. One
objection to the old anti-cookie policy was practical. Obama was the first
social media president. His rise to political power coincided with the found-
ing of many social media companies: Facebook and Flickr in 2004, You-
Tube in 2005, and Twitter in 2006. He had clearly benefited from those
new social media platforms. As a candidate Obama had an active YouTube
channel and Facebook presence and was an early adopter of Twitter. Con-
tent posted on these services or embedded from these services was subject
to the practices of liberal information gathering that made these internet
companies so successful. Creating special government social media compa-
nies without cookies would be expensive and likely less popular than their
corporate counterparts.”

The cookie policy was also viewed as antiquated from a personalization
standpoint. Political organizations that focused on traditional media and
appealed primarily to mass television or radio audiences were very different
from those emphasizing digital narrowcasting. After all, the Obama cam-
paign had built its momentum through targeted advertising and individual-
ized digital messaging. In former campaign staffer Rahaf Harfoush’s memoir,
a key chapter on analytics and online advertisements explained how driving
and monitoring web traffic was key to campaign strategy. Obama’s analytics
team “studied everything from page views to email open rates.””?

When the Obama administration began dismantling the anti-cookie
policy, some privacy experts sounded alarms. But it was difficult to criticize
a president who had been so supportive of internet freedom issues such
as network neutrality, increased broadband access, and digital portals for
e-government. Nonetheless, tech blogger Christopher Soghoian persisted
in raising objections.

As a graduate student, Soghoian had achieved national fame for his
strong pro-privacy sentiments. After September 11, when providing
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government-issued identification became a requirement for flying on air-
planes, Soghoian created an electronic boarding pass generator that hypo-
thetically could allow one to board a plane without matching documents.
Although his intentions were framed as satire, Soghoian’s apartment was
ransacked by federal officers, and he and his university advisor were
detained for questioning. Just as Soghoian had been a critic of privacy over-
reach during the Bush-era, he became a vocal faultfinder of the Obama
technology staff, who he believed were compromising the anonymity of
online browsing.

In a 2009 interview Soghoian explained his main concerns about You-
Tube’s “cushy deal” with the White House: “I started to highlight some
of the problems associated with the president’s use of YouTube, the fact
that these videos were being embedded directly into the White House web-
site, and the fact that YouTube was given just so much data on persons.”
He objected to the “specific cut-out from strict federal privacy rules that
exempted YouTube’s collection of data from the White House website.”
While Soghoian acknowledged that the White House responded quite rap-
idly with “quick changes,” he was ultimately unhappy with the outcome.
According to Soghoian, “the language in the White House privacy policy
that specifically excluded YouTube” was only “softened” to “include other
companies,” named as “third-party video-sharing sites.” By “expanding it
to other companies,” perhaps the exemption was less of a “cushy deal” for
YouTube, but it also could be seen as “making it worse.””*

Soghoian submitted an official letter to Chief Information Officer Vivek
Kundra asserting that privacy guidelines “should focus on the degree of
personally identifiable information contained within cookies, rather than
their intended usage.”” Fans of optimization in the White House argued
that cookies were essential for high-quality customer service. Without a
granular understanding of web traffic patterns, they insisted, it would be dif-
ficult to help constituents find what they needed on government domains
and to judge the performance of their web design. In his letter Soghoian
lambasted such approaches as giving ground to “behavioral advertising,”
which he saw as both intrusive and ill-conceived. The opt-out procedures
for those who wished to preserve the cookie-free browsing privileges that
they had previously enjoyed were also onerous. Although he later worked
within the administration, Soghoian wasn’t about to go down quietly when
it came to the cookie policy. By pointing out the hypocrisy of claiming
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transparency but secretly spying on citizens, critics hoped to embarrass the
Obama administration into returning to Bush-era norms.

In an interivew, Macon Phillips was philosophical about Soghoian’s
whistleblowing. “I really appreciated the comments that he had, and they
led me to speak with people at the Center for Democracy and Technology
about this issue. And then ultimately, we engaged YouTube, and YouTube
ended up creating a no-cookies version of their player so that we were able
to embed YouTube content without the tracking mechanisms.”’® According
to Phillips, in some ways Soghoian’s desire to flag a potential conflict of
interest actually strengthened the public-private technology partnership.
Exposure of the cookies issue enhanced “the White House’s ability to help
push privacy issues,” and it also improved the Google-owned company’s
offerings of products and features, which “were developed and published
on YouTube.”

There were certainly cultural reasons that the White House was willing
to make concessions to privacy advocates and admit that third-party ser-
vices like YouTube could be problematic. As a 2009 White House blog entry
explained, both “federal employees” and “the public” raised questions.”’
Many of the technology experts who were brought on to assist the White
House felt that their mission was transparency rather than personalization.
For example, Kin Lane described personalization as a “double-edged sword”
that was also a “gateway to surveillance.”’® Those who had come from Sili-
con Valley often said they had chosen government service to pursue goals
for digital democracy that were impossible to develop on commercial plat-
forms. Sadly, the administration’s commitments to avoiding dependence
on data-harvesting companies were often short-lived.

Nonetheless, the Obama White House continued to engage in debates
about personalization and privacy and to urge technology companies to
include “do not track” options. For example, in 2012 the White House
announced that Twitter had agreed to implement a “one-click,” “do-not-
track” feature on their microblogging service, which it attributed to “collab-
oration amongst business, privacy advocates, technical experts, academics,
standards organizations and government.”” Phillips argued that these pri-
vacy versus access debates were ultimately healthy for technology initiatives
in the White House; conflicts between government and technology firms
served as a driver for innovation in the public sector where dedicated social
media and search tools needed to be developed for non-commercial uses.
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Looking back at the controversy, Tom Cochran agreed that there were
“reasonable and logical questions of privacy” where the government was
involved. But he expressed puzzlement that “people didn’t have the same
fears of Facebook and Google” at the time. Unlike Silicon Valley companies,
the government required “many more safeguards and cautions” about data
gathering and “rules and limitations in how to use information.” Whereas
people like Soghoian expressed concerns about the rapaciousness of social
media companies, Cochran described a relatively innocent time when the
government could still make a principled stand for users’ rights.*

Yet even as the Obama White House implemented open standards and
offered data in accessible formats like XML, JSON, and CSV, the adminis-
tration was also applying other common tech-industry practices that were
clearly at odds with its stated transparency goals. White House staffers
wanted to reach constituents with user-friendly appeals and to offer video
content that featured their young telegenic leader, which meant using
“free” platforms that facilitated playing and sharing videos on social net-
works. They also wanted to gather data from these users to understand how
to control as many branches of government as possible in a volatile politi-
cal situation in which they felt threatened by a rise of Republican activism
and the success of Tea Party candidates.

This tack in strategy was not illogical. Unlike giving data fo people,
which could have unintended negative consequences, gathering data from
people could help maintain a winning position. After all, the metrics of per-
sonalization, customized experiences, and narrowly targeted appeals had
helped Obama get elected.

Less examined were the ethics of Silicon Valley that were imported into
the White House during this critical period. Writer and activist Jillian York

has called this ethical system “silicon values,”®'

a philosophy rooted in a
mix of libertarianism, social engineering, and willful ignorance. Obama
celebrated these values in White House rhetoric, reinforcing a prevailing
disregard for consumer protection and privacy. That said, his tech teams’
choices were not necessarily malevolent. They were driven by the under-
standable preferences for convenience, integration, and success, qualities
that Google exemplified.

Obama’s call for transparency was perhaps his clearest and most ambi-
tious mandate. The enthusiasm of his staffers and the availability of open-

access formats made it possible to bring together previously disconnected
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pieces of information archived by the government. Hopes were also high
that new data tools and policies would serve the public interest rather than
private commerce. In practice, transparency proved to be a much more
challenging proposition. It turned out that open data could be weapon-
ized against the White House and prove a threat to its most vulnerable
constituencies. The president’s transparency ideals were also compromised
by his close relationship with Google and the many ties to the company
among his technical staffers. The administration’s willingness to use cook-
ies and other tools of surveillance capitalism also eroded its moral high
ground. Such coziness with Silicon Valley raised serious questions about
the administration’s regulatory will. Looking back, it seemed inevitable that
the White House would be unable to thwart Google’s progression toward
market dominance. As the next chapter will show, this pattern with Google
was replicated with Facebook and other social media companies. However,
these alliances were justified by a different pillar in the administration’s
digital strategy: the pillar of participation.






3 Obama’s Rhetoric of Participation

Aaron Fisher was one of the college interns who worked with Obama’s Office
of Digital Strategy during the summer of 2012. He described himself as part
of a cohort of “really young people” who were “all young, all idealistic.”’
An enormous influx of people like Fisher was needed in the digital unit,
particularly as Obama geared up for his reelection campaign and needed
to prove he had delivered on past promises. White House staffers had been
attempting to realize an ambitious goal: facilitating more direct input from
citizens and more personal responsiveness to their individual queries.

It was hoped that political participation in the United States could be
completely reimagined using new technologies. Average people could
finally have a greater role in governing the country, and direct political par-
ticipation would finally be achieved. “Citizen participation will be a prior-
ity for the Administration,” Obama’s chief digital strategist Macon Phillips
announced shortly after the 2009 inauguration, “and the internet will play
an important role in that.””

To facilitate more direct citizen participation during the Obama admin-
istration, a remarkable amount of trust was placed in the youthful White
House staffers who managed online petition systems and social media
accounts. Fisher was actually more experienced than most, having already
interned at Twitter the previous summer. In fact, he had been at Twitter
during Obama’s 2011 Twitter Town Hall, in a reliability engineering divi-
sion where he was responsible for testing the platform’s capacity to prevent
itself from going down during the event, as it occasionally and very notice-
ably did during its early years of service.’

Young newcomers like Fisher were expected to educate their political
elders about the digital etiquette for interacting with constituents. Fisher
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recalled with amusement teaching senior officials “how to tweet.” Interns
were allowed to follow their instincts as they handled the huge volume of
internet traffic without too much interference. Fisher described how the
digital strategy team experimented with a cumbersome content manage-
ment system before reverting to simpler methods. Access to Facebook and
Twitter logins was granted “after you have proven that you can be trusted,”
and supervision often took the form of what Fisher called a “hey, can you
look at this?” approach, which avoided “waiting to go through a pipeline.”

However, not everyone in the Obama government had free rein to inter-
act with the public unimpeded on social media. Comments by some govern-
ment officials were moderated by other government officials. For example,
when global digital rights activist Rebecca MacKinnon complained about
Chinese bloggers being placed under house arrest, she received a seemingly
neutral and perfunctory reply from one of the State Department’s social
media accounts: “we’re looking into it.” Because of the sensitivity of US-
China relations, even that minimal gesture was controversial. The “we’re
looking into it” message was soon deleted.* The staffer had clearly tweeted
out of turn.

Existing bureaucratic structures—including legal restrictions—also pro-
hibited some direct attempts to engage with citizens online. For example,
the 1995 Paperwork Reduction Act, which required that US federal agencies
obtain Office of Management and Budget approval before requesting or
collecting most types of information from the public, prohibited the presi-
dent in 2009 from posting a prompt on Twitter when he wanted to gather
stories about health-care experiences from average citizens. After exten-
sive legal consultation, the administration wrote a memo to the Office of
Management and Budget complaining that the rule interfered with the
administration’s commitment to “transparency, public participation, and
collaboration.”® Fifteen months later, a response memo was issued entitled
“Social Media, Web-Based Interactive Technologies, and the Paperwork
Reduction Act,” which permitted questions on social media as “general
solicitations” that were exempted from the law.® Thus it was finally decided
that “the president could end a tweet with a question mark.”” But many
other issues about direct democracy on digital platforms remained.

In the early months of the Obama administration, I interviewed Professor
Christopher Kelty about the feasibility of the new White House’s approach
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to political participation. Kelty studied the topic of participation broadly—
from citizen science to citizen journalism—and had led a National Science
Foundation-funded research project focused on the subject.?

In Kelty’s opinion, social media was an imperfect vehicle for the kind of
radical transformation in political participation that might be possible to
achieve with technology. Kelty clarified that participation could be both
“good and bad.” When participation was “bound up with the new media
and communication technologies that saturate our lives,” it was necessary
to acknowledge that the vast assemblage of “servers, clouds, mobile phones,
tablets, cameras, passwords, and satellites” provided “personal freedom,
expressiveness, and mobility,” but it also inserted “insidious devices of sur-
veillance and paranoia” into citizens’ daily lives.’

Although online interaction between citizens and their political lead-
ers was highly mediated by software and hardware, technology companies
frequently invoked the language of direct democracy to emphasize the
potential of personal devices to enable access to the powerful. New social
media corporations highlighted the customer’s power to vote, rank, review,
or recommend. They also appealed to ideals of meritocracy, community,
and selflessness supposedly demonstrated by their users online.

From Town Hall Candidate to Town Hall President

As with the Obama White House’s transparency initiatives, the administra-
tion’s citizen participation initiatives were part of a longer history. One of
the first “electronic town halls” was proposed by Amitai Etzioni in 1972. He
claimed that his Minerva system would be ready by 1985 to “allow masses
of citizens to have discussions with each other” and “enable them to reach
group decisions without leaving their homes.” With the Minerva system,
he promised to restore “the kind of participatory democracy available to
the members of small communities such as the Greek polis, New England
towns, and Israeli Kibbutzim.”"

In the 1992 presidential election, independent candidate Ross Perot
promoted his own version of an “electronic town hall.” Since 1969, Perot
had been interested in the idea of one-hour public conversations followed
by computerized voting. Traditional gatekeepers were less enthusiastic.
Time magazine dismissed the concept as “an illusion” embellished with
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“the other trappings of direct techno-democracy” that lacked a substan-
tive plan for implementing the results of deliberative processes. “Mass
electronic communication is really one-way communication, top-down,”
they insisted. According to the Time editors, “direct democracy is such a
manipulatable sham that every two-bit Mussolini adopts it as his own.”
Furthermore, the “American experiment” flourished because it was as an
“experiment in democratic indirectness” that preserved the value of “filter-
ing institutions.”"!

By the 1990s, however, digital town halls had become increasingly com-
mon at the city scale. Experiments in direct digital democracy were espe-
cially likely to occur in urban areas near Silicon Valley in Northern California
and near “Silicon Beach” in Southern California, where the digital effects
and game industries were booming on the outskirts of Los Angeles.'* For
example, the small beachfront city of Santa Monica introduced PEN—the
Public Electronic Network—in 1989." PEN provided an alternative public
space online that operated very differently from city council meetings and
empowered small clusters of citizens, particularly activists and community
organizers. As a site for articulating creative responses to issues like home-
lessness, affordable housing, traffic congestion, or green space, PEN could
point to some successes. However, online harassment and abuse raised chal-
lenges that were unusual for a municipal government to handle."*

Town-hall-style presidential debates, which allow questions from aver-
age citizens, have been in use since the 1992 debate between George H.W.
Bush and Bill Clinton."” Because town hall debates allow for unscripted
interchanges, there have been occasional attempts to hijack them for self-
promotion or publicity stunts. For example, in 2012, Pizza Hut offered a
lifetime of free pizza in exchange for a “favorite toppings” question from
an audience member.'®

While many remained leery of the town hall concept, by the Obama
era, technology companies saw an opportunity for publicity by including
remote participants online. And Obama was a particularly enthusiastic
debater when CNN collaborated with YouTube in 2007 to produce the first
Democratic Party debate using video questions from users.

The CNN/YouTube debate was an important turning point for the
Obama campaign, as the media-savvy candidate showed himself to be con-
fident in addressing online audiences. Race and gender were highlighted as
major concerns for the CNN/YouTube audience. Obama was asked to field
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a question about reparations for slavery, and then both Obama and Hillary
Clinton were challenged to respond to the issue of identity politics.

“Whenever I read an editorial about one of you,” a questioner noted,
“the author never fails to mention the issue of race or gender, respectively.
Either one is not authentically Black enough, or the other is not satisfacto-
rily feminine.”"”

Obama scored some laughs by talking about his experiences as a Black
man hailing taxi cabs in New York City. He also answered questions
about expanding military service opportunities to women and about gay
marriage.

The answer from Obama that drew the most attention called upon Amer-
icans to support direct talks with foreign leaders from countries such as
Iran, Syria, Venezuela, Cuba, and North Korea. Without formal diplomatic
relations, these nations had become pariah states. Obama drew upon the
legacies of Ronald Reagan and John F. Kennedy to argue for maintaining
communication with these governments and criticized current policies of
“not talking to countries” as “punishment.” These remarks may have been
enhanced by the inclusion of videos from international YouTubers, such as
those featuring questions from an aid group in a Darfur refugee camp and a
member of the military forces serving in Okinawa, Japan.

Shortly after appearing in the debate, Obama remarked that he “thought
YouTube did a terrific job” and praised the “American people” for “asking
questions” and “paying attention to this race.”'®

Obama also lauded the internet-based format for being “funnier than
most of the other debates.””” Videos that invited laughs from the audi-
ence included one with an animated snowman about global warming and
another from a lesbian Brooklyn comic. However, many other irreverent
videos were screened out. For example, people in costume were frequently
excluded by moderators, and a popular video joking about former movie
star and current California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger was also pulled
from contention.

In contrast, it seemed acceptable that many of the candidates’ vid-
eos incorporated jokes. For example, the white-haired Christopher Dodd
appeared with a white rabbit during his clip, and the telegenic and expen-
sively coiffed John Edwards submitted a music video set to the song “Hair.”

By using established YouTube formulas, many candidates were clearly
reaching out to the youth vote. Even the relatively staid Hillary Clinton
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used an established YouTube genre, the words-on-cards style, which was
popular in many YouTube videos at the time.

YouTube was barely two years old by the time of the debate, and can-
didates were scrambling to learn how to use it. With so many presiden-
tial contenders and so many new internet platforms, candidates rushed
to engage with internet celebrities. For example, Georgetown University
senior James Kotecki made satiric political videos starring pencil puppets.
He had built a following on his channel by doling out advice to candi-
dates. As a result, politicians in the 2008 race were willing to be interviewed
in his college dorm room. Others recorded response videos that addressed
Kotecki. The cable television ratings for the YouTube debates (there was also
a Republican Party debate on the platform) were not particularly impres-
sive, but viewers in the 18-34 demographic courted by advertisers proved
to be much more likely to tune in.*

Experts in political communication had hoped that this new format
would encourage more civic engagement, particularly by younger citizens.
Youth had been turning away from broadcast networks and toward social
media in droves. Content analysis of the 8,000 video questions submit-
ted indicated that politically underrepresented or disengaged populations
“were present in a significant number” with content that was “politically
substantive.””’ However, another research team argued that the spectacle
had only reinforced the superior position of journalists in “agenda con-
trol,” since reporters were clearly able to formulate better questions than
average citizens and to maintain their position of prominence as gatekeep-
ers curating submissions.*

In 2016 YouTube partnered with NBC News for another Democratic Party
debate. This time, the broadcast network moderators and pundits were
even more noticeable. The YouTubers featured were also much more likely
to have had already achieved celebrity status on the platform. According to
the network, these internet celebrities were included by virtue of their posi-
tion as “prominent voices on YouTube.”** For example, among Black You-
Tube celebrities, Marques Brownlee, a YouTuber famous for videos related to
technology, asked about warrantless access to people’s digital files. Come-
dian and video blogger Franchesca Ramsey asked about unindicted cases of
police violence. Brownlee and Ramsey had millions of subscribers and were
far from the average citizens highlighted on the earlier incarnation of the
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YouTube Democratic Party debate. They also implicitly invoked an ethos of
identity politics.

White House Town Halls

After the 2009 inauguration, there were high hopes for YouTube town halls
in the White House. Now that attention could be turned from electioneering
to governance, the participatory power of direct democracy seemed impor-
tant to harness. For the first White House YouTube town hall, 103,512 peo-
ple submitted 76,031 questions and cast 4,713,083 votes on which issues to
highlight. Although Obama had publicized a ranking system that allowed
users to upvote material on “Open for Questions,” he seemed to avoid
answering the most popular questions. Instead, he focused on responding
to viewers who presented a spectacle of respectability deemed more appro-
priate to his political messaging.

For example, when marijuana legalization proved to be one of the most
popular questions generated by online polling, Obama laughed off the pub-
lic’s interest in the issue. About halfway through “Open for Questions,”
Obama chose to “interrupt” the proceedings to acknowledge that a question
“ranked fairly high” about “whether legalizing marijuana would improve the
economy and job creation.” To this, he got a laugh with following punch-
line answer: “I don’t know what this says about the online audience.”**

The event was streamed live on the web to sixty-four thousand partici-
pants, and it was also broadcast on television. Although the event opened
with a traditional introduction and presidential speech, attention soon
shifted to the text and webcam content appearing on two large, flat-screen
computer monitors. Strangely, Obama often sought to distance himself
from new communication technologies. For example, in response to a
question about outsourcing jobs, Obama referred to “all the gizmos that
you guys are carrying . . . all the phones, the Blackberries, the this and the
that, plugging in all kinds of stuff in your house.”*® Notably, his focus was
on the devices that “you” average citizens carried rather than he carried as
the chief executive and on “your house” rather than the White House.

Much like the radio town halls organized by the League for Political
Education or those held in cities like Detroit or New York by urban reform-
ers during the first half of the twentieth century, these internet town
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halls emphasized questions from ordinary citizens and orderly assemblies
of seated audience members who clearly respected their roles as passive
spectators.

In Town Hall Meetings and the Death of Deliberation, Jonathan Beecher
Field differentiates this kind of town hall spectacle, which showcases the
leader’s public performance of empathetic listening, from actual demo-
cratic processes that make voting and collective decision-making the main
outcome from the airing of citizens’ concerns. Field notes a major differ-
ence between “a legislative body open to any legal voter within the juris-
diction”?® and “a public gathering that mimics a deliberative democratic
process but does not offer any direct power to the people assembled.”?

Field also argues that the style of the town meeting had become domi-
nant long before the digital age. From the time of Alexis de Tocqueville’s
nineteenth-century writings on Democracy in America, New England town
meetings had been romanticized as an ideal form of direct democracy. For
example, sentimental depictions of the town meeting were used in Norman
Rockwell’s Freedom of Speech, which depicted a heroic everyman standing
up from the assembled crowd to illustrate one of Roosevelt’s “Four Free-
doms.” According to Field, the aesthetic of the town hall meeting in today’s
culture has been extended beyond politics. In the post-Obama era, the for-
mat has also been appropriated by corporations and universities who use
this neoliberal strategy of simulated inclusion and affective performance as
a way to quash potential dissent or solidarity building.

Obama experimented with several different town hall formats on vari-
ous platforms. He later incorporated synchronous video chatting using
Google Hangouts to dramatize his real-time responsiveness to his con-
stituents. At the Hangouts event he dispensed with the live White House
audience and was instead shown in isolation interacting with remote users
through his computer. Town halls on other social media platforms followed,
including one on Facebook in April 2011 and ones on Twitter and Linke-
dIn a few months later. In 2012 he hosted an AMA (“Ask Me Anything”)
on Reddit.

By the 2012 presidential election, social media had become an estab-
lished aspect of television coverage. By this time, however, citizens who
used social media were depicted as commentators rather than participators
in the political sphere, and they tended to replicate the media’s focus on
the horserace between candidates rather than highlight key policy issues.?®
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CitizenTube

Perhaps no story better illustrated the disappointments of digital direct
democracy than the tale of CitizenTube, YouTube’s political video blog.
Launched in 2007 with a mission to “add fuel to the revolution that is
YouTube politics,” CitizenTube promised to serve as a two-way communica-
tion channel capable of influencing political powerbrokers. As the channel
that solicited questions for the Democratic and Republican CNN/YouTube
debates, it was well positioned to be influential.” Its opening pitch was full
of questions to promote viewer engagement: “What issue matters most to
you? What do you think about the politics of your neighborhood, your
district, your state, your province, your country . . . your world? And what
are you going to do about it?”* In promising that it could offer “a place
where everyone, from users to candidates, has the same chance to be seen
and heard,” it predicted that the “best ideas” would inevitably “win.” On
February 10, 2010, Obama answered questions from CitizenTube that were
neither “chosen by the White House” nor “seen by the president.”*

Although CitizenTube pledged to be an outlet for all kinds of people
concerned with all kinds of issues, from “EU membership” and “Native
American sovereignty” to “Your noisy neighbor” and “Pothole on your
street,” the channel’s most popular videos were conventional interviews
with politicians in representative government, such as Barack Obama, Bill
Clinton, John McCain, John Edwards, and Ron Paul.

The last video on CitizenTube was posted in 2013. Before the channel
was deactivated, it had become clogged with spam. It was even taken down
at one point for violating YouTube’s own policies.*

Facebook’s Rhetoric of Participation

While democratic institutions were experimenting with digital technolo-
gies, digital technology companies were also imitating democratic institu-
tions. For example, in 2009 Facebook held an “election” to vote on its terms
of use. The opportunity for users to vote was announced with great fanfare.

Today we announced new opportunities for users to play a meaningful role in
determining the policies governing our site. We released the first proposals sub-
ject to these procedures—The Facebook Principles, a set of values that will guide
the development of the service, and Statement of Rights and Responsibilities
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that governs Facebook’s operations. Users will have the opportunity to review,
comment and vote on these documents over the coming weeks and, if they are
approved, other future policy changes.”

In a sanctimonious posting called “Governing the Facebook Service in an
Open and Transparent Way,” the company asserted the following claim:
“Our main goal at Facebook is to help make the world more open and trans-
parent. We believe that if we want to lead the world in this direction, then
we must set an example by running our service in this way.”**

Of course, Facebook’s shareholders probably believed that the main goal
of the company was to make money by using a huge database of user-
generated content for purposes like online advertising and data harvesting.
But Facebook was positioning itself in the Zeitgeist of participatory culture.
Using buzzwords common to the Obama administration—like “transpar-
ent” and “open”—was an effective way to burnish the Facebook brand.

The Facebook election was described by the Los Angeles Times as “home-
work,” and only 0.32 percent of users even bothered to weigh in.** This
voter apathy was understandable; there were only two choices. Neither ver-
sion of internet legalese laid any groundwork for serious commitment to
consumer protection. Yet some blamed the voters, arguing that the poor
turnout allowed Facebook to go from a “democracy” to a “dictatorship.”*

In a 2009 interview, media scholar Henry Jenkins argued that the Face-
book election was meaningful to the platform’s users as a chance to “vote
for the mechanisms of control of your own community,” even if it was
“a poor substitute for more open democratic processes.” He asserted that
the mechanism for input on Facebook’s governance was neither worse nor
better than America’s current political system. According to Jenkins, it was
a “realistic representation of how Washington works today” in that users
only were presented “choices between the two options,” much like the bal-
lot produced by the two-party political system, which ignored how “citi-
zens would like to project into the future of their government.”

As a regular voter in political elections, it is difficult for me to accept the
cynical idea that a Facebook election isn’t any worse than a real election.
For starters, the company’s terms of use are inherently undemocratic; users
must agree to the terms to even enter the platform. It is impossible to reject
a license agreement in the spirit of civil disobedience and still enter Face-
book’s highly constrained spaces for discussion and debate.
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Notably, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg invited users to online town
halls about “Proposed Facebook Principles and a Proposed Statement of
Rights and Responsibilities.” Again, it is worth considering how the town
hall now serves as a spectacle in which actual policy making rarely takes
place. Such town halls are merely ceremonial airings of public views to
produce a pre-ordained conclusion.

Nonetheless, some Obama officials lauded Facebook as a model for dem-
ocratic participation. For example, Beth Noveck, who led Obama’s Open
Government Initiative as deputy chief technology officer from 2009 to
2011, claimed that “ubiquitous social networking technologies like Face-
book and MySpace, in which participants ‘friend’ and ‘poke’ those in their
personal networks, can teach us more about the idiom of participation
than the legalistic practices in which so few of us actually participate.”*’
Noveck asserted that government only gave citizens participation “in the-
ory,” whereas Facebook and other social media companies offered it “in
practice.”

We the People

On September 22, 2011, the White House launched We the People, a sec-
tion of the WhiteHouse.gov website devoted to online petitions. All one
needed to start or sign a petition was a White House account. Enrolling
in the service required citizens to supply a first and last name, a zip code,
and an email address to verify authenticity. Later versions included a math
problem to screen out bots. Petitions that surpassed a certain threshold of
signatures were to be reviewed by administration officials. Officials were
then obligated to issue official responses.

From the beginning, one of the biggest challenges for We the People
was its own success. As participation levels grew, managing the flood of
petitions required gatekeeping. First the threshold was raised to 25,000 sig-
natures in thirty days, and then it was raised to 100,000.*®* As with the
YouTube town hall, one issue rose to popularity quickly: the legalization of
marijuana almost immediately dominated the site.*

Composing responses to some popular petitions was difficult when they
were made popular out of humor, thereby subverting the process. For exam-
ple, the demand that the White House “acknowledge an extraterrestrial
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presence engaging the human race” required a lengthy answer that affirmed
scientific findings and contradicted conspiratorial thinking, even though
many had only signed as a joke. Frustrated users of the site created petitions
about the misleading use of the word “petition,” arguing that their direct
appeals were not having much impact.*

We the People was one of the signature digital direct democracy projects
of the Obama administration. It also drew upon a long history of political
philosophy. Because petitioning predates even English common law, some
legal experts have characterized the right to petition as foundational to
the US political system. One scholar described petitioning as “the likely
source of other expressive rights,” such as “speech, press, and assembly.”*!
By being able to bring a petition directly to a sovereign leader, political sub-
jects can bypass the barriers of representative government.

For the Obama administration, We the People was intended to deliver
on its direct democracy promise. However, official responses were largely
symbolic. Even a leading example of the program’s success—supporting the
rights of citizens to unlock their cell phones for use with other carriers—
may have been a policy position already in the works.

Because of their obscure location and bland appearance, digital petitions
were much easier to ignore than traditional analog petitions. In televised
spectacles, paper petitions could show tangible evidence of widespread
public support. One of the most successful twentieth-century petition cam-
paigns in the United States was launched by Candy Lightner, the founder of
Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD), whose thirteen-year-old daughter
was killed in a hit-and-run accident in 1980. To build its awareness cam-
paign, MADD organized large-scale public protests and developed local
chapters to agitate for more stringent regulations and for victims’ rights. In
addition to their petition drives, MADD orchestrated ambitious direct mail
campaigns.** Their operatives could deluge legislators with material from
paper petitions and postcard campaigns. The delivery of their documents to
the steps of the seats of power created dramatic media events.

Despite the absence of such public flourishes of political theater, staffers
inside the White House paid close attention to We the People petitions.
Digital administrators who monitored the petitions’ progress even came to
see We the People as a potential platform for engaging productively with
otherwise unruly online opponents. Petitions that spread misinformation
or undermined trust in the government could be responded to directly,
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which was usually impossible when right-wing social media rumors were
spread on blogs or forums that had mechanisms for filtering out pro-Obama
arguments. As such, We the People was as much a site for listening as it was
for speaking.

Director of digital strategy Macon Phillips reasoned that “if people care
about an issue, it’s incumbent on their leader to know about that and to
pay attention to it.”** He also explained that in a “world of so much noise”
it could be essential “to have a direct line to your critics.” As Phillips put it,
“I think people tend to forget that social media may allow you to yell and
tweet, blast out your stuff. It also gives you an opportunity to pay attention
to other people and learn things.”

As an example of this potential for unfiltered engagement, Phillips cited
the fact that his team was able to use We the People email addresses to
contact followers of conspiracy theorist Alex Jones who had organized a
petition to deport the British talk show host Piers Morgan because Mor-
gan had stirred their ire by advocating for gun control. After the Obama
administration issued its formal statement on the Morgan petition, which
defended both First and Second Amendment rights, signers were asked to
complete a short survey. One of the questions asked if the petitioners had
learned anything new in the process, and about a third of them said that
they did, according to Phillips.

We the People offered the administration a tool to measure “the inten-
sity and focus of different groups,” Phillips said, and it gave the adminis-
tration “a chance to address” online communities “with our own words.”
Theoretically this potential for dialogue presented alternatives to politically
polarized publics and promoted respectful conversation. Phillips’s colleague
Tom Cochran argued that the platform “inspired a crowdsourced mentality
that galvanized people around good ideas” and “streamlined the process for
bringing attention to critical issues.”**

Aaron Fisher looked back on We the People as an exercise intended to
“reaffirm this mystical creature exists,” a collective popular “we” capable
of authoring founding legislation and articulating essential political prin-
ciples. By this measure, even the young idealistic intern was disillusioned.
During his short time at the White House he saw it transformed into the
“work of trolls.”*

At the end of Obama’s second term, Cochran made a public plea to the
incoming Trump administration for “maintaining digital momentum” to
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continue to allow “people to influence legislation, collaboratively inno-
vate with government agencies and, most importantly, participate in their
government.”*® We the People was one of his central examples of a digital
direct democracy program that needed to be sustained.

One popular petition on We the People called for Trump’s resignation;
others demanded the release of his tax returns or placement of his busi-
nesses’ assets in a blind trust. Not a single such petition received the prom-
ised White House response from Trump officials. At the end of Trump’s
first year in office, the administration announced that it would be termi-
nating We the People temporarily to achieve what they claimed would be
a million-dollar savings to taxpayers. It returned after a one-month hia-
tus,”” but the government was still not responding to top petitions. By
the end of Trump’s term in office, the top petition read almost exactly
like a Trump tweet: “*INDICT & ARREST Moon Jae-in for SMUGGLING
the ChinaVirus into the US & ENDANGERING the national security of US
& ROK!"*

Unlike CitizenTube, We the People offered actual lessons to be learned
about online political participation for future administrations. Although
White House staff who maintained the site day-to-day had to manage
insincere trolls and deluded conspiracy theorists, the energy and size of
the site’s broader audience imbued their labor with an invigorating sense
of meaning.

Certainly, such crowdsourcing is problematic in many ways. It tends to
privilege people with digital literacy, technical resources, superior status
in the dominant culture, and access to means of amplification via social
media platforms. Nonetheless, crowdsourcing as a force for shaping eco-
nomic, cultural, and political production is not going away anytime soon.*
The Obama administration’s encounter with such a wide variety of crowd-
sourced efforts merits further attention, and an entire book could easily be
written about its case studies.

The Fact-Checking President

Not all of the Obama White House’s attempts at direct digital democracy
were accepted as projects with good intentions. On August 4, 2009, Macon
Phillips posted “Facts Are Stubborn Things” on the White House blog to
solicit user input about fake news.
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There is a lot of disinformation about health insurance reform out there, span-
ning from control of personal finances to end of life care. These rumors often
travel just below the surface via chain emails or through casual conversation.
Since we can’t keep track of all of them here at the White House, we're asking for
your help. If you get an email or see something on the web about health insur-
ance reform that seems fishy, send it to flag@whitehouse.gov.*

Quickly this call to action was seen as an attempt to censor conservative
media sources. The mechanism for gathering data was perceived as an effort
to compile an “enemies list.”

The very next day, Texas Republican Senator John Cornyn issued a letter
to the White House that objected to harvesting “the names, email addresses,
IP addresses, and private speech of U.S. citizens.”*' The theme of “turning
supporters into snitches” was amplified on Fox News.* Although the pro-
gram was quickly discontinued and the email address deactivated, Cornyn
continued to call for the Obama administration to purge any data gathered
from its thirteen days of operation.*® A federal lawsuit was filed by a con-
servative physicians’ organization in Arizona and a Black pro-life group in
Washington, DC on the grounds that the White House had “unlawfully
collected information on political speech.”**

Although the lawsuit was eventually dismissed, Phillips remembered the
controversy as a harrowing time. He never had to testify, but he did have to
consult with White House counsel, which reinforced the gravity of the situ-
ation. “It was also the only time my grand mom saw my name on television
because Fox News ran John Cornyn’s letter to the president.”*®

The conservative media outrage ecosystem also spawned a plethora of
content on YouTube. As Phillips recalled, “videos went out with my name”
and there were “Nazi chants” that depicted him as a servant of totalitari-
anism. Phillips was surprised by these reactions because he considered the
project to be in keeping with other digital direct democracy efforts. Phillips
claimed he only had the “best intentions,” and he insisted that “no lists of
critics were ever created or disseminated.”

The Legacies of Online Participation
During Obama’s years in office, citizens were exhorted to participate more

actively and directly in their government through a variety of digital ven-
ues, including the video town halls and online petition sites discussed
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in this chapter. Yet fears that trolls and other bad actors might dominate
online discussion often inhibited the possibilities for truly transformative
change.

If anything, experts like Christopher Kelty thought that the Obama
White House had not been nearly ambitious enough when it came to re-
imagining political participation. Despite the hype and promises, it was dis-
appointing that these initiatives were primarily used to legitimate existing
plans for agenda setting rather than to encourage substantive deliberation
and real policy making. As Kelty pointed out, it is now “more and more
possible for people to conceive of voting remotely—not having to go to a
polling place on a specific day and casting their vote at that moment, but
rather voting more or less continually—and voting not just for a candidate
who is a representative, but for any given issue.”

Kelty chuckled about Americans’ antiquated attitudes toward political
participation, despite all of the other ways that their society and culture
had been radically transformed by technology during their lifetimes. Rather
than explore the real possibilities for using computer networks for “direct
democracy on a massive scale,” Americans were resigned to the status quo.
“Because the Greeks voted the same way that we did, it will always be
that way.”’

Political participation is most easily measured by counting votes or quan-
tifying petition signatures. However, citizens also participate in their gov-
ernments by joining campaigns and political parties, making themselves
visible in protests, educating themselves about issues, consuming stories
about politics, and pursuing civic mindedness as a daily practice. Baratunde
Thurston has argued that citizens would likely be more engaged and ener-
gized if they thought of “citizen” as a verb rather than as a noun. He has
encouraged his podcast and TED Talk audiences to learn from various mod-
els of “how to citizen” from a range of leaders and activists.*® In digital cul-
ture, civic participation may be signaled by making, sharing, or validating
user-generated content on social media and mobile devices, which could
potentially encompass a much broader range of political expression that is
not defined by the two-party system.

Some media scholars have rightfully argued that it may be more impor-
tant to examine the “participation gap” between the weak and the power-
ful rather than the more obvious “digital divide” that was once seen as the
main obstacle to a truly inclusive democratic culture.”” Now that almost
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everyone in the United States owns a powerful smartphone that can be
connected to a vast digital network through intuitive software, the cause of
digital equality has seemingly been won.

Nonetheless, as the next chapter will argue, the questions of access that
were emphasized in Bill Clinton’s White House continued to be impor-
tant for Obama’s, especially as “access” became associated with “disinter-
mediation.” The digital team installed in the White House was strongly
committed to removing middlemen wherever possible. Disintermediation
seemed desirable as a way to reduce obstacles between constituents and
the state and to increase efficiency among government agencies. It also
required new approaches to inclusivity that welcomed citizens into their
own government.






4 Obama’s Rhetoric of Access

During his eight years in office, Barack Obama recorded almost four hundred
weekly addresses in a standardized format in which he spoke directly to the
American people. His face maintained a fixed gaze and serious expression
when talking about mass shootings, natural disasters, and other tragedies.
He was more animated when delivering holiday messages for Christmas,
Diwali, and Nowruz. When discussing policy matters like energy or the
economy, he often pointed his right index finger as he spoke.

The Obama administration was clearly drawing on nostalgic tropes of
a government father figure, a role that was epitomized by Franklin Roos-
evelt’s weekly radio addresses intended to calm national anxieties during
the Great Depression and World War II. The convention of the “fireside
chat” was so powerful that Obama was often seated next to a fireplace dur-
ing his weekly addresses.

David Ryfe has argued that Roosevelt employed key techniques from the
mass communication industries of the twentieth century: “the idiom of
stardom the movies had established, the idiom of fellowship that commer-
cial advertising had disseminated, and the idiom of domesticity the radio

»1

had naturalized.”” According to Ryfe, Roosevelt’s carefully crafted messages
solidified a new relationship between the presidency and the public. Listen-
ers were encouraged to be interested in motivation and character, open to
advice about exercising their choices, and receptive to being addressed in
their own households. Although Obama’s videos harkened back to Roos-
evelt, he used the conventions of internet performance from his own time,
which better suited twenty-first-century attitudes about celebrity, relatabil-
ity, and accessibility.

Macon Phillips remembered the YouTube weekly address originat-
ing during a hectic time in the transition between Bush and Obama. He
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recalled that “the idea for putting them on YouTube may have come from
a midnight email from a press person to me right after we won the elec-
tion.”? Using the YouTube platform made it “easy enough to publish,” and
the higher quality HD format made content available to news networks
around the world.

In planning for shooting, it became apparent to Phillips that “time on
the president’s calendar” was “really valuable,” particularly because “this
was a weekly amount of time,” a commitment of about thirty minutes that
had to be carved out on Obama’s schedule from other matters of state. Like
any routine, a uniform template required less rehearsal and fewer retakes.
Yet Phillips wanted to pursue any “opportunity to be more creative” with
the content by “answering questions,” “being more topical,” or “having
a live element.” However, “the traditional press operation at the White
House” felt strongly “as a communications operation” that it was impor-
tant to stick with the typical format directed to the “sort of the people
who expected the presidential address” and “were used to it being a certain
way.” According to Phillips, “we weren’t targeting BuzzFeed readers with
the weekly address. It was definitely more of like a rural radio type thing.”*

Scrutinizing the output from about a hundred Obama White House
weekly addresses that had been scraped from YouTube, I zoomed in and
looked for patterns.* The Software Studies Lab used shot-detection software
that generated a new frame every time there was an edit in a scene; more
complicated production techniques showed up as longer strips with a greater
variety of shots (figure 4.1). The most elaborate montages were shot in places
far from Washington, DC, such as at the site of a Louisiana oil spill or on
an automobile assembly line. Most weekly addresses, however, used much
simpler camerawork and were generally composed of only four or five shots.

The weekly addresses followed a formula with relatively little varia-
tion. This is why the data from the weekly addresses was also attractive
to computer scientists who were interested in studying body language
and gestures. To the left of Obama’s talking head there was usually an
American flag, and to the right was often a flower arrangement. The back-
grounds generally showcased the same stately rooms in the White House:
the Library, the Roosevelt Room, the Map Room, the Blue Room, the Red
Room, and the Diplomatic Reception Room. The most common tags label-
ing the speeches from Obama’s first months in office were “Economy” and
“Health Care.” Unlike for other public appearances by the president, there



Figure 4.1
Output from weekly addresses generated by the Software Studies lab. Images courtesy
of Lev Manovich.
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were no journalists or staffers visible. The viewer was offered what seemed
to be unmediated access to the thoughts and feelings of the chief executive.

This rhetoric of access was another key component of the White House's
digital strategy. It complemented messaging about connection, transpar-
ency, and participation. It suggested that citizens were invited to share in
the power and privilege of the White House. The rhetoric of access was
integral to a variety of initiatives: the weekly addresses, digital public diplo-
macy campaigns, efforts to make the White House building more acces-
sible, and even the use of reading lists and playlists that conveyed access to
the president’s inner life.

The Vlog President

In his weekly addresses, Obama signaled an awareness of new audience
expectations for intimacy and access. This awareness was shaped by the
advent of video blogging, or “vlogging.” As one critic explained, vlogging
had appeared as “the bandwidth hogging stepchild of podcasting or ‘audio
blogging’ in early 2004, a little over a year before YouTube.”* Much like
Obama, vloggers frequently posted from the same locations using the same
camera angles, thus giving their video playlists the serial format of a diary
with similarly structured episodes. A talking head directly addressing the
audience was generally the point of focus in the frame. Obama experi-
mented with what journalists immediately recognized as “vlog style”® in an
address just after the election.

Despite the staid character of most of his official videos, Obama did par-
ticipate in some viral content creation to appeal to the younger YouTube
demographic. For example, Obama appeared on the popular web series
Between Two Ferns to plug the HealthCare.gov website and to promote cov-
erage under the Affordable Care Act. The video would eventually earn tens
of millions of views. The show, a parody of a public access interview show,
featured comedian Zach Galifianakis and his guests on a bare-bones set
with two ferns and a black curtain. Unlike a chatty and convivial talk show
host, Galifianakis’s interviewer always asked rude questions, so there were
long awkward pauses, insults, and even open hostility on display. In addi-
tion to delivering a few zingers between pitches for HealthCare.gov, Obama
revealed the final gag by dropping the curtains to expose the Diplomatic
Reception Room. The conceit was that Galifianakis had been clandestinely
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recording Between Two Ferns in the White House, just as Obama had been
regularly producing his weekly addresses there.

In addition to challenging White House protocol by pursuing such viral
moments, the younger digital staffers also tried to introduce new elements
of office culture that included remote work. However, analog-oriented rules
dictated that work be performed on-site. Phillips watched the clash between
“the policies and operation of the White House” and “the realities of 2009”
firsthand. As Phillips observed, “when your entire technology operation is
premised on the desktop model, it meant that in order to launch the weekly
address, which we released at 6:30 Saturday mornings, I had to physically
come into the White House on Saturday mornings to go to my desktop to
press ‘publish.””

The Public Diplomacy President

It is significant that Obama delivered one of his most important speeches
via YouTube. In an hour-long oration, speaking in the “timeless city of
Cairo,” he acknowledged hurtful legacies of colonialism and the Cold War,
as well as the uncertainty brought by “modernity” and “globalism.”” From
the podium, Obama thanked the two Egyptian universities that hosted his
talk, but the main audience that he was addressing was much larger—“the
Muslim World”"—and he was trying to reach it directly through the inter-
net with an ambitious public diplomacy campaign. Using Web 2.0 tech-
nologies, the administration was determined to expand “people-to-people”
interchanges that bypassed the formalities of professionally trained diplo-
mats and other intermediaries.

News reports documented how Obama’s remarks in Cairo were synchro-
nized with a “flurry of messages” on the White House’s Twitter feed, while
the White House Facebook page “posted highlights while Obama was still
speaking,” and the State Department “sent free text messages about the
speech.”® Videos of the speech were made available with subtitles in Arabic,
Turkish, Hebrew, and French. With YouTube, Obama had an opportunity
to speak directly to citizens of countries that were potential geopolitical
threats and to humanize his powerful position as a world leader.

At the time of the speech YouTube was already occupying a significant
role in public discussions about civil society and human rights in Egypt.
Blogger Wael Abbas achieved notoriety for publishing a 2006 video of



64 Chapter 4

Cairo police officers beating, torturing, and sexually abusing a bus driver.
Abbas also posted an interview with the driver that described his humiliat-
ing ordeal.’

Of course, providing a platform for debate about contentious issues like
police brutality had not been a core concern for YouTube as a social media
company. Controversial uses could complicate its business model. In 2007
YouTube removed Abbas’s account on grounds of violating rules about
“inappropriate material.”'® However, by the time of the Arab Spring, the
bus driver video had become a cultural touchstone. Clips from the original
video frequently appeared in musical remixes that spliced together foot-
age from several sources and often combined visuals showing protests with
images of abuse."

As the United States began designing promotional videos for inter-
national consumption, the administration again found itself confounded
by federal laws written for the analog era. International broadcasting ser-
vices such as Voice of America had been authorized and funded by the 1948
Smith-Mundt Act. Because the legislation was passed at a time when con-
cerns about state-sponsored propaganda had seemed justified, in the wake
of having fought totalitarian governments, the act included a proviso that
materials intended to persuade audiences abroad must not be disseminated
in the United States. This was done to avoid any appearance of indoctrinat-
ing American citizens. Given that YouTube content can be accessed from
any country where it is not blocked, videos intended for predominantly
Muslim countries or other regions rife with anti-American sentiment were
easily accessible in the United States. As a result of this anachronistic pro-
hibition on domestic distribution, the State Department was not sure if
it would be able to benefit from the “YouTube effect” that caused videos
to rapidly gain attention all around the world, thus bypassing the censor-
ship imposed by authoritarian regimes.'> Moreover, because channels pro-
moting American interests needed to use streaming services to reach the
broadest audiences, the entire new media approach in public diplomacy
was limited by the Smith-Mundt Act."

Diplomats saw that YouTube videos could reshape foreign affairs and
destabilize ideas about who counted as a legitimate representative. Con-
sequently, US overtures needed to be directed toward building “sustained,
meaningful connections” with “citizens, industries, and groups,” accord-
ing to public diplomacy expert Anne-Marie Slaughter.'* She also cautioned
that antagonists could be skillful creators of viral videos with explosive and
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violent content. In other words, online spaces that allowed citizen-to-citizen
access could be sites for both negotiating peace and conducting war."

Unquestionably, video platforms like YouTube that showcased popular
content have played an important role in public diplomacy. To communi-
cate directly with populations from autocratic nations or failed states, all-
purpose social media channels centered on entertainment were much less
likely to be blocked by repressive governments than were internet domains
dedicated to investigative journalism or documenting human rights abuses.
Ethan Zuckerman has called this the “cute cat” theory of digital activism,'®
because sites like YouTube can be used for non-political purposes—Ilike
sharing videos of cats—and political ones. When a “cute cat” platform is
blocked in a country like Turkey, citizens who might otherwise care little
about politics notice, and they are also less likely to accept the regime’s
justifications for censorship.

Given the Obama administration’s focus on internet freedom, posting
material to YouTube and other social media sites created dilemmas about
content moderation. For example, journalists at Wired magazine noticed
that officials “initially disabled the comment function on YouTube and pre-
vented response videos from appearing alongside” Obama’s weekly address
videos."

In the name of promoting civil liberties, the administration made a
conscious effort to tolerate some dissent from international audiences for
the sake of the pluralism it celebrated. For example, blogs on America.gov,
which included Obama Today, allowed a curated selection of moderated
comments in response to Obama’s 2009 address to the “Muslim World,”
some of which were mildly critical of American policy. In contrast, the sec-
tion of the Facebook page for the White House that was dedicated to the
Cairo speech received a deluge of thousands of comments. When real-time
reactions began streaming in quickly, it was difficult for digital staffers to
respond appropriately. Yet blocking or ignoring critical comments from
outsiders was counterproductive because these actions thwarted access,
reinforced “fortress America” stereotypes, and scuttled hopes of projecting
hospitality and generosity.

The Street View White House

The rhetoric of access also extended to the home front. In 2012 the admin-
istration released a video about how Google Street View would now include
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the interiors of the White House."® As inspiring music plays, Google
employees roll a modified version of their Street View apparatus, adapted
for indoor use, through the narrow hallways of the historic building. The
compound eye atop the machine captures a 360-degree view of famous
rooms as it is trundled from location to location. However, the trolley is
too high for some doorways and has to be gently leaned back by workers
to fit through.

In the video, Diana Skaar of Google Art Project promotes the access
being offered to regular citizens. She enthuses about how people will be
able to experience the wonders of this important place in American history
and memory without the expense and hassle of traveling to Washington
for a public tour. Google team member Chris Fiock praises the “incredible
sites” and “incredible artwork” of the White House and shares his favorite
viewpoint: a window in the Blue Room that looks out on the Washington
Monument. He also explains that it is his first trip to Washington. By impli-
cation, Google Street View will make it possible for others to take their own
first journeys to the nation’s capital.

Cultural theorist Lauren Berlant describes the pilgrimage to Washington
as a critical ritual that can either solidify “infantile citizenship” or trans-
form early emotional attachments to a parental state into a more mature
form of political subjectivity.

Usually made in tandem with families or classes of students, the trip to the capital
makes pedagogy a patriotic performance, one in which the tourist “playing at
being American” is called on to coordinate the multiple domains of time, space,
sensation, exchange, knowledge, and power that represent the scene of what we
might call “total” citizenship."

Berlant is skeptical about how much is actually learned from these travel
experiences, since the transition from innocence to experience is often
structured by ideological clichés. For example, a classic film like Mr. Smith
Goes to Washington is scripted around a conventional narrative of “an
ambivalent encounter between America as a theoretical ideality and Amer-
ica as a site of practical politics.”

Berlant also tells the story of the Black writer Audre Lorde’s childhood
visit to Washington and the episodes of humiliation and trauma that she
experienced there. Unlike Fiock, who is white, Lourde encountered a seg-
regated city that excluded her from celebrations of citizenship. For Ber-
lant these pilgrimages are important because they are highly mediated
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and not directly experienced. Even when citizens are physically present in
the corridors of power and can witness the capital firsthand, their psyches
are flooded with images and sounds from previous representations of
the city.

In contrast, Google’s version of Washington, DC promises unmediated
access. There seem to be no secret service agents or tour guides to constrain
the user’s movements through the empty White House. It is possible to
get close to precious artworks and furnishings that have become sacred to
a common cultural heritage and to feel the opulence and intimacy of the
place. There is no requirement to follow a particular trajectory through the
floor plan. Unlike a real tour, there are no closing or opening hours. One
can linger within the White House architecture as long as one wishes.

Unfortunately, a virtual presence in DC forecloses any possibilities for
real political action. Protest is impossible, and consequently the civic imagi-
nation becomes impoverished rather than enriched by this technology. Vis-
itors are invisible to everyone except Google. They can’t disrupt a session of
Congress, lie down on the steps of the Supreme Court, or unfurl a banner in

front of the White House as cameras roll.>°

Because other people are erased
from the building, the potential for coordinating with fellow demonstra-
tors is also nullified.?' A visitor to the White House via Street View can only
act as the politest of guests, unseen and unheard in its sterile interiors.

Upon a closer look at the Street View experience, one can see unsmil-
ing guards posted at the front entrance. Guards block inaccessible rooms
throughout the interior as well. Even in the visible space, there are many
invisible barriers. For example, by clicking the zoom feature, the user can
look out the window at the Washington monument, but the chair in front
of the window limits how close to the pane of glass a virtual visitor can
come. Street View also offers only a kind of clunky vehicular mobility
through the space. It’s difficult to get very close to fireplaces or pianos, and
going up the stairs step-by-step is impossible, although one can be abruptly
transported to the upper floor.

Although Google Street View seems to promise a liberatory experience of
exploration, it was designed—Ilike all Google products—to promote other
Google applications and services, gather user data that can be monetized,
and refine the system'’s navigation and design features as cheaply as pos-
sible. When customers use Google’s interfaces they are also being classified
by its systems. For example, based on a user’s prior search history, Google
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uses algorithmic profiling to somewhat arbitrarily assign an age and a gen-
der to the user.”

In other words, as spatial domains become increasingly likely to be
augmented by personalized ubiquitous computing, and our day-to-day
decision-making becomes more intimately connected to our “smart”
mobile devices, we should be wary of services that seem to promote ideolo-
gies of unfettered search and exploration. Corporate entities like Google are
overtaking venues traditionally available for shared discussion and debate.
Places like Washington, DC have at times surged with the raucous crowds
of social movements. In Street View, these places are reduced to interfaces
for navigating between recognizable landmarks.

The French philosopher Antoinette Rouvroy has warned that we are liv-
ing in an age of “algorithmic governmentality” which facilitates “a colo-
nization of public space by a hypertrophied private sphere.”?* According
to Rouvroy, algorithmic technologies function as security apparatuses that
insulate users from any human experience of “the common.” For her “the
common” is premised on difference rather than similarity because it is a
“place of co-appearance where beings are addressed and talk about them-
selves to one another, with all their dissymmetries and ‘disparateness’.”**
A ubiquitous computing society that records each user as an individual
can extend that person’s private preferences into the environment she
or he experiences, providing a digital shield from potential conflict and
disagreement.

The 360-Degree President

Toward the very end of Obama’s presidency, media company Felix & Paul
Studios created another 360-degree tour of the White House. “The People’s
House” was designed for a new, smoother VR (virtual reality) format opti-
mized for YouTube, which could be viewed either through a head-mounted
display (such as an Oculus RIFT or a Samsung Gear VR) or on a smartphone.
The project won the 2017 Creative Arts Emmy for an Outstanding Original
Interactive Program and has received over a quarter of a million YouTube
views. In the video, the user follows a fixed course through the building,
which is limited to twenty-two minutes of tour time.

On this virtual visit, the user has company—the president and First
Lady serve as guides.”® When the Diplomatic Reception Room is featured
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near the end of the tour, Barack Obama explains that George Washington
believed such oval rooms could serve “as a symbol of democracy” because
“the president could stand in the center to greet everyone at a similar dis-
tance, and nobody gets stuck in a corner.””® Obama goes on to explain that
Franklin Delano Roosevelt “recorded his famous fireside chats” in the room
when it was adapted to serve as a production studio. A clip of Roosevelt’s
voice talking about how he “used the radio” then plays.

According to Obama, all modern presidents since then have used media
technologies to “communicate directly with the American people” in a his-
tory of address that includes “radio, television and now the web and social
media.””’ In Obama’s telling, “what you are participating in right now”
in the VR experience is “another step in the story of our progress” that is
intended “to meet citizens where they are.” This narrative of successive
waves of disintermediation and personalization actually shifts much more
rapidly. Because the Obama administration used YouTube as a platform, it
had to constantly adjust its tactics to adapt to changing user agreements,
algorithmic logics, and genres of content creation.

The Playlist President

As Obama prepared for leaving office, he geared up for a new role imbued
with a different kind of celebrity. He was preparing to occupy a unique
position of stewardship for his own cultural legacy. Some might say that he
began his transition even earlier by capitalizing on the vogue for posting
favorite books and media.

Obama released his first summer reading list in 2009. Unlike other
launches, the announcement was not an artfully staged media event.
Instead, the deputy press secretary read off the president’s list of titles to be
read on vacation during a press briefing.”® The list could have been inter-
preted as another one of Obama’s pedagogical projects because it promoted
a distinctive type of civic education and literacy. The five initial titles were
The Way Home by George Pelecanos, Hot, Flat, and Crowded by Tom Fried-
man, Lush Life by Richard Price, Plainsong by Kent Haruf, and John Adams
by David McCullough.

Although his selections were highly didactic, Obama’s summer read-
ing lists resembled book recommendations shared among friends. He
skipped his reading lists in the busy summers of 2012 and 2013 but offered
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recommendations in subsequent years. As the paradigm of his legacy
moved from political leader to cultural influencer, the lists were released
officially on WhiteHouse.gov. He continued the practice after leaving office
using other platforms; he released his 2019 list, which led off with the col-
lected works of the recently deceased Nobel Prize winner Toni Morrison, on
Instagram.

Obama’s choices sometimes seemed to express reservations about the
very practices of digital culture that had likely brought him into office. For
example, on the summer reading lists were Nicholas Carr’s The Shallows,
which warns about stunted brain activity supposedly caused by online surf-
ing, and Naomi Alderman’s The Power, which tells the story of young girls
learning from internet videos how to electrocute people using the energy
in their bodies.

Significantly, almost all of his lists were recommendations for “summer”
reading and thus suggested the books were sideline pursuits rather than
fodder for sustained intellectual activity. In this way Obama’s reading lists
represent what rhetorician Thomas Rickert has called “ambient rhetoric”;
the books are media relegated to the background, setting the mood for sum-
mer vacation rather than articulating any particular message.”

In 2015, while still in office, Obama expanded his summer recommen-
dations to music and released two playlists on the new White House Spo-
tify account. One playlist was for day and one was for night.** In 2016, a
political reporter for the New York Times noticed a pattern. Although the
president’s musical taste was “open-minded, even eclectic,” including tunes
from genres like “surf rock, soul, blues and hip-hop,” his selection lacked
“even a nod to country music, widely played in Southern states where Mr.
Obama could benefit from more people relating to him.”*' Obama rem-
edied this oversight in 2019 by including Lil Nas X’s “Old Town Road”
featuring country star Billy Ray Cyrus, although the song—created by a
Black queer artist—was initially excluded from the country charts. Perhaps
Obama’s enthusiasm for curating ambient audible media was shaped by
his prior experiences with audiobooks—he read the entire text of his best-
selling memoirs Dreams from My Father and The Audacity of Hope himself.

In contrast to human-curated playlists, many social media platforms
have recommendation engines that queue up media on autoplay. This
design feature encourages users to engage with the platform for hours in
one sitting. By the time Obama left office, more social media users were
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encountering algorithmically recommended content rather than content
recommended by human linking, embedding, or commenting. To sustain
engagement, these recommendation engines also tended to offer up con-
tent that was more emotionally and ideologically charged.**

We can follow the arc of the internet in the twenty-first century from
optimism to pessimism—along with the up-and-down trajectory of Ameri-
can popular political culture in general—by examining gradual changes in
social media practices and platform governance. In doing so, we can trace
how platforms built to be democratizing with utopian possibilities became
largely the property of a few corporate conglomerates. It is easy to assume
that we can chart the transition from the communalism of Obama to the
neoliberalism of Trump and find the critical moment when Silicon Valley
companies finally dropped the pretenses of participatory culture and open-
ness and the public became resigned to their opaque and extractive policies.
But it is also possible that surveillance capitalism and political polarization
was there all along, and that the conditions for their development were
already in place, although they were disguised by rhetorics of connection,
transparency, participation, and access.






5 Representing Representation

When conservative pundits saw an image of Barack Obama posing for a
“selfie” with two other heads of state at the funeral of former South Afri-
can president Nelson Mandela (figure 5.1), they pounced. The selfie taking
seemed to provide irrefutable evidence of the telegenic president’s tenden-
cies toward disrespectful self-aggrandizement. Right-wing commentators
clucked over the signs of flawed character and criticized Obama for suc-
cumbing to the narcissistic distractions of the personal screen. Not surpris-
ingly Donald Trump retweeted a message of disapproval about his nemesis:
“@Lisa_Smith70 ‘A real president wouldn’t take a selfie during ANY memo-
rial service. #NelsonMandelaMemorial.””

Some of the criticism about the Obama funeral selfie echoed earlier com-
ments about his supposed lack of decorum in promoting technology use.
For example, Obama gave an iPod to Queen Elizabeth II during her state
visit to the White House in 2009 to the consternation of political tradi-
tionalists.! The right-wing blog Gateway Pundit ran several stories about
Obama'’s gadget gift. Because the iPod included audio files of Obama’s inau-
guration and some of his speeches, the Gateway Pundit dubbed him a “royal
narcissist.”” After the selfie scandal, the site saw the opportunity to reapply
one of its favorite denigrating nicknames for Obama: “narcissist-in-chief.”?

Obama was often cast by conservative critics as pandering to the digi-
tal generation’s exhibitionism, self-affirmation, and self-love. They accused
him of attempting to seem youthful in ways that only made him appear
immature. Of course, presidents have often been criticized for overvaluing
self-image, but Fox News went so far as to declare Obama’s selfie to be an
“international incident.”*

Researchers Nancy Baym and Kate Miltner analyzed news coverage of
the “Selfiegate” incident to see how the story was framed. They looked



74 Chapter 5

Figure 5.1

President Barack Obama and British Prime Minister David Cameron pose for a pic-
ture with Denmark’s Prime Minister Helle Thorning-Schmidt next to US First Lady
Michelle Obama during the memorial service of South African former president Nel-
son Mandela at the FNB Stadium in Johannesburg on December 10, 2013. Image
credit: Roberto Schmidt/AFP/Getty Images.

at reporting in the three countries represented by the three leaders who
appeared in the image: Denmark, Great Britain, and the United States.
They claimed that the image was influential because it was “not actually
a selfie, but a depiction of the act of taking a selfie” and thus “polysemic
in ways that evoke multiple, simultaneous cultural shifts and anxieties.””
They argued that the picture “captures the increased popularity of selfie
taking, raising questions about who takes selfies and under what circum-
stances,” as well as “the infusion of technological gadgets into events
where they were previously absent.” The image also speaks to “shifts in the
social fabric that led to a man of color being president and a woman being
prime minister.”

In this way the Mandela funeral selfie is an image representing repre-
sentation. It operates through depictions of traditional politics (because
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heads of state both signify the body politic as sovereigns and craft their own
media images), identity politics (because women and people of color are
often excluded as marginalized groups and yet serve as signifiers of politi-
cal transformation), and technology (because a media device documents a
particular scene and is also present as an actor in the frame).

Nicholas Mirzoeff, a critic of visual culture, also considered Obama’s
selfie to be worthy of interpretation because it encapsulated how an image
could serve as “the interface between the way we think we look and the
way others see us.”® Thus the photo was both an image of seeing and an
image of being seen. For him this kind of selfie conflated “machine image”
and “digital performance.”” Critics of visual culture like Mirzoeff assert that
powerful images often give implicit instructions to viewers about what and
how to see.® According to this school of thought, pictures are not passive
objects to be interpreted by a neutral observer—they are the active agents
of indoctrination by visual culture. Thus, an image might provide a guide
for its own decoding.

For example, the famous “3D glasses” image of Obama (figure 5.2) viv-
idly places visual culture on display. The photograph shows each person in
the audience looking through their own individual lenses while sharing a
moment of communal spectatorship.’ Unlike most Obama photos, none of
the gazes connect people together in the frame. And yet there is a certain
egalitarianism in the assembly. Obama is the focus, but he is part of a collec-
tive experience in which media entertain and inform a group. The caption
notifies the viewer that they are giving their rapt attention to an innovative
Superbowl commercial with 3-D visual effects.

In the photo the crowd is both active and passive in their shared prac-
tices of looking. Obama clearly takes the lead in the front row, showing the
others how to behave. He holds his 3D glasses against his head and braces
his elbows against the chair in a pose of anticipation. At the same time, he
is the receiver of a message coming from the unseen screen. The photogra-
pher is also performing an homage to other iconic photographs of specta-
tors in 3D movie theaters, including Weegee’s 1945 “In the Palace Theatre,”
which is currently in the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s collection,'® and
J.R. Eyerman’s classic photos shot for Life magazine in 1952."

The philosopher of science Bruno Latour has asserted that political rep-
resentation and visual representation are closely related. In other words,
subjects in a system of government learn their assigned roles in the civic
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Figure 5.2

President Barack Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama wear 3D glasses while watch-
ing a TV commercial during Super Bowl 43, Arizona Cardinals vs. Pittsburgh Steelers,
in the family theater of the White House on February 1, 2009. Guests included fam-
ily, friends, Cabinet members, staff members and bipartisan members of Congress.
Official White House Photo by Pete Souza.

order and the rules for expected participation by observing how media
perform their representative functions and organize the components of a
shared reality. In bringing together the “two different meanings of the word
representation that have been kept separate in theory,” Latour hopes to cor-
rect a “bias in much of political philosophy” that ignores the fundamental
connection between representative government and artistic and scientific
representations.'?

The Obama selfie-taking image is a particular kind of representation of
popular sovereignty and the body politic. Three heads of state from three
different forms of representative democracy are engaged in a lighthearted
exchange during the somber ceremony of a state funeral. We see these gov-
ernment leaders in a moment of self-representation and media-making
together. Depending on one’s attitude, this incident might seem to either
undermine the trio’s executive authority as rulers or humanize them as
digital citizens sharing common practices with their constituents.
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Obama’s team tried to get ahead of the negative publicity about the
funeral selfie by giving the story a positive spin about relatability. Obama
even recorded a video that lampooned his selfie reputation to promote
resources at HealthCare.gov. The video, “Things Everybody Does But
Doesn’t Talk About,” included shots of Obama waving a selfie stick around
in the White House library, wearing sunglasses in front of a mirror, and
doodling in a sketchpad.”” Obama also shot a three-person group selfie
that featured science educators Bill Nye and Neil deGrasse Tyson.'* Obama
appeared in a selfie with the US women’s soccer team. By doing so he
implicitly showed support for Title IX, the anti-discrimination statute in
higher education that created an important pipeline for female athletes as
well." In his final trip abroad as president, images of a town hall at a Peru-
vian university were filled with clusters of enthusiastic South Americans
jockeying to take a selfie with the president.'® Others in the White House
were recruited to promote fitness with the #HealthySelfie hashtag. In these
selfies, the diversity of the cabinet was also on display."” Each one of these
selfies was designed to address at least one aspect of the administration’s
agenda: national health care, climate science, appreciation of gender equal-
ity and racial diversity, and post-Cold War diplomacy.

The Propaganda President

Not everyone who approved of the Johannesburg selfie approved of the
president’s image management. Santiago Lyon of the Associated Press
claimed that “the moment captured the democratization of image mak-
ing that is a hallmark of our gadget-filled, technologically rich era”'® How-
ever, Lyon praised the selfie in his editorial critiquing Obama’s “draconian”
restrictions on photographers covering the president. For example, pho-
tojournalists were barred when Obama met with the oldest living veteran
on the Veterans Day holiday. Lyon complained about the “manifestly
undemocratic” policies of the administration’s image control, which were
enforced in “hypocritical defiance of the principles of openness and trans-
parency” that Obama campaigned upon. These limitations extended to the
regular White House press corps and included what had once been stan-
dard public relations photo ops. Lyon objected to how the official “visual
news releases” from the White House showed “well composed, compel-
ling and even intimate glimpses of presidential life” that were heavily stage
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managed. By using the term “visual news releases,” Lyon was making an
unflattering comparison to “video news releases.” A video news release, or
VNR, is a segment made to look like a news report that is actually created
for public relations or advertising purposes. According to Lyon, most White
House images were little more than propaganda, even if they seemed to
offer an unmediated insider’s point of view.

Journalist Margaret Sullivan also warned against this subtle form of cen-
sorship. Although the wealth of free content presented a rich and appealing
visual narrative of the nation’s leader, there were reasons to be suspicious of
the White House’s largesse. During Pete Souza’s tenure as Obama’s official
photographer, his images showed a multitude of poses and expressions as
Obama interacted with many different types of people. But this range might
conceal the actual homogeneity of the digital archive and the absence of
oppositional perspectives. According to Sullivan, pictures of Obama with a
“sour expression” that might invite satiric circulation would no longer be
available." Perhaps such image control limited the raw material for racist,
sexist, or ageist memes, like the many frowning-Obama-with-beer memes
that are still on the internet today. However, restricting journalists to the
internal pre-approved, copyright-free photostream of canned images, which
were housed first on Flickr and then on Instagram, threatened the liveli-
hoods of photojournalists and the news agencies themselves. After all, news
bureaus and image libraries needed to market original content by offering
unique moments of spontaneity, demonstrations of emotion, or framings of
attention. In response to these restrictions, some news organizations refused
to run any images from the official Obama White House image database,
even when they seemed essential for illustrating a given story.

Technology in the Frame

State-sanctioned images do much more than merely show the embodiment
of power; they also communicate messages in a visual language about how
the symbolic order of political sovereignty functions. Such images often
show a leader’s bodily relationship to a complex assemblage of objects,
including devices that sense, record, store, transmit, network, calculate,
aggregate, select, and display information. Historically, official portrait
paintings have showcased rulers’ mastery of other kinds of information
technologies, such as maps, charts, books, navigation tools, paintings,
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mathematical instruments, timepieces, and cabinets of curiosities. There-
fore, it was not surprising to see that the tools of computational media were
often featured in the Obama iconography of digital culture.

The highly curated and constrained photo collection in the official
White House archive also promoted a vision of a shared American tech-
nological imagination. From tablet touch-screen computing to 3D motion
capture, the president modeled when and how to be a cyborg in contem-
porary culture. In the visual record vetted by the White House, Obama
appeared as a fluent technology user—even when he was a novice willing to
try out new platforms and interfaces. He was also shown as someone who
resisted the incursions of technology to maintain independence from its
manipulation and distraction.

Images of human-computer interaction like those on the official White
House website gave the viewer lessons about how to be an ideal user of
new media technologies and how the central political, cultural, and social
space in the country should be occupied, physically and virtually, in the
era of ubiquitous computing. One famous pre-White House photograph of
Obama shows the president-elect pointing directly at the camera as he sits
behind a Pac-Man-stickered Mac laptop surrounded by a number of hand-
held devices and peripherals.?’ It is an image of the incoming chief executive
as a multitasker. After all, Obama was the first social media president, the
first to regularly carry a mobile wireless device on his person, and the first to
emphasize the integration of computation in a campaign. If the visual rhet-
oric of candidate Obama accentuated his mastery of multiple screens and
wireless devices, the iconography around communication technology from
his first hundred days in office demonstrated much more separation from
the most commonly used interfaces and platforms in contemporary life.

Ironically, the main message from White House social media seemed to
be that the first digital president should be a detached subject of computer-
mediated messages and no longer an intimately connected producer or
receiver of them. Although his smartphone often appeared in media cover-
age of the campaign trail, the White House official Flickr photostream rarely
showed President Obama on his famous BlackBerry during his first years
in office. When images did capture him using mobile technology, it was
generally outside of the Oval Office and far from the official spaces of state-
craft. The photostream (figure 5.3) emphasized a visual rhetoric of Obama
checking BlackBerry messages offstage,”' outdoors,?* behind his shoes,” on
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Figure 5.3

Montage of images of Barack Obama with his BlackBerry shot by Pete Souza. Collage
by Mel Horan.

the other side of a barrier,* or in the dead of night.”A rare shot of him in
public might show him gesturing with the device as an inanimate object*®
or showing it to others as a curiosity,”” but digital technologies intended
for everyday use were often relegated to a minor role. Like the cigarettes he
famously hid to conceal his smoking habit, ubiquitous computing devices
could only be indulged covertly.

The digital behavior of others in the White House was also regulated.
Official photographs emphasized that mobile devices should be left at the
door before important meetings (figure 5.4).”® As Vivek Kundra explained
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Figure 5.4
Cell phones are tagged with Post-its during a briefing on Afghanistan and Pakistan
in the Cabinet Room of the White House on March 26, 2009. Official White House

Photo by Pete Souza.
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years later, smartphones were also very difficult for White House staffers
to acquire, particularly if they were part of the new digital cohort. Official
BlackBerry devices were doled out as a “sign of seniority” based on “the
number of years you had been in government” and “the square footage of
your office.”%

The absence of mobile devices in Souza’s The Rise of Barack Obama is even
more striking. Its pages show Obama reading, praying, thinking, swearing
in, shaking hands, kissing, gesticulating, speechifying, drinking, bowling
and sightseeing, but never texting. The device is just barely visible in his
hand as he embraces Ethel Kennedy.* When rushing through O’Hare Air-
port, the object is held behind Obama’s head, and the blurred figures in the
background indicate that the situation is exceptional.’’ The one example
of active engagement with mobile computing in the whole volume is an
image of Obama “checking his Blackberry” in a South Carolina conference
room, where he is alone and without other claims to his attention.** Not
only were there no funeral selfies in Souza’s carefully curated collection, but
the president was presented as a paragon of digital purity, and—whenever
possible—smartphones were excluded from the scene.

The Wired President in a Wireless Age

In Souza’s presentation of historical record, a traditional phone with a
cord tethering the president to his desk was clearly deemed much more
presidential. Corded phones were featured in dozens of photographs. Even
though his constituents likely no longer used such telephones, President
Obama was almost never shown speaking on a wireless device. Instead, we
saw him with a wired connection.”

The official cover shot for the album of Obama’s first hundred days in
office shows the president in a leather chair with an old-fashioned corded
phone that was clearly designed to remind viewers of Kennedy-esque tele-
phone diplomacy (figure 5.5).** Such images alluded to Cold War brinks-
manship and represented the lone executive’s responsibility to pacify
conflict zones abroad. As he holds the traditional phone, Obama looks out
the window in deep contemplation. The frame is absent other people or
communication devices that might have competed for his attention.

To understand the pre-history of such images, it is helpful to visit the
archive of 1960s Life photographs shot by Art Rickerby. The Rickerby images
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Figure 5.5
President Barack Obama speaks on the phone with Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-
Maliki in the Oval Office on February 2, 2009. Official White House Photo by Pete

Souza.
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show Kennedy posed in intense reflection or concentration while using the
telephone. They model the sustained attention that was supposedly the
hallmark of the pre-digital era. Souza’s black-and-white, book-length photo
essay about Obama’s journey to the presidency, The Rise of Barack Obama,
also contains a number of such images, including the image facing the vol-
ume’s introduction, which shows Obama on a traditional telephone in his
senate office.”

The number of Souza’s Obama images that borrow directly from the
visual iconography of Kennedy, including those without a phone, is strik-
ing. For example, a political photography blog compared an image of
Obama running with the new White House puppy Bo with similar photos
of the Kennedy family and their pets. The blog argued that the appropri-
ated imagery could convey “any number of meanings, including: vigor;
drive, accelerated progress.”*® Not all critics were as enthusiastic about the
homages to Kennedy’s visual rhetoric. Robert Hariman asserted that these
allusions to earlier presidents could quickly be emptied of significance and
reduced to kitsch.”’

Of course, the Kennedy images themselves also borrowed from other
visual vocabularies. As David M. Lubin observes in Shooting Kennedy: JFK
and the Culture of Images, “those pictures borrowed from or played upon
the ephemeral popular culture of the period” but also were “derived from
enduring works of art and literature produced over a span of centuries.”*®
Much as “ancient Greek sculptors established a visual language for depict-

” ou

ing male physical beauty,” “ancient Roman sculptors taught us what facial

expressions to assume and bodily postures to assume when we wish to dedi-

” u

cate ourselves to a noble cause,” “seventeenth-century Dutch painters gave
us our current notion of what constitutes a cozy, homey environment,” and
“eighteenth-century French artists provided the prototypes of aristocratic
elegance and gravitas,” poses and settings in photos of the Kennedy White
House drew from an established visual repertoire.

The official rhetoric about the first digital president seemed to be that
being online was unpresidential. It was better to be shown with more tra-
ditional and private communication technologies, a la Kennedy. Although
Obama the candidate was often shown with mobile devices, after the inau-
guration Obama appeared on a corded telephone at a desk without a com-
puter. Computer screens might surround the president, but he almost never

was shown looking at them. Occasionally Obama’s attention was directed
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Figure 5.6

President Barack Obama talks on the phone with a Member of Congress while
Katie Johnson, the president’s personal secretary, works at her desk in the Outer
Oval Office on March 21, 2010. Phil Schiliro, assistant to the president for legislative
affairs, stands nearby. Official White House Photo by Pete Souza.

elsewhere while he spoke on the telephone, as when he appears to be look-
ing over the shoulder at the computer screen of his personal secretary
(figure 5.6), but these moments were rare.”

The Keyboard President

On the occasions when Obama had to pose in front of a desktop com-
puter, as he did for the launch of new government websites, the president
appeared uncomfortable. In one image he hunched his body as though

the desk were too small.*

Official captions informed the public that these
interactions with the computer took place at or near the desk of his per-
sonal secretary, Katie Johnson. Sometimes the screen in front of Obama’s
gaze was even blank. For example, in a photo in which he “looks over his
prepared remarks in the Outer Oval Office,” the viewer can see that Obama

is consumed with a traditional print text on the desk in front of him and
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that the neglected computer screen is displaying a screen saver with the
official White House logo.*!

If Obama’s hands appear on an actual keyboard, taking part in a form
of manual labor usually delegated to female White House employees,* a
caption informs viewers that Obama was only typing “last-minute edits”
rather than engaging in extended composition, which would have required
long-term periods of word processing or data entry.* In another image, the
detachment of a masculine president from the scene of feminized work is
dramatized: Obama is shown catching a football pass with Johnson’s com-
puter screen in the foreground.** Obama’s eyes are on the ball in midflight;
the information on the monitor is intended for the gaze of woman per-
forming digital labor.

As his second term approached, Obama’s image minders became less
reluctant to show the president typing on a keyboard. A White House Mac-
Book Pro with a presidential seal obscuring the Apple logo became an inte-
gral part of key rhetorical scenes.

Obama started a Twitter Town Hall by personally live tweeting, allowing
the public to watch him directing his attention to a screen while typing
rapidly. Despite careful stage management, the combination of a laptop
designed for networked publics and a podium designed for traditional ora-
tory invited satire. In the wake of the federal shutdown in 2013, internet
memes promoted the suggestion that the government—Ilike a malfunction-
ing computer—could be fixed by simply turning it off and turning it on
again.

The Mobile President

Images of Obama interacting with mobile technologies became less taboo
after “Selfiegate.” Some commentators argued that the public had mostly
ignored the presence of technology in the scene because they focused exclu-
sively on the characters in the Mandela funeral farce. Through the lens of
stereotypes about female competition for male attention, the Danish prime
minister was reduced to the role of an attractive bimbo and the First Lady
to a jealous shrew.*

By Obama’s second term it had also become obvious that most public
figures were expected to participate in selfie taking with various audiences.
The pope agreed to a selfie with teenagers on a pilgrimage to the Vatican.*
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German Prime Minister Angela Merkel consented to a selfie with a Syrian
refugee.”” Even the famously reserved Vladimir Putin was shown posing for
selfies with Sochi schoolchildren on state-sponsored television.* Like shak-
ing hands with constituents or kissing babies, taking selfies became part of
the established political routine of elected officials.

Rather than show Obama’s personal device, these exchanges around
mobile technologies and image making for social media usually featured
Obama as a user of others’ smartphones. For example, in 2015 Souza posted
photo of Obama in a Maryland café looking at a group selfie he had just
taken with some admirers, and it is clear that the iPhone he is looking
at belongs to a young smiling woman in the photo.* In Souza’s gigantic
coffee table book, Obama: An Intimate Portrait, an image shot at the newly
opened National Museum of African American History and Culture shows
Obama using a borrowed smartphone to take a group photo of descendants
of an ancestor who had escaped slavery.*

Where matters of national security were concerned, however, mobile
image-making devices were still expected to remain out of sight during
Obama’s second term. Famously, an official, behind-the-scenes photo
released by the White House documented real-time reactions during the
dramatic raid on the compound of terrorist leader Osama bin Laden (figure
5.7).>! Most of the public’s scrutiny focused on the facial expressions of
those in attendance. Internet comments frequently mentioned the intense
gaze of the hunched Obama or the suspense conveyed by Hillary Clinton’s
involuntary response.

It might be possible to ask different kinds of questions by focusing on
the instruments rather than on the faces in the room. How do the Hewlett-
Packard notebooks on the table function as display devices? Why are their
screens darkened? Why is Brigadier General Marshall Webb the only one
with his hands on a keyboard and his eyes directed to a computer’s display?
In a moment of national unity experienced “live,” why are the computers
so extraneous to the drama?

Digital forensics experts have pointed out that this historic document
appears to have been altered by image manipulation software, perhaps “to
enhance the impression of tension” while also conveying “efficiency and
power.”* In addition to obscuring documents which might reveal classified
information, the left side of Obama’s face was highlighted, and the colors
in Clinton’s face were enhanced. In other words, in Souza’s image, the faces



88 Chapter 5

Figure 5.7

President Barack Obama and Vice President Joe Biden, along with members of the
national security team, receive an update on the mission against Osama bin Laden in
the Situation Room of the White House on May 1, 2011. Official White House Photo
by Pete Souza.

of Obama and Clinton, like media screens, serve as display interfaces cueing
viewers on how to interpret the scene. In contrast, the laptop screens in the
image convey no information. Forensic analysis using the same software
shows that the screens were also blank in the original shot.

In an ideal world, the laptops in the Situation Room—physical artifacts
integral to a significant event—would now be in the possession of preserva-
tionists, much as the clothing of political figures at key events becomes part
of museum collections. Just as archivists must grapple with the vast collec-
tion of electronic files that belong in the digital version of Obama’s presi-
dential library, his brick-and-mortar library should have planned to store
significant pieces of physical hardware for cultural preservation, including
his historic BlackBerrys and iPhones. Digital archivists would have had
to make decisions about preserving content from these devices, and they
would have had to guard the original digital files against bit rot and other
hazards. Most likely, the machines were wiped in standard government
protocols.
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The Flickr President and Instagram Ex-President

Head photographer Souza had previously served as an official White House
photographer during the Ronald Reagan years and had covered Obama’s
rise to power as an Illinois senator while working at the national desk of
The Chicago Tribune. His daily digital labor intensified once he moved to the
White House. One account described how his days began very early with
downloading the president’s schedule: “Souza sits at his computer, working
a mouse on a round pad that boasts the presidential seal, cruising the web-
site for the Executive Office of the President. This daily task is as essential as
loading a memory card into his camera.”**

Souza played a central role in the careful curation of almost two million
digital images. He continued to defend Obama’s legacy during the Trump
administration by recirculating photographs in a variety of formats: from
Instagram to coffee table books. After Trump came into office, Souza seemed
to delight in “trolling” the 45th president with images of the 44th.** For
example, Obama’s presidential successor caused consternation when he
casually allowed classified materials within range of guests’ smartphones
of at his private club. Shortly after the open terrace of Trump’s Mar-a-Lago
club was chaotically transformed into an exposed situation room, Souza
posted a photo on Instagram of Obama in a Sensitive Compartmented
Information Facility erected during a visit to El Salvador. His caption made
the comparison between presidents explicit: “When we were on the road,
national security discussions and head of state phone calls were conducted
in a private, secure location set up on-site. Everyone had to leave their
Blackberry outside the area.”"

In 2019 Souza published Shade: A Tale of Two Presidents, a book-length
photo essay that documented many of his Instagram juxtapositions. The
book’s design seemed intended to clearly illustrate contrasts between Presi-
dent Trump and President Obama. On one side of each two-page spread
would be a tweet from Trump or a headline about an instance of his unpresi-
dential behavior; on the other side would be a photograph from the Obama
presidency. For example, on page sixty-two, a Washington Post headline—
“Trump Revealed Highly Classified Information to Russian Foreign Minister
and Ambassador”—was paired with a photo on page sixty-three of Obama’s
closed device in its blue and gold case with a caption indicating that it was
the “top secret Presidential Daily Brief on a secure, modified iPad.”>
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Only rarely was Obama’s digital nonchalance on display in Souza’s
archive. “Michelle Obama snatches an iPhone away from her husband”
faced a page with two different snippets of text: a tweet from Trump alleg-
ing improper wiretaps of other world leaders during the Obama admin-
istration and a headline about Trump’s own sloppiness with “cellphone
security measures.” Although both Obamas are straight-faced in their
phone-snatching vignette, they are clearly playacting. Michelle Obama is
wearing a diagonally striped dress that emphasizes the torque of her body.
Barack Obama has his feet up on the Resolute Desk in the Oval Office. Near
his shoes is a multiline business telephone for office communication that
has been sidelined at the edge of the frame.

The scene in which Michelle Obama takes away a smartphone from
her husband actually comes from a humorous video shot for the White
House Correspondents’ Dinner. In the self-deprecating, fictional video,
Obama contemplates his impending life in retirement. To occupy him-
self, now that he is a lame duck president, he fiddles with his wife’s phone
and expresses pleasure when he discovers that she has the Snapchat app
installed on the device. He proceeds to record a video of himself praising
his signature achievement, “Obamacare,” but he records his message using
one of the more ominous Snapchat filters, one that gives him demon eyes,
sharp teeth, and a menacing voice that causes consternation and a “break-
ing news” alert when it is posted.”’

Although Souza probably gained more internet celebrity during the
Trump administration, he had already cultivated a fan base on social media
while Obama was in office. Despite being a generation older than most
of the platform’s users, Souza is the star of a group selfie—complete with
selfie stick—in a crowd of Instagrammers visiting the White House for the
#WHInstaMeet. The image conveys their affection and adulation.*® He also
experimented with iPhone photography to supplement his more tradi-
tional camerawork and generated images specifically for Instagram’s pre-
ferred square aspect ratio.

Souza starred in The Way I See It, a 2020 documentary that placed him
in front of the camera rather than behind it. “I never intended to be vocal
in any way,” Souza said in the film. “I look at myself as an historian, with
a camera,” documenting “mood, emotion, context,” who must “be ready
for the fleeting moments both big and small” to compile “the best photo-
graphic archive that had ever been done.”
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In the film, Souza declares that the White House photographer he most
admires is Yoichi Okamoto, known for his fly-on-the-wall style of docu-
menting intimate scenes with President Lyndon Baines Johnson during the
tumultuous Vietnam War years. Okamoto even shot the president in bed
next to his wife. The appearance of complete access in Okamato’s work is
deceptive, however, because Johnson tightly controlled the presentation of
his image and barred Okamoto from witnessing private backroom negotia-
tions. When Life magazine ran a sixteen-page photo essay of Johnson with
Okamoto’s pictures, Johnson selected the images, supervised the layout,
and even wrote the captions.”

For all of his photographic micromanagement, Johnson didn’t seem to
understand the most basic principles of the visual language Okamoto had
mastered.® For example, Johnson preferred images in which he made direct
eye contact with the camera. He thought that it established a straightfor-
ward rapport with the viewer. Okamoto knew that if Johnson looked at
another person in the frame, the image was more rhetorically effective.
These kinds of indirect photos showed Johnson making a human con-
nection and allowed the viewer to occupy the imagined position of that
intermediary. Notably, Souza was a virtuoso when it came to these kinds of
gaze-within-frame pictures. The viewer was invited into the role of White
House visitor and validated as the object of Obama’s regard.

Although Souza’s Flickr stream was safely migrated from an official White
House account to one labeled “Obama White House,” and Souza’s social
media images were also made available as compressed files on archival sites,
the historians of the future will likely fret about lost content documenting
the whole of the administration. Too much of the visual record of politi-
cal speech in the twenty-first century has been entrusted to social media
companies where obsolescent platforms, proprietary algorithms, and rigid
user agreements might one day hide materials critical to understanding
democratic legacies, technological practices, and internet celebrity. Noth-
ing protects the actual selfie shot in the Maryland café taken by the smiling
woman, just as nothing protects Souza’s Instagram posts now that he shares
them as a private individual.

Flickr was a thriving photo-sharing site at the beginning of the Obama
administration. By the end of Obama’s time in the White House, it was
struggling to stem catastrophic losses to its user base. Dutch media theorist
José van Dijck blamed vacillating corporate strategy for Flickr’s meltdown,
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since the company “moved back and forth between various different inter-
pretations of online photo sharing and thus between various platform
functions: from community site to social network platform, from photo
news site to memory service and archival facility.”®" Flickr tried one last
monetization gambit before Obama’s term ended: the platform attempted
to move into the stock photo business by selling pictures uploaded by users
with Creative Commons licenses to third parties.**

Flickr is still open for business at the time of this writing. For now, 6,668
photos from the Obama White House remain on the site, hosted by an
account maintained by the National Archives. Of course, just as Flickr
waned in popularity, other Web 2.0 companies that were part of the initial
Obama White House social media strategy have experienced decline and
obsolescence. In 2016, tens of millions of files that belonged to the users
of MySpace were lost in a server migration. In 2018, Digg announced that
it would shut down its RSS (Really Simple Syndication) reader. Some White
House accounts on Web 2.0 platforms survived but never switched over to
the Trump administration for some reason. For example, the White House
SlideShare account still showed Obama-era documents during the Trump
administration, as did the Socrata site set up to share data like visitor logs
or staff salaries in the name of transparency.

Transparent Mediation and Mediated Transparency

Media theorists Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin have drawn attention
to the prominence of “hypermediation” in our society.®* Hypermediated
images emphasize the interfaces of media consumption. Such images may
show multiple screens, windows, or devices simultaneously. They promote
an aesthetic of intensely mediated multitasking by users who must con-
stantly attend to multiple screens or even screens within screens. Hyper-
mediation emphasizes the fragmented presence of competing venues for
visibility, attention, and representation in today’s ubiquitous computing
environments. It describes a world in which even a gas pump might be
playing a video commercial, and a refrigerator door might be displaying an
animated infographic.

Mediated transparency describes a number of White House transparency
initiatives that were supposed to demonstrate the administration’s com-
mitment to making the processes of political deliberation visible, explicit,
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testable, and straightforward, while also recognizing the limitations of
direct democracy by inserting moderators and arbiters or enforcing norms
about representational distance. As the chapter on the “rhetoric of trans-
parency” argued, the ideal was to offer citizens a completely “open-source”
government. In reality, many of the protocols, procedural logics, and soft-
ware platforms of the presidency necessarily obscured key pieces of infor-
mation that were only known to administration insiders with the technical
knowledge and political access to decipher meaning using context clues
and tacit understanding.

Transparent mediation, in contrast, was illustrated by the fact that
Obama’s image was often mediated and remediated so that mediating digi-
tal technologies become the focus of a scene. For example, the thumbnail
images for many of Obama’s YouTube weekly addresses displayed lights,
camera viewers, computer monitors, and other technological apparatuses
prominently.

By emphasizing in state-sanctioned portraits how the president’s image
appeared in the monitors of official videographers® or photographers,® the
White House both emphasized the existence of an authentic moment not
mediated by the technological apparatus foregrounded in the scene and
acknowledged the ubiquity of image alteration software and its user inter-
faces. In these depicted interactions between man and machine, citizens
saw a “well composed” digital shot of a public speaker who was also “well
composed” as a remediated subject, appearing unconcerned under the glare
of media attention and projecting the infamous “Obama cool” to the World
Wide Web.*

The Body of Evidence

This chapter has argued that even “true” and comprehensive official

”

records, uncontaminated by “fake news,” still have significant gaps and
blind spots. When it comes to representing representation—depicting a
leader of representative government using the tools of artistic and historical
representation—the picture is inevitably incomplete. These blank areas can
be widened intentionally by digital curation that borders on propagandiz-
ing, or unintentionally by careless custodianship of the fragile digital record.

The next chapter will examine how non-human agents might shape—or

misshape—the public record of our democratic institutions. As the Obama
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years progressed, the power to select and organize digital content was
increasingly wielded by non-humans through machine learning, computer
vision, biometrics, and autonomous sensing.

Souza's vivacious personality put a likable human face to the labor of
digital content creation and management. Unlike the work of webmasters
or IT managers who performed more mundane tasks behind the scenes,
establishing the administration’s visual record was seen as historically con-
sequential and artistically creative. In documenting the highest power in
representative government, Souza carefully composed and chose what to
represent and consequently became a celebrity of visual and digital culture
himself. The Obama archive of millions of digital images visually promoted
the themes of connection, transparency, access, and participation that were
being promulgated in the words of White House speeches and press releases.
Souza also framed a particular picture of what digital literacy looks like by
presenting a powerful sovereign who had mastered essential tools for calcu-
lation, communication, analysis, simulation, and decision-making.

Some of the scenes of human-machine interaction that Souza captured
were oddly antiquated, as in the photo of Obama entwined with a corded
telephone like an executive from an earlier age. Other scenes were strikingly
futuristic; Souza produced many images of Obama posing with robots and
other cutting-edge digital technologies. In every photo featuring techno-
logical devices, Obama projected confidence and competence. But not all
attempts at digital innovation were successful in the Obama White House.
And when these failures occurred, neither DC insiders nor Silicon Valley
disruptors were eager to accept blame.
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President Barack Obama sat facing a large oil painting of a pensive Abraham
Lincoln. The 44th president was separated from the 16th president by an
elaborate cage of digital capture and illumination elements. The appara-
tus was composed of fifty custom-built LED modules, eight high-resolution
sports photography devices, and six additional wide-angle cameras, all
designed to simulate ten different lighting conditions in the space of a mere
second (figure 6.1). The president froze in position as bursts of light danced
across his face. He maintained an impassive demeanor as members of the
data-gathering team circled him with handheld scanners. Obama was pos-
ing for a 3D portrait commissioned by the Smithsonian Institution, which
was to be digitally rendered in color and printed as a monochromatic bust.

The enthusiasm of the first Black president for this type of scanning
project might be perplexing, given the troubling legacies of scientific rac-
ism, phrenology, and physiognomy in the history of human classification
and political surveillance. In recent years, Black scholars have emphasized
how such software tends to privilege whiteness and how this predisposi-
tion perpetuates biased measurement systems resembling those developed
through slavery and colonialism.

The prejudices of supposedly neutral systems are most obviously
revealed when computer vision misrecognizes Black faces. In 2015, Google
was forced to apologize after Black users of its image-recognition photo app
discovered that the system labeled them as “gorillas” rather than as human
beings.' In 2018 Amazon’s face recognition system falsely matched twenty-
eight members of Congress with mugshots, disproportionately doing so
to legislators who were people of color.” That same year, media artist Joy
Buolamwini demonstrated that many famous Black women—including
Michelle Obama—were deemed to be male by computer vision systems.’
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Figure 6.1
President Barack Obama sits for a 3D portrait being produced by the Smithsonian
Institution. Official White House Photo by Pete Souza.

Obama himself was transformed into a white man when a depixelation
program was applied to a pixelated image of his face.* Such systems were
often trained on data sets of white faces, and the Silicon Valley assump-
tions that set “white” as a default condition were often reinforced in the
programming and testing process as well.

Many Black thinkers link these modern biometric technologies to the
long history of personal identification methods used to secure captive labor.
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Simone Browne’s Dark Matters: On the Surveillance of Blackness connects the
fact that airport scanning machines were likely to have difficulty with Black
hair to older mechanisms that policed Black bodies, such as eighteenth-
century lantern laws that required Black people to be illuminated at night.®
Jessica Marie Johnson has observed that the systematic datafication of bod-
ies through “markup” practices continued the “death work of the slave
ship register.”® In Captivating Technology: Race, Carceral Technoscience, and
Liberatory Imagination in Everyday Life, Ruha Benjamin analyzes the larger
sociotechnical apparatus of digital control of Black bodies that includes
dashcams in police cars and ankle monitoring devices.”

While the Smithsonian Institution was capturing Obama’s biometric
data, the racial implications seemed to be far from the minds of those pres-
ent. Tom Kalil of the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy
enthused about a “third industrial revolution” finally coming to fruition
and with it “the combination of the digital world and the physical world.”
Adam Metallo of the Smithsonian praised the superiority of “objective 3D
scanned data” over “an artistic likeness” because it benefited from the accu-
racy of “millions upon millions of measurements.” The portable light stage
transported to the State Dining Room was managed by the Institute for
Creative Technologies, an academic research institute known for creating
high-tech war games and military training simulations as well as dazzling
special effects for action movies. All of these components in the spectacle—
biometrics, machine sensing, simulation, and 3D fabrication—were impor-
tant topics in the technological imagination of the Obama administration.
They were also part of a narrative about the role of race in a posthuman
future, which promised to be a post-racial future as well.

The Biometric President

Biometric data gathering within the federal government intensified with
the Obama White House’s aspirations to run the first fully digital admin-
istration. For example, the Office of Management and Budget explored
schemes for authenticating documents with new kinds of electronic sig-
natures in order to streamline the enormous volume of paperwork gener-
ated by agency bureaucracies. Experts explored confirming identity with a
biometric supplement to electronic signatures, “such as fingerprints, retinal

patterns, and voice recognition.”®
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Visitors to Biometrics.gov could read about “Biometrics in Government
Post-9/11,” the “Identity Management Task Force,” and the “National
Biometrics Challenge.” The latter envisioned a partnership between gov-
ernment, industry, and academia to promote the interoperability and con-
sistency of recognition programs that would allow computers to categorize
individual people while also maintaining privacy protections and safe-
guards on personal data.

Despite assurances about civil liberties, the images of over 117 million
Americans were stored in law enforcement databases by the end of Obama’s
presidency, making them subject to a “perpetual line-up” every time a crime
was committed.” Residents of other countries were also compelled to par-
ticipate in these massive data-gathering efforts. Many US military service
members were equipped with handheld biometric recording equipment,
including SEEK (Secure Electronic Enrollment Kit), which could transmit
data from fingerprints, irises, and faces back to an FBI database."

The Machine Vision President

Once gathered, enormous quantities of data were filtered, correlated, and
sorted by machine vision algorithms. These algorithms were designed to
police national security, public safety, intellectual property, civic propriety,
medical normality, and gender conformity.

The administration celebrated companies that used these technologies
for their ingenuity and economic promise. For example, Kairos, a Black-
founded facial recognition firm, was chosen for the 2015 White House
“Demo Day.”"! Kairos advertised a range of services that included age and
gender detection with its “easy to code APL.”"? Kairos wasn’t the only com-
puter vision company invited to Demo Day. At the Partpic booth, two Black
representatives showed Obama how to use his smartphone camera to find
a matching replacement part."> Of course, the big players in the machine
vision industry were not startups like Kairos or Partpic, which were run
by Black entrepreneurs. They were established companies like Apple and
Amazon with white tech evangelist figureheads. In fact, just a year after she
appeared at Demo Day, Partpic cofounder Jewel Burks sold the company to
Amazon.

Granted, there was some resistance to adopting machine vision too
wholeheartedly, even within the large multinational corporate entities that
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were profiting from it. For example, the president of Microsoft issued a
warning on the company’s blog that these issues “go to the heart of funda-
mental human rights protections like privacy and freedom of expression.”"*
Yet, major tech firms continued to incorporate more computer vision capa-
bilities into their platforms.

The perils of surveillance were relatively obvious during the Obama years
because foreign governments were already seeking to deploy these technol-
ogies to police dissidents, crack down on protestors, and spy on ethnic or
religious minorities—often with the help of US technology firms and insti-
tutions. For example, in 2018 I visited the Hong Kong offices of SenseTime,
which boasted of years of close collaborations with well-known US enti-
ties, such as Qualcomm and MIT. I was encouraged to try “fun” activities
for “entertainment,” like having the computer measure my “attractiveness
rating,” which included guesses about my age and gender. Practical appli-
cations on display included those designed to catch thieves, ticket traffic
offenders, and monitor sleepy or inattentive drivers. Using machine learn-
ing algorithms and data derived from the profiles of over a billion Chinese
citizens, SenseTime promised that misbehavior could be eliminated, along
with anonymity. The same company was placed on the Bureau of Industry
and Security’s 2019 blacklist for contributing to human rights abuses in
Uyghur regions of mainland China.

Despite its potential risks, computer vision was very appealing to admin-
istration officials as a way to promote safety and efficiency. It was seen
as a cheaper, easier, and more reliable alternative to human oversight. In
contexts where careful scrutiny by federal officers was no longer practical,
such as at the nation’s borders, computers could take over from beleaguered
human beings. To manage the traffic of products and people under the
purview of the Department of Homeland Security, the department recruited
senior leadership with “expertise in computer science, data science, infor-
mation security, user experience, and other technical disciplines.”"®

Information about hostile countries and terrorist organizations might
also be hiding in plain sight. Forms of “open-source intelligence” could
be gathered from publicly available sites like YouTube without relying on
espionage or camouflage. Intelligence agencies could then analyze these
troves of data from the safety of their government offices. However, finding
specific data about imminent threats required the manpower to sift and
sort through massive archives of online material.
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At least hypothetically, the drudgery of analyzing open-source intelli-
gence could be automated using computer vision and machine learning.
Millions of disorganized clips on YouTube that would take centuries for a
human being to watch could be examined much more rapidly by special-
ized software. Extrapolating from training data that was already labeled, a
computer program could tag the content of unfamiliar videos. For exam-
ple, Google’s 2012 “artificial brain” was quickly able to find cat videos on
its own.'®

During the Obama administration, hundreds of computer scientists
built tools to make sense of uncategorized “video in the wild.” Often, they
were looking for material related to national security. For example, content
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related to “explosion,” “fire weapon,” “government leader,” “meeting,”
and “prisoner” were all discoverable with the University of Amsterdam’s
concept detection software. Software to find “flag burning” and “protest”
was also developed.'” Understandably, some state department officials were
wary of government contractors selling software they claimed could predict
revolutions,'® but many other policy makers—particularly in intelligence
agencies—were eager customers of these technologies.

Obama associated himself and his presidency with machine vision by
publicizing digital activities in which “seeing” was performed by computer
technologies. For example, in 2013 he visited the DreamWorks animation
studios. While actors in tight-fitting black suits covered with green targets
pranced and gesticulated in front of the president, director Dean DeBlois
explained the basic principles of how motion capture worked to create real-
time special effects.”” Obama even held the virtual camera himself.*

In the industrial sector Obama promoted self-driving vehicles, which
used machine vision to locate routes and obstacles. As president, he “high-
lighted the advances in computing, sensors, and machine learning” that
“made autonomous vehicles possible,” and he doubled federal investments
in developing prototypes. In 2015 the White House announced new initia-
tives for “American Innovation in Autonomous and Connected Vehicles.”
Obama “proposed doubling federal investment to help bring these tech-
nologies to commercial deployment, given that autonomous vehicles, cou-
pled with soon-to-be-ubiquitous vehicle-to-vehicle communication could
save thousands of lives annually, give new independence to those like the
elderly or the blind who until now have been unable to drive, and help
reduce greenhouse gas emissions.” The announcement also made an appeal
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to the self-interest of “the average American who spends 50 minutes a day
commuting to and from work,” since “autonomous and connected vehicles
could free up hundreds of hours a year for other pursuits.”*" Self-driving
cars were also tied to initiatives for “smart cities.”*

Near the end of his presidency, in an interview with Wired magazine,
Obama described how “machines can make a bunch of quick decisions”
much faster and more wisely than mere humans and thereby begin to
tackle difficult problems with traffic fatalities, gridlock, and emissions.
At the same time, he acknowledged that human values must be embed-
ded in such high-tech machines. He referred obliquely to the famous “trol-
ley problem,” a thought experiment in philosophy in which a runaway
vehicle could either kill one person on one trajectory or multiple people
on another, depending upon the flip of a switch. According to Obama, the
behavior of a car might be similarly governed by “a moral decision, not just
a pure utilitarian decision.”

The Drone President

Self-driving cars weren’t the only autonomous vehicles promoted by the
Obama administration with the potential to kill. Drone warfare initiatives
were also greatly expanded during these years. The decision to keep Sec-
retary of Defense Robert Gates in the cabinet, even though he had been
a Republican appointee, was a crucial step in promoting the pro-drone
agenda.

In his memoir, Duty, Gates recalls seeing the otherworldly Reaper and
Predator drones shortly after Obama took office: “They both look like giant
bugs, with long spindly legs, a broad wingspan, and a camera pod that
looks like a huge, distended eyeball.”** There is a photograph among his
official papers, which happen to be archived at my university, that docu-
ments Gates’s encounter with the machine. In the hanger, the drone is
posed against an American flag. It is shot from below to be almost nose-
level with the Secretary of Defense. Gates appears to be studying his new
ally intently. Although he describes this uncanny 2008 meeting as a new
experience, Gates’s memoir also documents quests to develop drone tech-
nology at the CIA as early as 1992.

Gates distanced himself from uncritical technophiles. He described him-
self as “skeptical” of “systems analysis,” “computer models,” and “game
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theories.” He took pride in caring for the needs of soldiers rather than
the high-tech gadgets with which they were armed. In particular, Gates
recounted advocating for the drone pilots who operated in the “spartan”
conditions of Creech Air Force Base in Nevada, “where the whole enterprise
resembled a very sophisticated video arcade—except these men and women
were playing for keeps.”*® According to Gates, the pilots complained of long
commutes, the absence of places to eat out or work out, and promotion
structures that favored fliers with service in traditional manned planes. In
his memoir, Gates tells of trying to improve working conditions for drone
operators.

Both the Predator and the Reaper were described by commanders as the
“Swiss army knife” of the skies. Their equipment inventories included a day-
time camera, an infrared sensor, an image-intensified camera, and a laser
designator and illuminator.?® By 2014 officials reported that over 11,000
servicemen were flying or supporting Predator and Reaper missions, a five-
fold increase in strength, with more needed in the training pipeline.”’” In
addition to Creech, drone operations were headquartered at the Al-Udeid
military and air base in Qatar, which was graced with a visit by the First
Lady in 2015. Rather than reinvest in risky “knock-and-talk” missions that
put soldiers in harm’s way, the Obama administration prioritized remote-
controlled combat.

With the rise of the “killer robot” that incorporated more artificial intel-
ligence and machine learning, new ethical considerations came into play.
To keep human operators in the loop, Gates invested heavily in systems for
Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance, or ISR. However, achieving
real-time responsiveness in the air over hostile territory was an IT night-
mare, particularly when the drone was connected to its operator by a data
stream that was limited in bandwidth and clouded by glitches. The drone’s
perspective might give contradictory information about the theater of war,
requiring frequent recalculation and recalibration of enemy strategy and
strength. The data lag made designing for independent drone decision-
making desirable, but the “killer robot” scenario was horrifying to ethicists
still clinging to traditional notions of “just war.”*®

The drone remapped the topography of human experience from the
air. It transformed political subjects into political objects as it scanned
the landscape, separating potential targets from non-targets. Much of the
drone’s electronic sensorium was designed to identify data at the scale of
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the human figure, looking for the heat signature that distinguished the liv-
ing from the inanimate.

Media scholar Lisa Parks observes that “drone-based infrared imagery
reinforces already existing power hierarchies by monitoring and targeting
certain territories and peoples,” even if it ignores “the visible light registers
of ethnic/racial difference.”” According to Parks, human beings become
media interfaces for the drone’s consumption, like pixels on a digital dis-
play. Some have the knowledge or the technology to cloak themselves from
the drone’s scrutiny, but those living in poverty generally do not.

In addition to being seen by a drone’s camera or its infrared sensor, one
could also be targeted based on an internet use location or a connection
to the so-called internet of things. In his larger book about the perils of
datafication, We Are Data, John Cheney-Lippold describes human beings as
mere “statistical bodies” to the drone. He argues that machines are too eas-
ily encouraged to equate patterns of behavior or material in digital dossiers
with identity or personhood. For example, he notes that “having a SIM card
match the data signature of a suspected terrorist can put someone at the
receiving end of a drone strike.”*

Sociologist Lisa Hajjar has documented how Obama personally par-
ticipated in authorizing drone attacks. Obama justified both “personality

”

strikes,” in which a drone strike targets a particular individual based on
their identity, and “signature strikes,” in which identity is not known but
a “pattern of life” or behavior indicates involvement with terrorist activ-
ity.*! Hajjar describes a growing body of legal knowledge called “lawfare,”
which combines warfare with legal action. Such lawfare must acknowledge
“efforts to challenge a state’s military practices and national security poli-
cies in court.” As a former law professor, Obama could certainly understand
the legitimacy of strategies to contest his drone policies, but his pro-drone
administration said little publicly about these objections.

Peter Asaro, a prominent critic of “killer robots,” has appealed to tradi-
tional theories of “just war” to dispute rationales for autonomous armed
vehicles in combat.*> Obama devoted several paragraphs of his Nobel Peace
Prize acceptance speech to the topic of “just war,” but he made no men-
tion of his administration’s widespread adoption of drone technologies as a
means for resolving geopolitical conflicts.*

Although the lethal violence of the drone would appear to be no laugh-
ing matter, Obama actually made a joke of his mastery of deadly force at
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the White House Correspondents’ Dinner in 2010: “The Jonas Brothers are
here; they’re out there somewhere. Sasha and Malia are huge fans. But boys,
don’t get any ideas. I have two words for you, ‘predator drones.” You will
never see it coming. You think I'm joking.”** Not surprisingly, many in the
media took the joke to be in poor taste, given the potentially devastating
human costs of high-tech warfare under Obama.

Near the end of Obama’s term in office, a Black sniper killed five police
officers at an otherwise peaceful protest against police killings of Black
civilians. The shooter became the first person killed by a drone on US soil.
According to two researchers, “Dallas police attached a bomb to a remotely
controlled small aircraft designed to investigate suspicious packages, thus
creating an improvised drone.”** When Obama eulogized the five officers
“upholding the constitutional rights of this country,” he made no mention
of the extrajudicial killing that took place in the aftermath of their deaths.*®

The Robot Ambassadors

Although mentioning killer robots could be taboo, coverage of peacemak-
ing robots was welcomed. In 2010 Obama was happy to be photographed
with the HRP-4C in Yokohama, Japan. This lifelike female robot, nick-
named “Miim,” had a silicone head and an armor-like metallic torso.*’
Among other stunts, she could “sing” Japanese pop songs.

One news account described Miim flexing her muscles before the Ameri-
can president,* but the actual video of her meeting shows a much more
subservient encounter. Obama smiles, but he does not deign to address her.
“This exhibition shows Japan’s strengths and attraction,” she says to him.
“Please see, touch, and feel Japan’s advanced technology.”* Despite the
invitation, Obama does not touch Miim. He strokes the fur of a robotic seal
instead. The way that technology is gendered and raced in the scene with
Miim goes without comment.*

It is interesting that Obama interacted exclusively with robots who were
either Asian, white, or raceless—rather than Black like himself, despite the
fact that Black robots played a significant role in the American cultural
imagination.*' In the 1930s, the Westinghouse Electric Corporation exhib-
ited “Rastus Robot,” who was billed as a “Mechanical Negro.” He could
bow, say a few words, and sit obediently with an apple on his head while
an arrow was aimed at it. According to Simone Browne, Rastus may have
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been created “to soothe concerns around robots replacing human workers,”
because, “unlike Westinghouse’s other robots of the time, this robot was a
symbol of Black servitude.”** Browne argues that Rastus was intended to
comfort white members of the working class by reminding them of their
racial superiority. Like other technology companies praised on the White
House website, Westinghouse was frequently lauded as an exemplary cor-
poration. No mention was made of their earlier racist ventures in robotics.*

Instead of presenting robots merely as labor-saving devices, the Obama
communications team presented them as symbols of human connection
and empathy. Robots could also dramatize the reciprocal ties between a
political leader and his constituents. For example, in 2015 the president
was shown in the White House conversing via a telepresence robot with
Alice Wong, a disabled activist and journalist based in San Francisco
(figure 6.2). Wong has a neuromuscular disorder and lost her ability to walk
as a child. Wong’s telepresence robot allowed her, as a person with a dis-
ability, to “stand” facing the president. The most advanced telepresence

Figure 6.2

Alice Wong, Disability Visibility Project founder, via telepresence robot on July 20,
2015, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Americans with Disabilities Act. Official
White House Photo by Pete Souza.
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robots could actually be controlled by a person’s brain signals, so the device
could navigate a room. Pete Souza published a photo on his Instagram feed
that depicts an intimate, eye-level exchange between Obama and Wong.**
Another photo shows Wong’s robot being ushered out of the room by one
of the “social aides” managing the reception line so that the president
could meet with the next visitor with a disability.

The following year, another robotic encounter with a visitor with a
disability—also captured in official photos—became a talking point in
speeches. To dramatize the importance of brain research, Obama told the
story of Nathan Copeland, who was paralyzed as a college student by a car
accident, and how Copeland had agreed to have four microelectrode arrays
implanted into his brain that communicated with a robotic arm.

Nathan is also the first person in human history who can feel with his prosthetic
fingers. Think about this. He hasn’t been able to use his arms or legs for over a
decade, but now he can once again feel the touch of another person. So we shook
hands. He had a strong grip, but he had kind of toned it down. (Laughter.) And
then we gave each other a fist bump.*

Souza's official photo of the first bump focuses closely on the two hands at
the moment of contact. Two of Obama’s knuckles touch two of the knuck-
les of the robotic arm. The background is blurred to emphasize the intimacy
of the touch. The composition alludes to iconic images like Michelangelo’s
The Creation of Adam.

Obama was not alone in greeting robot ambassadors warmly. Other
world leaders shared the stage with non-human entities during this period
of intense innovation in robotics. Pictures of politicians shaking hands
with robots became a recognizable public relations genre. In other photo
ops with robots, the political leaders of Germany, Canada, Switzerland,
France, Austria, Denmark, Turkey, Russia, India, China, South Korea, Japan,
Israel, and the Emirates all shook hands with android counterparts of vary-
ing shapes and sizes.*

Obama’s encounters with robots were often part of a narrative about the
education of young people in STEM fields. For example, the White House
screening of Underwater Dreams publicized the story of young, undocu-
mented Mexican immigrants assembling “Stinky,” an underwater robot,
from Home Depot parts and triumphing over a team of more privileged
students from MIT. RoboNaut, “NASA’s own fist-bumping robot,” also
appeared at the event and shook the hand of a young Black girl.¥ In a
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curated collection of photos on the White House website titled “President
Obama and Robots—Our 5 Favorite Moments,” three of the five photos
show high school students showing off their robots to the president.*®

Obama’s interactions with robots were depicted by conservatives as
alarming. During a visit to Japan in April of 2014, Obama played soccer
with the famed Honda robot Asimo and also courted controversy by show-
ing deference to the foreign non-human. “US President Bows to Japanese
Robot” the Drudge Report screamed.*’ The headline in the New York Post also
emphasized Obama’s subservience: “Obama bows to robot in Japan, finds it
‘scary.””* Such anti-Obama tech stories became a staple of right-wing news.
They were often consumed by those who identified as older and white.
Some were people displaced from jobs in manufacturing by the acceleration
of the revolution in robotics.

The Simulation President

“It’s important to fix a broken system, treat people with respect and have
confidence in our ability to assimilate people.”

These words were originally spoken by United States president George
W. Bush in a television interview with ABC News, but researchers at the
University of Washington demonstrated that those same words could be
put convincingly, on video, into the mouths of Barack Obama, failed presi-
dential candidate Hillary Clinton, Japanese president Shinzo Abe, reporter
Piers Morgan, and actor Ian McKellen, all enunciating the same sentence
elements.

In the paper accompanying this startling demonstration, researchers
described how their machine learning algorithm could “reconstruct a con-
trollable model of a person from a large photo collection that captures his
or her persona” without requiring any actual 3D scanning. They could also
mimic “personality and character” using “a novel combination of 3D face
reconstruction, tracking, alignment, and multi-texture modeling.”*!

Thanks to these technologies, politicians, movie actors, and other
frequently recorded public figures could now be reconstituted as virtual
humans from a database of examples. Members of the research team could
also generate lifelike replicas of Obama working with audio-only source
material so that the former president could seem to be giving an identical
speech in two different rooms at the White House wearing two different
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outfits. In their demo video the Obama twins echo each other, even as they
manifest slight differences in their facial performances with identical audio.
In describing the Orlando mass shooting both Obamas show gravitas and
solemnity, but they emphasize different words and nod in different places.
In many ways the “artificial” Obama appears to be more natural than the
“natural” Obama. The “real” Obama is addressing reporters standing in
a large and impersonal ceremonial space, while the “unreal” Obama was
composited from hundreds of instances of footage from Obama’s weekly
addresses, which were often staged as more intimate fireside chats for You-
Tube audiences.

The University of Washington researchers benefited from decades of
research in computer animation to generate more realistic faces by imi-
tating the subtlest features of anatomy. They could recreate the smallest
motions from complex muscle interactions or the slightest glimmers of
light refracted through subcutaneous tissues. Integrating information from
dozens of scientific papers on topics such as micro-expressions or subsur-
face scattering, researchers were able to generate more lifelike and photore-
alistic composites of recognizable people.

Atthe 2016 SIGGRAPH conference on emerging technologies in computer
graphics, another team of researchers showcased Face2Face, a program that
could generate simulated speeches by combining source footage from You-
Tube videos and real-time reenactments via commodity webcams. Through
real-time facial capture, the grins and grimaces of actors are mirrored in
George W. Bush, Vladimir Putin, Donald Trump, and Barack Obama.** That
same year, at the Adobe MAX conference, Zeyu Jin showed off how Voco,
popularly dubbed “the Photoshop of voice,” could generate sentences
seemingly spoken by actor Jordan Peele that he never actually said.*® Using
twenty to forty minutes of the desired target’s speech, the software could
output soundalike voice clips, including phonemes that were not present
in the example material. Like WaveNet, produced by Google’s DeepMind
machine learning project, the speech synthesis capabilities of Voco verged
on becoming completely indistinguishable from a real human’s voice. Peele
subsequently created a public service announcement warning of the dan-
gers of fake news using Adobe After Effects and FakeApp.** To publicize the
potential for highly realistic, computer-generated “deep fakes” circulating
on the internet to dupe gullible audiences, the announcement features a
simulated Obama saying bizarre, out-of-character things. The video showed
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how the combined suite of tools developed by academic and commercial
researchers could allow bad actors to create convincing videos that showed
political figures making policy pronouncements and even declarations of
war that they never actually made.

A 1967 essay by computer pioneer Vannevar Bush warned the public
about technology’s potential for duplicity: “We watch a girl on the screen
moving her mouth and someone else is doing the singing. One can put into
a man’s mouth for all to hear words he never spoke.” For Bush the “readily
alterable record” destabilizes the organic coherence of the past and makes
it “easy to fool people.”>

Simulation marks a radical shift in existing systems of knowledge.
Representation—using a medium to make a likeness of an original—was a
common feature of traditional culture. In contrast, simulation—using an
authoring platform to make a likeness composited from elements derived
from databases of prior representations—typifies digital culture.

“We cannot go back ideologically or materially,” Donna Haraway wrote.
She listed the move from “representation” to “simulation” as first on her
“chart of transitions” tracking shifts from “the comfortable old hierarchical
dominations” to the interconnected anarchy of “scary, new networks.”*®
Jean Baudrillard similarly predicted an end to the traditional “theater of
representation,” which was to be replaced with simulation generated by
“the black box of the code.”” According to Baudrillard, the advent of copies
without originals could be extremely destabilizing.*®

Simulated humans might be particularly unsettling. In his 1970 semi-
nal essay on “The Uncanny Valley,” roboticist Masahiro Mori asserted
that, as technologies of simulation advance, virtual humans elicit disgust
because they have come too close to realism without quite achieving it.*”
Mori rationalizes this response as an instinctive withdrawal from nonliving
entities like corpses. In a somewhat different vein, cultural historian Hillel
Schwarz has claimed that commonly held repulsion to the “knock-offs and
replicas” created through simulation indicates that we are unsettled when
confronted with “uncomfortable parts of ourselves—emotional, cultural,
historical” that we may wish to avoid acknowledging.®”’

In contrast, the Obama administration expressed nothing but optimism
about simulation technologies. In its 2012 Progress Report on Modeling
& Simulation for the Economy, simulation is applauded as a solution to a
wide range of contemporary problems, including obstacles faced by small
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businesses, manufacturing, clean technologies, space exploration, health
care, and education.®

To promote these technologies, Obama himself appeared in simulators
and spoke of his experiences operating simulators in speeches. A Pete Souza
photograph shows Obama preparing to drive a Saturn SL1 automobile sim-
ulator following two red sportscars in the virtual lanes ahead.®® In one of
his weekly addresses, Obama marveled about his “chance to fly a space
flight simulator where [he] docked a capsule on the International Space
Station.”®® These encounters were always staged to be positive experiences
that Americans should envy rather than fear.

Yet the connection between military might and simulation technologies
was often a not-so-subtle subtext beneath White House rhetoric.** In one
of the stranger moments of Obama’s major 2011 “American Renaissance”
speech, he described how federal agencies were “working with private com-
panies to make powerful, often unaffordable modeling and simulation soft-
ware easier to access.” He recounted how “Procter & Gamble teamed up
with the researchers at Los Alamos National Labs to adapt software devel-
oped for war to figure out what’s happening with nuclear particles, and
they are using these simulators to dramatically boost the performance of
diapers.” This anecdote was interrupted with laughter several times. “Yes,
diapers. Folks chuckle, but those who've been parents—(laughter)—are
always on the lookout for indestructible, military-grade diapers. (Laughter
and applause.)”®

In this speech, in which simulation was mentioned six times, Obama
also asserted the importance of the Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency, which he described as “the folks who brought us stealth technol-
ogy and, by the way, who brought us the Internet.” As with his drone joke
at the Correspondents’ Dinner, Obama used humor to naturalize the link
between computer-mediated communication in everyday life and the exer-
cise of armed force by the state.

The Posthuman President

The term “posthuman” describes many of Obama'’s performances with tech-
nology; the White House promoted enthusiastic engagement with artificial
intelligence, computer vision, simulation, and robotics. In her 1996 book
How We Became Posthuman, N. Katherine Hayles traces the development of
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three stories: “how information lost its body,” “how the cyborg was cre-
ated as a technological artifact and cultural icon,” and “how a historically
specific construction called the human is giving way to a different construc-
tion called the posthuman.”® For Hayles, the “dream” of science fiction to
transcend the body might actually be a “nightmare.”

The Obama administration celebrated all three of these narratives. Big
data was no longer confined to a single container and could be repurposed
and reconfigured easily; robots were the proof that a more just, empathetic,
and advanced society was possible; and technology demanded that humans
rapidly evolve for their own betterment.

The posthuman future presented by the White House was in many ways
also a post-racial one.”” It celebrated the coming of a color-blind, high-
tech utopia in which Black entrepreneurs, Mexican immigrants, and Asian
activists had equal opportunities for success. This was a future in which
fist-bumping would no longer signify membership in a particular racial
subculture.®® Instead, the fist bump would become a universal symbol for
affirmation, for the human and the nonhuman alike. It was a vision of
progress that for Obama was informed by the optimistic science fiction
TV shows of his youth, like Star Trek, which posit a color-blind world in
which a cast of multiethnic and multispecies characters could solve prob-
lems collectively.”

In contrast to this post-racial vision of a technological future, media
scholar Beth Coleman has pointed to ways that race itself serves as a kind
of technology that may have the power to liberate as well as to oppress.
According to Coleman, race operates as a “levered mechanism” that “cre-
ates movement and diversifies articulation.” Rather than being “a trap,” it
can function as “a trapdoor.””® Coleman argues that Obama mastered tech-
niques for operationalizing his Blackness. Perhaps Obama also attempted to
hack the existing racial repertoire with its own code, by playing off assump-
tions about racial difference.”

The Programmer President

In 2014 Obama was celebrated as the first US president “to write a line of
code” and dubbed “Coder in Chief” in White House press releases.”” This
allowed him to adopt the position of a particular kind of cultural hero: the
hacker. Optimistic visions of hacking already abounded in White House
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Figure 6.3

President Barack Obama fist-bumps a middle school student participating in an
“Hour of Code” event to honor Computer Science Education Week in the Eisen-
hower Executive Office Building on December 8, 2014. Official White House Photo
by Pete Souza.

rhetoric. Hackers were even presented as potential saviors through “civic
n73 n74

hacking”’” and “hacking for humanity.

At the event where he earned his honorary title, Obama participated
in an “hour of code” with New Jersey middle school students learning
JavaScript (figure 6.3). Obama wore a baseball cap from Code.org, a self-
directed online curriculum funded by Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, and
other Silicon Valley titans. The coding exercise used material from the
Disney princess movie Frozen. To craft the syntax of his instruction to the
machine—moveForward(100) ; —the president needed extra help to select
the correct punctuation and capitalization for his program. A Black girl
guided him through each step.

During the exchange, the president joked that he was an “old man”
and encouraged the young people present to “make [their] own games.”
He also briefly lectured the students about “zeros and ones” that could be
“translated into electrical messages.” In saying this, Obama had actually
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mischaracterized the difference between a programming language and
computer processing instructions in binary code. Other adults in the room
quickly stepped in to clarify the president’s explanation and suggested a
“list of instructions” as the best terminology to use. In the background, Vice
President Joe Biden worked through the programming task with another
Black girl. He was flanked by a white robot on his other side. Later Biden
assured them that “girls can do anything,” as another Black girl in a hijab
listened.”

Adrianna Mitchell, the young Black woman patiently instructing the
president about composing lines of code, did not fit right-wing stereotypes
about Black female technology users like the Obamaphone lady. She was
not a freeloader, schemer, or damsel in distress. She was a programmer.

However, digital literacy specialists have questioned the Obama admin-
istration’s emphasis on coding as a direct and unambiguous path of
escape from racism, sexism, and poverty. Digital literacy scholar Annette
Vee has examined how the moralism and class snobbery of nineteenth-
and twentieth-century literacy campaigns persist in twenty-first-century
computer programming education.” Media scholar S. Craig Watkins has
chronicled the shortcomings of a game design class serving Black and
Brown students in a yearlong study of a low-income Texas high school
that turned out to be “technology-rich” but “curriculum-poor””” Digital
humanities scholar Miriam Posner has ridiculed the urge to “exhort every-
one to code” without considering why the tech sector lacks diversity.”®
Computer historian Janet Abbate has looked at how what she calls “the
pipeline argument” in programs like Girls Who Code “blames women
and minorities themselves for not preparing sufficiently” and “reinforces
stereotypes about the kinds of people who succeed in tech, equating the
masculine pattern of early, obsessive interest in computers with talent and
commitment.””’ All of these critics question the misplaced enthusiasm
of politicians and educators for privileging computer programming over
other kinds of competencies that are also needed for success. According
to this line of thinking, treating coding as a meritocratic skill that served
as both the ends and the means of social justice displaces the importance
of systemic change and sustained investment in communities of practice.
In other words, superficial, short-term “hours of code” or “hackathons”
aimed at quick results for photo-ops were much less likely to promote
democracy.
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The Maker President

In 2014, the White House Christmas tree in the Blue Room was festooned
with 3D-printed ornaments in the form of white plastic snowflakes, stars,
and DC landmarks. In October, a contest had been announced to pro-
mote a “unique and interactive holiday experience.”® Among hundreds of
entries, five grand prize winners would be selected to have their ornaments
3D printed and displayed in the White House. The winners’ ornaments
would also be preserved for posterity in the political history division of the
Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History. To run the contest
the White House partnered with Instructables, a platform specializing in
user-created, do-it-yourself projects and currently owned by Autodesk.

Earlier that year, the White House had sponsored its first “Maker Faire.”
The event’s website affirmed that “America has always been a nation of
tinkerers, inventors, and entrepreneurs . . . think of Benjamin Franklin,
Benjamin Banneker, George Washington Carver, Ida B. Wells, Henry Ford,
Grace Hopper, and so many more.” According to the White House narra-
tive of progress, this multiracial cast of pioneers of innovation provided the
foundation for a radical technological revolution. “Americans have gained
access to technologies that support making, such as 3D printers, laser cut-
ters, easy-to-use design software, and desktop machine tools, along with
freely available information about how to use, modify, and build upon
these technologies.” In combination with “growing networks of maker
enthusiasts and crowd-funding platforms,” these tools were “enabling more
Americans to design and build almost anything.”®' Standing next to a black
3D-printed sculpture of the soundwaves from his State of the Union address,
Obama declared that “today’s DIY is tomorrow’s Made in America.”®*

The executive branch under Obama expressed powerful enthusiasm for
3D printing technology as a way to improve entrepreneurship, small busi-
ness, job training, and STEM education. In his 2013 State of the Union
address he told an inspiring story about digital transformation in the so-
called Rust Belt of the United States: “Last year, we created our first man-
ufacturing innovation institute in Youngstown, Ohio. A once-shuttered
warehouse is now a state-of-the art lab where new workers are mastering
the 3D printing that has the potential to revolutionize the way we make

almost everything.”®
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This embrace of the do-it-yourself ethos became an important theme
during Obama’s second term and the phrase “DIY” frequently appeared on
official web pages. For example, the White House blog lauded “DIY savings”
in manufacturing laboratory equipment for biology education, launched a
“DIY Space Race,” and profiled a “DIY Neuroscientist.” One of the “Cham-
pions of Change” celebrated by the White House was Marcin Jakubowski, a
Polish immigrant who created “a modular, low-cost, DIY, high-performance
platform” that provided open-source blueprints for farm machines to allow
anyone to build their own tractor or harvester from scratch.* Jakubowski’s
TED Talk about his “Global Village Construction Set” hailed the achieve-
ments of “DIY maker culture” and boasted of using 3D printing technolo-
gies for a “civilization starter kit.”"

Not everyone was so enamored with 3D printing. Media theorist Toby
Miller pointed out that heated thermoplastic extrusion machines can pro-
duce dangerous aerosol emissions.* In addition to the air pollution caused
by ultrafine particles, there was the waste created by the nonbiodegradable
objects themselves, particularly when makers were encouraged to produce
multiple disposable prototypes and tolerate a high probability of defective
versions. Given the scope of global supply chains, such small batch produc-
ers could also have little impact on the economy.*’

There was also the fact that the same technology that could produce
Christmas ornaments could also produce firearms. 3D printers could allow
gun rights advocates anonymous and untraceable access to do-it-yourself
manufactured weapons. If they weren’t made of metal, they could pass
through metal detectors. Such guns could potentially be used to assassinate
Obama, one of one of the most hated presidents in US history according to
threats monitored by the Secret Service.

In 2012 Defense Distributed disclosed their plan to design a working
plastic gun that could be downloaded and reproduced by anyone with
a 3D printer, which was realized in 2013. The company also designed a
3D-printable, AR-15-type assault weapon capable of firing hundreds of
rounds. During the Obama administration, the United States Department
of State demanded removal of the gun’s instructions from the Defense Dis-
tributed website on the grounds of violation of the Arms Export Control
Act. The company’s founder Cody Wilson subsequently sued the govern-
ment on the basis of freedom of speech. In 2018 the Trump administration
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settled with Wilson, closing the case with an acknowledgment of his right
to publish the gun’s instructions.

Overall, 3D printing provided little utility for consumers during the
Obama administration. Unlike the tangible products of manufactur-
ing, agriculture, or mining, the extractions of the information economy
appeared to be much more abstract. They also seemed to reward coastal
elites who had received STEM college educations. As a result, messages from
Obama to blue-collar workers about retraining for twenty-first-century
skills, which were intended to be comforting, were often perceived as tone-
deaf platitudes. Obviously, members of the working class did not welcome
being displaced by robotics and computerization. Furthermore, the rise of
the gig economy facilitated by mobile smartphone applications like Uber
or Instacart forced desperate members of the labor force into more precari-
ous, lower-wage, service sector jobs without access to contracts or collective
bargaining.

These concerns about the potential disruptions of the new industrial
revolution were often minimized in White House messaging that seemed to
ignore how new solutions could create new problems. Change was always
presented in hopeful terms, a continual process of shifts toward the “more
perfect union” Obama constantly referenced. Borrowing from the language
of Silicon Valley, the administration embraced “2.0” as a signifier for itera-
tion, versioning, and reform. Declarations were made about a “WhiteHouse
2.0,” and the “2.0” label was attached to several other federal projects and
initiatives. There was the “Federal Register 2.0,” “Rulemaking 2.0,” “State of
the Union 2.0,” the “Advanced Manufacturing Partnership Steering Com-
mittee 2.0,” and, by 2013, “We the People 2.0.”

In Code We Trust?

President Obama had become so closely associated with historic reforms to
the US health-care system that key provisions of the Affordable Healthcare
Act of 2010 were often referred to as “Obamacare.” However, the much-
touted online marketplace where Americans without insurance coverage
were supposed to be able to shop for cost-conscious plans was a spectacular
technological failure once it went “live.” Due to heavy demand, the web-
site was down within two hours of launch because it was unable to handle
traffic from hundreds of thousands of people. A banner read: “The system
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is down at the moment. We’re working to resolve the issue as soon as pos-
sible. Please try again later.”

The HealthCare.gov site was obviously unready for heavy internet traffic.
It turned out that just “hitting ‘apply’ on HealthCare.gov” caused “92 sepa-
rate files, plug-ins and other mammoth swarms of data to stream between
the user’s computer and the servers powering the government website.”%®
A damning McKinsey Report boiled the fiasco down to a grim PowerPoint
presentation, which showed that the normal design/build/test stages of
software were not sufficiently articulated to optimize prototyping and iter-
ation. Moreover, what should have been an initial phase of determining
policy and technical requirements expanded to dominate the entire pro-
cess.”” Not surprisingly, anti-Obamacare hacktivists had also attempted to
bring down the site through distributed denial-of-service, or DDoS, attacks,
although their tools seemed to be too unsophisticated to do much dam-
age.” More compromising were flaws in the system’s privacy controls over
sensitive data, which alarmed computer security experts.

For people able to get through to HealthCare.gov, the user experience
was aggravating. Time-consuming online forms seemed to never save data
after it was entered, and fears about data privacy and accuracy stoked by
HealthCare.gov horror stories undermined confidence. Worse yet, the web-
site looked obviously unfinished. For example, some drop-down menus

! and important code appeared to be untested.” Presi-

were incomplete,
dent Obama had promised a very different user experience to the American
people. Choosing subsidized health insurance on the website was supposed
to be similar to other kinds of online shopping. According to the presi-
dent in a speech made in October 2013, using HealthCare.gov would be
as familiar as shopping for “a plane ticket on Kayak or a TV on Amazon.”
Despite all the fanfare leading up to the site’s debut, only six people were
able to complete health insurance applications by the end of the launch
day. Yet Obama continued to repeat comparisons to efficient online shop-
ping experiences.

In 2014 I traveled to the Library of Congress to inspect the digital frag-
ments remaining from the botched rollout of the HealthCare.gov web-
site. At the time, the Library of Congress did not seem well equipped for
researchers like me, who wanted to study its born-digital collections in per-
son. To examine the remains of that early HealthCare.gov website, I was
directed away from the public reading rooms with which I was familiar and
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led to a lonely workstation only accessible through a maze of back offices.
The situation seemed entirely improvised. I was afraid to leave my assigned
desk to take breaks because I worried I might not find it again. The room
was so remote that employees of the library even forgot I was there. At one
point, all the lights went out. I had to find my way out in darkness, feeling
for obstacles in my path.

Much as an archeologist might expect elements of an artifact to be miss-
ing, I knew that the digital record of HealthCare.gov would be incomplete.’®
The browser reminded me of these gaps in the record repeatedly: “External
links, forms, and search boxes may not function within this collection.”
In browsing the HealthCare.gov pages, I often came across “404” messages
that files were unavailable, particularly in the “marketplace” designed for
users to shop for insurance. Some parts of the site had been stripped of the
aesthetic niceties that the web designers had included to give HealthCare.
gov visual coherence and brand authority.

There are two general philosophies for preserving digital media: migra-
tion and emulation. In migration, the approach to preservation is predicated
on an assumption of constant tech obsolescence. Migration specialists plan
for every platform to eventually be discontinued. Ideally, a lifeboat to the
next platform is part of the design process, but programmers and preser-
vationists tend to have very different goals. In migration, data from rich
media must be stored as numerical information to allow the files to be
reconstituted from their states of suspended animation once a platform
becomes defunct. For example, by using the information from a loud and
colorful videogame written in computer code, it is possible to adapt the
existing formulas of assets and instructions to bring the game back to life
on a new platform.

Emulation, on the other hand, focuses on simulating the front-end user
experience rather than the resuscitating the back end, where the data had
been stored. Many videogames from the classic arcade era are emulated
rather than migrated. Nobody has access to the original code anymore, so
designers have to guess how to imitate the game’s look and feel.

If HealthCare.gov had been properly migrated, the Library of Congress
would have had all of the original materials from the sixty-odd compa-
nies that worked on the HealthCare.gov site, perhaps sitting in the climate-
controlled petabytes of storage that they managed somewhere far away
from the reading rooms. If HealthCare.gov had been emulated, I could have
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re-experienced what it had been like as a user filling in forms and navigat-
ing the hyperlinks and menus in those chaotic first days.

Among the plethora of HealthCare.gov memes, the “Obamacare girl”
became the face of the failure of the government’s efforts to imitate tech-
nology companies. Also known as “Glitch Girl” and the “Mona Lisa of
health care,” “Adriana” had posed for an unpaid stock photo that was used
by the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services for the website.”* Alleg-
edly she had signed away the rights to her image in exchange for “free fam-
ily photographs.”®

Little did she know that her smiling image would be featured upon the
landing page of HealthCare.gov (figure 6.4), where it would soon become
an object of mockery and derision. Internet jokesters combined Adriana’s
photograph with commentary about her assumed personality as the mascot
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of the website’s cruelty or naiveté.” The Onion digitally altered the appear-

ance of Adriana’s eyes and eyebrows to illustrate the headline “People in
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Figure 6.4
HealthCare.gov landing page prior to launch.
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Healthcare.gov Stock Photos Now Visibly Panicking.”®” One meme swapped
out her face to replace it with the agonized figure from Edvard Munch’s The
Scream. Later Adriana appeared on ABC News to complain about the cyber-
bullying she had been subjected to by online trolls.”®

Researchers of digital culture know very well that the “epic fail” is often
as beloved as the “epic win,” and it is certainly considered more humorous.
In her in-depth ethnographic study of the online collective Anonymous,
Gabriella Coleman describes the “lulz” made possible by the humiliation
of others. According to Coleman, the shared delight at the spectacle of an
embarrassing vulnerability can be explained anthropologically as a man-
ifestation of a culture’s need to expose “any information thought to be
personal, secure, or sacred” and expose it to “sharing or defilement in a
multitude of ways.””” HealthCare.gov attracted legions of such tricksters.
Reddit users picked the site’s code apart to show spelling errors in string
names, such as a “feild”/“field” typo.'®

I had also traveled to Washington, DC to speak with digital archivists
more generally about their preservation work. I wanted to ask about what
was being saved and what was being lost from our growing legacy of mate-
rial documenting the new digital politics. By that point, midway into
Obama’s second term, it was obvious that much of what constituted politi-
cal discussion in the United States was taking place online. It wasn’t in piles
of yellowing newspapers, nor in reels of magnetic tape. It was in ephemeral
mobile feeds that were constantly refreshing, displayed differently for dif-
ferent users, and interspersed with advertisements.

Abigail Grotke was an expert in saving civic discourse for posterity. She
led the digital archiving team at the Library of Congress, which was scoop-
ing up seventeen terabytes a month when we spoke. There were obvious
things of historical significance to preserve: midterm elections, the activi-
ties of the legislative branch, and matters of public policy. Librarians and
technicians had already started crawling the web in March 2014 for the
November 2016 election. They were even trying to use sophisticated digital
tools to trace the influence of political action committees, or PACs, which
functioned independently from the established political parties.

Unfortunately, the activities of many other non-state actors had to be
documented as well in order to understand the recent past. For example,
the humiliating memes and labyrinthine conspiracy theories of the alt-
right inevitably had to be a part of the digital cultural record, no matter
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how objectionable their online tactics. In choosing which digital news sites
merited archiving, it was necessary to cover a broad political spectrum.
Grotke was grappling with how to preserve evidence from a range of digital
artifacts, from web comics to Reddit posts. At one point, Grotke admitted,
“nobody was capturing Instagram.”'""

I was curious about how a historic internet failure like HealthCare.gov
might be documented. After all, social media companies were going out
of business every month all around the world, taking millions of accounts
loaded with user-generated content with them, and noncommercial entities
were often even more vulnerable. As Grotke pointed out, “you can’t play
it all back in the Wayback Machine.” The services of the Internet Archive,
including the Wayback Machine, were obviously critical for saving a select
collection of digital snapshots of publicly accessible websites. However, the
full record of dynamic websites was much more fragile. The data might
be behind membership logins or have complex file structures that were
regularly updated. Such sites also served as staging areas for third-party wid-
gets and middleware. In other words, these web pages were populated with
information that was constantly being generated anew and could not easily
be reduced to a static specimen.

Lessons Not Learned

Former White House director of new media technologies Tom Cochran
described the chain of cascading failures for the HealthCare.gov website as
a “classic game of telephone.” Although Cochran wasn’t employed by the
federal government at the time, he had ample experience with the ways that
bureaucracies obstructed problem-solving during his stint as a civil servant.

The engineer on the ground knows there’s a problem and says, “Red alert! We
have a huge problem here!” He tells that to the project manager. The project
manager goes to his or her boss and says, “I think we might have an issue.” And
then that person goes to their boss and says, “A couple of hiccups here, but I think
we're okay.” Then that person goes to the head of HHS and says, “We should be
fine. Nothing we can’t handle.” And that person goes to the Chief of Staff and
says, “All systems go. Don’t worry about it. We'll get there.” And then he goes to
the president and says, “We're ready to launch.” So. Who's at fault there?'"””

Secretary of Health and Human Services Kathleen Sebelius was one of
the intermediaries in Cochran’s telephone game scenario. She was the
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highest-ranking official to step down in the aftermath. “You deserve bet-
ter,” she testified before Congress. “I apologize. I'm accountable to you for
fixing these problems and I'm committed to earning your confidence back
by fixing the site.” While she was issuing her mea culpa in the House cham-
ber, the HealthCare.gov site was down again. This inspired a split-screen
media display on cable television that showed the “system down” message
from HealthCare.gov on one side and the cabinet secretary defending the
administration against charges of gross negligence on the other.

After the HealthCare.gov site failed spectacularly, Obama walked back
his confident assurances about simple and fluid user experiences. He
insisted that “we did not wage this long and contentious battle just around
a website.”'” Nonetheless, government websites are never “just” web-
sites, because they are always part of the symbolic landscape of a citizen’s
encounters with the federal government—a model for how interaction
between sovereign and subject is staged. Political scientist and technology
theorist Jane Fountain has called this paradigm of power expressed through
computational media systems “the virtual state.”'** The importance of this
symbolic register explains why activists and adversaries often attack gov-
ernment websites with DDoS attacks.

It is worth remembering that HealthCare.gov was not the only highly
anticipated government website with a failed launch. It was certainly the
most expensive IT disaster under the Obama administration—the budget
ballooned from 93.7 million dollars to an ultimate cost of 1.7 billion—but
critical lessons could have been learned from earlier snafus. One researcher
cited that “over the past 10 years, 94% of large federal information technol-
ogy projects were unsuccessful, more than 50% were delayed, over budget,
or didn’t meet expectations and a total of 41.4% were judged to be complete
failures.”'” Veterans of .gov websites like Cochran reference similar statistics.
As he put it bluntly, “‘IT failure’ and ‘government’ are words that often go
together.”'* Another IT expert complained about an antiquated bureaucratic
procurement process “designed to buy a website like you buy a battleship.”'"’

The 2009 launch of Cars.gov, the portal of the “cash for clunkers” pro-
gram, was similarly mismanaged during the development process. The web-
site was created to provide resources for consumers seeking to benefit from
the CARS Act, which encouraged automobile owners to trade in less fuel-
efficient vehicles for more fuel-efficient ones and collect a rebate if certain
eligibility criteria were met. The site presented the requirements that a vehi-
cle had to meet, information about eligible dealers, and FAQs regarding the
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CARS Act. It also had a section for questions. The website was in operation
until January 2012. When Cars.gov launched, users complained of periodic
system crashes.'” However, the news on Cars.gov wasn’t entirely bad. Cars.
gov used a “community cloud” approach, and some experts praised the US
federal government for embracing more efficient cloud computing.'® This
improved technology also supported the back end of Forms.gov, Flu.gov,
USA.gov, and Apps.gov.

Much as HealthCare.gov became the subject of right-wing conspiracy
theories, Cars.gov was viewed with suspicion by prominent conservatives.
On Fox News, a popular television show hosted by Glenn Beck pointed out
problems with the site’s functionality. It also focused on some very strange
fine print in the Cars.gov user agreement that seemed to allow the govern-
ment access to the computers of private citizens. Beck complained about
the dangers of “malware and tracking cookies” coming from a government
website."'” The legalese at Cars.gov actually stated that once the terms were
accepted, “your computer is considered a federal computer system and is
property of the United States government” and asserted that “users have
no explicit or implicit expectation of privacy.” Ominous warnings included
notifications that “all files on this system may be intercepted, monitored,
recorded, copied, audited, inspected and disclosed to authorized CARS,
DOT and law enforcement personnel, as well as authorized officials of other
agencies, both domestic and foreign.” After Beck’s viewers expressed out-
rage, government webmasters apologized for accidentally posting language
that was intended for “the portion of the Web site accessible by car dealers
and not the general public.” This frank admission of failure in quality test-
ing during the digital design process further solidified anti-Obama senti-
ments about technology.

Macon Phillips was changing jobs from the White House to the State
Department the week the HealthCare.gov website “went live and broke.”
But he was philosophical about having been “part of the team” that cre-
ated the initial HealthCare.gov architecture. He explained how the infor-
mational parts of the site had been developed independently over a span
of two years, and that the dysfunctional exchange section had been repre-
sented with a placeholder during the development process. He argued that
there could be “a lot of silver lining” from such a failure that might lead to
“reform in how the government used technology.”'"

As late as the 2020 election, memory of the HealthCare.gov failure had
yet to recede. As evidence for a narrative about government waste and
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technocratic vaporware, the story of the over-budget website continued
to be used to score political points. For example, in 2019 one of Donald
Trump’s sons reposted a popular meme with a quotation falsely attributed
to comedian Tim Allen: “President Trump’s wall costs less than the Obama-
care website.”""? Fact checkers pointed out that this assertion about the rela-
tive cheapness of an enormous steel barrier along the US-Mexico border
was nowhere close to the truth, and Facebook tagged similar posts with this
claim as misinformation.'"®

It certainly didn’t help that White House hype had set expectations
unrealistically high. The president himself had posted a video demo using
an idealized version of the site back in July 2010.""* As Obama clicked
through the options on a prototype “dummy” site, he pretended to be a
much younger version of himself first settling down as part of a couple in
Chicago. In this fantasy of easy digital access to information, he was able to
find satisfactory results in less than three minutes.

Plans for the government to enter the field of large-scale but agile soft-
ware development were probably never realistic, but the administration’s
optimism read as fresh and hopeful.'”® By pursuing non-commercial alter-
natives that were developed at taxpayer expense, the administration was
also catering to an understandable wish to lower vendor costs and to avoid
long-term dependence on corporate algorithms that were riddled with pro-
prietary secrets. Unfortunately, government bureaucracy and civil service
pay scales made it difficult for the “virtual state” to perform like Kayak,
Amazon, or Google. And the ethical systems of these companies with “sili-
con values” were also incommensurate with representative democracy.

But what about the women of color who were figureheads of the admin-
istration’s technological ambitions? Both the “Adrianna” of the Hour of
Code and the “Adriana” of HealthCare.gov have since receded into ano-
nymity. Yet the ways that these public faces were coded as gendered and
raced were important.

Certainly, computer programmers and DIY makers have become dimin-
ished as cultural heroes in recent years. The rise of technologies that use
machine learning and computerized sensing have destabilized long-held
assumptions about human mastery and personal agency. Although the
writing, reading, and sharing of code will continue to be an important form
of literacy for many more years, a literacy that still enables some elite forms
of access to and participation in an increasingly technologically mediated
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and embedded world, computer programming knowledge isn’t always ade-
quate for decoding the increasingly complex relationships between cause
and effect in contemporary life.

Obama-era technocrats championed artificial intelligence as a way to
enable faster, fairer, and better decision-making. They also promoted accel-
erating the robotic revolution that would transfer menial, dangerous, or
cumbersome labor to autonomous agents. Shifting away from human
brains and brawn as the basis of political sovereignty to a more posthuman
philosophy of governance was a risky strategy that was extremely unpopu-
lar in areas of the country that were already suffering with the shift to a ser-
vice and information economy. Even the administration’s efforts to elevate
human creativity in tech fields were likely to backfire for many who felt
excluded from hackathons and maker fairs that required special skills and
equipment. Resentful conservatives took pleasure in humiliating failures
like HealthCare.gov in which the administration’s techno-optimism proved
to be ungrounded.

As president, Donald Trump would not be writing computer code or
shaking hands with robots. He would reverse the White House’s confidence
in simulation, artificial intelligence, machine vision, and other advanced
computer technologies. As a candidate and as president, Trump asserted
an urgent need for a future in which humans remained the ones in con-
trol. For example, after an automated system caused two crashes of Boeing
jets, he tweeted his skepticism about a machine’s capacity to make “[s]plit
second decisions” wisely. “Airplanes are becoming far too complex to fly.
Pilots are no longer needed, but rather computer scientists from MIT. I see
it all the time in many products. Always seeking to go one unnecessary
step further, when often old and simpler is far better.”''® In office, Trump
was quick to reverse policies that had supported investments in self-driving
cars'” and artificial intelligence in government decision-making.'"®

Despite Trump’s nostalgia for a pre-technological past, he proved himself
adept at mastering the new lexicons of social media platforms and deploy-
ing the language of connection, transparency, participation, and access that
promised political change. He also knew how to exploit the dissatisfaction
and suspicion about technology brewing in the populace, even if he also
benefited from the widespread adoption of social media and mobile com-
puting that had characterized the Obama presidency.






7 Gender and Digital Privacy

Somewhere out there, there is a version of WhiteHouse.gov on which Hill-
ary Clinton is the president of the United States. This official website likely
contains a biography of the 2016 Democratic candidate that imagines she
had run a triumphant race. It probably also includes the issues and policy
positions that characterize her barrier-breaking administration.

This website is not part of an alternate reality. It was actually created
as part of the planned presidential transition by Hillary Clinton’s digital
team, many of whom knew staffers from the Obama administration who
had experienced the earlier handoff from George W. Bush. The 2009 White-
House.gov launch had not been entirely smooth, and no one wanted to
repeat any mistakes.

Tom Cochran, the first director of new media technologies for the Obama
administration, noted that the transition was “only the second time” that
a fully formed and complex WhiteHouse.gov—one that incorporated blogs
and digital video—had moved from one digital team to another, and “it
was the first time that it involved social media.”"

“Clinton’s team had a website ready to go,” Cochran observed. Yet
strangely the victorious Trump campaign didn’t seem to understand the
challenges of creating a brand-new federal government website for the exec-
utive branch within seventy-two days. “They had no idea how to do any-
thing in government,” Cochran recalled. And now they were responsible for
making “the most attacked website in the world.” Obama’s digital team was
especially confounded when a month went by and no one from Trump’s
transition team had returned their phone calls. “Now it’s December, and
they still don’t have a website,” Cochran remembered. He then articulated
the obvious conclusion to be drawn: “They didn’t expect to win.”
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According to Cochran, after dispensing with the idea of doing find-and-
replace with the existing presidential website and after jettisoning tem-
plates from the real estate industry with which the Trump organization
was familiar, the new team for WhiteHouse.gov brought on Ory Rinat, the
web guru of the Heritage Foundation, to make sure that the basics would be
ready in time. Rinat still moved ahead cautiously. The day before the inau-
guration Politico published a story that the Trump transition team would
be preserving “for now—the basic shell and design built under the leader-
ship of President Barack Obama” of WhiteHouse.gov, “including the fonts,
format and blue colors that have come to be associated with many aspects
of the outgoing Democratic administration.”?

What happened to the website of President Hillary Clinton that was pro-
duced months before the website of President Donald Trump? The Library
of Congress has archived the website from Clinton’s career as a senator
from 2001 to 2009 as part of its mandate to preserve the institutional mem-
ory of the legislative branch.’ It has also conserved materials from both
her 2008 and her 2016 runs for the highest office as part of its collection
of political ephemera from presidential candidates.* Clinton’s WhiteHouse.
gov website, which was never launched, is certainly of historical signifi-
cance, yet the Library of Congress, the organization that should serve as its
chief digital custodian, seems not to have a copy of it.

The Administration That Wasn’t

Many will insist that Hillary Clinton lost the 2016 US presidential election
solely because of her gender. They will argue that implicit bias and toxic
misogyny doomed her candidacy and that the physical appearance, voice,
and manner of a sixty-nine-year-old professional woman were unaccept-
able attributes of a political leader, either because they conformed to gender
expectations or because they violated them. Even before the election, liter-
ary critic Elaine Showalter described the public’s mood as “witch-burning

ns

ecstasy.”” According to media scholar Kelly Wilz, gender essentialism
among Democrats in the primary weakened her from the start.® Communi-
cation scholars argued that sexism in both parties was already a major fac-
tor in the 2008 election,” as was the “pornification” of female candidates.®
Clinton even seemed to pose a threat to gender norms during her earlier

tenure as First Lady.’
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Others will assert that Clinton lost because of technology and that it was
impossible for her to survive a series of scandals stemming from a two-sided
attack on her online practices: an extensive FBI investigation of a private
computer server located in her home and hacktivist exposure by WikiLeaks
that made her emails available in a searchable database. A post-election
intelligence report asserted that foreign powers also sought “to undermine
public faith in the US democratic process, denigrate Secretary Clinton,
and harm her electability and potential presidency”'® through a concerted
cyber-espionage campaign by pro-Russian hackers. Covert electronic mes-
sages swirling around the Clinton digital persona seemed to show a practi-
tioner of the dark arts of insider politics. If technology, rather than gender,
was the problem, either her secretive wizardry or her sloppy vulnerability
disqualified her from office.

My hypothesis is that it was the conflation of gender and technology
in the popular imagination that contributed to Clinton’s stunning defeat,
which many pollsters had not predicted.'! After all, ideas about digital pri-
vacy are often strongly gendered. For example, discussions of computer pri-
vacy often make analogies to modest clothing or the sanctity of the home.
Furthermore, the metaphors for inappropriate digital behavior often invoke
sexual misconduct, and these forms of misconduct often have harsher
repercussions for women than for men.

The victory of Donald J. Trump—a man who famously refused to write
email—may indicate that sympathies could not be aligned with Clinton
because she became affiliated with digital media and all its ambiguities.
Electronic files can easily reach unintended audiences and be used for unan-
ticipated purposes. They can also be altered to disguise the provenance and
character of a piece of digital evidence.

In contrast, Trump—throughout his real estate, hospitality, entertain-
ment, lifestyle marketing, and political careers—had avoided personal
computing, with the exception of broadcast channels like Twitter. In sworn
depositions Trump declared that he didn’t “do the email thing” and pre-
ferred to send traditional letters typed by secretaries directly to correspon-
dents."? In his view, messages could only be securely transported by human
agents using analog means. According to Trump, “if you have something
really important, write it out and have it delivered by courier, the old-
fashioned way, because I'll tell you what, no computer is safe.”"* At the geo-
political level, he believed this policy should be adopted by nation-states.
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“We will never have great national security in the age of computers—too
many brilliant nerds can break codes (the old days were better).”"*

The New Digital Diplomats

As Obama'’s Secretary of State from 2009 to 2013, Hillary Clinton couldn’t
avoid using email. She was expected to embrace digital culture and reflect
the governing philosophy of the new commander in chief. The techno-
logical transformation process in the State Department was comprehen-
sive, much more expansive than just initiating Obama’s new digital public
diplomacy policy. Like the digital teams based at the White House, digital
teams at the State Department were interested in how technology could
promote connection, transparency, participation, and access.

Alec Ross, Clinton’s senior advisor for innovation, described the scope of
his own ambitions broadly: “I was really focused on harnessing the power of
technology to address foreign policy challenges, whether that was throttling
back the influence of the cartels in Mexico or enabling mobile payments to
soldiers in Afghanistan, or using it to reduce sexual violence in Congo.”"

Mobile phones would be an essential tool for performing the work of
international aid and diplomacy in an increasingly networked world. In
The Industries of the Future, Ross tells the story of being sent to the Mugunga
refugee camp. At Mugunga he discovered that 42 percent of the residents
had access to a mobile phone despite their “abysmal” living conditions.'®
If even the poorest recipients of foreign aid had cell phones, certainly they
were essential tools for State Department staff.

Ross described the deeply dysfunctional information technology culture
at the State Department as “horrendous” and “a nightmare.” Despite an IT
budget of “over a billion dollars a year,” employees were stuck with “clunky
old desktops.”"” This antiquated model assumed that people would always
be sitting in embassies rather than traveling in the field. Clinton herself was
described as “the most-traveled Secretary of State in history.” She visited
112 countries and traversed 956,733 miles during her tenure.'®

“With email, you're exchanging information in real time,” Ross said.
“[Clinton’s] in Islamabad, and her staff’s in DC, and another group of key
people are in Brussels. You've got to communicate in real time.”"

With the new administration, there was a mandate for change. “What
I saw take place at the State Department came from both the top down
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and the bottom up,” Ross observed. “You had these new diplomats, legions
of people who had gone to college using these tools. And for them they
were second nature.” This bottom-up generational shift coincided with “an
imperative from the top down out of Secretary Clinton’s office to get with
the times.”

Molly Moran laughed about the State Department being “the last users of
the Wang computer.”** During the Clinton years, Moran served as a design
strategist and new media advisor. She described how little in this govern-
ment agency had changed technologically and culturally since telegraph
cables were first laid on the ocean floor during the nineteenth century.?!

When Hillary Clinton assumed her new position at the State Depart-
ment, she held a town hall to discuss promoting a deeper culture of listen-
ing in the organization. Clinton proposed an internet site where employees
could submit ideas and then debate their pros and cons. Anonymous sub-
missions would be accepted to ensure that people could speak freely.

As Moran listened to the town hall, she was particularly impressed to
hear Clinton’s announcement that the site would be accessible in just two
days. “I was like “‘Wow! I wonder who is building that?’” Moran recalled.
She soon realized that “no one was building it.”

“We had to pull people together and basically hackathon the software
together and build it in forty-eight hours,” Moran remembered. “It wasn't
very pretty at first, but it worked. Over time it gained traction. It became
very popular.”

Clinton’s “Sounding Board” presented serious challenges to the State
Department’s existing “clearance culture” and hierarchical bureaucracy.
One of Moran’s senior colleagues said, “We may promote democracy, but
this organization itself is not a democracy.”

The Sounding Board brought a sense of personal connection to the
leader of the agency, even if that wasn’t its main purpose. It was often called
“The Secretary’s Sounding Board” by State Department employees.

According to Moran, the site made State Department employees less
frustrated with the “non-answers” that were often provided at official town
halls. Material from the Sounding Board could also be reviewed in advance
so that answers provided at public meetings felt less perfunctory to par-
ticipants. In one situation, Clinton had to respond to employees’ irritation
at being forced to use an outdated internet browser. There were “behind-
the-scenes” reasons to keep using the old browser having to do with
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security, rollout, training, and contractual issues. When Clinton announced
that State Department employees would finally be getting a more cur-
rent browser, employees responded euphorically. Moran described the
celebration in the town hall as like being “in the studio audience for an
Oprah show.”

Not everyone was happy with the Sounding Board. Senior officials
objected to the thumbs-up/thumbs-down feature of the site because they
didn’t want to be outvoted by the crowd. Moran encouraged them to view
it as a mechanism for useful information gathering, a tool offering “a data
point” that wouldn’t necessarily force a particular outcome. According to
Moran, senior decision-makers were also wary of appearing weak if they
seemed to be relying on input from subordinates. Despite fears that the site
allowed behavior that might be “indecorous,” even the people reluctant to
post were reading the Sounding Board every day. Supervisors liked how it
functioned as a “safety valve” to prevent leaks or a “safety net” to address
issues early. It also allowed State Department employees to practice using
social media tools internally before using them externally with public audi-
ences. “It was like training wheels for social media,” Moran said.

One of the most vexing aspects of Clinton’s announcement about the
site was her promise to allow for anonymous submissions. Moran knew
IT industry best practices were nearly unanimous in discouraging “anony-
mous stuff within a workplace.” But nobody wanted “the new Secretary
of State to look like a liar,” so the digital team obliged. As a result, they
had to provide constant vigilance as site moderators. They aimed to read
and review every post, although keeping up with all the comments was
impossible.

Moran'’s group also established rules for user behavior. There could be no
contradiction of foreign policy decisions. The focus could only be on man-
agement within the organization: “it’s not what we do in diplomacy; it’s
how we do it.” Personal gripes were also forbidden since the issues discussed
had to be of concern to everyone. Despite its success, SoundingBoard.State.
gov was shut down in 2018 under the Trump administration, like so many
Obama-era digital initiatives.

In addition to her other duties, Moran had to teach email etiquette to
State Department employees. For example, diplomatic cables had tradition-
ally been written in all caps, but all-caps emails were often interpreted by
younger recipients as “shouting.”
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As a member of Obama’s cabinet, Clinton was expected to be an impor-
tant voice on digital culture. She gave two major speeches on internet free-
dom: “Remarks on Internet Freedom” in 2010 and “Internet Rights and
Wrongs: Choices & Challenges in a Networked World” in 2011.

Both speeches used the metaphor of the public square, but the first speech
was more hopeful than the second. “This freedom is no longer defined
solely by whether citizens can go into the town square and criticize their
government without fear of retribution,” Clinton said in the first speech.
“Blogs, emails, social networks, and text messages have opened up new
forums for exchanging ideas—and created new targets for censorship.”**

The second 2011 speech took a less interventionist tone on censorship.
Clinton insisted that American policy was opposed to telling “people how
to use the internet any more than we ought to tell people how to use any
public square, whether it’s Tahrir Square or Times Square.””* While the first
speech claimed that internet freedom supported “peace and security,” the
second speech was more circumspect about potential trade-offs between
“liberty” and “security.”

According to Ross, “She was never naive about this,” never one of the
“utopians” when it came to digital technologies. “People get lynched in the
public square,” he observed darkly.

Shame and Humiliation

In 2008 the network server for clintonemail.com was registered by some-
one named Fric Hoteham.** “Fric Hoteham” was presumably a mangled
version of “Eric Hothem,” the name of a former Clinton aide. His name
also appeared in news reports about other delicate matters that became
minor scandals, such as wire transfers to Bill Clinton'’s brother and discrep-
ancies in the White House’s furniture inventories.”® In 2009 the internet
domain clintonemail.com was registered in the name of Justin Cooper, a
longtime advisor to the former president. Hillary Clinton’s email was set up
as hdr22@clintonemail.com.

As she began her service as Secretary of State, private email addresses were
allowed as a channel for some government work but discouraged as a general
practice. In 2012 Clinton’s private email server was revamped with Google as
the backup server. A few weeks later congressional investigators asked Clin-
ton if she used personal email in her official capacity as Secretary of State.
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The email scandal story didn’t really become a story until 2013, when the
news-and-gossip site Gawker reported the existence of embarrassing corre-
spondence between Obama foe Sidney Blumenthal and Clinton’s personal
account at clintonemail.com that had been revealed by a foreign hacker
called “Guccifer” who had infiltrated Blumenthal’s account.”® Because Clin-
ton’s original email address was revealed in the article, she changed it to
hrod17@clintonemail.com.”” The Clintons also updated the clintonemail.
com server so that it would back up to a McAfee-owned company. By the
end of the year, the National Archives and Records Administration asserted
that personal email accounts could only be used by government officials in
“emergency situations.” Any emails from personal accounts that were part
of federal correspondence were to be recorded and managed in accordance
with established record-keeping practices.

As the public clamored for more information, Clinton handed over
approximately thirty thousand emails to investigators in 2014, excluding
emails deemed to be “personal.” By this point President Barack Obama had
signed an update to the Federal Records Act prohibiting “the use of private
email accounts by government officials unless they copy or forward any
such emails into their government account within 20 days.”

A flurry of new activity around the Clinton email story occurred in
March of 2015. The emails were released in batches to the press and to
WikiLeaks in response to their Freedom of Information Act requests. While
the State Department was slowly and methodically reviewing the emails for
clearance, Clinton held a twenty-minute “press encounter” at the United
Nations in which she protested assumptions being made about sinister
motives. She insisted that the emails she had held back for personal rea-
sons were truly personal. She also maintained that her use of private email
for public duties was purely a matter of convenience. “I trust the Ameri-
can people to make their decisions about political and public matters,” she
declared, “and I feel like I've taken unprecedented steps for these emails to
be in the public domain. I went above and beyond what I was requested
to do.”

Stories that Hillary Clinton had destroyed digital evidence began to cir-
culate shortly afterward. A senior Republican senator alleged that she had
chosen “to wipe her server clean and permanently delete all emails from
her personal server” rather than comply with investigators. When it was
revealed that Clinton used both an iPad and a BlackBerry for email and that
she had ignored questions from Congress back in 2012 about her email,
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requests for transparency became more insistent. When the State Depart-
ment said it would need until January 2016 to release all the emails, full-
blown conspiracy theories began to take root.

Clinton defended herself by claiming that past secretaries of state had
had similar habits of using personal accounts when convenient and delet-
ing irrelevant emails without documenting their removal. It turned out
that her assertions about precedent were largely true. During a 2016 State
Department review of the emailing practices of the past five secretaries of
state, it was revealed that her predecessors Colin Powell and Condoleezza
Rice had both received emails containing classified information through
personal accounts.

As Clinton was wrapping up her nomination as the Democratic Party
candidate in the 2016 election against Republican candidate Donald Trump,
FBI Director James Comey made a public announcement that both exoner-
ated Clinton and chastised her. He stated that he would not recommend
charges to prosecute her for use of a private email server during her time
as Secretary of State. However, he did characterize Clinton and her aides as
“extremely careless” in handling classified information.

The same day that Comey seemed to close the case against Clinton,
more damaging stories about potential negligence appeared. One story in
the New York Post titled “Clinton directed her maid to print out classified

materials”?®

revealed multiple layers about class, gender, and national secu-
rity. The maid was an inappropriate intermediary for digital state secrets
because of her subordinate position by gender and class, and Clinton also
seemed to be exploiting her labor by “directing” her to do work that a sec-
retary of state should be able to do for herself.

The most damaging blow to Hillary Clinton hit just eleven days before
the end of the 2016 race. FBI Director Comey announced that the Clin-
ton email investigation was being reopened because emails belonging to
Clinton had been found on the laptop of disgraced Congressman Anthony
Weiner. Weiner had once been a rising star in the Democratic Party, but in
2011 his habit of sharing lewd messages and pictures of his genitals was
revealed. After an initial denial, Weiner expressed contrition, but later he
was discovered to be sexting again under a new name. This revelation sty-
mied his attempts to revive his political fortunes. Weiner’s wife was Huma
Abedin, deputy chief of staff to Clinton in the State Department and a top
aide in the Clinton presidential campaign. When another sexting scandal
was uncovered in 2016, Abedin and Weiner separated.
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Because one of Weiner’s sexting scandals involved a minor, the FBI
sought possession of Weiner’s laptop. Once the laptop was in their posses-
sion, they discovered email chains that included material from Clinton’s
account. Comey said during testimony before the Senate Judiciary Com-
mittee that “Huma Abedin appears to have had a regular practice of for-
warding emails to him, I think to print out for her, so she could then deliver
them to Secretary of State.””

After Comey’s October 28 announcement, the FBI reinvestigated. The
laptop contained 1,355,980 items and approximately 650,000 emails. Tech-
nicians were able to narrow material to fewer than 50,000 Clinton-related
emails. Among those emails, the FBI identified 6,827 that were either to or
from Clinton, and they deemed 3,077 of those emails “potentially work-
related.” Peter Strzok led the FBI team that scrutinized these messages, por-
ing over them with little time for sleep. They found thirteen email threads
containing confidential information, although none were marked as clas-
sified. All were duplicates of emails that had already been examined in the
initial investigation.*

The FBI notified Congress of their exculpatory findings on November 6,
just two days before the presidential election. There was little time for the
information that should have exonerated Clinton to circulate through the
social media ecosystem.

Sexting by Association

After the election, Clinton’s name continued to be associated with sexually
improper digital communication. One debunked story that circulated on
social media read as follows:

While the NYPD was conducting a forensic analysis of the Weiner/Abedin lap-
top, it was discovered that the hard drive contained 350,000 of Hillary Clinton’s
emails and 344,000 Blackberry communications. . . . Here’s what you were never
told by the HRC-BHO protective media. These were never reviewed by the FBI
investigators assigned to help lead agent Peter Strzok. Nor, was any attempt made
to analyze the newly discovered files until after the election was over.”'

In addition to including many misstatements of fact, the story amplifies
Clinton’s connection to Peter Strzok. Although the language of the fake

news item is not obviously salacious, Trump loyalists would immediately
associate sexual impropriety with Strzok’s name.
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In addition to handling the Clinton email investigation at the FBI, Strzok
also worked on investigations of Russian interference in the 2016 election.
He made headlines because of his extramarital relationship with former
FBI lawyer Lisa Page. They exchanged thousands of messages via their FBI-
provided mobile phones, many of which contained erotic language. Some
of their messages also “expressed political opinions about candidates and
issues involved in the 2016 presidential election, including statements of
hostility” toward Donald Trump “and statements of support for” for Hillary
Clinton.”*

For years Trump relished reminding his followers about Strzok’s sexting
scandal. For example, in 2020 he retweeted a message from Charlie Kirk,
cofounder of Turning Point USA.

Fact: Robert Mueller’s office deleted 19,000 text messages between Lisa Page and
her lover Peter Strzok How is that not obstruction of justice? What were they try-
ing to cover up? We still don’t know.

The tweet included the “thinking face” emoji popular among conspiracy
theorists, which Trump had already used in retweets multiple times. Like
the tale of the 350,000 unexamined Clinton emails, this story about nine-
teen thousand deleted text messages was debunked by fact-checking sites.**
Citing large numbers in the thousands made the post sound authoritative
and the danger real. It was true that nineteen thousand messages were not
initially logged by the FBI because of technical glitches with their data-
collection tool when it tried to access Samsung devices. But the messages
were eventually recovered.

Although Clinton was never involved in sexting herself, the connections
made between her and Weiner and Strzok damaged her reputation. Her
name became associated with scandalous and sexualized digital communi-
cation in which erotic exchanges were intermingled with what should have
been purely professional matters. This hybridity was obviously inappropri-
ate, and—through guilt by association—it became part of Clinton’s public
persona, along with her own ill-advised digital behavior.

Digital Literacy and llliteracy

By intermingling personal and professional communication, Clinton vio-
lated an expected boundary. As she explained in her UN news conference, “I
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opted for convenience to use my personal email account, which was allowed
by the State Department, because I thought it would be easier to carry just
one device for my work and for my personal emails instead of two.”**

Reporting by Politico showed that Clinton’s one-device/two-accounts
explanation was much more plausible than it had initially seemed.*® Polit-
ico analyzed nearly 250 pages of interviews and reports available through
the Freedom of Information Act. Despite the depictions of Clinton on
Fox News as an adept cybercriminal, it appeared from the Politico cover-
age that she often hesitated to learn new digital skills. Her attachment to
her outdated BlackBerry with a trackball made her even more reluctant to
try a second device.*® Politico also revealed that Clinton struggled to use a
desktop computer, an account confirmed by my own interviews with State
Department insiders.*” According to the Daily Mail, Clinton was a poor typ-
ist as well.*® It is strange to think that one of the oldest of the new media
practices—typing—played a role in the downfall of a twenty-first-century,
female, would-be commander in chief.*

Of course, typing has reinforced gender segregation even in relatively
recent memory.*” Clinton’s resistance to learning a skill associated with
feminized labor is understandable. After all, J. C. R. Licklider famously
wrote that one “can hardly take a military commander or a corporation
president away from his work to teach him to type.”*' In Clinton’s aspira-
tion to escape the conventional gender roles of secretary or office girl for
life as an executive or commander, she hadn’t intended to acquire the basic
skills of the office worker.

In her memoir Clinton discussed her tendencies to avoid email and
characterized herself as a late adopter. With amusement she described how
email was often used as a channel for arranging phone calls or faxes, modes
of communication that were much more her style.*

Naked Transparency and Feminine Privacy

It might sound reasonable to defend a general right to email privacy. When
Stanford law professor and transparency advocate Lawrence Lessig read dis-
paraging remarks made by the Clinton campaign about his own bid for the
presidency, he refused to condemn his political detractors or exploit the fact
that they had been exposed. “We all deserve privacy. The burdens of public
service are insane enough without the perpetual threat that every thought
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shared with a friend becomes Twitter fodder.”* Lessig had already come
out against what he called the “naked transparency” movement, which he
saw not as a force for accountability but one for pushing “any faith in our
political system over the cliff.”** He used the metaphor of nudity as a way
to explain the profound feeling of vulnerability created by constant tech-
nological exposure.

In Clinton’s memoir What Happened, written in the aftermath of the
2016 election, she lamented the allure of “any gossipy nugget” in her
email data dumps. She also put forward a rationale for privacy grounded in
notions of legal and medical privacy much like Lessig’s argument for cloth-
ing the naked citizen.

Law professor Julie Cohen argues that the “privacy of the home” has
served “as a sort of cultural shorthand for a broader privacy interest against
exposure” to imagine a space that “affords a freedom of movement that
is both literal and metaphorical and that has physical, intellectual, and
emotional dimensions.” In our homes, “we can move from room to room,
we can speak our minds and read whatever interests us, we can pursue
intimacy in relationships.”* Of course, the home also can be a highly gen-
dered environment for enacting feminine domesticity and masculine patri-
archal control.*

Legal scholar Jeannie Suk posits that “privacy is a woman” in much
of the discourse of American technology law. For example, in interpret-
ing Kyllo v. United States, a case in which the government used a thermal-
imaging device to secure a search warrant for a man growing marijuana
inside his house, Suk notes how the logic of penetration and domination
might be countered by claims to privacy for a female domestic sphere. In
a Supreme Court decision, Justice Antonin Scalia speculated that the heat-
sensing device might well disclose intimate information—such as “at what
hour each night the lady of the house takes her daily sauna and bath.” Suk
is struck by the premises of Scalia’s example, which draw upon very old
tropes, including biblical stories about Bathsheba and David or Susanna
and the Elders. She observes that Justice Scalia imagines not just any detail
of the home; he imagines a woman, specifically a “lady.” In this scenario,
“privacy is figured as a woman, an object of the male gaze.”*’ As this gaze
becomes equipped with more sophisticated snooping devices for tracing,
probing, scoping, and spying, it is only the trope of female modesty that
constrains its purview.
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There are long histories of imagining digital privacy as a feminine trait.
For example, in the introduction to Claude Shannon’s The Mathematical
Theory of Communication Warren Weaver compared an “engineering com-
munication theory” to “a very proper and discreet girl accepting your tele-
gram.”*® It may be no accident that the “girl,” often associated with secrecy,
was such an important metaphor in many of the founding documents writ-
ten by the pioneers of computer science.*

In defending her own personal privacy, Clinton often claimed feminine
privilege. For example, she described many of the more than thirty thou-
sand deleted emails as not pertinent to the government’s inquiry because
they were about her “daughter Chelsea’s wedding, her mother Dorothy’s

funeral, her yoga routines and family vacations”*’

rather than worldly pro-
fessional matters. All of these items depict Clinton assuming traditional
female roles as a caretaker of the home and manager of family rituals of
birth, marriage, pilgrimage, and death. Even the mention of yoga routines
suggests a feminized activity. These explanations were widely ridiculed by
her opponent, his surrogates, conservative news organizations, and inter-
net meme generators in the alt-right community.

What does this confluence of privacy, gender, and technology reveal
about the investigation of Hillary Clinton? And why was her use of email

so damaging in the court of public opinion?
Multitasking Promiscuity

Critics of visual culture watching the television coverage of Clinton’s email
scandal on Fox News would have observed a particular pattern. Whenever
news anchors discussed her use of emails, the accompanying B-roll showed
a montage of images of Clinton on her BlackBerry. Some reporters even
spoke in front of screens with these images. The images were not flattering.
They generally show Clinton as a multitasker who ignores other people or
expresses negative emotional states like irritation or boredom. In one of
the most commonly used images on Fox News, her eyes are veiled by sun-
glasses, and she seems completely withdrawn from her environment.’' In
comparison, President Obama was always much savvier about avoiding the
appearance of digital distraction and multitasking with others present.*
The association of Clinton’s computer practices with impurity was also
facilitated by implicit and explicit comparisons with her husband and his
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“I Did Not Have Textual Relations with that Server” meme, attributed to Charlie-
Physics. Accessed via Imgtlip on October 25, 2020, https://i.imgflip.com/qwbeq.jpg.

infidelities. A popular internet meme showed Hillary Clinton’s image juxta-
posed with typography that read “I did not have textual relations with that
server,” which echoed Bill Clinton’s famous line to the American people:
“I did not have sexual relations with that woman.” The meme (figure 7.1)
suggests that former Secretary Clinton is denying her own digital promiscu-
ity. The fact that the traffic on the Clinton family’s servers was intermingled
was also considered suspect for those who continued to propagate con-
spiracy theories about her husband.*

As Wendy Hui Kyong Chun contends in Freedom and Control, any puri-
tanical vision of digital privacy ignores the promiscuity of how computers
actually work. For Chun, the dialectic of freedom and control associated
with technology is a false binary that denies the interdependence of
machine-to-machine communication and the fact that information flows
incessantly through public machines.**

To conceptualize the barriers between outside and inside, digital scholar
James J. Brown Jr. sees “hospitality” as the heart of digital communication.
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The machine must welcome input and allow output with the generosity of
a host to a guest. In Brown's analysis, the social contract of such hospitality
is construed very generally so as not to require specific invitations. But it
also assumes that not all comers should automatically be allowed to pass
into the public part of a private dwelling. Brown supposes that the bound-
ary between the home and outside is drawn by “the master of the house,”
but he grants that such boundary-drawing is a mutual process that involves
“the other that arrives” as well.*®

Transgressive activities like hacking or spreading viruses blur the boundar-
ies of personal computing, according to media theorist Alexander Galloway.
For example, the businesslike Transmission Control Protocol “handshake”
links sender and receiver in a shared transactional grasp,*® while the “I Love
You” virus in Microsoft Outlook can sow eroticized chaos.”’ According to
Galloway, such challenges to the norms of technological communication
and conventional gender roles can be read as threatening and a cause for
defense of the traditional status quo.*®

The presence of printers and other peripherals made the existing
dynamic around security, transparency, and technological dependence
even more problematic for Clinton. Her textual relations with computa-
tional media were already fraught. The need to print out documents only
made her difficulties with technology worse. As comedian Samantha Bee
noted in a humorous routine with Sarah Paulson, “Pls print” was one of
Clinton’s most common directives.*

Masculine Penetration

Like Clinton, Donald J. Trump also asked his staff to print out digital mate-
rials for him constantly. According to news accounts, each morning Trump
directed his subordinates to produce on paper the top results that came
from inputting his name into the search engine for Google News.* Clinton
and Trump are both senior citizens, so their preference for paper might not
be surprising.®'

Trump’s own digital practices also involved a mixture of informational
streams. Digital forensics on Donald Trump’s Twitter feed during the course
of his 2016 candidacy demonstrated that two devices uploaded messages to

t62

one account.” A Samsung Galaxy produced the angrier tweets that seemed
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to originate with Trump personally (often outside of business hours), and
an Apple iPhone emitted more positive messages that appeared to be writ-
ten by a more diplomatic PR staffer. Somehow the kind of digital double-
face that Trump presented was completely acceptable to his supporters.

Trump made his two-device policy directly relevant to his own enthusi-
asm for corporate brand shaming after a 2015 attack by a radicalized Mus-
lim married couple in San Bernardino, California. Trump tweeted: “I use
both iPhone & Samsung. If Apple doesn’t give info to authorities on the ter-
rorists I'll only be using Samsung until they give info.” It appears significant
that Trump made access to a secure technology something tied to gendered
traits in his rhetoric: “Apple won't allow us to get into her cell phone—
who do they think they are? No, we have to open it up.”® In his tweeting
Trump addresses a collective “we” with the right to “get into” and “open
up” the closed recesses of the proprietary technology that secured the data
of the female attacker. Scientist Evelyn Fox Keller observes that learning the
hidden secrets of the world is frequently compared to male sexual penetra-
tion.** In other words, Trump’s aggressive approach to digital forensics was
a way to assert his masculinity. His inquisitive logic demanded access to
both Hillary Clinton’s server and to the female attacker’s cell phone. This
affirmed his dominant position in the gender hierarchy.

As in the case of Suk’s Kyllo v. United States, Apple’s refusal to unlock the
shooter’s phone connected the concept of privacy back to the rhetoric of
maintaining control of space. CEO Tim Cook also used the metaphor of
a fortified sanctuary. Heeding Trump’s calls to create a single decryption
instrument would, for Cook, breech the bastions of personal security. “In
the physical world, it would be the equivalent of a master key, capable
of opening hundreds of millions of locks—from restaurants and banks to
stores and homes. No reasonable person would find that acceptable.”®

Wendy Hui Kyong Chun agrees that it is risky to desire such “master
keys” to complex systems. In Programmed Visions, she expresses skepticism
that digital forensics is the best way to discover the truth. She reminds us
that “our interactions with computers cannot be reduced to the traces we
leave behind” because “the exact paths of execution” are ephemeral.”® In
other words, computers are constantly erasing themselves. The electronic
signals in their circuits are transitory. All the evidence of Hillary Clinton’s
emails might never have been shown.
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The Double Standard

A few weeks before I interviewed Alec Ross, he had shared a “long, wine-
drenched dinner on Lake Como” with Hillary Clinton. Both gender and
technology were topics of discussion as they reflected on Clinton’s loss in
the presidential race. “If it’s a woman, it’s different.” Over the meal, the
two agreed that “the fascination with the private lives of individuals” and
“the way that people respond” had been deeply gendered in Clinton’s case.

During his interview Ross referred to another scandal from the Obama
era in which email served as a “political tripwire” that could end a gov-
ernment career. A cyber-stalking investigation that examined the email
accounts of top military commanders revealed that a four-star general was
having an extramarital affair with his biographer. In addition to his adulter-
ous indiscretion, General David Petraeus was also using a private account
rather than his official government email.

Snooping into people’s digital private lives “can push people out,” Ross
said. It can also “push people into more encrypted third-party apps.” “Peo-
ple obviously have a lot more email hygiene now than they did then, but
I think what that probably produces is a lot more secrecy.” He pointed to
how Jared Kushner, Trump’s son-in-law and advisor, communicated in his
official capacity and to the secretive behavior of others in Trump’s orbit.
“They do so with zero traceability,” he complained. After Clinton’s travails,
“people become much more circumspect.”

Evidence that Trump’s daughter and son-in-law were using private
email and WhatsApp encrypted text messages led to few consequences.®’
Despite White House policy, Kushner received no sanctions. After the story
of his digital indiscretions broke in the media, he continued to privately
talk and text with Mohammed bin Salman, who was also known to favor
WhatsApp, even after the Saudi Arabian prince was linked to the murder
of a prominent journalist who was a US resident.®®

Email in the Public Memory of the Future

On September 12, 2019, Hillary Clinton spent an hour in an art installa-
tion at the Venice Biennale. The exhibit was intended to be “somewhere
between a library, a theatre stage and an embassy.”* According to the artist’s
statement, “the language of digital bureaucracy” would be “transformed”
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as the audience experienced his artwork. The exhibition consisted of sixty-
two thousand printed pages of Hillary Clinton’s emails connected to the
clintonemail.com domain years earlier. It was difficult to decipher Clinton’s
expression as she turned the pages. She sat behind an exact replica of the
famed Resolute Desk in the White House Oval Office, pondering an artwork
about why she wasn'’t sitting behind the real one. The artist had described
the emails—perhaps sarcastically—as “the most important documents of
our time.”

In Clinton’s memoir she imagines a history class taught thirty years in
the future, in which young people have to be told about a time in which
email was once considered important. In the lesson the students are aston-
ished to learn that there was once a “primitive form of electronic commu-
nication that used to be all the rage.””®

Hillary Clinton was certainly a flawed candidate when it came to digital
policy and computational practice. She declared the internet to be “the
public space of the twenty-first century” and yet refused to post her own
speeches on her own website. She hectored State Department employees
about cybersecurity in official videos and yet ducked responsibility for basic
data preservation.

However, acknowledging her limitations—if not outright hypocrisy—in
matching her practices to her principles does not discount the harm of
paternalistic digital purity myths. These myths establish unrealistic stan-
dards that disproportionately punish online conduct marked as feminine
or behavior associated with women’s digital identities. It is striking that
Fox News claimed that Clinton’s email server was located in a “restroom””!
and urged her to “look into the mirror.”’*> Making such references to a bath-
room as a shameful separate sphere and commanding Clinton to occupy
a site of reflection and penitence was clearly intended to be harsh chas-
tisement for her perceived digital transgressions. Other news organizations
described closets or basements as sites of Clinton’s covert server in her New
York home but avoided associating her digital incrimination with biologi-
cal humiliation or filth.

Digital purity is a strange amalgam of the fantasies of digital trans-
parency and those of digital security, and it is easier for women to have
such purity tainted. Moreover, male users tend to benefit from unfounded
assumptions that they always have better digital skills.”” From his position
of perceived dominance, Trump also exploited a social media ecosystem
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that targeted, harassed, and silenced women.” Furthermore, Trump’s acqui-
sition of online literacy was aided by a huge cadre of supportive followers
who helped him refine his social media style, amplified his messages, and
trolled his critics. Despite the presence of large, feminist-friendly Facebook
groups like Pantsuit Nation, Clinton faced a deep disadvantage when it
came to the new digital politics. Her staffers watched helplessly as she was
pummeled online, unable to make her own messages about connection,
transparency, participation, or access stick. As the next chapter will show,
decisions by social media companies and new interface features also aided
in Trump’s rise to power.



8 Trump’s Rhetoric of Connection

Peter Costanzo had precisely seven minutes on Donald Trump’s calendar
to explain social media to a man in his sixties who did not use a computer.
Not ten. Not five. Seven.

“I just remember having my laptop in front of him and just showing
him Facebook,” Costanzo said in an interview for this book.

In 2009 Costanzo had considered himself to be one of only a handful
of digitally savvy book publicists working in Manhattan. He had cultivated
relationships with a new generation of online retailers and social media
companies that had begun to reshape the entire business model of pub-
lishing. Using behavioral data, it had suddenly become possible to “fish
where the fish are,” which was a huge boon to an industry averse to risk.
Costanzo was employed by the parent company of Vanguard Press, which
was scheduled to publish Trump’s latest business advice book, Think Like a
Champion.'

Costanzo pointed to a column written by New York Times tech writer
David Pogue in early 2009 as Twitter’s breakout moment in this new form
of marketing. Although Pogue supplied a list of “rules” to help people get
started as users of the platform, he insisted that Twitter could still be any-
thing to anyone.” Significantly, Pogue included screenshots from Twit-
ter documenting the Obama inauguration and statistics about Obama’s
254,484 followers on the platform.

Costanzo was convinced that a social media campaign would be a fan-
tastic way to promote Trump’s book. He also believed that this advertising
plan would require the participation of the man himself—rather than just
the Trump Organization—in order to have the requisite authenticity to be
popular online. To make this pitch to Trump, Costanzo had seven minutes.
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One of the factors working in Costanzo’s favor was the fact that Trump’s
identity had already been appropriated by an online impostor. The fake
Trump was drawing thousands of Trump’s potential fans to counterfeit
Twitter and Facebook accounts. Although news stories have sometimes
described these as “parody” posts,® Costanzo said that the pseudo-Trump
didn’t seem to have any satiric intent. Instead, the pretense probably grew
out of admiration rather than of mockery. “He was putting posts up the day
after a new Apprentice episode would air, and it was not malicious. I don’t
think to this day anybody knows who it was.”

In the meeting with Trump, which actually lasted fifteen or twenty
minutes, Costanzo easily got the real estate developer’s attention with the
examples he had loaded onto his laptop. He showed accounts from other
celebrities Trump might know who were using social media to promote
their personal brands.

But it was the existence of the fake Trump that was the key to closing
the deal. “I was showing him the impostor, what the impostor was doing,
and I told him that I had already reached out to Facebook. I alerted them
that if he was definitely willing to do this that I could have this remedied.
They would switch the two-hundred thousand followers to his new Face-
book page automatically. Those fans would have no idea that there was this
actual change.”

Facebook’s willingness to give those two-hundred thousand unearned
followers to Trump was an extraordinary windfall for his social media ambi-
tions. It is important to remember that this was a relatively prestigious fol-
lower count at the time; scrambles among celebrities to top the million mark
were not yet underway. This handover was one of the truly extraordinary
pieces of luck from which Trump benefited to stage his internet breakout.

Trump did not have it as easy with Twitter. He had to build a following
from scratch. Apparently, Costanzo didn’t have the same kind of connec-
tions to insiders at Twitter. This was long before the company introduced
its verification checkmark program. To solve the brand confusion prob-
lem, Costanzo suggested “@realDonaldTrump” as a way to distinguish the
famous developer’s messages from his bogus alter-ego.

An agreement was reached in which the Trump Organization would
approve generic announcement tweets that Costanzo wrote before they
went live, but more personal tweets—such as a thank you or birthday
wishes—had to be vetted by Trump himself.
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Trump/Costanzo’s very first tweet in 2009 was written from an odd
third-person perspective. It also focused on television spectatorship rather
than engagement with online fans. “Be sure to tune in and watch Donald
Trump on Late Night with David Letterman as he presents the Top Ten List
tonight!” Presumably this impersonal tweet did not require Trump’s indi-
vidual stamp of approval.

Costanzo was a relatively conservative custodian of the Trump account.

“I was very cautious with retweeting because I remembered reading
about people getting themselves into a bit of hot water, because at the time
Twitter was so new you still didn’t really know who the source was and
who it wasn’t.” Mostly Costanzo tweeted announcements about appear-
ances or quotations attributed to Trump. Sometimes there were contests.
The winner might be promised a keychain and a signed copy of Think Like
a Champion. Because the Trump Organization encompassed so many differ-
ent ventures at the time, including Trump University and a chain of golf
courses, Costanzo’s tweeting often extended beyond what might strictly be
deemed book publicity.

Whatever the message, Costanzo kept it consistent and neutral. Costanzo
was seen as so inoffensive and amiable that the Trump Organization kept
him listed as the backup administrator for years. He continued to receive
Twitter and Facebook notices long after he had moved on from working
with Vanguard’s authors.

After about six months of “being very happy with the results and happy
with me frankly,” Trump’s entourage asked Costanzo the next logical ques-
tion: “What do we do next?” Costanzo had an answer ready: “YouTube is
another platform that’s really growing and getting a lot of attention, partic-
ularly with young people. . . . I'd love to sit down and interview Mr. Trump
for about twenty minutes, so we can create a two-minute video to promote
the book on YouTube. We'll get it on Barnes & Noble’s site and Amazon.”
His proposition was accepted.

The video recording of Trump by Costanzo for YouTube was arranged at
Trump Tower with a very small crew. “He came extremely prepared. He really
answered the questions in a way that you would want someone who's trying
to sell a product to do.” As Costanzo described him, Trump was an experi-
enced salesperson. To promote his particular gospel of wealth, he was appar-
ently very good at staying on message. In this case, he focused on the specific
appeal of spending money to buy the book in order to make more money.
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Costanzo described Trump as “very cordial,” “very polite,” and “very
pleasant” in their interactions. One memory stood out among the pleas-
antries. Costanzo asked about President Obama: “And he actually had kind
words. He said, ‘So he seems like a very nice man, nice family man. But I
really hope he can fix the economy. Oh, but if he doesn’t fix the economy,

I'm thinking of running for president.’”*
The Formative Period

For most of Barack Obama’s first term, Donald Trump expressed very few
personal opinions on the internet. His minimal efforts at self-expression
were focused on NBC as a broadcast network. He wanted to earn top rat-
ings for starring in The Apprentice and saw social media as a means to that
end. His reality TV show also served as a vehicle for rebuilding the national
reputation Trump had once enjoyed during the 1980s and '90s, a time
when shows like Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous and magazines like People
had celebrated Trump and other members of the moneyed classes. Dur-
ing that period Trump-related content also saturated tabloid newspapers,
which were highly visible on American supermarket shelves. According to
media scholar Geoffrey Baym, the tabloid media of the ‘80s and '90s served
up more than just “sex and scandal” because their gossip-laden pages also
“engaged in largely overlooked acts of political storytelling, constructing
and politicizing the Trump character.”®

Trump must have been motivated by money as well as ego. Financial
reporting revealed The Apprentice to be much more profitable as an income
stream than much of his real estate portfolio. With his unstable finances
and investments in risky ventures, Trump’s personal brand was his most
valuable asset.®

The Apprentice was a show in which workplaces were depicted as places
with extremely little bureaucracy to navigate and very few rules. It was
a very different world from the one at the White House, which stressed
compliance with government regulations and posted lengthy digital forms
for job applicants. In Trump’s free-wheeling enterprise, things could be
extremely unpredictable. The Apprentice allowed Trump to arbitrarily single
out contestants to be castigated as they competed for the “ultimate job
interview.” Dramatic scenes with on-the-job harassment or hostile work
environments only boosted the ratings.
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Logically, the launch of Trump’s successor show Celebrity Apprentice in
2008 should have required even greater investments in social media. Con-
testants who appeared on the show were public figures. Many already had
established brands to promote or were being coached to use social media to
amplify their fame. Trump’s children also regularly appeared in the show,
so the family’s reputation network would have benefited from further
enhancement on the internet. But even with Costanzo’s help, it still took
a while for Trump to prioritize online influencing. Eventually, he began to
channel his aspirations into political ambition by capitalizing on existing
antipathies to Obama as a way to build his audience.

The writer Matt Porter has surmised that Trump’s personal interest in the
Twitter platform remained dormant up until it was roused by Obama’s 2011
Twitter Town Hall. As a consequential moment in the history of political
disintermediation, this town hall spectacle captured a particular sector of
the public imagination at the time. Porter argues that Trump’s “first real
tweet” was on July 6, 2011.7 It was a message with capitalized “shouting”
focused on solidifying opposition to the Democratic president: “Congress
is back. TIME TO CUT, CAP AND BALANCE. There is no revenue problem.
The Debt Limit cannot be raised until Obama spending is contained.” The
next day @realDonaldTrump posted a message that reiterated his “CUT,
CAP AND BALANCE” slogan and specifically called out the president with
his @BarackObama Twitter username.

Porter makes a compelling case about Trump’s motivation. It makes sense
in light of how Obama’s embrace of social media inspired his competitors
to pursue similar strategies. However, I would argue that Trump first exerted
control over his Twitter account months earlier when the main activity of
his feed suddenly veered away from promoting upcoming media appear-
ances and fan contests. By 2011 Trump had clearly become interested in
exploring other ways to defend his reputation digitally. He had figured out
that social media could give him a way to respond to journalists doing
investigations and to retaliate against celebrities who snubbed him with
dismissive comments. One of his strategies was to upload videos to You-
Tube of his oral rebuttals to his perceived enemies and then tweet the links
to the videos. For example, in March of 2011 he confronted an unnamed
antagonist to air grievances about news coverage. Embarrassing stories had
highlighted Trump’s paltry charitable giving and his bizarre hospitality
to Libyan despot Mu’ammar Al-Qadhdhafi. Trump’s callout seemed to be
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directed at Pulitzer Prize-winning Washington Post reporter David Fahren-
thold, although, at least in the remaining traces of the exchange, he never
names Fahrenthold directly.

It is difficult to pinpoint the precise references in these online grudge
matches now that almost all of the response videos in the “From the Desk
of Donald Trump” YouTube playlist are marked private. However, by watch-
ing the few videos in the series that remained public after the election, criti-
cal readers could infer that Trump used a confrontational stance that was
consistent with his role as a gruff and stern TV personality. In one of these
performances, he appears full of bluster to express his deep offense at the
treatment of then-presidential candidate Herman Cain. Trump clearly iden-
tified with Cain as a fellow Republican who similarly traded on his political
identity as an outsider, businessmen, and successful capitalist.

A reconstruction of Trump’s Fahrenthold response video by Factbase,
which also reconstituted dozens of his other YouTube videos,® shows a simi-
larly combative style. In an explanatory caption for its “From the Desk of
Donald Trump” collection, Factbase describes the scope of its project.

Donald Trump maintained a video log (Vlog) on The Trump Organization’s You-
Tube channel from February, 2011 through 2014. Prior to the election, nearly
all were deleted or made private. There were 108 of these entries that we could
locate, spanning 2 hours, 46 minutes and 29,941 words. Of these, six are still
available on the Trump Organization’s YouTube channel. We located the video
for 99 of the 108 in total, and located transcripts of an additional six.’

The recovered videos cover topics ranging from California freeways to
industrial outsourcing to Japan. Trump is usually shot from above in an
expressive close-up.

The reconstructed copy of Trump’s anti-Fahrenthold video opens with
him alluding vaguely to a “great amount of comment” about his interac-
tions with Al-Qadhdhafi rather than referencing any specific reporting.'’
Near the midway point of the short video Trump alleges that “a lot of the
comment was very positive,” because Trump supposedly took advantage of
Al-Qadhdhaf1 and then gave the spoils of his business conquest to charity.
Near the one-minute mark, as he begins to wrap up, Trump insists that “I'm
sort of good at that stuff; I'd like to be good at this stuff for this country.”

Trump’s decision to take up video blogging on YouTube in 2011 was
probably influenced by his earlier experiences with Costanzo. Using it com-
batively was almost certainly connected to changes in his online strategy
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that coincided with new staffing on his social media team. In February of
that year, he hired twenty-four-year-old Justin McConney as his director
of social media. McConney had a fundamentally different attitude about
engagement in online spaces from traditional publicists like Costanzo. It
was perhaps no coincidence that emoji-marked retweets began to appear
in the Trump feed shortly after McConney was hired. Trump’s tweets were
no longer being filtered out by a professional trained in more conventional
media industries.

McConney collaborated much more closely with Trump, and he seems
to have encouraged more reality-show-style rivalries as well. In the begin-
ning of Trump’s Twitter experimentation phase, the @ sign was more often
used as a literal “at” to indicate a time or place. During the pre-McConney
period, Trump’s account posted only a few tweets mentioning others’
Twitter usernames. For example, a few months into operation, @realDon-
aldTrump pointed out the existence of daughter @lvankaTrump’s account
and encouraged his followers to follow her as well. These early tweets under
Costanzo generally didn’t try to bring attention to or get attention from
other accounts on Twitter. In contrast, McConney saw the value of signal-
ing two-way engagement with other voices and facilitating the appearance
of public dialogue, even if these exchanges were usually staged very theatri-
cally as one-sided blasts.

The strictly benevolent tone Costanzo had crafted in 2009 and 2010 was
abandoned during the beginning of McConney’s tenure. Tweets began to
present Trump as a verbal sparring partner. At first, the “mentions” in his
tweets seemed like good-natured joshing: “Hey @SnoopDogg @ItstheSitu-
ation @SethMacFarlane: Oh, I'm real scared. #TrumpRoast airs tonight at
10:30/9:30 on @Comedy Central.” But as his feuds with the media and
liberal politicians escalated, this superficial decorum disappeared. Trump’s
instigation also became laced with profanity, including words like “bullshit”
and “damn.” Some of these swear words came from retweeted content, but
some came from Trump himself. As McConney tolerated more unfiltered
language on Trump’s feed, Trump’s follower counts grew.

Earlier in the process of his experiments with connectivity, Trump
had been reluctant to seem too personally invested in direct forms of
composition. He wanted to project the image of a busy corporate leader
who delegated menial digital labor to underlings. For example, in 2011
Trump bragged that he chose to “dictate” his tweets to a female “executive
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assistant.” However, it was difficult to preserve the aloofness of the manage-
rial class when Trump embraced “live tweeting” televised events in 2012.

It began relatively innocuously with Trump’s announcement that he
would be live tweeting Celebrity Apprentice. For the episode “Blown Away,”
Trump posed questions that invited audience participation like, “Aubrey
has a lot of self confidence—but will it be warranted?” Often these ques-
tions were clearly teasers designed to amplify suspense, such as “How will
the client react? They’ve got both Elle Magazine and Chi to please.”

The tone of this early live-tweeting experience seemed to have been
established by a publicist rather than by Trump himself. Furthermore, the
“Blown Away” episode had already been recorded, and Trump had been
a participant. Therefore, describing this stunt as a supposedly unscripted
“live” event appeared ludicrous, given its lack of spontaneity. However,
Trump seemed to want to create a name for himself as a real-time virtuoso,
perhaps to build a reputation for speed and agility in online verbal combat.

Five months later he announced his plan to live tweet the town-hall-
style debate between President Obama and Republican challenger Mitt
Romney, and after live tweeting the event, Trump was clearly eager to do
more. Over the course of the next four years, he formally scheduled to
live tweet over a dozen television shows—ranging from political events to
awards shows—right up until the inauguration. This included the debate
involving his own vice-presidential nominee Mike Pence. Informally, he
was live tweeting television much more often, especially broadcasts of his
beloved Fox News. Each time he saw a salient nugget of information on his
television screen, he leaped into action with commentary on Twitter.

Media scholar Richard Grusin has discussed how Trump’s television live
tweeting continued into the Oval Office. It became a highly effective way
to dominate the news cycle; stations scrambled to cover the president’s
cascade of outrageous tweets.

Indeed in many cases Trump's twitter feed is doing little more than live-tweeting
his television viewing. But such tweets work to replicate themselves through a
cascade of remediations in a kind of algal bloom in the media lagoon.

Grusin was dismayed by the incessant Fox-News-Trump-Twitter churn,
in which Trump retweeted Fox broadcasts and then Fox broadcasted his
tweets. Once these cycles began, alternative perspectives were choked
out. Other social media accounts connected to Trump could amplify this
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recursiveness, either by circulating Trump’s tweet of Fox or Fox’s coverage
of Trump’s tweet.

His live-tweeting, like all his tweets, is remediated by other social media users
through retweets, mentions, favorites and shares, then remediated again by for-
mal and informal media—blogs and other print, televisual, and networked news
(and fake news) outlets. The end result of this process is that Trump uses 140-
word character Tweets to redevelop media neighborhoods under his name and
crowd out other competitors for as many news cycles as he can control."”

According to Grusin, Trump optimized the algorithmic processes that were
inherent in digital information ecosystems to multiply his messages and
pollute the entire news space.

As Newt Gingrich pointed out in Understanding Trump, the 2016 Repub-
lican candidate “decided to use Facebook and Twitter as his main vehicles
for media outreach.” He “then trained the media to cover his tweets, and
suddenly he was getting millions in earned coverage at no cost.”" The lan-
guage about “training” is indicative because it positions Trump as a media
master capable of domesticating and instructing others.

But how can we understand Trump’s own period of training before the
campaign began? How did he develop the digital literacy that allowed him
to dominate the existing media ecology and ultimately win the election
against seemingly long odds, given his lack of political experience and his
limited access to expensive resources for outreach, electioneering, advertis-
ing, and analytics? In other words, how do we understand the ways that
the host of The Apprentice completed his own apprenticeship in learning
successful social media practices?

The Callout Candidate

Digital media scholars Jean Burgess and Nancy Baym have told Twitter’s
coming-of-age story by examining specific stages in the site’s develop-
ment."* Their book, Twitter: A Biography, focuses on the advent of three spe-
cific design affordances: the mention, the hashtag, and the retweet. Burgess
and Baym treat the addition of each of these features as life events in the
platform’s progression toward maturity.

The “@” convention that allowed people to “mention” other usernames
and be notified if their own usernames were mentioned was the first—and
in many ways the most important—innovation. It made Twitter a medium
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for conversation. It was essential for creating, maintaining, and enlivening
connections among users. In a platform designed initially “to announce
rather than to converse,” it reflected users’ needs to recognize “in order to

n1s

socialize.””> When users began retweeting others’ messages, two essential

tasks could be accomplished: “quoting people accurately” and giving them
“credit for their words.”"®

The three milestones of Burgess and Baym's analysis can also be applied
to the development of Donald Trump as a Twitter user. However, his pro-
gress was more erratic than the gradual story of the platform’s development
that they describe. Trump’s mastery of social media reflected important
trends as new design features were incorporated, and he built political
influence by exploiting these new modes of connection.

The “mention” was critical to his growing social media confidence
under McConney’s guidance. Trump employed the “@” symbol to malign
both people and corporations. Sometimes he accosted brands for politi-
cal reasons, invoking “tough on crime” or national security rhetoric. How-
ever, his corporate callouts also reflected his promotional deals, personal
investments, and pitches as an advertising spokesperson. In addition, just
as regular citizens express dissatisfaction with products and services online,
Trump initiated callouts based on the idiosyncrasies of his own individual
consumer preferences, brand loyalties, and personal experiences. For exam-
ple, personal pet peeves seemed to be behind his frequent strikes against
@TMobile.

By the time Trump had gravitated to the center of the “birther” con-
troversy, he had refined his callout technique to combine appeals to con-
nection with appeals for transparency. “Birthers” like Trump questioned
the legitimacy of Barack Obama’s presidency by claiming that he was born
outside of the United States in Kenya and was thus ineligible to hold the
nation’s highest office. When Obama produced a birth document that con-
tradicted these claims, Trump tagged @BarackObama to declare it a “fake”
and a “fraud.”

With 729 references to the @BarackObama handle on his Twitter profile,
it appears that hailing Obama became an established routine in Trump’s
online repertoire. Fourteen times he even called to a nonexistent @Obama,
as he was learning how to use the mentions feature correctly. He usually
omitted the honorifics of the presidency. Trump only used @POTUS six
times—in four anti-Obama retweets and in two tweets that repurposed
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negative statements Obama had made about Hillary Clinton in the past.
In looking at the early tweets directed at Obama, it is also worth pointing
out that Obama wasn’t Trump’s only political Twitter nemesis. Republican
leaders like former Speaker of the House John Boehner were also targets for
refining his technique.

Trump used hashtags relatively sparingly in comparison to his much
freer use of mentions and retweets. For example, in 2011 there were two
main hashtags in Trump’s feed: “#trumpvlog” for his vlogging activities
on YouTube and “#TimeToGetTough” for Time to Get Tough, his first book
about politics and economic policy. Neither hashtag was really designed
to encourage conversation with other Twitter users; they merely promoted
his personal brands. Obviously, the #MAGA hashtag for his “Make America
Great Again” slogan appeared in his Twitter stream hundreds of times, but
he didn’t become a regular hashtag user until he began working with more
experienced social media handlers during the 2016 campaign.

Elsewhere, I have argued that “a hashtag can assure people that they
are connected to other people” because it “affirms that a communication
channel is open, that being heard is possible, and that an interdependent
web of social ties between equally viable nodes can be made visible for navi-
gational purposes when necessary.”"” In this way, a hashtag “promises that
the preconditions for amplifying a collective signal have come into exis-
tence.”'® During his formative period as a Twitter user, Trump appeared to
be less interested in using hashtags as an open channel for collective com-
munication and more interested in using individual mentions and retweets
as a way to engage one-on-one with influencers and elites.

Trump’s adoption of the retweet was noticeably perverse. He began
his career as a manual retweeter, copying and pasting text into quotation
marks rather than using the convenient retweet button provided by the
platform. Journalists noticed that Trump’s idiosyncratic technique defeated
the entire point of the retweet feature, which was intended to promote
accuracy and attribution in using the words of others."”” A Washington Post
reporter remarked on the fact that “Trump either deletes or forgets to close
the quotation marks around the quoted tweet, blurring the line between his
commentary and that of someone else.”* His distinctive style of retweet-
ing got him in trouble when he manually retweeted and then deleted a
tweet mocking residents of Iowa in 2015.*' Trump blamed the retweet on
an anonymous intern, which seemed a dubious claim, given that it was
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a manual retweet like the ones that he had personally authored. Shortly
after this incident manual retweets stopped appearing on the @realDon-
aldTrump account.

Once Trump demonstrated mastery of the retweet button, the Trump
account began retweeting even more content that Trump would later dis-
avow. His cavalier approach to retweeting not-so-subtle messages from mili-
tias or white supremacists could be justified by denying ill intent. Trump
claimed to be innocent even when the usernames he retweeted should have
raised red flags. For example, he retweeted content from “@Ilduce2016”
and “@WhiteGenocideTM.” Trump’s denial of responsibility extended to
face-to-face interactions. A vulgar “pussy” insult directed at a supposedly
weaker Republican opponent was justified as being “like a retweet,” merely
echoing the sentiments of others.

As president, Trump's retweeting verged into the absurd. From 2016 to
2020 @realDonaldTrump retweeted @realDonaldTrump almost a thousand
times, producing a literal echo chamber on his timeline. Near the end of
his presidency, he added “So true!” to a retweet of his own tweet that read,
“THE SILENT MAJORITY IS STRONGER THAN EVER!!!”?* (The phrase “silent
majority,” which was popularized by Richard Nixon, was one of Trump’s
favorites.) This was at least the fourth time that Trump had added “So true!”
to one of his self-retweets that year.

Is a Picture Worth a Hundred and Forty Characters?

To understand Trump’s rise to internet prominence, it is useful to examine
one additional design feature: the emoji. Emojis are small digital images
used to express emotions or ideas that can be added to a social media post
or text message. When emojis became standardized after the launch of Uni-
code 6.0 in 2010, they became a powerful way to enhance text with sym-
bols. Emojis might vary in their appearance, depending on the device, and
they also might vary in meaning, depending on the cultural context. But
this pictographic language has been useful for many rhetorical purposes.
For example, six months into the Trump presidency, Fox News personal-
ity Stuart Varney exuberantly praised the performance of the stock market
on television, claiming that four trillion dollars of wealth had been cre-
ated thanks to optimism about the new Republican administration. That
same day, Varney tweeted the TV clip along with the message, “STU’S TAKE:
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Varney & Co. & @Varneyco - 20 Jul 2017 v
STU'S TAKE: "Six months in, it's the hope of growth that's making America $4
b4

trillion richer."
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"Six months in - it is the hope of GROWTH 4/ that is making America®==FOUR
TRILLION DOLLARS ( RICHER." -Stuart @VarneyCo
winstagram.com/p/BWz90CIgzNy/

o Donald J. Trump & @realDonaldTrump - 21 Jul 2017 v
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Figure 8.1
Original Stuart Varney tweet and @realDonaldTrump version with emojis.

‘Six months in, it’s the hope of growth that’s making America $4 trillion
richer.””” When @realDonaldTrump tweeted its own, more generously cap-
italized adaptation of Varney’s message the next day, the tweet included
an American flag emoji, a moneybag emoji, a positive chart emoji, and a
projector emoji (figure 8.1).%*

This strategy of adding emojis raises some basic questions about the state
of presidential rhetoric today. Why did emojis turn out to be significant for
the Trump administration, and how did they come to be a normal part of
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today’s political discourse, even for a relatively dry topic like fiscal policy?
What do these digital symbols say about economies of writing, particularly
when attention might be in short supply? What do they reveal about the
investment of emotional labor in social media? And why has traditional
media largely ignored the existence of Trump’s emoji tweets?

Networks devoted hours of cable news coverage to Trump’s rhetorical
performances on Twitter, and yet these stations were strangely silent about
his use of emojis. News analysts and pundits mocked Trump’s misspellings
of common words or his overuse of capitalization, but the presence of non-
alphabetic characters in his tweets generally went without comment.

For example, during the week leading up to the 2018 midterm elec-
tion, Donald Trump tweeted the US flag emoji thirteen times. Yet some-
how messages like “THANK YOU FLORIDA! Get out and VOTE Republican!
#MAGA E” were almost never shown in news stories about his Twitter
feed. This gave the public an incomplete picture of his digital practices if
they didn’t follow Trump on social media themselves.

In November 2019, the New York Times devoted a huge headline story
in its Sunday edition to “THE TWITTER PRESIDENCY.” Using investigative
journalism and data visualization, the story asserted that Trump’s social
media consumption habits had been shaped by narrow circles that made
the president subject to “conspiracy-mongers, extremists, and spies.”** This
special coverage—which also made no mention of emojis—argued that the
intensity, periodicity, and powerful negative or positive affect in Trump’s
twitter behaviors had strengthened over time.

By focusing on the subset of cases in which Trump deployed emojis, it
might be possible to understand more about how he developed his digi-
tal literacy and the ways that his campaign and presidency exploited the
design features of social media platforms. After all, many social media users
have found that emojis perform important rhetorical work in condensed,
discursive spaces like Twitter. As technology scholar Jason Farman has
argued, texting is a medium that requires interpretation and the decoding
of patterns.?® Emoijis make this interpretive labor simpler and quicker.

Furthermore, the number and frequency of emojis provides a measure
of public sentiment. Because there are fewer emojis than words, companies
can more easily use the data analytics from emojis to identify potential
emotional appeals, exploit private information, map social networks, and
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target advertising. Emojis also stand out easily when users are scrolling rap-
idly through long social media streams.

The one time Fox News covered the presence of emojis in tweets by the
Trump administration, it focused on a nonsensical tweet from the three-
year-old son of White House press secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders. The
child had apparently enjoyed fiddling with the emojis for traffic lights,
Easter Island heads, world maps, and Disney castles. His mother used the
hashtag #neverleaveyourphoneunlocked to explain the sudden onslaught
of emojis in her feed.”

Nonetheless, the use of pictures and text together in short-form, online
political communication was a serious concern for Trump strategists. And
their use of emojis in social media raised important issues about regulating
social media, platform governance, and free speech.

From Verbal to Nonverbal Language

Trump was essentially using emojis even before they appeared on his feed
because he was already using short verbal versions of these visual sym-
bols. This pattern can be seen during Trump’s breakthrough period on
Twitter from 2012 to 2014, when he began to gain followers rapidly by
sowing doubt about Obama’s birthright citizenship. Certainly, there were
long-winded messages with conspiracy theories or narcissistic rants that
extended to the boundaries of the Twitter text limit, which was 140 charac-
ters at the time. In contrast, many of Trump’s messages directed to specific
followers were remarkably concise.

For example, on a representative day during this period, Trump woke
up and tweeted at @karlrove six times, complaining about Rove’s attacks
on the actor Ashley Judd. Trump wrote nineteen more tweets that morn-
ing. Two were inspirational quotations (one from himself and one from
Samuel Goldwyn). The remaining tweets could be categorized as extremely
brief correspondence with those who had tried to get his attention on
Twitter. Trump rewarded these users by writing monosyllabic sentiments
like “thanks,” “good,” “good luck,” “good idea,” and “it’s about time” and
mentioning their handles in his tweets so that his bursts of polite acknowl-
edgment were directed appropriately to specific users. About half these
messages to fans were generic messages of thanks.”
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Although these posts got almost no “likes” or “retweets,” they were
remarkably efficient in building social capital as one-off messages of regard.
They also functioned much like emojis. “Good” could be replaced by the
okay sign emoji or “good idea” by the thumbs-up emoji. Trump—or one of
his staffers—already understood the necessity of performing routine affec-
tive labor to attend to the feelings of his followers and to maintain basic
cohesion in the group. This required condensed but unambiguous quick
responses.

Under McConney'’s tutelage, emojis began to appear in the @realDon-
aldTrump feed as Trump cultivated a less stuffy persona. On February 28,
2013, Trump retweeted an admiring comment from @Candynecklace2 that
included a face-blowing-a-kiss emoji and a heart emoji. The tweet came
from his personal Android phone. On March 2 he used emojis again to
another admirer with a female username, and again he used his Android
device. After @NicoleWallace0O4 complained about a lack of responses to
her messages with a tearful face and broken heart emoji, Trump retweeted
her message—complete with its emojis—and added an assurance of “Not
anymore Nicole, thanks.” All of these early emoji exchanges were clearly
staged as playful heterosexual flirtations.

On April 19, 2013, Trump retweeted an ego-affirming thumbs-up “the
man is the man” message from @_ayooPRINCESS and replied with his own
“So true!” On May 20, he copied and pasted a blue heart emoji message from
@lisaloren11 describing “laughter and tears of joy” derived from watch-
ing his reality show, and on May 25 he similarly validated a pink heart
emoji message from @FashionistaBtch. On July 31 Trump documented how
@anniehepburn described him as a “role model” with the heart emoji, and
on August 1 he encouraged a member of the Real Housewives reality show to
“keep her chin up,” as he reiterated elements from @sabrinarose2012’s mes-
sage, which was ornamented with two hearts and a star. In all of these cases
the repetition of his fans’ emojis showed Trump participating in highly
gendered digital exchanges with his female devotees who had displayed
their adulation with emotional symbols.

As a commercial salesman exploiting his fame as a public figure, Trump
was also learning to retweet testimonial messages with emojis that were
intended to enhance the reputation of Trump-branded products. For exam-
ple, various emojis were present in endorsement retweets about Trump
hotels, Trump clothing and accessories, and Trump’s own motivational
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books. Use of the thumbs-up emoji or the okay emoji communicated his
approval and signified affirmation of the ostentatious lifestyle that Trump
promoted and his male followers desired to emulate. These exchanges did
not involve the heart emoji.

Collaborative Literacies

Specialists in composition argue that writing is a collaborative activity,
never a product generated by a lone individual genius in isolation. Despite
Trump’s language in which he casts himself as a great man of history, the
story of his developing Twitter literacy reveals jointly constructed senti-
ments and borrowed textual practices. His claim to be the “Ernest Heming-

"2 was true to the extent that his

way of a hundred and forty characters
model for twentieth-century prose was perpetually intertextually entangled
with others. As a writer, Trump was fundamentally reactive, as perhaps we
all are. For him, writing was a defense mechanism.

When Trump tweeted from a mobile device for the first time in 2013,
without the assistance of intermediaries, it was a response to words uttered
in a television show: “Thanks @SherriEShepherd 4 your nice comments
today on The View. U were terrific!” He posted the message, which incor-
porated youthful text messaging abbreviations, a few hours after airtime.
This delay in Trump tweeting about a TV show was not uncommon. What
was surprising about this posting, according to McConney, was that it was
posted without McConney’s assistance or help from anyone else on Trump’s
staff. “The moment I found out Trump could tweet himself was comparable
to the moment in ‘Jurassic Park’ when Dr. Grant realized that velociraptors
could open doors,” McConney recalled in an interview. “I was like, ‘Oh
no.””*® After leaving the Trump team, McConney went on to manage the
social media presence of the rock band Aerosmith and posted images of
their concerts on Instagram.

Although McConney stayed on as social media director of the corporate
organization until 2017, Trump began to consult another youthful social
media expert in 2013, soon after he’d started tweeting directly from his
personal phone. Former golf course caddy Dan Scavino had drawn Trump’s
attention with his sycophantic posts, and Trump had begun praising Sca-
vino effusively while mentioning his Twitter handle. This all happened just
a few months after McConney realized that his dual role as gatekeeper and
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enabler had become obsolete. Scavino served as director of social media for
the Trump campaign and then for the administration. He was profiled by
the New York Times as “the man behind the president’s tweets,”*' and he
was named as an accused alongside the president in lawsuits involving the
blocking of critics on Trump’s account. Scavino helped energize “Keyboard
Warriors” to flood social media channels with pro-Trump content. “Thank
you to all of my great Keyboard Warriors,” Trump tweeted at one point.
“You are better, and far more brilliant, than anyone on Madison Avenue
(Ad Agencies).”

Scavino was an enthusiastic emoji user. He even included the American
flag emoji in his Twitter handle. To emphasize the fierceness of his patrio-
tism in the final days of the Trump presidency, Scavino added an eagle
emoji to the flag emoji. Scavino also telegraphed his loyalty to Trump by
using the 100 emoji frequently in his tweets.

Unlike more rigid emoji users who relied on the old 2010 Unicode
lexicon of symbols, Scavino often inserted novel emojis into his existing
repertoire. For example, in a December 2018 visit to Ramstein Air Base in
Germany, Scavino included the selfie emoji when he posted pictures of
service people shooting selfies with the president. This tweet was promptly
retweeted by @realDonaldTrump.

As collaborative tweet-writing between Trump and White House staff
became an established practice, proximity to the president could be mea-
sured by influence on his composition process. Some took umbrage when
Trump’s personal assistant Madeleine Westerhout tried “to weigh in on
drafting Mr. Trump’s tweets.”*> Some admired how White House commu-
nications director Hope Hicks would “supply the choicest put-downs” with

“absolute daggers.”*

Polarizing Affects

Trump researchers observed two distinct Jekyll and Hyde personalities on
the @realDonaldTrump feed. During the campaign Trump appeared to
write tweets outside of business hours on a personal Android device where
he could express himself without interference using a distinct vocabulary

”ou ”u

of negative words (“badly,” “crazy,” “weak,” etc.).** In contrast, his handlers
produced “announcement” tweets that integrated links and pictures into

positive messages. The announcement tweets incorporated emojis as well,
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perhaps to project the hyperbolic personality of Trump as a chief executive
or to reflect the strong emotions of his political base. Providing some mac-
roanalysis of Trump’s patterns of everyday Twitter use, data visualizations
showed chronological trends among his tens of thousands of tweets. For
example, as election day approached it appeared that he was persuaded to
tweet less from his personal device and to engage in less retweeting.*

As the 2016 election unfolded, a strong correlation began to appear
between mentions of @realDonaldTrump and the use of emojis. Messages
on Twitter about the race that included emojis were far more likely to men-
tion Trump than his challengers. According to the Washington Post, there
were 1.3 million “illustrated tweets” about Trump, compared to 501,000
about Bernie Sanders and 122,000 about Hillary Clinton, which the Post
attributed to her “comparatively older following.”** The story was accom-
panied by an emoji cloud created by Zignal Labs that showed emojis associ-
ated with pro-Trump memes like Pepe the Frog, as well as the locomotive
emoji that signified the “Trump train,” which was tweeted at Trump almost
a quarter million times.

Zignal labs monitored emoji reactions during the Democratic National
Convention.”’” While Clinton’s acceptance speech was being broadcast,
her supporters tweeted hearts in various colors, as well as fist bumps, high
fives, thumbs-up, and other gestures of positive regard. In contrast, Repub-
lican users tweeted money bags, prison chains, and rats. Interestingly both
groups were likely to use the 100 emoji among their top twenty-five results,
perhaps to indicate the magnitude of their deeply polarized sentiments.
This emoji was commonly used as shorthand for “100 percent,” meaning
“keeping it real” or a similar sentiment affirming top performance, authen-
ticity, or 100 percent agreement.

On election night, emotions were expressed by emojis representing both
the body and the face, and different expressions and gestures were corre-
lated to mentions of different candidates. Pro-Trump supporters registered
their feelings about the outcome in emojis with clapping hands, thumbs-
up, and raised middle fingers.*® The defeat of Clinton was memorialized
with crying and frowning digital icons.

Certainly, these platforms privilege strong emotional expressions over
neutral statements, as many social media researchers have pointed out.*
From the perspective of Web 2.0 companies like Twitter or Facebook, clear
affective signals are much more informative for tracking user attraction and
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repulsion. Emoji analysis allows their advertising clients to better gauge
how consumers might be directed to particular pieces of content or objects
of attachment. What was good for these social media companies was also
good for Donald Trump and vice versa.

A Battle Over Digital Property

Of course, the Trump team’s relationship with Twitter could be contentious,
even if it was mutually beneficial. Gary Coby, a digital advertising manager
for Trump, described his showdown with Twitter head Jack Dorsey. Twitter
had issued last-minute prohibitions against pre-approved #CrookedHillary
emojis that would automatically insert bags of money when users deployed
the anti-Clinton hashtag. The “custom emoji” was part of a five-million-
dollar deal with Twitter to promote Trump’s campaign.*® Twitter argued
that the emojis were too defamatory. According to them, the image sug-
gested that Clinton had been involved in theft, embezzlement, or illegal
appropriation of funds. Coby’s account of this incident follows.

They claimed to fear litigation from HRC. I told them we were trying to show
she’s gotten wealthy from public office—they did not budge. I asked, why were
able to use (still approved) emojis that showed emails being destroyed or phones
being destroyed (which could also represent committing a crime)—they could
not explain. I asked, if the Clinton Foundation were being investigated for finan-
cial crimes, could we use it—they said no. Dan [Greene| apologized and admitted
TW’s wrongdoing in pulling back an emoji that was previously approved. To me,
this was clearly a BS reason that was made up to give them an out.*'

Even emojis depicting money bags in a state of flight with no representa-
tion of a human Clinton were deemed too controversial.

The issues raised in this case are interesting ones about who controls the
production of intellectual property in privately owned public spaces like
Twitter, what constitutes free speech in highly compressed pictographic
language optimized for algorithmic design, and how the line between defa-
mation and political satire can be policed when the evidence is composed
of virtual objects.

The #CrookedHillary hashtag was one that Trump has used only a few
dozen times, despite the fact that it was a nickname that he relished utter-
ing in speeches, interviews, and non-hashtagged tweets. Moreover, Trump
could still use an emoji to demonize Clinton without the permission of
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Twitter as a company, as he did when retweeting content from Brian Fraser
in June of 2016. After Clinton’s name the tweet shows the “smiling face
with horns” emoji, a purple demon that appears more diabolically red on
Google Android devices.

Trump began to complain about Twitter much more vociferously after
the custom emoji contract was allegedly breeched and the promised “dis-
counts, perks, and custom solutions” were supposedly withheld. As cover-
age of investigations into Russian interference in the 2016 election and
revelations about fake news gained visibility, Trump had other reasons to
vilify the platform. Before winning the presidency, Trump usually presented
Twitter as a pro-Trump venue for connection and transparency that could
challenge the entrenched interests of the existing political order. After win-
ning the presidency, he expressed much more ambivalence.

Common and Rare Emojis

During his process of gaining emoji literacy, the American flag became
without question Trump’s favorite symbol. During his political life Trump
used the US flag emoji on @realDonaldTrump over four hundred times. It
first appeared in his feed on September 5, 2013, when he retweeted a mes-
sage from a follower urging him to run for office.

The use of other flag emojis became part of his diplomatic endeavors as
president. The emoji flags of Israel, India, Japan, Canada, Australia, Brit-
ain, Mexico, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Egypt, France, Spain, Portugal, Ireland,
South Korea, and China all appeared on the @realDonaldTrump feed along-
side the US flag to signal foreign policy overtures or accords. The flags of
rivals such as Iran or North Korea did not appear.

Even an emoji that was used relatively rarely could be a useful marker for
rhetorical analysis to understand how the Trump political operation man-
aged expressions of online sentiment. For example, on January 22, 2019,
@realDonaldTrump celebrated Mariano Rivera’s elevation to the Baseball
Hall of Fame with the 100 emoji. The 100 emoji can express pride or accep-
tance as well. It was also a logical addition because Rivera had received
100 percent of the votes from 425 submitted ballots, which was an added
achievement.

Congratulations to Mariano Rivera on unanimously being elected to the National
Baseball Hall of Fame! Not only a great player but a great person. I am thankful
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for Mariano’s support of the Opioid Drug Abuse Commission and @FitnessGov.
#EnterSandman #HOF2019 &% https://t.co/reU1IgKWHSQ.

In addition to using hashtags for the event and Rivera’s “Sandman”
nickname, the tweet endorsed Fitness.gov, an online initiative promoting
physical exercise that originated during the era of George W. Bush. Users
were also reminded that the administration cared deeply about prescrip-
tion drug abuse as a public health issue. With all this rhetorical work to be
accomplished in just one tweet, the 100 emoji signified complete commit-
ment, mirroring the total dedication of the athlete the message lauded. Yet
this was an emoji that @realDonaldTrump hadn’t used in years.

The 100 emoji played an important role in Trump’s followers’ online
adulation. His supporters used it to indicate their admiration of his sup-
posedly “straight talk” and their unwavering dedication as members of his
political base. Even during the month-long government shutdown when
Trump’s poll numbers plummeted, his enthusiasts regularly posted 100s to
engage with him on his Twitter account.

Theorizing Emoji

Assertions about affective labor are at the heart of Luke Stark and Kate Craw-
ford’s seminal essay about “the conservatism of emoji.” With its “highly
compressed lexicon,” Stark and Crawford argue that “the emoji character
set vividly illustrates the constraints on affective labor under informational
capital.”** They claim that “emoji should be understood both as a rear-
guard action to enable sociality in digital networks and also the means to
quantify, measure, signal, and control affective labor, and reinforce existing
regimes of inequality and exploitation.”*® In other words, the liberatory
and oppressive potentials of the emoji are simultaneously present.

Emojis are less flourishes than markers of architectural style; they signal
a particular framework for inhabiting social space. They provide informa-
tion that is central to interpreting a given message, even if—as researchers
have found—emojis tend to create rather than resolve ambiguity, and their
decoding is highly dependent on particular cultural contexts. As Kate Milt-
ner has argued, emoji designers claim to be eager to lessen the “cognitive
load” of reading by simplifying racial and gender attributes, but she claims
that these rationales appear dubious, given that “configuring the user” is
part of how standards to simplify representation operate.**


https://t.co/reU1gKWHSQ
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Crying Laughing

Certain objects played major roles in the Trump allegorical system. If
Hillary Clinton was speaking, money bags, prison chains, and rats were
emblems of antipathy. A snowflake served as another object of contempt,
representing the supposed oversensitivity of liberal feelings. In contrast, a
freight locomotive represented the powerful drive and determination of
“the Trump train.”

So what are we to make of the use of the crying laughing emoji by Trump
and his supporters? The emoji is officially called the “face with tears of joy”
emoji and is often used for joking or teasing. It signals ironic distance and
disengagement from social norms, even as it shows deep investment in emo-
tional performance. It has consistently been one of the most popular emojis
on social media. For Trump supporters, the crying laughing emoji was the
antithesis of the corporate happy face.* While the happy face was intended
to hide conflict, crying laughing celebrated disputes. Like GIFs, image mac-
ros, and other memes that circulated among Trump’s supporters, the emoji
also flouted conventions about what were expected, measured, and appropri-
ate emotional responses. The hyperbole of the crying laughing emoji under-
mined the assumed gravitas of politics and political institutions as well.

Political aesthetics scholar Jonathan Flatley has argued that Ameri-
ca’s political state under Trump was characterized by “the emotification
of affirmation and the fetishization of contestation.” In emoji terms this
dichotomy presents a world divided between celebratory acts of solidar-
ity represented by balloons, confetti, flexed muscles, and thankful pray-
ing hands and instances of literal demonization in which an electoral rival
might be depicted as a purple devil with horns.

New design features for user engagement—such as emojis, user handles,
hashtags, and retweets—turned up the emotional temperature in social
media in ways that Trump could exploit. He also benefited from direct col-
laborations with social media companies, although not all of these special
agreements worked out to his satisfaction. Facebook handed him 200,000
unearned followers, but Twitter took his custom emoji away. Both inci-
dents showed how alliances with these powerful platforms could reshape
the social contract and deform systems of political allegiance.

Trump espoused a rhetoric of connection, even when it relied on antago-
nistic words, images, and actions. Much as the users of MyBO were urged to
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reach out and connect to candidate Obama with appeals that made them
feel seen as individuals, Trump facilitated connection via Twitter using
his own unique style of personalization, which could be either combative
or appreciative. Trump’s frenetic late-night and early-morning flurries of
tweets also modeled the behavior encouraged by social media companies:
to be connected anytime, anywhere.

Although Trump went through many social media handlers, Peter
Costanzo still recognized residual signs of his contributions years later. The
@realDonaldTrump profile photo was still the cover photo for Think Like a
Champion. “1 uploaded that photograph,” Costanzo recalled. “That was his
favorite photograph.”

Costanzo mused about how his advice for Trump to be more personally
involved and to appear less filtered was eventually adopted wholeheartedly.
This perceived authenticity became the core of Trump’s successful presiden-
tial run. The disintermediated intensity of Trump’s eventual deep invest-
ment in social media contrasted sharply with the aloofness of his approach
at the beginning of his digital literacy process.

“It certainly wasn’t at the level where it is now,” Costanzo said. “And it’s
a different beast now. I mean you can’t disconnect his Twitter account from
who he is as a person.”



9 Trump’s Rhetoric of Transparency

On December 4, 2016, a few weeks after Trump succeeded in his improb-
able bid for the presidency, Edgar Maddison Welch, a 28-year-old man
from Salisbury, North Carolina, fired three shots inside the Comet Ping
Pong pizzeria in Washington DC with an AR-15-style rifle, striking walls,
a desk, and a door before he was taken into custody. No one was physically
hurt in the restaurant, but those held hostage while Welch searched for a
nonexistent basement were traumatized by the event. Welch surrendered
willingly to the authorities after he found no evidence to validate the fake
news stories he had read online about child sex slaves being held captive in
the basement of the eatery at the behest of powerful leaders of the Demo-
cratic Party.

Although this wild pedophilia conspiracy theory should have lost cred-
ibility once Welch was arrested and the basement story was debunked, it
has persisted in the misinformation ecosystem to this day. People who
believed in the so-called Pizzagate conspiracy picketed the Obama White
House during its last days, and they demanded an official inquiry from
the incoming Trump administration.! Over time, a vast mythology about
Democratic Party child sex trafficking was expanded with a pantheon of
new characters. Years later it helped fuel the outrage that drove extremist
Trump supporters to storm the Capitol. A distinctive rhetoric of transpar-
ency kept this conspiracy theory alive.

Pizzagate is often cited as the natural result of Trump’s logic of radi-
cal relativism, the inevitable conclusion of fostering “whataboutism”? or

“alternative facts”

in which everything should be interrogated and any-
thing could be true, especially when distilled to its most toxic and viral

form. Implications of sexual impropriety were already linked to Clinton’s
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name in discussions of her email, even if there were only tenuous connec-
tions to the sexting scandals of Anthony Weiner and Peter Strzok. Escalat-
ing accusations against her to allege direct participation in child sex slavery
was in keeping with the general theme of wrongdoing associated with her
activities.

Looking closely at the digital documents in Pizzagate’s constellation of
fictions, I believe there is more to the story than deranged internet con-
spiracy thinking that can be easily dismissed. When the structures of its
densely packed referential claims are untangled, Pizzagate represents not
only the fallibility of digital systems for truth telling but also their influence
in distorting the information environment of daily life. This analysis exam-
ines how conspiracy theories often exploit citizens’ understandable desires
for transparency when they are forced to negotiate the hidden operations
of social media companies and computational culture more generally.

Some important trends help explain the connection between fake news
and transparency: the shift from authority to authorization, from authen-
ticity to authentication, and from veracity to verification.* Each of these
three propensities was manifested in the Pizzagate conspiracy.

From Authority to Authorization

To follow the full trajectory of what led Welch to invade Comet Ping Pong,
we can look at how legitimate information flows went off course many
months earlier. Pizzagate began with a simple phishing email of the kind
that most users receive on a regular basis. It arrived on March 19, 2016, and
was addressed to Clinton campaign chief John Podesta. It announced that
a suspicious sign-in attempt to his Gmail account had been made from an
IP (Internet Protocol) address in the Ukraine. The email advised Podesta to
change his email password immediately and conveniently provided a link.

It is important to note that Podesta was not as credulous as other inter-
net users might be. He had written a 2014 report on cyberprivacy for Presi-
dent Obama and was wary of compromising an email account with over
60,000 messages that he had maintained for a decade. However, given the
heavy traffic of email to leaders of the Democratic Party, passwords were
often shared between trusted insiders.

In response to this ominous warning, one aide forwarded the email to
a computer technician to make sure it was a valid message before anyone
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clicked on the “change password” button. Unfortunately, another IT aide—
Charles Delavan—authorized the password change before anyone could
investigate. “This is a legitimate email,” he wrote in response to the initial
alert. “John needs to change his password immediately.”® In defending his
conduct in the months that followed, Delavan claimed that he had identi-
fied the email correctly as a phishing attempt, but he said he had acciden-
tally made a typographical error in his message to Podesta, accidentally
omitting the word “not.”® He also pointed out that he had included the
official Gmail change password link along with other security advice.

Rather than go to the authentic “change password” page, Podesta’s assis-
tant followed the directions in the original phishing email and gave hackers
a treasure trove of electronic documents, which were then published on the
WikiLeaks website, where they became fodder for crowdsourced conspiracy
theories. Readers flocked to the WikiLeaks website looking for juicy tidbits.
In the documentary The Perfect Weapon Podesta lamented that “if it's secret
or if it’s stolen, it must be more sexy.”

Only when the breach became apparent did DNC staffers realize they
had been targeted by electronic interlopers for months. Back in September
2015 Special Agent Adrian Hawkins of the Federal Bureau of Investigation
had called the DNC “to pass along some troubling news about its computer
network.” Hawkins had spent years tracking the activities of “the Dukes,” a
cyber-espionage team linked to the Russian government. They had played
havoc with the unclassified email systems of the White House, the State
Department, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Yared Tamene, the tech-support contractor at the D.N.C. who fielded the call, was
no expert in cyberattacks. His first moves were to check Google for “the Dukes”
and conduct a cursory search of the D.N.C. computer system logs to look for hints
of such a cyberintrusion. By his own account, he did not look too hard even after
Special Agent Hawkins called back repeatedly over the next several weeks—in part
because he wasn’t certain the caller was a real F.B.I. agent and not an impostor.
“I had no way of differentiating the call I just received from a prank call,” Mr.
Tamene wrote in an internal memo.’

Recommending a course of action in case of a security breach is a criti-
cal responsibility of information technology professionals. Tamene'’s deci-
sion to underreact and dismiss the warning from Hawkins was the inverse
response from Delavan’s decision to overreact and implement a password
change. An authoritative message was taken as illegitimate because it
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couldn’t be authorized, and a message that pretended to have authority it
lacked was authorized because the Clinton campaign thought it had com-
pleted the necessary procedures of double-checking.

Traditional forms of authority are constituted by the decisions of a des-
ignated representative—judge, arbiter, or referee—who either legitimates
or delegitimates an exercise of power. Although authorization upholds the
integrity of one party granting permission to another, gatekeeping func-
tions are automated through protocols. Many authorization processes are
distributed rather than centralized, so the same piece of code manages mul-
tiple transactions simultaneously. Without a human agent involved, trust
in the entire system can be undermined.

From Authenticity to Authentication

In the next stage of Pizzagate, readers scrutinized the stolen emails on
WikiLeaks and looked for patterns. Some assumed that odd word choices
might reflect a kind of secret code. Reddit users quickly focused on the most
common terms. A user called DumbScribblyUnctious began to catalog pos-
sible meanings associated with the odd frequency of the word “pizza” in
Podesta’s emails. Of course, “pizza” is a relatively common word in the elec-
tronic correspondence of organizations that depend on a labor force that is
young, volunteer, and likely to work late hours. Yet DumbScribblyUnctious
was eager to sow doubt about Podesta’s intentions and posted a key for
reading the “true” meaning of the emails on November 3: “‘hotdog’=boy,”

i

pizza'=girl,” “‘cheese’=little girl,” “‘pasta’=little boy,” “‘ice cream’=male
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prostitute,” “‘walnut’=person of color.” He was a regular poster on pro-
Trump forums. He also alleged that “Obama spent about $65,000 of the
taxpayers money flying in pizza/dogs from Chicago for a private party at
the White House.”®

The terms “authentication” and “authorization” might sound similar,
but they are actually based on fundamentally different security concerns.
Authentication confirms that users are who they say they are. It establishes
a user’s identity. Authorization grants users permission to access a resource
or perform a function. Generally, there are three factors that can be used
for authentication: something you know (such as a password or an answer
to a security question), something you have in your possession (such as a

personal identification number, or PIN, mailed to your address or access
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to a particular smartphone that can receive a text), or something you are
(such as a biological marker, like a fingerprint or retinal scan). Two-factor
authentication is more secure than authentication based on a single factor.
These processes of authentication often apply probabilistic logics, based on
the unlikelihood that a random try could provide the same result.

Those who believed the Pizzagate conspiracy also relied on probabilis-
tic assumptions when they asserted the likelihood of seemingly unlikely
scenarios. For example, they discussed high-frequency words, match-
ing patterns of visual icons, and unusual internet behavior. Often these
probabilistic intuitions were confirmed by crowdsourcing procedures that
demonstrated a truth arrived at through a seemingly more trustworthy
quantitative, rather than qualitative, process. The conspiracy theorists
searched for connections between the Clinton campaign and pizza estab-
lishments in the Washington area. With strong assumptions about norma-
tive heterosexuality, they also scoured those links for possible ties to sexual
perversion and religious heresy, with the assumption that pedophilia and
child imprisonment would be revealed, much as anti-Semitic persecutors
perpetuated the blood libel in centuries past.’

Reddit users seized upon the figure of Comet Ping Pong owner James
Alefantis. Alefantis had been in a romantic relationship with David Brock,
a professional opposition researcher who had worked closely with both of
Clinton’s presidential campaigns. Alefantis soon began receiving threaten-
ing messages on his social media accounts.'’ Eventually the workers who
staffed his establishment were also terrorized. Pizzagate’s conspiracy theo-
rists posted screen shots of Alefantis’s Instagram account and annotated
pages that they deemed suspect. A baby posed next to stacks of currency, or
a little girl taped to a table by her wrists, were seen as trophy pictures docu-
menting salacious acts of perversion. Although Alefantis made his accounts
private, images from his @jimmycomet Instagram had been carefully copied
with “highlights preserved on the Steemit blockchain” and also “archived
on the Pizzagate Wiki.”"' In addition to items categorized as “strange pic-
tures of children,” Pizzagaters pored over homoerotic pictures juxtaposing
pizza with male torsos or penises, pizza pies sliced into satanic pentagrams,
excavations of basements, and a bearded drag performer in rhinestones and
high heels covered with what appeared to be blood. Morbid humor, queer
irony, campy statements, and flirtatious puns were all treated as evidence as
the Reddit audience scoured the images for clues.
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Right-wing internet users also tied these strange images back to another
theme they had supposedly uncovered in Podesta’s emails: spirit cook-
ing. Among the hacked emails was one from performance artist Marina
Abramovi¢, who had invited Podesta and his brother Tony to a din-
ner themed after one of her multimedia installations, Spirit Cooking.
Abramovic’s artwork was a ritualistic interpretation of recipes that used
coagulated pig’s blood as paint. One conspiracy theorist, True Free Thinker,
opined that “being invited to one of Marina Abramovic’s Spirit Cooking
sessions appears to be the mere top of an iceberg which is melting away
to reveal some very troubling aspects about elitism in general.”'> He also
tied the Podesta brothers to the disappearance of Madeleine McCann in
Portugal and argued that police sketches could be analyzed biometrically to
prove their culpability, a claim propagated by Victurus Libertas with similar
image-matching as supposed proof.

The hunt for satanic symbols migrated to Voat, which was a website less
policed for accuracy than Reddit,"® although it deployed similar upvoting
procedures. Even though the heading for “Satanic/Muslim symbols” in the
Comet Ping Pong case was eventually labeled “debunked,”™ in its heyday
followers claimed that they were merely observing rigorous logic, similar
to the logic of computational systems that find word patterns or biometric
proportions. At one point the Pizzagate group on Voat had over fifteen
thousand followers.

According to a Rolling Stone exposé, Pizzagate conspiracy theories also
blossomed on the website 4chan, where someone calling himself FBIAnon
identified himself as a “high-level analyst and strategist” for the Bureau.
He announced that “Bill and Hillary love foreign donors so much. They
get paid in children as well as money.”"® FBIAnon did not assume that peo-
ple would accept his representations without question. He encouraged his
audience to “dig deep” to expose the investigative work he had done for
the agency. Sources in the Pizzagate/Pedogate scandals were often authenti-
cated by access to insider knowledge. They were FBI agents, police officers,
technical wizards, and hackers. One poster claimed to have penetrated the
back end of the Comet Ping Pong website and showed evidence that images
from the Africa Muslim Party were stored in its database.

The structure of 4chan itself also helped the Pizzagate story gain cre-
dence, according to digital scholar Marc Tuters and a team of research-
ers who used computer visualization to analyze threads on 4chan. In
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examining strategies for “keeping a conversation alive after a thread has
been purged,” the researchers argued that “general threads were crucial to
the process of framing those discussions going forward.” In managing an
otherwise unwieldy archive of posts, respected users could enhance their
reputations further by distilling a more coherent story from disorganized
fragments. This process of concentrating the history of prior conversa-
tions tended to consolidate multiple threads that may have emerged in
the “real-time collective research effort,” thereby investing “a single author
(as opposed to the anonymous mass)” with “significant authority” to
decide “which parts of a prior thread to include or exclude.”'® According to
Tuters’s group, this comprehensive approach to reframing the whole enter-
prise of knowledge production tends to favor grand narratives and found-
ing mythologies, such as the role of the “deep state” as a nefarious actor in
government.'’

Enthusiasm for the campaign against Comet Ping Pong went main-
stream with adoption of the #Pizzagate hashtag, which was picked up by
conservative bloggers like Pam Jones for Liberty.'® Jones published a more
complete version of the email code, which included terms like “pillow,”
“sauce,” and “chicken” as possible search terms for Podesta’s email archive.

As a piece of metadata, the #Pizzagate hashtag assisted with authentica-
tion procedures on other sites as more users deployed the hashtag for filter-
ing search results for their desired conspiratorial content. #Pizzagate even
became used on largely innocuous sites like Pinterest as a place to curate
related memes.

From Veracity to Verification

The fact that the conspiracy had essentially no bases in reality was not
important to Pizzagate followers. Upvoting verified their suppositions. The
use of the hashtag verified them. The migration of content from Reddit,
Voat, and 4Chan to social media sites like Facebook and Pinterest veri-
fied them. But for Welch, finding verification with redundant information
wasn'’t enough. He needed to investigate in person to find out if it was true,
and he needed to bring his rifle to be sure.

According to the police report, Welch had come because “he had read
online that that the Comet restaurant was harboring child sex slaves and
that he wanted to see for himself if they were there.”'” News stories often
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emphasized the credulousness of Welch rather than his skepticism, but
his desire to verify the story as a firsthand witness rather than accepting
it without question is often overlooked. Clearly, he believed it enough to
come armed for protection and perhaps to rescue the imprisoned children,
but his curiosity and doubt are also important factors. It could be argued
that Welch tangled with law enforcement not because he accepted a fake
news account but because he wanted to check it out for himself rather than
rely on online sources.

Unlike Welch, other users focused on third-party verification as a way to
sort fact from fiction. Sites to verify questionable information like Snopes.
com were heavily trafficked as a result. Many went to other supposedly neu-
tral sites like Wikipedia for verification purposes as well. However, internet
traffic to pro-Pizzagate sites was actually driven by those searching for rig-
orous fact checking. For example, those in quest of Pizzagate information
might go to the Renegade Tribune, which purported to fact-check the fact-
checking services of the New York Times.”

Fact-checking services also shaped the career of Alefantis’s former boy-
friend. In addition to his work for liberal causes, David Brock founded Media
Matters for America, which described itself as a watchdog group calling out
media bias and inaccuracies in news coverage. Much of the content Media
Matters produced was devoted to rebutting the claims of fake news sites.
Alex Jones of InfoWars was a frequent subject of its debunking activities.

However, those seeking more information about Brock from Wikipedia
might have only been made more suspicious. Brock’s Wikipedia page at
the time of the Comet Ping Pong shooting used clearly politically slanted
terms by describing him as an “operative.” At one time the article had been
flagged for violating the site’s “no point of view” policy, but the label dis-
puting its neutrality “left by 4.158.63.161” was removed in 2004 by a Wiki-
pedia editor who asserted that “the neutrality of this article hasn’t been
disputed—apparently not even by him!” As justification, editor Ex1le cited
existing procedures for verification: “If he wants that label added, let him
contest it here.”*!

Media Matters ran over a hundred stories contesting different aspects of
the Pizzagate narrative, which remained remarkably durable as it became
part of the QAnon conspiracy that Donald Trump refused to disavow. Even
after Welch'’s arrest, former national security advisor Michael Flynn spread
the “spirit cooking” tale about Clinton’s campaign manager. Almost a year
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after the Pizzagate shooting, widely read conservative media outlets like PJ
Media were still circulating the story, albeit with a link to the fact-checking
website Snopes.com.

In the Trump era, everything began to seem like a simulation. Rather
than debunk Pizzagate messages after the shooting, deeply invested con-
spiracy theorists were quick to identify Welch as a “crisis actor.” Accord-
ing to them, Welch had participated in an elaborate simulation designed
to discredit Pizzagate believers. After the Comet Ping Pong assault, those
Googling Welch’s name found his IMDB page and his credits as a small-
time actor in independent films. They spread suppositions that the capture
of a seemingly crazed man was part of a planned performance. Such crisis
actors were assumed to be part of staged events intended to justify limiting
civil liberties by an authoritarian deep state, particularly by enforcing gun
control. In the Pizzagate case, third-party verification with a supposedly
neutral third-party reference site—IMDB—confirmed paranoid delusions.

Ultimately, Pizzagate spanned Wikipedia as well as WikiLeaks, IMDB as
well as InfoWars, fact-checking sites as well as fake news sites, and photo
archiving sites as well as photo doctoring sites. Security technologies like
blockchain, designed to establish trust in an untrustworthy world, even
played a role. In other words, to understand fake news as the product of a
lack of gatekeeping is to misunderstand how gatekeeping systems rose to
prominence in the story.

A Brief History of Fake News

Although Welch was a relative newcomer to social media, the fake news
stories he consumed had longer legacies. There are many varieties of inter-
net fake news—including those involving content-neutral clickbait—but
three types were particularly significant: those structured around satire,
those structured around information warfare, and those structured around
indeterminacy.

Of course, fake news and moral panics have long histories that predate
digital technology. During the sixteenth century, when the technology of
printing was still relatively new, adherents of astrology circulated books
that created widespread hysteria about natural disasters that would sup-
posedly sweep away European cities in massive floods. Americans similarly
panicked during Orson Welles’s 1938 radio broadcast adaptation of The



180 Chapter 9

War of the Worlds because they feared the twentieth-century version of the
apocalypse.”

Although the term “fake news” had once been used to describe the dan-
gers of Nazi propaganda, it had become a surprisingly positive term by the
time internet browsers and social network sites first came along. During
this period, “fake news” was associated with lighthearted political satire in
the United States, a formation I have dubbed Fake News 1.0. This content
lampooned traditional reporting and often celebrated subversive digital
practices.”® The Daily Show, The Colbert Report, and other late-night shows
on the cable channel Comedy Central featured segments with mock report-
ers who interviewed real political figures and covered real political stories.
Clips were posted online using blogging and video-sharing platforms.
This kind of hybrid news consumption—of both real and fake news—
also bridged the experiences of watching television and participating in
social media.

In a 2014 Pew survey, “nearly a quarter (22%) of 18- to 29-year-old
males” said they got “news about politics and government from the parody
news show The Colbert Report in the previous week.” Overall, about ten
percent of adults online described it as a source of news, and young males
were particularly likely to identify it as a trusted source.** A 2007 Pew study
indicated that Colbert Report/Daily Show viewers scored higher on their news
knowledge level, measured by tasks such as identifying the roles of pub-
lic political figures.”® Viewers of fake news satire shows even outperformed
those who relied on public broadcasting, which was generally considered to
be informative and nonpartisan.

The fake news produced by Comedy Central was generally not confused
with actual news. However, several stories produced by the satirical Onion
News Network were picked up and redistributed as real news by media
channels. The Washington Post compiled a list of foreign news services from
countries as diverse as China, Iran, Singapore, Bangladesh, and Denmark
that had used The Onion as a source for news stories.”® US media outlets
from the New York Times to ESPN have also taken Onion items as fact.

Fake News 2.0 was quite unlike Fake News 1.0. Instead of impertinent
humor, it assumed a tone that was often dark, menacing, and conspira-
torial. Fake News 2.0 was also much more likely to be taken as authen-
tic when circulated among internet audiences. The 9/11 terrorist attacks
were the first major topic in this variant. For example, Loose Change, a
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grim, feature-length documentary, promoted a paranoid “false flag” anti-
establishment narrative. The film suggested that members of the federal
government, rather than jihadists from abroad, had instigated the attacks.
The story had initially been pitched as a fictional film by its creator, who
had wanted to make a heist movie about using a national security crisis as
distraction to steal a stockpile of gold from the World Trade Center.

Loose Change built a large audience through its free distribution on You-
Tube, where it received hundreds of thousands of views. It soon attracted
financial backing from professional conspiracy theorist Alex Jones of
InfoWars. Jones fronted a broadcast organization that specialized in doubt-
ing official accounts of news events. Jones and his followers believed that
federal authorities were implementing a secret agenda to prohibit the own-
ership of weapons so as to enforce the dictates of a totalitarian regime. As
Jones uncovered supposed conspiracies to drug, assassinate, or incapacitate
potential whistle-blowers, he expressed his agitation for transparency in his
video performances with shouting and gesticulations.

Fake News 2.0 imagines political life as extremely polarized. Information
warfare is staged between diametrically opposed sides. News is a weapon to
be used in these deeply antagonistic ideological conflicts. One side cham-
pions truth, and the other propagates deception. According to Fake News
2.0, the supposedly liberal mainstream media has obscured dangerous con-
spiracies with distracting spectacles in order to undermine democracy and
deprive citizens of their civil liberties. Fake News 2.0 also tends to be fas-
cinated with the secret and the arcane. Although it deploys the rhetoric
of transparency, it actually has little investment in definitively resolving
the truth.

Despite their differences, Fake News 1.0 and Fake News 2.0 sometimes
simulate each other. For example, during the Trump presidency, the web-
site America’s Last Line of Defense was an energetic purveyor of fake news
with headlines such as “BREAKING: Dem US Senator KNEW His Serial-
Killer Daughter Was Chopping Up Men In His House” or “BREAKING:
Muslim School Bus Driver Refused To Let Child Off Bus Till She Converted
To Islam.” Such clickbait appealed to readers’ fears of foreigners, people of
color, and women who might displace white, male, native-born Americans.
Fact-checking sites devoted many pages to debunking scores of America’s
Last Line of Defense stories, including one about Obama’s older daughter
being arrested for participating in a million-dollar shoplifting ring.
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The “About Us” page of the original website advertised two very differ-
ent identities, presenting first its conspiratorial Fake News 2.0 identity and
then replacing it with an ironic 1.0 ethos.” Above a red, white, and blue
star-spangled fist, text read:

We are a group of educated, God-fearing Christian conservative patriots who are
tired of Obama’s tyrannical reign and ready to see a strong Republican take the
White House. We are sovereign citizens who want our government to keep its
nose out of our business. We believe in guns, God and the Constitution and will
go to any lengths to take OUR country back from the whiny, politically correct
liberal masses.

Below the picture of the fist, the message seemed to be completely
contradicted:

DISCLAIMER: America’s Last Line of Defense is a satirical publication that may
sometimes appear to be telling the truth. We assure you that’s not the case. We
present fiction as fact and our sources don’t actually exist. Names that represent
actual people and places are purely coincidental and all images should be consid-
ered altered and do not in any way depict reality.

In the US legal context, this verbiage denied any responsibility for con-
tent. The exculpatory language was an attempt to protect America’s Last
Line of Defense from potential lawsuits. In the United States, humor is pro-
tected legally as a form of constitutionally sanctioned cultural expression.
In some cases, satire is better protected than journalism, documentary pro-
duction, and nonfiction storytelling. Declaring this parodic form of politi-
cal speech openly and explicitly shields the producing party from claims of
libel. An assertion of satire can even provide a safe harbor from copyright
infringement cases.” In this way Fake News 2.0 (online conspiracy click-
bait) could claim the legal privileges of Fake News 1.0 (comedy news). Even-
tually America’s Last Line of Defense went out of the fake news business. Its
business model changed to peddling gear for self-defense enthusiasts and
survivalists. But during its heyday as a fake news site, it regularly drew tens
of thousands of viewers and dozens of corrections on Snopes.com.”

Donald Trump became the figurehead for Fake News 3.0 by inverting the
labels that had once distinguished mainstream sources from questionable
ones. He suggested that the New York Times, the Washington Post, and other
respected outlets for journalism were all venues for “fake news.” Trump’s
political career was launched with a Fake News 2.0 audience willing to
believe that Obama’s birth certificate was a forgery to cover up his Kenyan
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birth. During his campaign Trump also praised Alex Jones and others who
promulgated Fake News 2.0 “false flag” theories of deceptive media cover-
age. At the same time, Trump courted the hosts of late-night comedy shows
specializing in Fake News 1.0 as a way to capitalize on access to free airtime
from those eager to view him as a buffoon.*

In Trump’s Fake News 3.0, the corrections and retractions that are com-
mon in legitimate reporting are seen as proof of their vulnerability. The
content of such papers of record could be dismissed as unreliable because
alt-right news sources like the Daily Caller or the Breitbart News Network
never issued apologies for inaccuracies. Trump seemed to delight in derid-
ing traditional journalism. From inaccurate polling to op-ed pontificating,
they were all “lamestream” news. His spokespeople defended the radical
relativism of “alternative facts” as a way to challenge conventional notions
of credibility. While Fake News 1.0 had in some ways led to greater media
literacy, Fake News 3.0 left audiences confused about basic information.

Opening the Gates

Conspiratorial conversations sprawled across different social media plat-
forms, including relatively mainstream sites such as Reddit and Pinterest
with clearly defined norms for user behavior and histories of governance.
They also spanned sites known for radical libertarianism and boundary
crossing, such as Voat, 4chan, and 8chan.

Despite their professed abhorrence of political censorship, many con-
spiracy groups ended up restricting digital speech, especially the digital
speech of women, queer people, and people of color. The “-gate” suffix was
often associated with very intense campaigns of suspicion, libel, outing of
private information, and online and off-line harassment. When agitated,
these online communities of frequently anonymous members exploited
regulatory environments extremely effectively. They capitalized on rules
for upvoting procedures, domain name registration, IP addresses, and the
protocols of crowdfunding and customer service.*' Using these exploits,
they aligned their interests and coordinated their hostile labor.

The collective storytelling efforts of Pizzagate—and other conspiracy
theories promulgated by anonymous sources—promoted a certain kind of
positive social vision along with their bizarre theories. During his drive from
North Carolina to the pizza parlor in Washington, DC, Welch recorded a
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two-and-a-half-minute video for his daughters with his smartphone posi-
tioned on his dashboard.

As the car rumbles over the tree-lined highway in the video, the viewer
can see Welch speaking of the lesson he will soon be reinforcing for his
“girls” about one’s “duty to people who can’t protect themselves.”** He
declares his love for them and explains that he “can’t let you grow up in
a world that’s so corrupt by evil without at least standing up for you, for
other children just like you.”

Welch used his mobile device to create a martyr’s farewell. His rheto-
ric also invoked conventional cinematic images, by positioning himself as
the lone sheriff standing up against evildoers. Notably, Welch used one
of Trump’s favorite words—*“corrupt”—to explain his planned assault on
a fallen world. Trump tweeted about “corruption” and the “corrupt” over
five hundred times.

Russiagate, Spygate, and Obamagate

“

Trump himself has only engaged with five “-gates” on Twitter directly:
“Watergate,” “Russiagate,” “Spygate,” “Obamagate,” and “Phonegate.”

Trump referred to Watergate over a dozen times on Twitter, usually as
a point of comparison for crimes supposedly committed by the Obama
administration or the Clinton campaign. Essentially, he argued that the
misdeeds of the Nixon administration were dwarfed by those of Democratic
leaders. Examples of supposed corruption by Democrats were described as
“bigger than Watergate” or “more important than Watergate” on Trump’s
Twitter feed.

In the era of print journalism, Watergate was perceived to be a high point
for the media’s role in holding the powerful accountable through investi-
gative reporting. Before the collapse of newspapers, which coincided with
the rise of digital news, conservative commentator William Safire identified

“

many other possible “-gate” situations that diluted the achievements of
Watergate. The “-gates” coined by Safire during the Carter, Reagan, Bush,
and Clinton administrations included “Billygate,” “Briefinggate,” “Contra-
gate,” “Nannygate,” “Scalpgate,” and “Troopergate.”** Technological poli-
tics scholar Alexandria Lockett observes that, in the digital age, the name
“Watergate” has become a signifier of information overflow and leakage

that refuses to be gated and managed.**
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“Spygate” referred to allegations that the Trump campaign was illegally
surveilled by the Obama administration in order to stifle political oppo-
sition. In some versions of the conspiracy, FBI agents were embedded in
Trump’s campaign, supposedly enabling them to share secrets of his inner
circle with Democratic operatives to gain strategic advantage.

In contrast, “Russiagate”—the investigation into Trump’s possible collu-
sion with the Russian government to influence the 2016 election and his
obstruction of justice designed to hamper the search for truth—was men-
tioned only sparingly and only in the context of retweeting. For example,
in the final weeks of the 2020 campaign, Trump retweeted “BOMBSHELL:
Clinton Allegedly Approved Russiagate Falsehood As Distraction From
Email Scandal.” In contrast, “Spygate” appeared in Trump’s tweets much
more frequently and was often capitalized and called out with a hashtag.

On two separate occasions Trump plugged Dan Bongino's Spygate: The
Attempted Sabotage of Donald ]. Trump on Twitter. With much less paranoia
than that surrounding wilder theories like Pizzagate, the book told the
story of a network of Democratic Party sympathizers. It argued that four
entities—the Obama administration, the Clinton campaign, law enforce-
ment, and foreign operatives—had “messy and complicated” shared objec-
tives to thwart the Trump campaign. The book even declared it would offer
no Hollywood drama in the form of a “smoke-filled room” or “Doctor
Evil.”*S After its publication, Bongino built a reputation as a Trump loyalist
and went on to cultivate a media presence as a radio host with over 3.6 mil-
lion Facebook followers.*

Other more conspiratorial versions of the Spygate story emphasized
uncovering global plots by much more nefarious powers.”’” For example,
the pro-Trump website Gateway Pundit presented Pizzagate-style decoding
of leaked text messages between FBI employees.

BOMBSHELL- From DECEMBER 2015-The word LURES is redacted by FBI but not
OIG; OCONUS LURES; OCONUS= Outside Contiguous US LURES= In this con-
text LURES = SPIES—multiple—Is this an admission that the FBI wanted to run a
baited Sting Op using foreign agents against Trump?**
In Gateway Pundit stories, one tweet alleging an outrage was enough to be
cited as definitive evidence. When Gateway Pundit founder Jim Hoft received
a press credential for the White House in 2017, journalists from traditional
news organizations with more rigorous fact-checking were flabbergasted.*
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Like many other recent “-gate” controversies, Spygate also entailed sift-
ing through massive electronic document releases. In this way supporters
could decode insider communications from antagonists, share their decryp-
tion activities with supporters, and shame conventional news outlets for
inaction. For example, on June 5, 2018, Trump tweeted a message of aston-
ishment at Spygate’s early planning and suggested that more detective work
needed to be done.

Wow, Strzok-Page, the incompetent & corrupt FBI lovers, have texts referring to
a counter-intelligence operation into the Trump Campaign dating way back to
December, 2015. SPYGATE is in full force! Is the Mainstream Media interested
yet? Big stuff!

Much as conservative talk radio built on its intimate address to its listen-
ers,*” Trump used his internet presence to dominate his audience’s attention
and thus their political bandwidth. By stoking controversy with Spygate, he
also encouraged his followers to become participants in the distorted forms
of world-building that would be necessary for him to inhabit a Trump-
centered reality."!

More subtle shifts in language could also be operationalized to amplify
a “-gate” conspiracy. Journalists pointed out that “an ‘informant’ is not the
same as a ‘spy,’ . . . ‘Being investigated’ is very different than ‘being spied
upon.””** Yet conservative media outlets such as Fox News spread the Spy-
gate story far and wide.

“

Some “-gate” conspiracies received no detailed elaboration from the
president. When reporters asked Trump for a precise definition of “Obam-
agate,” they received non-answers. Trump spoke vaguely about how “some
terrible things happened, and it should never be allowed to happen in our
country.” It appeared that Trump might have been just rebranding Spygate
with a catchier title because the older allegations about a sinister Democratic
Party cabal that included the Ukrainians had fizzled.* What could be better
than using something as memorable as “Obamacare” or “Obamaphone”?
For those who believed that Obama had been using his massive pow-
ers over telecommunications networks to spy on or interfere with con-
servative groups, “Obamagate” was a perfect label with a market-tested
pedigree. It also seemed to give credence to an earlier unsupported tweet
that had garnered lots of attention by claiming that Trump had been a
victim of illegal wiretapping. “How low has President Obama gone to
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tapp my phones during the very sacred election process,” Trump wrote on
Twitter without correcting his spelling. “This is Nixon/Watergate. Bad (or
sick) guy!”

Obamagate showed how far Trump’s recruitment of “keyboard war-
riors” had come. Trump started with a retweet from @retinaldoctor, a bit
player on Twitter with only a few thousand followers. The initial tweet
read: “#ObamaGate Wow look what’s trending on Twitter. I'll bet these guys
aren’t laughing today.” The original post linked to a picture of Trump’s
adversary, lead FBI investigator Robert Mueller, laughing with Washington
politicians. This image of Mueller as a mocking insider was also a popular
photo in online memes.

This first message presented an obvious incitement for Trump’s followers
to start Googling “Obamagate,” and the hashtag was designed to encourage
sharing. Later that same day, Trump posted the one-word tweet: “OBAM-
AGATE!” He posted the same tweet again three days later. He then retweeted
it twice, continuing his pattern of retweeting himself. He also compared
Obamagate to Watergate five times, asserting that the Nixon scandal was
“small time” or “small potatoes” in comparison.

Phonegate

In his pre-presidential life, Trump was less adept at driving online engage-
ment. His efforts to stoke curiosity with a “-gate” narrative about his reality
television programming would draw far fewer new followers than would
conspiracy theories about Obama. But even in the context of his broadcast
career, Trump had presented himself as an agent of transparency.
Although this is largely a book about digital media, reality television
also shaped Trump’s public personality. Television scholars have argued
that “reality”-oriented programming has been a driving force in the entire
media ecosystem for many decades and that it is designed to fulfill the
audience’s desires to see people’s private lives and unfiltered emotions and
to cut production costs by jettisoning professional writers and perform-
ers.* Its supposedly unscripted story lines depend on highly formulaic
genres, characters, tropes, and catch phrases. Reality television also pro-
motes specific political narratives, particularly those that feature drama
about gender, sexuality, race, and class.* Often these shows are structured
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around moments of revelation, in which a secret or an act of wrongdoing
is exposed.*® Thus, transparency serves a major theme in reality television,
although it takes a peculiar form that normalizes hypervisibility and the
exhibition of private life.*’

In 2015 Trump retweeted two messages using the #Phonegate hashtag:
“Can’t wait to see how #Phonegate plays out @realDonaldTrump @MsVivi-
caFox #CelebApprentice” and “By the way—you will NOT want to miss
#Phonegate next week on #CelebApprentice. That’s all we’re gonna say.”

In these tweets Trump doesn’t preview how the show will caricature
Black women and their cell phone use or supply any hints that might link
the Phonegate story to right-wing attitudes about technology and iden-
tity politics. However, in watching the actual episode of “Who Stole My
Phone?” on The Celebrity Apprentice, the racist and sexist subtext quickly
emerges. After contestant Vivica A. Fox discovers that her smartphone is
missing, the actor suddenly finds herself “at a disadvantage” because she is
unable to Google information needed by her team to complete tasks. She
is also bereft of her list of “contacts” and “personal information.” The loss
of the phone requires that Fox perform a weird minstrel act for the camera.
At one point, she laments in Black dialect that she feels “like I done lost my
child with my phone gone.” Fox is subsequently revealed that she posted
an uncharacteristic update on Twitter during the phone’s absence: “This
menopause id killing me I can’t think straight, im acting a damn fool half
the time 50 just isnt sexy.”

Fox immediately blames the other Black woman remaining on the show
for the sabotage. Speaking as the accused, Kenya Moore from The Real
Housewives of Atlanta appeals to Trump to serve as Solomon and to decide
which woman is telling the truth. Moore denies the charges and attempts
to flatter Trump by praising his urban renewal efforts in “the ghetto.”
Despite Moore’s attempts at deflection, most of the other participants seem
to share Fox’s consternation at her criminality, deception, and exhibition-
ism. Moore appears to be guilty of both stealing and identity theft.

As opinion turns against her, Moore asks for her own phone twice dur-
ing the truth-telling part of the proceedings to show the proof that she
believes will support her claims. Finally, Trump’s son Donald Trump Jr.
holds his own phone aloft with the definitive evidence on the screen. He
notes that Fox’s previous tweets had been about modest topics, such as
“someone having a blessed day.” Using his powers of deduction, he also
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observes that having “grammatical errors” would not be consistent with
Fox’s brand.

Donald Trump Sr. utters very few words in the episode. He expresses
disgust during the pair’s confrontation and calls Moore “nasty,” a term he
famously also used against Hillary Clinton in the 2016 election.

“

Unlike other memes with the “-gate” suffix, Phonegate never really
gained much traction. However, it did play on stereotypes about Black
women as irresponsible users of technology, and it furthered earlier racist
and sexist narratives about the Obamaphone that linked digital literacy and

identity politics.
A Secret in Plain View

ACN, formerly American Communications Network, was founded in 1993
as a direct marketing firm in which members sold telecom equipment and
services. Business models like ACN’s were often called “pyramid schemes”
because revenue was generated largely by recruiting new salespeople rather
than by actually selling goods and services. Using what little information
was available about Trump’s tax returns, financial journalists revealed
how multi-level marketing became Trump’s second most lucrative source
of income, as a “side hustle” to supplement profits from The Apprentice.*®
According to this reporting, Trump was paid $8.8 million for promoting
ACN. During his presidency, Trump was named in a class action lawsuit
alleging that he had misled the plaintiffs by claiming ACN was a “great
opportunity” and low risk. Yet the impact of the ACN exposé disappeared
quickly in the news cycle. Although Trump faced being deposed in the law-
suit,* much more news coverage was devoted to his defense in other legal
cases, such as those connected to sexual assault allegations.

Trump’s questionable promotion of ACN extended to an episode of
Celebrity Apprentice that focused entirely on the company. “Failure to Nego-
tiate” was full of screen-within-screen shots featuring ACN teleconferenc-
ing. The show’s contestants plugged the company’s Iris 3000 videophone
over and over again during the valuable prime-time hour on NBC, giving
away an enormous amount of publicity. Celebrity Apprentice made being
part of the ACN salesforce look like a rewarding venture full of perks; the
climax of the show was a splashy event for ACN salespeople with celebrities
and dance numbers.
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By 2009, this kind of “voice over internet” communication was some-
thing of a dinosaur. Videophones had been the futuristic stars of world’s
fair pavilions in the 1960s, but a half-century later free or low-cost telecon-
ferencing services like Skype had become the preferred method of video
chatting. The Iris 3000 videophone could only communicate with other
Iris 3000 videophones, which were built with the company’s proprietary
technology. In addition to needing connection to broadband internet ser-
vice, the Iris 3000 required regular monthly payments to the company and
a contract with an early termination fee.

Despite consumer dissatisfaction with ACN, the phone is introduced to
viewers in the “Failure to Negotiate” episode by the members of the female
team who gush over how the “beautiful face” of their team leader fills “the
whole big screen.” They pitch the usefulness of the phone: “you want to
see the person you are speaking to.” They enthuse about its “emotional
appeal”: you can “reconnect with someone you haven'’t seen in a while.”
They refer to “a feeling of magic.” The team imagines scenarios for using
the phone like sharing baby’s first steps, announcing a wedding proposal,
or connecting with a dad “out of town on business.” They assert that ACN
products are “the phones of the future.” The phones are described as “easy,”
intuitive for a “non-techie,” and “exciting.”

Despite their enthusiasm for the product, the female team proved to
be unsuccessful at judgment time. They didn’t display the technological
mastery of the male team. Their presentation was marred by “technical
problems” with microphone feedback, and their efforts were hampered by
unanticipated digital studio production costs. The male team had appealed
to the audience’s patriotic sensibilities by using a scenario in which a soldier
video chatted with his family. The winning team understood the appeal of
hypermasculinity and militarism, which were obvious political subtexts in
the episode.

Autocratic politics were also commonly featured in Trump’s Apprentice
shows. The exercise of executive power was almost always shown as much
more effective than group deliberation. In the “Failure to Negotiate” epi-
sode, the male team leader announces: “It’s not a democracy. It’s a dictator-
ship.” Members of his team are urged to “take direction from the leader”
and not to interfere when “the leader is leading.” In contrast, the female
team leader is criticized for attempting to govern the group by consensus
and is called out for “not making decisions.”
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Shows like “Who Stole My Phone?” and “Failure to Negotiate” presented
models for digital literacy that were clearly raced and gendered. In “Who
Stole My Phone?” two Black women squabble over access to a digital device
and are taught a lesson about the perils of their public visibility. “Failure to
Negotiate” shows men to be logical leaders in technology use, given their
ties to military culture. Women are relegated to the domestic sphere and
must accept their own incompetence. Like Obama’s mediagenic web con-
tent, Trump’s TV episodes were didactic in promoting a politics of digital
consumption. Of course, the spectacle on display was Trump’s cutthroat
capitalism rather than Obama’s community organizing.

The Obscurity of Transparency

By fueling conspiracy theories online about Spygate and Obamagate, Trump
modeled his administration’s version of digital citizenship and promoted
his ideologies about transparency. On Twitter, Trump demanded “transpar-
ency” dozens of times, often with capital letters and exclamation marks.
He also hired former reality TV stars as White House staffers and used real-
ity TV conventions in news conferences and other public appearances.*
He fired cabinet members far more regularly than any other president, as
if keeping up the rivalry and drama for the viewers tuning in. He even
bragged that the ratings for his escapades as president were higher than
those for popular reality television show finales. *'

According to its internal logic, the Trump administration’s quests for
transparency could never reach a resolution. Exposing one set of secrets
from the “deep state” could only lead to new mysteries to be interrogated.
This rhetoric of transparency depended on maintaining belief in a continu-
ing state of obscurity so that the truth could never be completely unrav-
eled.*? Unlike the Obama rhetoric in which transparency offered “sunlight,”
Trump emphasized the “dark” possibilities of the future, warning on Twit-
ter of “dark days,” “dark years,” “dark corners,” and a “dark and dangerous
path” ahead.

The administration’s optics around transparency also took advantage
of the fact that Trump loved posing for photographs with stacks of docu-
ments.”® The purpose of these staged media events seemed to be to dem-
onstrate disclosure without actually disclosing anything. For example,
Trump tweeted out a picture of himself signing his tax return when he was
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a candidate in 2016, but none of the actual information about his finances
was visible.** All the viewer could see was that the pile of pages was taller
than the top of Trump’s head in the photo. After being elected, Trump
displayed stacks of folders purportedly filled with documents signing over
control of his assets to avoid conflicts of interest, but again reporters were
prohibited from seeing the contents of the files.”* In another press con-
ference the details of the health-care plan that was supposed to supplant
Obamacare amounted to a much smaller stack of printouts than the stack
of regulations it would replace.*® Reporters complained that many of these
theatrically large paper displays used optical illusions and other question-
able tactics,”” but the visual rhetoric of symbolic display could be easily
converted into memes that appealed to Trump’s followers.

Trump’s Digital Erasure

For over a decade, under both Republican and Democratic administrations,
quarterly reports on troop deployments were made available on a website
by the Department of Defense (DoD). The site displayed a master spread-
sheet that showed how many members of the armed forces were stationed
in particular states or countries during a given month. The data was sepa-
rated into columns for active duty and reserve troops in each of the five
branches of military service.*®

A few months into the Trump administration, the entries for Afghani-
stan, Iraq, and Syria were suddenly blank. There were no zeros in the
spreadsheet cells; the values were simply absent. A small asterisk informed
the reader that with “ongoing operations, any questions concerning DoD
personnel strength numbers are deferred to OSD Public Affairs/Joint Chiefs
of Staff.”

By November of 2019, the whole page had vanished. Attempting to
access the document would result in an error notification and an encour-
agement to “contact support.” Even troop deployment statistics involving
US allies were no longer accessible.*

This kind of digital erasure during the Trump administration turned data
rescue into an act of explicit political resistance. Saving online information
became a way to promote true transparency and to preserve digital memory
in the face of denials of fact.
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Kin Lane, the Obama-era API evangelist, spent his holidays between
Trump’s election and inauguration desperately migrating data to save it
from erasure.

“There was misinformation on the environment, climate change, LGBTQ
rights,” Lane recalled. “They seemed to be putting out as much information
as they could, but it was not accurate, not real. I spent the whole Christ-
mas downloading huge amounts of data and getting ready to put it out in
machine-readable ways.”

Lane secured a relatively modest $35,000 Knight Foundation Grant and
encouraged other tech-savvy citizens to “Adopt an Agency.” Lane explained
to participants that “you should choose a data set that you can help clean
up using GitHub and Google Sheets to track the work so it can be mirrored
and shadowed and synched.” In the interest of open access, data rescuers
could also “improve the data by making a JSON or CSV file.”

Lane wasn’t alone as a data rescue leader. Danielle C. Robinson, a self-
identified “maintainer,” organized a data rescue event in Portland. To fos-
ter a welcoming environment, the gathering included a code of conduct
that specified “a harassment-free experience for everyone, regardless of
age, body size, disability, ethnicity, gender identity and expression, level of
experience, nationality, personal appearance, race, religion, or sexual iden-
tity and orientation”®

While the Obama administration strove to make data openly available in
digital formats that were legible in multiple contexts, Trump only offered a
spectacle of transparency. Trump’s version of transparency offered no sun-
shine. It was dark, occluded, and arcane. Transparency was limited to cryp-
tic references to conspiracy theories like Pizzagate and Obamagate and to
photo opportunities posing with stacks of impenetrable paperwork. Trump’s
advocacy for transparency was further hollowed out by his actual policies
regarding digitizing the public record. This was the same president who
undid many of his predecessor’s efforts to make government data available
to the public on the web. Converting PDFs to open formats was no longer a
White House priority, and any websites that were up might be taken down.
As the records from Obama-era transparency initiatives began to vanish
from the internet, volunteer data rescuers had to try to salvage them.

Despite these profound differences between the two administrations,
Trump also capitalized upon familiar language about transparency, the
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same call for transparency that had aided Obama’s political fortunes. For
example, he often spoke of “draining the swamp” to make the secrets of
Washington visible. To solidify his position in office, Trump would also
need to create a vast social media network of alternative news providers
who could serve as social media influencers. This influence strategy also
depended upon promoting a form of digital, white identity politics that
foregrounded gender, race, and class as the main ingredients of online dis-
course. To incentivize this cohort of influencers, it would be necessary to
offer access to his person and welcome them into the White House.



10 Trump’s Rhetoric of Access

On October 9, 2016, less than two hours before his second presidential
debate with Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump appeared on Facebook Live
with four women. Each accused the Clinton family of participating in
their sexual victimization.' It was one of the most dramatic social media
moments of the campaign. Even traditional broadcasters from network
news seemed compelled to cover the spectacle unfolding in real time with
Trump as the master of ceremonies.

Just two days earlier, an audio file with an incriminating sound bite had
exposed Trump speaking in private about objectifying women and mak-
ing unwanted sexual advances. The vulgar language and casual misogyny
in this “grab ‘em by the pussy” audio was so offensive that several fellow
Republicans called on Trump to withdraw. He was also facing the kind of
town-hall-style debate that had traditionally disadvantaged Republican
candidates.

Trump did not acknowledge being in a defensive position when he
appeared on Facebook Live. He presented himself as a calm and support-
ive ally who was respectfully allowing the women unmediated access to
the public stage. Although the camera shook, the sound was muddy, and
reporters’ questions were ignored, his imitation of a press conference stole
the spotlight from media gatekeepers. Most broadcasters had been reluctant
to dredge up these old allegations against the Clintons. They had wanted
to keep focused on the fresher story that featured vivid evidence of Trump’s
own sexual misdeeds.

The first woman on Facebook Live, Paula Jones, was a familiar name
to the American public because her lawsuit against Bill Clinton had pro-
duced a hoard of damning documents.? The second woman to speak, Kathy
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Shelton, accused Hillary Clinton of taking pleasure as a young attorney
in defending Shelton’s accused rapist, including “laughing on tape.” The
third woman, Juanita Broaddrick, made her accusations succinctly: “Bill
Clinton raped me, and Hillary Clinton threatened me.” The fourth woman,
Kathleen Willey, another alleged victim of Bill Clinton, spoke the longest
in praising Trump: “I am here to support Donald Trump. . . . The reason
for that is the first day that he announced for president, he said I love this
country, and I want America to be great again. And I cried when he said
that, because I think this is the greatest country in the world. I think that
we can do anything. I think we can accomplish anything. I think we can
bring peace to this world. And I think Donald Trump can lead us to that.”

Pundits described Trump’s Facebook Live event as foolhardy. They
assumed that the public would perceive it as “bad politics” and dismiss all
his online hoopla as a desperate and undisciplined move. But his attempt
at distraction may have actually worked. Although it is difficult to credit
any single event with stoking enough voter antipathy, more white women
ultimately chose Donald Trump over his white female opponent.

In addition to the rhetoric of transparency, the event also employed an
obvious rhetoric of access. Regular women who had been in subservient
positions—state employee, job applicant, advice seeker—could mingle with
a wealthy celebrity who lived a palatial lifestyle. They could also have access
to his worldwide media channels, where he would amplify and extend their
fifteen minutes of fame. Ironically, the “hot mic” with the “pussy” com-
ment that had threatened Trump’s political future came from a television
program called Access Hollywood, which promised backstage access to the
stars. Thus, Trump’s version of access had to be even more compelling than
the titillating raw audio too intimate for the show.

That same day—in a different part of cyberspace—Diamond (Lynnette
Hardaway) and Silk (Rochelle Richardson), two Black sisters who produced
an online talk show and plugged Trump incessantly, used their own Face-
book Live channel to announce the results of their latest contest.’ They
called the lucky prizewinner to inform her that she and a friend won the
privilege of having lunch with the two internet celebrities. Much as they
might for a televised awards ceremony, Diamond and Silk wore coordinat-
ing outfits and revealed the name of the winner from a sealed envelope.

Diamond was usually the more talkative host, while Silk offered sup-
portive affirmations, such as “yes,” “uh huh,” “that’s right,” “that’s exactly
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right,” and “girl.” The duo followed the familiar social media celebrity for-
mat of frequent calls to action, such as sharing, subscribing, commenting,
and liking.* In the weeks leading up to the contest results, viewers had been
frequently encouraged to “like” Diamond and Silk’s page as a way to enter.

These two Facebook Live events were obviously very different in fun-
damental ways. The Trump stream was structured like a formal news con-
ference, whereas Diamond and Silk’s episode presented their banter in a
domestic interior. Trump had orchestrated a “breaking news” media event,
whereas Diamond and Silk imitated the chatter of a talk show. Trump
goaded white women to call out another white woman, while Diamond
and Silk celebrated cross-racial political alliances.

However, both streams gave average people access to celebrity, whether
a micro-celebrity like Diamond or Silk or a macro-celebrity like Trump.®
They both featured real-time revelations and relied on elements of surprise
to keep their audiences engaged. Diamond and Silk would later reenact
elements of Trump’s news conference. For example, they interviewed Bro-
addrick and rehashed the other women’s allegations about the Clintons
as well.

Facebook and Citizen Journalism

The choice for Diamond and Silk, two African Americans, to use Facebook
Live in 2016 was weighted with political significance. Livestreaming on
Facebook had become extremely important for Black Lives Matter activists
protesting police violence against Black civilians that year. Black Lives Mat-
ter is a nonviolent social movement founded by Black queer activists after
the shooting of Trayvon Martin was alleged to be in self-defense, Unfortu-
nately, Facebook was not optimized to be a source for citizen journalism—
just as it wasn’t designed as a broadcast platform for news conferences or
opinion shows. Yet it soon became an important venue for average people
serving as witnesses to events unfolding around them in real time. High-
quality digital cameras on smartphones were widely available, and the
ability to livestream content was a significant advance in user-friendliness
compared to the earlier video-sharing platforms that required lengthy
upload times.

In this new era of ubiquitous access, graphic videos of violent events
circulated widely. These digital technologies may have aided human rights
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advocacy by exposing incidents of state violence or abuses of power, but
they may also have undermined social justice causes by revealing the iden-
tities of witnesses or victims.® When the evidence from cell phone videos
was altered through editing or annotation, legitimate truth claims suffered.”
Such were the dilemmas of relying on social network sites as publishing
spaces for citizen journalism.®

One of the most searing events of the 2016 election season was the
shooting of Philando Castile that July. Castile was killed by a Minnesota
police officer while complying with the officer’s instructions. His bloody
death in an automobile seat was captured on Facebook Live in real time by
his companion, Diamond Reynolds, as was her poignant questioning of the
officer about his lethal behavior during the traffic stop.” Because the clip
captured the moment of Castile’s death, it drew an enormous audience to
the spectacle.'’ Viewers recorded their reactions to seeing the video of the
Castile shooting while their emotions were most fresh on Facebook Live.
They vented their anger, shock, and outrage with displays of raw feeling.

Alton Sterling had also been shot and killed by law enforcement just
one day earlier in Baton Rouge. In a somber stream on Facebook Live, Black
police officer Nakia Jones described her experience watching the Sterling
video “over and over and over and over again” and becoming “so furious”
and “so hurt” as a person who “wears the uniform with the blue” and yet
identifies with the mothers who have lost their children to officers imbued
with racist prejudices."'

That September, the shooting of Keith Lamont Scott in Charlotte was
followed by a dramatic Facebook Live stream filmed by his daughter Lyric.
In the video she walks around police crime scene tape and registers her
shock in the immediate aftermath of his death: “The police just shot my
daddy four times for being Black.”'?

On Facebook Live, Diamond and Silk often weighed in on Black Lives
Matter stories. One of their earliest videos, posted July 8, 2016, focused
on the ambush of Dallas law enforcement officers by Black army reservist
Micah Xavier Johnson." Five police officers were killed and nine others
were injured in the attack. Johnson’s motive was said to be retaliation for
the killings of Black civilians by the police. Diamond and Silk begin their
stream by registering the immediacy of their emotions: “we’re very sad;
we're very upset; we're somber.” Initially they argue for “complexity” and
“sensitivity” with attention to “both sides,” but quickly they move to a
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strong advocacy position for law enforcement. “We love our police offi-
cers,” Diamond declares. She also rebuts messages from Black Lives Matter
by asserting that “all lives matter,” including “blue lives.” She sees those
influenced by Black Lives Matter as people with “weak minds” who do
“dumb stuff.”

Facebook and Celebrity

Before becoming stars in the Trump alternative-media galaxy, Diamond
and Silk posted content much more in line with the progressive Democratic
politics often associated with Black women. For example, in 2015 the duo
posted a “Black Lives Matter” video that juxtaposed images of slavery with
videos of police brutality. They also posted a video sympathetic to Sandra
Bland, who was found hanged in her jail cell three days after being arrested
during a traffic stop. However, Diamond and Silk had struggled to build an
audience with their early channel, “The Viewers’ View,” which was devoted
to media criticism. Even posting emotionally invested Black Lives Matter
content couldn’t make their videos go viral. “We probably had, what, ten
people [watching] our YouTube channel?” Diamond told a Rolling Stone
reporter. “We were just talking about things that we saw that we didn’t
like. We thought it was a place to vent.”'* Most of the record of their earlier
opinion sharing was eventually scrubbed from the internet.'

On a typical episode of Diamond and Silk’s newer show, “Chit Chat
Live,” much of the time was devoted to thanking their “haters” and “agita-
tors,” expressing their appreciation for gratuities, and offering subscribers
a “shout out” for their attention. Videos were labeled with familiar touch-
stones for right-wing outrage. For example, one video was entitled “Central
Park 5, Crime Bill 1994, Nancy Pelosi, President Trump.”'®

Facebook and Misinformation

As their connections to right-wing causes strengthened, Diamond and Silk
began to reference established conspiracy theories connected to Pizzagate
and other fake news narratives. For example, in one of their segments Dia-
mond instructs her followers to “go to Wikileaks and Google ‘Podesta’ and
‘spirit cooking.””"” As Silk signals her agreement, Diamond suggests that
Hillary Clinton’s campaign chief was likely “using blood and all kinds of
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stuff,” “working roots,” and communicating in a “secret code for some-
thing.” According to the sisters, Podesta’s interest in “bodily fluids” indi-
cated that his allies could be “witches” using a “potion” or—at the very
least—“sick people” or “freaks” involved with “Satan” or “the devil.”'®

In one of their appearances on Fox News, the sisters also spread a fake
news story that Democratic Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi had garbled
speech."” Diamond and Silk called the house speaker a “non-functioning
alcoholic” who “slurs her words” and was “deteriorating” with advanced
age. Just hours earlier, Trump had tweeted a video that seemed so show
Pelosi struggling to sound articulate. Mainstream news organizations dem-
onstrated with side-by-side videos that the original footage of Pelosi had
been slowed down.” It was a “cheap fake,” a fake video that was easily
manufactured rather than a “deep fake,” which required more extensive
digital production resources, but it was still remarkably effective at under-
mining Pelosi’s dignity and authority.”'

Like other right-wing social media celebrities, Diamond and Silk only
received minor sanctions for spreading false stories. For example, a head-
line in 2018 claimed utterly falsely that “Obama secretly gave citizenship
to 2,500 Iranians as part of nuke deal.” Facebook users flagged the story as
misinformation and links to it were removed,? but Diamond and Silk were
still free to publish new pro-Trump conspiracy fictions. Even as they spread
obviously harmful myths about the coronavirus pandemic, their Facebook
account remained active. Trump continued to amplify their brand with an
April 2020 tweet that declared his continued “love” for Diamond and Silk,

which he said was shared by “millions of people.”*

Facebook and Censorship

The longevity of Diamond and Silk’s status as internet influencers can also
be explained by their usefulness to Trump in his high-profile campaign
against “Big Tech.” Although many software engineers identify as libertar-
ian, right-wing media platforms love to denounce the supposedly left-wing
sympathies of Silicon Valley elites. Trump’s love-hate relationship with
social media companies probably dates back to the 2016 campaign when
Twitter reneged on a deal for the #CrookedHillary custom emoji. The sting
of having his power checked by those who had so amplified it was an irri-
tant to Trump that became more enraging over time.
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In the last two years of his presidency, Trump became fixated on repeal-
ing a key provision in established internet law. Section 230 of the 1996
Communications Decency Act prohibited treating any “provider or user of
an interactive computer service” as “the publisher or speaker of any infor-
mation provided by another information content provider.” This part of
the legislation carved out an exception for free speech in a law that was
initially designed to limit it. The parts of the main law that censored sexual
content on the internet were struck down in court challenges, but Section
230 survived. Section 230 provided a “safe harbor” that protected social
media companies from expensive litigation, since they couldn’t be held lia-
ble for the actions of their users.** Before Section 230, any kind of content
moderation provided by these platforms could be interpreted as accept-
ing responsibility for absolutely everything posted on their sites. Repealing
Section 230 would both dissuade platforms from moderating content and
place them in legal jeopardy with costly lawsuits.

Trump also had personal reasons to seek revenge on tech moguls. Jeff
Bezos owned the Washington Post, which was constantly investigating his
administration. Bill Gates had close ties to the Clintons through their mutual
philanthropic work, which Trump felt unjustly burnished his rivals’ chari-
table reputations. Tim Cook of Apple was a major donor to Hillary Clinton’s
campaign. Only Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook seemed to escape Trump’s ire,
perhaps because the platform had been so accommodating for so many years.

To gain political power over tech companies, Trump collaborated closely
with Josh Hawley, a tech-savvy photogenic junior senator from Missouri.
Hawley was also a former law professor. He introduced several pieces of
legislation designed to reign in tech companies. He opened investigations,
issued subpoenas, and wrote formal letters of complaint to federal agencies.
Hawley often used national sovereignty claims to support greater regula-
tion; these multinational companies were often dependent upon foreign
partners, investments, and components. Ties to China were a hot-button
political issue in particular. Hawley capitalized on bipartisan anxieties about
user privacy, pointing to how digital media companies monetized user sur-
veillance. He rightly pointed to the ways that corporate rhetoric about opti-
mizing user experience often deflected attention from how metadata was
harvested and individual decision-making was curtailed. Unfortunately,
conservative desires to minimize gatekeeping in digital “public squares”
also emboldened those who posted hate speech and misinformation.
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Just as the Obama administration created a website to gather details
about exposure to online misinformation, the Trump administration
launched a site to harvest horror stories about tech bias. Users were asked to
fill out an online form that asked for their personal information. The form
then prompted them “to describe the alleged bias that occurred, which
platform it occurred on, and if they had screenshots of any messages they
received from the company.”* Visitors to the White House website were
directed away from the URL controlled by the federal government to a site
designed by Typeform, a company based in Barcelona, Spain. Some crit-
ics complained that Trump’s bias reporting initiative was actually “a data
collection tool in disguise” that was designed to customize more effective
social media appeals targeted to conservatives.*

Eventually this opportunity for participation was suspended. Like a Trump
tweet, the announcement used “shouting” via capital letters, scare quotes
to indicate sarcasm, and praise of Trump as sole creator of the initiative.

This typeform isn’t accepting new responses SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS
should advance FREEDOM OF SPEECH. Yet too many Americans have seen their
accounts suspended, banned, or fraudulently reported for unclear “violations” of
user policies. On May 15, President Trump asked Americans to share their stories
of suspected political bias. The White House received thousands of responses—
thank you for lending your voice!

This information-gathering campaign deployed a number of access-
themed talking points. It asserted that conservatives had the right for their
political content to be freely accessible. It claimed user policies were inter-
fering with people’s rights to access the internet itself. It assured disgruntled
users that they had the ear of a powerful administration capable of seeking
redress. Each one of these elements affirmed an access-oriented principle.

Congressional Hearings

The House had more anti-tech crusaders than the Senate, but they lacked
Hawley’s star power. House adversaries of social media companies included
Tennessee’s Marsha Blackburn, who had sparred with Twitter over a “baby
body parts” post,” and Representatives Jason Smith and Vicky Hartzler,
who were self-identified Diamond and Silk fans.

Republican legislators were particularly concerned about allegations
of “shadow banning” that supposedly affected right-wing news sources



Trump'’s Rhetoric of Access 203

disproportionately. Shadow banning describes how social media companies
might make content invisible without the knowledge of the original poster.
This material might not be technically removed from a platform, but other
users may not see it listed or indexed on their feeds.” In their defense, Sili-
con Valley companies claimed that their visibility algorithms were merely
intended to discourage self-promotion, spamming, and trolling.

Tech companies tended to explain these barriers to access as temporary
“glitches” or “bugs” that needed to be sorted out by human moderators.
However, researchers found reasons to be skeptical, given what they discov-
ered in the actual patterns of decreased visibility across large social network
sites. However, this data couldn’t be reduced to a simple left-right picture of
political bias either. Instead, they found an “epidemic process among inter-
acting users” that might “infect” other users based on connections rather
than content.”

Before Congress, Diamond and Silk presented themselves as clear-cut
victims of shadow banning who were muzzled by tech firms for their con-
servative beliefs. They were invited to a House Judiciary Hearing on April
26, 2018, to make their case to the American public. Unlike the polished
briefs that other witnesses supplied, their written statement contained glar-
ing grammatical errors. It emphasized personal grievances rather than uni-
versal rights. Their DIY document included screenshots that demonstrated
how their Facebook page had been mislabeled as “very liberal.” Other proof
included user messages complaining about blocked content, graphs show-
ing periods of plummeting engagement, and view counts that seemed not
to correlate with their follower counts.*

In Diamond and Silk’s oral testimony, they bemoaned their supposed
mistreatment by Facebook. Silk reiterated her displeasure with the inac-
curate “very liberal” metadata label and expressed her frustration with her
inability to change this “default setting.” Diamond claimed that they were
censored for “six months” as “unsafe to the community,” although Face-
book itself produced emails that showed the error in “enforcement” only
lasted a few days. In a separate session of testimony, Facebook head Mark
Zuckerberg was forced to defend the actions that had supposedly led to the
duo’s travails.

Democratic lawmakers in the House majority grimaced at the women's
undignified outbursts, but Republicans were deferential. Representative
Steve King, who was known for his strong ties to alt-right communities
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online,*' questioned Diamond and Silk with great sympathy and respect.*
In the hearings King also asked that documents from the conspiracy news
source Gateway Pundit be entered into evidence.

Certainly, the two women were correct that Facebook’s filtering and
moderation mechanisms were deliberately hidden. However, the fact that
they were hidden didn’t mean that there was necessarily a vast left-wing
conspiracy at work. Facebook had many reasons not to be transparent
about how content was made accessible. For example, Facebook’s silence
about its gatekeeping might have been influenced by its dependence on
paid sponsorships.*

Motivation to keep the company’s “ghost work” out of view may have
also been a factor. “Ghost work” describes exploitative offshore labor prac-
tices that keep certain workers invisible.** Such precarious employees usu-
ally don’t work for Facebook directly as content moderators.* Instead, they
toil in foreign countries where they screen user content in deplorable con-
ditions.*® They are often underpaid and overworked.

In addition, the daunting task of sorting billions of pieces of informa-
tion was never planned as part of any business model. Social media com-
panies wanted to avoid controversy by promoting what Tarleton Gillespie
has called “the myth of the neutral platform.””” The tendency of Face-
book’s algorithm to privilege some kinds of content over others was also
known to scuttle material from progressive political causes.?® After all, the
company made its profits from “identity economics” rather than liberal
idealism.*

Finally, it was possible that social media metrics were designed to be dif-
ficult to interpret.*’ Facebook wanted to sell its analytics and marketing ser-
vices to potential customers, so confusing information could help them sell
those services to clients who wanted a clearer view of their visibility data.

The Case for Economic Rights

Although the sisters’ testimony was ostensibly about censorship, their real
gripe seemed to be demonetization. Many of their most persuasive pieces of
evidence involved being deprived of revenue rather than losing the actual
ability to post material online. Representative Hank Johnson expressed his
skepticism that their appearance was really about “exercising your First
Amendment rights.” He noted that the sisters made “a ton of money off
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Facebook” and accused them of only seeking redress because the company
was “messing with your money.”

A few days after their high-profile congressional testimony, Diamond
and Silk were rewarded with personal access to Trump. In a private meet-
ing, they posed for a “selfie” with the president and his eldest son.*' Don-
ald Trump Jr. posted the photo on his Instagram feed. Despite a lack of
experience running large organizations, Diamond and Silk became fixtures
at invitation-only, pro-Trump, African American leadership events. They
were welcomed into the White House during Trump’s last year in office
as spokespeople for economic rights in the digital age. In the transcript of
their remarks Diamond describes how they met Trump, a “businessman
billionaire,” who said to them in their very first encounter, “I hope you
monetize this.” She continues with a negative comparison to his predeces-
sor in the office. “Obama didn’t come and say, ‘Hey, I hope you monetize
it.””* They consistently emphasized economic rights rather than political
or civil rights for Black Americans—both on digital platforms and in society
as a whole.

Other alt-right content producers might have benefited from “de-
platforming” because it would allow them to operate without interference
from regulators or scrutiny from law enforcement, but Diamond and Silk
were too dependent on Facebook for their livelihoods. At several points,
they attempted to move their digital presence to new start-up platforms,
but they remained with the major social media sites that offered the poten-
tial for mainstream popularity. By the 2020 election season Facebook was
regularly flagging their posts as misinformation or hate speech. They exper-
imented again with two conservative alternatives: ChatDit and Rumble.
com. Interestingly, the ChatDit terms and conditions mixed the rhetoric of
access to free speech with the rhetoric of access to economic opportunity.

THIS SOCIAL MEDIA SITE IS A NEUTRAL PLATFORM FOR ALL. DESIGNED WITH
YOU IN MIND. IF YOU DON'T LIKE SOMETHING, BLOCK YOURSELF. Build your
Business, Keep your Business. Build your Platform as long as you are following the
policies. You have freedom of speech, not freedom to hate.

Rumble pitched its monetization even more prominently: “One of the
things Rumble does best, is providing audiences that will generate revenue
for video creators.”

Diamond and Silk benefited from the monetization of pro-Trump
content and from being accessible on Facebook. Their desires to emulate
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Trump’s wealth and celebrity lifestyle and their inclusion in gatherings of
the prosperous were more valuable to them than being part of the Black
Lives Matter community. Unlike the Obamaphone Lady or Kenya Moore,
these two Black women were positioned by Trump as responsible users of
technology who were getting out his message and receiving insider access
in exchange.

The Social Media Summit

In July of 2019 Diamond and Silk joined other honored guests at the White
House for a Social Media Summit, where those who produced pro-Trump
digital content were celebrated by the president. The day of the summit
began with a triumphal tweet from the president: “The White House will be
hosting a very big and very important Social Media Summit today. Would I
have become President without Social Media? Yes (probably)!”*

The entire event was documented in close to real time with hundreds of
selfies shot on the White House complex. Some of Trump’s most extensive
praise at the summit was directed at Dan Scavino, who was introduced as
his “senior advisor for digital strategy.” During the summit, Scavino busily
amplified posts from participants using the #SocialMediaSummit hashtag
(figure 10.1).

During Trump’s speech at the gathering, Diamond and Silk were singled
out for recognition as “two very special people,” “two beautiful women,”
and “African American, incredible women.” Each time Trump mentioned
them, he added an additional marker of identity politics. Trump credited
First Lady Melania Trump with discovering the media talents of the duo.
“My wife said, ‘You have to see these women. They're incredible. They're
genius. And they like you.””** Then Diamond and Silk were invited up to
the stage for a warm embrace.*

Just as Diamond and Silk had listed their gripes about inconsistencies
in their popularity metrics, Trump groused about his fluctuating follower
statistics at the Social Media Summit. “A number of months ago, I was at a
certain number—you know, many millions—and then all of a sudden, I was
down over a million.” He expressed dissatisfaction with how social media
companies were “doing adjustments” and denied having “fake people” or
needing to “buy people.”
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Figure 10.1
Tweet using the #SocialMediaSummit hashtag from the Social Media Summit,
retweeted by Donald Trump.

In contrast, many data scientists and computer security specialists have
asserted that Trump’s social media numbers were persistently inflated. For
example, one study claimed that sixty-one percent of Trump’s followers
were “bots, spam, inactive, or propaganda.”*®

The list of Social Media Summit invitees included several influencers
involved in the Pizzagate conspiracy theory, including Jim Hoft of The Gate-
way Pundit and Jack Posobiec of One America News Network.*” Posobiec had
a long record of manufacturing scandals to generate profitable clickbait.
For example, he publicized the existence of a fictional #RapeMelania
hashtag. He blamed the offensive hashtag on left-wing agitators, even
though he himself had been the chief creator of it.** James O’Keefe, the
founder of Project Veritas, was also invited to the summit. O’Keefe spe-
cialized in releasing secretly recorded videos of his subjects, which were
denounced by mainstream journalists because of the deceptive editing
techniques involved. For example, O’Keefe had circulated what seemed to
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be incriminating footage of a Google executive in an attempt to paint the
company as politically biased.

At the Social Media Summit, Trump attempted to resurrect the old
Spygate/Obamagate narrative, which alleged that Trump had been under
surveillance by deep state operatives. Trump also called for “transparency,
more accountability, and more freedom.”

Despite the libertarian exuberance of the event, the future of social media
imagined by Trump and some of his special guests appeared to be a future
of regulation. Social media companies as private enterprises were to be
reined in by the law. Trump introduced Josh Hawley who attacked not only
“the establishment media, the fake media” but also social media, which
was filled with “censorship.” He accused “social media giants” of planning
to “shut us down” and “shut us up” because they were going to reverse
“special deals from government” that had been arranged by Democratic
administrations. Although the threat to revoke Section 230 wasn't refer-
enced specifically, it was clear what Hawley meant when he said, “here’s the
bargain: they have to quit discriminating against conservatives.”

Influencer Invitations

The hosting of gatherings like the Social Media Summit started years ear-
lier with the so-called DeploraBall events. During Trump’s inauguration,
DeploraBall attendees included Hoft, Posobiec, and O’Keefe. One of their
events took place at the National Press Club, where media bashing was the
order of the day.*” Other DeploraBall celebrations were organized across the
country through distributed networks. Trump’s supporters expressed their
merriment at managing to “meme our way to the White House and elect
Donald Trump.”*® However, some complained that more extreme partici-
pants from the alt-right social mediascape were excluded from these par-
ties, such as conspiracy theorist Alex Jones.

Significantly, Trump used an important term in his Social Media Sum-
mit speech that had not been part of his presidential vocabulary before:
“influencer.” In discussing this class of online celebrities associated with
self-branding and monetizing internet presence, he was inclined to also
describe them as “journalists,” thus conflating commercial brand ambas-
sadors with non-commercial citizen journalists. “Never before have so
many online journalists and influencers—and that’s exactly what you are;



Trump'’s Rhetoric of Access 209

you're journalists and you're influencers—come together in this build-
ing to discuss the future of social media.” He repeatedly also referenced
their “power.”

Although “influencer” was a relatively new word in official White House
parlance, it was a familiar term within the Trump family. Episodes of the
Apprentice, which starred Trump and his children, regularly featured prod-
uct placement. These product placements couldn’t be avoided by viewers
as easily as commercials, and they provided additional revenue that wasn’t
as likely to be disclosed. During the course of just one month, over a hun-
dred brands were integrated into episodes of Celebrity Apprentice.”’ With the
rise of social media platforms in the beginning of the '00s, corporations
began to invest in amateur content creators who were competing success-
fully against network television franchises like The Apprentice. Traditional
celebrities even began to mimic online influencer practices. Reality televi-
sion producers adapted to the rising cultural profile of the influencer and
scripted new story lines around product placement that expanded the rep-
ertoires of both their famous and non-famous performers.

The original internet micro-celebrities had traded on familiarity, relat-
ability, and trust. They offered food hacks, cosmetics tutorials, clothing
makeovers, and other lifestyle-based self-improvement. The action was
usually staged in DIY home studios. Because members of this new caste
of internet celebrities presented themselves as part of a viewer’s social net-
work, they projected stronger “social proof” to validate consumer choices
and behavioral decisions.** Unlike a retail salesperson, an influencer was
selling themselves. The fan was offered a social bond that gave them access
to this special person. By necessity, commercial transactions had to be
underplayed to keep the tone focused on friendly solidarity and bonding.
Social media influencers accelerated the already frenetic pace of neoliberal
capitalism in the early twenty-first century by colonizing more aspects of
the private sphere with market relations. From child-rearing to personal
hygiene, everything and nothing was for sale.

Influencer activities require constant maintenance of an entrepreneur-
ial self. Incessant jockeying for status creates precarity for even the most
successful, as they manage carefully calibrated self-presentation techniques
intended to look effortless and spontaneous. Communications scholar
Alice Marwick chronicled the lives of the first generation of these striving
micro-celebrities. In her book Status Update she documents their aspirations



210 Chapter 10

to capitalize on a new culture of self-produced media consumption. The
influencers Marwick studied were expected to master “creating a persona,
sharing personal information about oneself, constructing intimate connec-
tions to create the illusion of friendship or closeness, acknowledging an
audience and identifying them as fans, and strategically revealing informa-
tion to increase or maintain this audience.””

Digital anthropologist Crystal Abidin has called these tactical maneu-
vers “emotioneering.” According to Abidin, influencers have to balance the
demand for “everydayness” with their audience’s expectations for special

” ou

traits, such as “exclusivity,” “exoticism,” and “exceptionalism.”** Project-
ing access was a key element of this complicated juggling act. Thanks to
social media, followers could move from the front row to backstage. They
could be invited into private parties and onto secluded islands. They could

even enter the bedroom and the bathroom unimpeded.
The Influencer First Daughter

Ivanka Trump, the president’s eldest daughter, regularly hired people to run
influencer campaigns for her now defunct fashion brand, and she served
as an influencer herself. Unlike Marwick’s influencers, who had to rely on
themselves and their own resources, Trump’s daughter had a lot more pro-
fessional assistance. Her marketing consultants created a flurry of posts
intended for reposting on Instagram, Pinterest, Facebook, and Twitter, in
addition to email marketing and blog posts.*

Because Ivanka was an Oval Office advisor and an unsalaried federal
employee, online promotional activities for her private business could be
controversial. Only a few days after the 2016 election there was consterna-
tion when a “fashion alert” was sent via email to style journalists by Ivanka
Trump Fine Jewelry. The alert showed Ivanka on the network news show
Sixty Minutes. Using an image from an official news event, the alert pro-
moted buying “her favorite bangle from the Metropolis Collection,” which
cost over eight thousand dollars.*® Federal ethics rules that prohibit use
of public office for private gain barred Ivanka from directly advertising or
promoting her products from the White House, but more subtle influencer
marketing was much harder to regulate.

After her business shut down because of poor sales in 2018, she contin-
ued to use her social media accounts to promote the businesses of others.
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When the CEO of Goya Foods outraged Latinx activists by praising Trump,
he faced a boycott of his company. Ivanka responded by posting a color
photo of herself posing with a can of Goya beans. It appeared on Instagram,
Twitter, and Facebook. Her brand promotion of Goya in the image is not
subtle: the can has an enormous label with the brand name, and she holds
it aloft with one hand and gestures at it, just like a spokesmodel displaying
a sponsored product. When Ivanka was castigated for violating rules against
giving official endorsements to private companies, Trump Sr. responded by
posting his own plugs for Goya on social media.

During her father’s term, Ivanka Trump was often chastised for insen-
sitivity to social justice issues. Callouts on her social media accounts drew
attention to the mismatch between her picture-perfect lifestyle of privi-
lege and the misery of those excluded from such prosperity because of
their race, class, religion, or immigration status. For example, controversy
flared because of a glamorous photo she posted during the chaos of the
“Muslim ban” on refugees. There was also outrage when she posted an
intimate mother-child photo while Mexican parents were being separated
from their offspring at the border. Like her father she blocked those who
challenged her.

By softening the senior Trump’s image on social media among white
suburban mothers and white professional women, Ivanka played an impor-
tant role in clearing his path to victory in 2016. In addition to giving stump
speeches praising her father, she used her social media presence to project
a lifestyle brand that conveyed both privileged pampering and self-help
entrepreneurship.

In their symbiotic father-daughter social media relationship, it was sig-
nificant that Trump’s first Twitter mention was his daughter’s handle. Their
complementary approaches to promoting the family brand might explain
why Ivanka chose tactics that were different from the headlines, alerts, and
insults that characterized the communication style of the elder Trump.

When Ivanka Trump published her bestseller Women Who Work, several
critics pointed to its social-media-ready packaging and its hyper-feminine
aesthetic. “The section dividers in the book are pale pink and meant to be
Instagrammed,” one wrote, “with elaborately lettered quotes from other
people labelled #ITWiseWords.”*” “It’s perfect for a generation weaned on
Pinterest and goop.com,” another opined.”® Another noted, “Its title is
adapted from a tagline that was adopted in a marketing meeting that has
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lived most of its life as a promotional hashtag for the Ivanka Trump brand
of clothing, jewelry, and, most recently, feminism.”*’

Women Who Work performs many of the classic influencer moves identi-
fied by experts on internet celebrity. For example, female influencers often
invite followers to share in their most intimate moments while simultane-
ously expressing their desires for having a refuge from a prying public. In
this way they can disclose private details without seeming exhibitionistic
or narcissistic. For example, in her book Ivanka promotes her obligation to
be “unabashed and transparent” despite her stated wish to retreat because
of her personal “preference for privacy.”®

Rather than claiming a position of individual uniqueness, Ivanka points
to the validation of others who comment, like, and share her content, thus
justifying her amplification of similar domestic themes and providing a
defense against charges of self-aggrandizement. “I wasn’t expecting the
overwhelming number of comments I received in response to those family
snaps,” she claims in Women Who Work. “So many people expressed surprise
and relief that  was comfortable revealing a more private side of myself.” In
addition to her humblebragging, she also solicits engagement by emphasiz-
ing the relatability of her experiences. She writes, “I often heard things like
‘It’s so inspiring that you're such a hands-on mom and not intimidated to
show that part of you,” and ‘So amazing! You're not wearing makeup.””

She credits her appreciative and empathetic audience with helping her
overcome her fears that “being a young female executive with a baby”
would undermine her authority in the professional world. Naturally, she
does not dwell on the degree to which being a social media influencer was,
in fact, her profession. Little of the Trump family’s brand value was gener-
ated by actual goods and services. According to Women Who Work, reader
comments on social media “emboldened me to share all aspects of my
life—not just my more polished persona—more frequently.”

Of course, claiming to be showing spontaneous moments—rather than
carefully rehearsed and stage-managed online performances—seemed ludi-
crous, given the careful composition of the elements in the actual con-
tent of her feed. For example, several news outlets covered her no-makeup
selfie, which commemorated her thirty-eighth birthday with an exagger-
ated kissy-face expression that had been edited in a third-party app.*'

Ivanka generally expressed more subtle disdain for reporters than her
father’s outright contempt, even if it was still rooted in the same disregard
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Figure 10.2
A selfie posted to Instagram on January 4, 2021, of Ivanka Trump with Donald
Trump in the background.

for gatekeeping. In Women Who Work, she writes that she “didn’t want the
first photo of my daughter to be sold to the press, so I posted an image
myself on one of my social media accounts.” In this version of the story,
she does an end run around the snooping paparazzi by reporting on herself.

However, many images of Ivanka Trump were taken by photojournalists
rather than tabloid scandalmongers. Her Instagram documented official
meetings with legislators, foreign dignitaries, and cabinet officials. While
many reporters were barred from covering Trump’s journeys on Air Force
One—after they had been banished by the mercurial president—Ivanka
advertised her access to the commander in chief. For example, a selfie of
the smiling first daughter showed her father in the background, absorbed in
his smartphone with nary a reporter in sight (figure 10.2).

Influencers and Identity Politics

It may seem strange to compare Diamond and Silk’s social media pres-
ence to Ivanka Trump’s, but both cases of pro-Trump digital performance
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perpetuated the logic of identity politics through an emphasis on access.
Certainly, the emotional outbursts and animated call-and-response rants
of Diamond and Silk were formally and aesthetically very different from
Ivanka Trump’s dispassionate heteronormative decorum and executive
composure. In many ways Ivanka played the role of the “cool girl” in the
White House’s disreputable cast of characters, projecting an unruffled
demeanor that normalized casual misogyny and sexist power plays.®* In
contrast, the affective labor of Diamond and Silk as Black women was never
submerged far beneath the surface.

Ostensibly the spotlight on Diamond and Silk existed to undermine
belief in identity politics, a matrix of principles that assumed that self-
interest and shared oppressions would inevitably spur organizational
movements for a particular group’s liberation struggles. As Black women
they defied assumptions that they would always align with the Democratic
Party and notions of multicultural representation and social welfare policy.
By refusing to play their expected role and rejecting their earlier connec-
tions to Black Lives Matter, Diamond and Silk reinforced familiar tropes in
Republican Party ideology, which always claimed to be color-blind.

From the alt-right Breitbart.com to the mainstream Wall Street Jour-
nal, conservative pundits regularly assailed “identity politics.” According
to these sources, identity politics was a force for irrational behavior and
divisive tribalism that needed to be eliminated. When Diamond and Silk
accused Facebook of “censoring two women of color,”® their headline-
grabbing complaint was not that this censorship was driven by their race
or gender, but rather that their political opinions were being curtailed.
According to conservatives, this kind of shared political ideology should be
the only legitimate basis of solidarity.

The white identity politics of Ivanka Trump were more subtle but per-
vasive. It might be difficult to say precisely why a particular picture of cup-
cakes at a birthday party communicates whiteness so strongly. Of course,
the photo looks like it was composed by a professional food stylist, but the
exact racial coding might be more difficult to pin down. Nonetheless, I
would argue that many of the shots on Ivanka’s Instagram could easily be
stock photos from the popular parody blog Stuff White People Like.** The ste-
rility of her spotless home also conveys her eugenic fitness, and the absence
of signs of any immigrant heritage is striking.®® This lack of cultural mark-
ers is particularly noteworthy, given that Ivanka is a woman with a Czech
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mother and a Jewish husband. Her stunt with the can of beans was ridi-
culed partly because of her obvious estrangement from a product so closely
associated with ethnic identity.

Her tone-deaf quotations from Black feminists in Women Who Work
demonstrated the degree to which Ivanka was incapable of reflecting on
her own whiteness.®® Her use of the words of Toni Morrison about slavery
were judged as particularly offensive by many. By embracing empowerment
feminism, which addressed individual advancement rather than structural
oppression, and popular feminism, which centered white celebrities in
social media campaigns, Ivanka consolidated her unimpeachable status as
a white woman striving for success.”’” Scholars of whiteness have pointed
out how a “sense of uniqueness” and “individual narrative” can actually
be essential for the kind of white solidarity that is telegraphed by Ivanka'’s
social media presence.®®

In her life after the White House, Ivanka is likely to use her fame as an
influencer even more obviously for economic advantage. She has sought
trademark protections in China for many potential enterprises, including
wedding dresses, senior homes, semiconductors, voting machines, and
sausage casings.”” Her stepmother, Melania Trump, might also revive her
earlier influencer personality as an above-the-fray, jet-setting, penthouse-
living supermodel. Before becoming First Lady, Melania was embroiled in a
legal case that sought to protect her reputation against stories that she had
worked as an escort before dating Trump. As justification for defending her
name, her lawyers cited several pending “multi-million dollar business rela-
tionships” in which Melania would hawk clothing, shoes, jewelry, cosmet-
ics, and perfume.’® The female partners of Trump’s sons—Lara Trump and
Kimberly Guilfoyle—have also pursued influencer deals. It could be argued
that all four of the Trump women were peddling a particular economic and
racial ideology, along with the fashion, branded swag, and opportunities
for favor that they promoted.

Although it sounds strange, the case of Diamond and Silk raised some
substantive questions about what kinds of rights were digital rights. The
sisters obviously focused on economic rights, property rights, rights to free
speech, and rights to self-defense—which were prominent concerns for
social media influencers—rather than the privacy rights, political rights,
civil rights, or human rights that affected more precarious citizens. But
by drawing attention to power disparities between members of the same
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social media platforms, they centered advocacy for internet regulation as a
major concern.

National Security Access

In the fall of 2019, Donald J. Trump posted what appeared to be a classi-
fied photo of a secret Iranian military facility to Twitter. Soon after Trump’s
tweet was posted, the New York Times noticed that there was a reflection on
the aerial photograph that indicated that it was a cell phone copy of the
original, which was probably from a security briefing to the president.”
Amateur sky-watchers then used their collective intelligence to determine
the likely satellite that had captured the top-secret image.”

The photo of the launch pad strewn with wreckage was clearly intended
to taunt Iranian leadership, which had struggled to develop a twenty-first-
century missile program and had often been thwarted by sanctions and
espionage. Years earlier, in their battle for image management, the Irani-
ans had even gone to the trouble of using image editing software to cut
and paste a picture of a successful rocket launch on top of a picture of a
failed test.”

Rather than go through diplomatic channels to transmit a bulletin from
the White House to the government of a foreign power, Trump sent the
message to the entire world digitally. With a press of his finger, he bypassed
intermediaries in the State Department and the news media. In addition to
the photo, the tweet contained his personal message of professed ignorance
(figure 10.3): “The United States of America was not involved in the cata-
strophic accident during final launch preparations for the Safir SLV Launch
at Semnan Launch Site One in Iran. I wish Iran best wishes and good luck
in determining what happened at Site One.”

As a picture with a punchline, the tweet reflects what Sara Polak has
called the “cartoon logic” of the Trump presidency.”* The details in the cap-
tion don’t read as an official denial, and the sentiment of “best wishes and
good luck” is obviously ironic. The sooty remains of the explosion show an
image of an “epic fail” of the ludicrous kind that the internet adores.

By using social media as a method of direct address, Trump continued
the public diplomacy efforts of the Obama administration, which had used
YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter to bypass gatekeepers and communicate
directly with foreign audiences. The trolling tone, however, was something
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Figure 10.3
@realDonaldTrump tweet of satellite image.

distinctly Trumpian. His tongue-in-check attitude was intended to per-
plex his adversaries. Here was a high-stakes move in geopolitics that the
US appeared to have initiated. Or had it? Had the Americans approved an
attack upon an Iranian military operation? Or was Trump just trying to
psych them out? Responding to Trump’s tweet would be futile, as it would
be with other internet trolls. If challenged, the sender could easily shirk
responsibility and mock any foe as unable to take a joke.

The Iranian aerial photo incident was part of a larger pattern of the
administration’s cavalier attitude about access. Trump often flouted
national security clearance rules. For example, at his Florida club, a dinner
turned into an impromptu security briefing that was held in full view of
other guests. To illuminate top-secret documents, assistants used the flash-
lights on their cell phones.”

While the Obama administration had condemned WikiLeaks for breach-
ing national security and putting “the lives of Americans and our partners
at risk,”’® Trump enthusiastically praised WikiLeaks multiple times.”” The
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previous White House had scolded Russian hackers for seeking “close prox-
imity to sensitive information,””® but Trump egged them on in pursuit of
his political enemies.”

Just as he did with national security, Trump derided concerns about
influence peddling. In his mind, his identity as a wealthy and powerful man
could only benefit American citizens, whose country he was making great
again. Fans showed their love for him by accessing his clubs, his hotels, and
his person. Why shouldn’t he benefit financially from these arrangements?
As a social media influencer, his daughter Ivanka similarly muddied distinc-
tions between her own interests and the interests of her followers.

Whether the Trump family was promoting Jacksonian democracy or
empowerment feminism, the racial politics of white privilege couldn’t be
covered over easily with superficial gestures, such as hugging Diamond and
Silk or quoting Toni Morrison. The Trumps refused to grapple with larger
questions about access that acknowledged the existence of structural rac-
ism. After all, they had already widened their circles to allow a few Black
women in.

When the administration threw itself into the 2020 campaign, the right-
wing influencers from the Social Media Summit became even more neces-
sary to boost Trump’s messages about connection, transparency, and access.
They were also important for promoting his brand of participation, which
was typified by large in-person rallies. As the election season got into full
swing, the rallies abruptly became public health hazards. Although Trump
was reluctant to adapt to the coronavirus pandemic, his opponent was
willing to explore new political strategies. Digital technology proved to be
essential for his success.



11 Together Alone with Biden

At the start of a “virtual event,” a disclaimer from Joe Biden’s campaign
read: “This Illinois virtual town hall had technical issues that delayed its
start and led to unclear audio. This is an edited version.”"

Even in the cleaned-up edition of the video, which presented the sal-
vageable parts of Biden’s Zoom session, the Democratic contender appears
to struggle with digital technology. For the entire final third of the video,
Biden speaks awkwardly into a smartphone that he holds up to his face. As
he interacts intently with the mobile device, he sometimes forgets to face
the camera and even goes out of the frame. At another point in the original
livestream, the virtual background image moved into the foreground, com-
pletely obscuring the candidate.?

Facebook Live was also supposed to broadcast the Biden town hall, but
the attempt was doomed: “That Facebook stream went up late and lasted
around four minutes before going dark.”?

The main event on Zoom had started three hours after it was supposed
to, and it went downhill from there. The crackling, echoing, and distorted
audio was even worse than the visual footage of Biden’s fumbling perfor-
mance. “Once Biden did start speaking, his staff had to restart his entire
speech because there was no audio,” one witness recounted. “As he started
reading off his prepared remarks again, Biden’s audio was suddenly painful
to hear and impossible to understand, at least until they replaced whatever
mic he was using with a smartphone.”*

It wasn’t Biden’s only cringe-worthy performance with a smartphone at
a podium. At his very first campaign event in Florida, the Democratic nom-
inee hoped to win over Latinx voters by appearing with Puerto Rican pop
singer Luis Fonsi. The former vice president pulled out his phone, held it
up to the microphone, and played Fonsi’s Spanish-language hit “Despacito”
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for a few seconds while he danced awkwardly to the tune. It was a made-to-
be-memed moment that quickly went viral.

Because being adept at the new digital politics had become so central to
presidential campaigning, it seemed impossible for Biden to succeed.

The Zoom Candidate

As the 2020 coronavirus pandemic disrupted public life in the United States
and all around the world, the traditional in-person rallies and fundraisers
that usually characterized an election season needed to be completely re-
imagined to honor requirements for social distancing in which participants
would be limited in number, spaced at least six feet apart, and guarded with
personal protective equipment such as face masks. Often it seemed simpler,
safer, and more culturally virtuous to create digital events that served as
surrogate experiences for connecting with a candidate.

These telepresence arrangements brought a new Silicon Valley company
into political prominence: Zoom Video Communications. While Google,
Apple, Facebook, and Microsoft had all previously developed video chat
applications for their customers, in 2020 Zoom managed to capitalize on
its existing market share in education and business to become the corpora-
tion most associated with new forms of remote learning, teleworking, and
online socializing.

As Zoom became the preferred platform of choice, things only got worse
for Biden. Another online campaign event, a “virtual rally” in Tampa,
Florida, was marred by multiple snafus. Even the pledge of allegiance was
bungled. Elected officials, who were unaware that they were on camera,
grimaced weirdly or fiddled with crumpled facial tissues.® The candidate
summed up his sense of all the opportunities that had been lost: “I wish
we could have done this together, and it had gone a little more smoothly.”®

Biden was essentially confined to his home for almost two months dur-
ing a critical period in the campaign season. He was living much like other
Americans who were sheltering in place to reduce infection rates from a
highly contagious and potentially fatal disease that could be transmitted by
asymptomatic carriers. He may have gained points with some for modeling
compliance with government stay-at-home orders. However, his opponent
refused to follow basic public health rules at the White House and even
called for defiance of them in the name of liberty.
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Political commentators worried Biden was “losing the internet” by
focusing only on the content produced in his home studio. He was making
YouTube videos in the basement of his Delaware residence, which went out
to an embarrassingly small viewership. With these online videos, he failed
to boost his social media presence or impact coverage on the mainstream
news. Meanwhile, Trump was dominating the entire media ecosystem by
holding center stage at frequent coronavirus task force briefings and flood-
ing his Twitter stream with new content.”

Like other politicians, celebrities, and cultural commentators during
the pandemic, Biden was videorecorded in front of what became known
as a “credibility bookcase.” The New York Times described this kind of
prominent bookcase as a background that “signals class, education, and
money” while also borrowing from the design aesthetics of Instagram and
other platforms.® Biden’s carefully stage-directed white bookcase included
a folded American flag, a weathered old football, and other memorabilia
that conveyed patriotism, masculinity, and traditional Americana, in addi-
tion to bookish expertise.” At the Joe Biden online store the campaign sug-
gested that fans could download three different versions of “Joe’s Library”
as Zoom backgrounds for their own daily teleconferencing activities (figure
11.1). One description under Free Team Joe Swag read, “Make the most of

Figure 11.1

Zoom background from Biden campaign online store.
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staying-at-home during coronavirus by taking Zoom calls from Joe’s library
(now with a soft blue tone).”*°

Biden’s digital director Rob Flaherty had a very different resumé from the
Obama upstarts at Blue State Digital. Flaherty had been a senior partner at a
global public relations firm, and he claimed a dossier of experiences in cri-
sis management.'' His online presence was considerably more understated
than his counterpart in the Trump campaign, Dan Scavino, who posted
animated GIFs and other memes mocking Biden at home.

Blue State Digital still occupied a prominent position as developers of
the Biden 2020 website. As they had done for Obama, Blue State designed
Biden'’s site with digital persuasion in mind. The website encouraged visi-
tors to submit their email addresses at the first point of access and then
donate a modest amount at the second.

While some pundits urged a radical push into different digital spaces,
others argued that Biden’s success among so-called low-information voters
might pay off."* For example, the presence of bingo cards on the website
made a clear reference to an analog pastime of senior citizens. His campaign
also played on nostalgia for older media by staging events at drive-in movie
theaters, which enjoyed a resurgence during the pandemic. Of course, the
drive-in could also be seen as a reaction to the new medium of television'®
and as a place associated with second-run or low-budget films rather than
glitzy new releases with Hollywood stars."*

This is not to say that the Biden campaign didn’t make any attempts
to reach out to digitally savvy young voters. Biden attended a Democratic
virtual event at Club Quarantine on Instagram Live in which over 100,000
participants grooved to the music of influencer D-Nice, who had gained
fame for his online dance parties. Before the pandemic, D-Nice was known
as an in-person disc jockey, beatboxer, rapper, and producer.'

To exploit Biden's obvious weakness, the Trump campaign was relentless
in ridiculing Biden’s digital literacy. The designers of the DonaldJTrump.
com website even built in a surprise easter egg mocking their opponent.
The website’s error message (figure 11.2) was an image of a befuddled Biden

with text reading, “It appears you are as lost as me.”'®

Snapchat Campaigning

Biden’s messages weren't getting out on upstart platforms that emphasized
micro-video blogging, augmented reality filters, temporary content that
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Figure 11.2
Screenshot of error page from DonaldJTrump.com on June 16, 2020.

vanished after a short period of time, or other forms of media meant for
quick consumption or changing moods. For many potential voters, social
media was becoming even more ambient and ephemeral on a daily basis.
Yet there were superficial similarities between the approaches of the two
septuagenarian candidates.

On Snapchat, both campaigns utilized built-in facial recognition algo-
rithms to attach humorous accessories to users’ heads or faces. Potential
voters could advertise their political loyalties in stories to friends, either
by wearing a red baseball cap emblazoned with a pro-Trump slogan or by
sporting Biden-style aviator glasses.'” Both campaigns also featured “high-
lights” on their Snapchat public profiles that were designed to appeal to the
same two key constituencies: Black voters and female voters.

The main differences boiled down to the volume of followers and the
depth of engagement. Donald Trump boasted of having over 1.5 million
followers on Snapchat,'® a number that tripled during his 2020 reelection
campaign, while the Biden operation said little about its own decidedly
more modest follower count. Successful Snapchat stories published by the
Trump campaign were designed to give users a sense of momentary connec-
tion with and access to the candidate. For example, the Trump digital team
published a Snapchat story that imagined a “backstage pass” designed to
build anticipation for an upcoming rally. They also published one looking
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back to his famous Trump Tower escalator announcement of his 2016 can-
didacy. The story places the viewer close to Trump, even brushing past a
doorman giving him entry to the building.

The Trump campaign demonstrated knowledge of Snapchat’s specific
interface features and common visual clichés, such as the crude digital stick-
ers that were often applied to photos and videos for humorous commen-
tary. At one point in the campaign, after a testy exchange with an African
American radio host, Biden had declared, “if you have a problem figuring
out whether you’re for me or Trump, then you ain’t Black.” In a pro-Trump
Snapchat video posted shortly afterward, Biden’s words were integrated
into a popular “coffin dance” meme showing Africans dancing at a funeral.
The “Biden for President” logo was superimposed on the casket."

Some of Trump’s advantages on meme-driven mobile media started to
erode in the summer of 2020. After many years of deflecting responsibility
for content moderation, Silicon Valley companies finally began gatekeep-
ing. This meant that some of the most influential misinformation and hate
on their platforms would be barred. Trump found his content under attack
by site moderators and platform designers who had belatedly become
more willing to intervene as the nation moved through a series of Trump-
exacerbated crises. His abilities to monopolize attention by seizing on pub-
lic fear and anger were tested as disasters escalated, the virus raged through
vulnerable populations, unemployment skyrocketed, the streets filled with
racial justice protestors, and Americans questioned the safety of in-person
voting during a public health crisis.

Snapchat announced that it would no longer promote Trump campaign
content under its “Discover” tab, although the material would still be posted
and accessible through search.”® The company cited hate speech that might
lead to violence as its main concern. On Trump’s account the response to
the new policy was an extremely lengthy—by Snapchat’s standards—two-
paragraph screed.

Snapchat is trying to rig the 2020 election, illegally using their corporate fund-
ing to promote Joe Biden and suppress President Trump. Radical Snapchat CEO
Evan Spiegel would rather promote extreme left riot videos and encourage their
users to destroy America than share the positive words of unity, justice, and law
and order from our President. Snapchat hates that so many of their users watch
the President’s content and so they are actively engaging in voter suppression. If
you're a conservative, they do not want to hear from you, they do not want you
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to vote. They view you as a deplorable and they do not want you to exist on their
platform.”

In addition to capitalizing on Trump’s authority as a sitting president, the
statement uses the vocabulary of both the left (“voter suppression”) and
the right (“deplorable”).” By depriving Trump of algorithmic amplification
while still allowing him access to the platform, the issue might have been
one of “freedom of reach” rather than “freedom of speech.”*

Checks and Balances with Twitter

Twitter attempted a highly visible enforcement strategy against Trump after
continued violations of their terms of service by the administration and
the 2020 campaign. The president’s feud with his old perceived nemesis,
CEO Jack Dorsey, was reignited by the company’s decision to label some of
Trump’s tweets with additional information that provided corrections from
other sources. For example, when Trump claimed on Twitter that there was
“NO WAY (ZERO!) that Mail-In Ballots will be anything less than substan-
tially fraudulent,” the company added a blue exclamation mark with a link
to reporting from the news station CNN that contradicted the president.* In
response, conservative commentators complained that “social media” was
becoming “socialist media.”*® Trump soon signed the “Preventing Online
Censorship” executive order that demanded investigations into social media
companies by a range of agencies, including the Federal Trade Commission,
the Justice Department, and the Office of Management and Budget.>
Although defending free speech might seem laudable, some civil liber-
tarians expressed alarm at Trump’s legal justifications for regulating digital
companies, particularly the citation of the 1980 PruneYard Shopping Center
v. Robins Supreme Court decision. While other Supreme Court decisions
evoked an idealized concept of the “public square” as a way to advocate
for free access to digital content on the internet, Trump’s executive order
rested on comparing social media platforms to shopping malls. Further-
more, because the original case involved pro-Palestinian teenagers who
were ousted from private property by a shopping center’s security guards
for seeking signatures for a petition, the Supreme Court’s affirmation of
the young people’s free speech rights had been seen by many conserva-
tives as liberal overreach into the rightful sphere of private enterprise that
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endangered the “takings” clause of the Fifth Amendment. As one constitu-
tional scholar noted, Trump’s executive order could “gut the First Amend-
ment” as well by redefining public speech, ¥ Despite these ideological
contradictions, Trump was willing to use his executive authority—and the
PruneYard decision—to justify the government effectively exercising emi-
nent domain in cyberspace.

The TikTok Crusade

Republican ire against social media platforms was grounded in other con-
cerns as well. Like Snapchat, TikTok was a youth-oriented mobile app uti-
lized by candidates from both political parties in the 2020 US election. To
address potential controversy, TikTok posted a relatively neutral warning
below some of the hashtags associated with partisan election content, such
as #Trump2020. The TikTok statement affirmed that the platform simul-
taneously valued “creativity and expression” and “authenticity and integ-
rity.” According to its statement of principles, TikTok would not tolerate
“bullying, harassment, threats, misleading information, or other violations
of our Community Guidelines.” Users were also instructed by the site to
verify “facts using trusted sources” to protect against fake news.

As TikTok took off in the United States, legislators expressed alarm about
widespread use of the foreign-owned data capture service and amplified
fears about potential meddling or espionage by the Chinese. Although the
company maintained an office in California, it had begun as Shanghai-
based Musical.ly, a lip-synching video app that became globally popular
among teens and preteens. It was acquired in 2017 by ByteDance Ltd.,
which was headquartered in Beijing, and became TikTok in 2018. In China
the company ran a similar app called Douyin, which had more advanced
e-commerce and search features.

In addition to lip-synching, TikTok’s fifteen-second video format is com-
monly used for dance challenges, pratfalls, mini DIY tutorials, and political
rants. It is also a forum for first-person “storytimes,” hot takes, and micro-
documentaries. TikTok has filled a market niche that was vacated when the
six-second video hosting service Vine went out of business in 2016, after its
parent company Twitter decided to cease its support.”®

Given the company’s Chinese roots, Congress was extremely skeptical
about TikTok as a new mobile platform. The interagency Committee on
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Foreign Investment in the United States opened a national security inves-
tigation based on concerns about the app’s censorship practices and its
collection of users’ personal data.”” Senator Josh Hawley made anti-TikTok
rhetoric a key part of his tech agenda and introduced the National Secu-
rity and Personal Data Protection Act to prohibit TikTok’s parent company
and others from transferring the personal data of Americans to China. He
also introduced a bill to ban TikTok on government devices.”” The United
States Navy, Army, and Transportation Security Administration banned
TikTok from all of their government-issued devices. They also prohibited
their personnel from posting on the platform for outreach and recruitment
purposes.

Unlike Snapchat, which served as a key platform for the Trump cam-
paign, TikTok was much more difficult to co-opt as a conduit for right-wing
memes. Although anti-Biden hashtags like #creepyunclejoe did appear,
anti-Trump content was much more likely to go viral, given TikTok’s user
demographics. Audio from Trump speeches became popular tracks for
lip-synching, particularly for aspiring comedians stuck at home during
COVID-19. Sarah Cooper’s performance mouthing along to a soundtrack
from one of Trump’s rambling commentaries was picked up by TV net-
works.*' In her carefully timed TikTok lip-synching, Cooper’s funny faces
and use of cramped spaces made already unpresidential diatribes seem
even sillier.*> Gender-bending, “drunk girl” performances of Trump’s audio
became a TikTok staple, particularly after social-worker-turned-film-student
Kylie Scott uploaded “drunk in the club after covid.” The video shows Scott
lip-synching in a sparkly top to an incoherent speech from Trump about
antibiotics and germs. As she channels Trump’s voice, Scott waves a cocktail
around under colored lights.”> Even seemingly pro-Trump TikToks would
often suddenly switch to anti-Trump “gotcha” messages.

When Trump announced a massive rally to be held in June in an indoor
venue with nineteen thousand people, despite the risk of spiking the infec-
tion rate in the host city of Tulsa, Oklahoma, a fifty-one-year-old grand-
mother decided to act. She posted a video on TikTok tagged “Did you know
you can make sure there are empty seats at Trump’s rally? #BLM,” which
was shared over a half-million times.** In her video she explained how to
troll the Republican campaign by reserving rally tickets. By taking tick-
ets out of circulation with no intention of using them, Trump would be
deprived of his audience. The campaign fielded requests for over a million
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tickets. Journalists questioned the real influence of TikTok on the disap-
pointing turnout,* but Trump was clearly irritated by the large empty sec-
tions in the arena. A few weeks later the president issued an executive order
on “Addressing the Threat Posed by TikTok” that declared the need to exer-
cise emergency powers.

I, DONALD J. TRUMP, President of the United States of America, find that addi-
tional steps must be taken to deal with the national emergency with respect to the
information and communications technology and services supply chain declared
in Executive Order 13873 of May 15, 2019 (Securing the Information and Com-
munications Technology and Services Supply Chain). Specifically, the spread in
the United States of mobile applications developed and owned by companies in
the People’s Republic of China (China) continues to threaten the national secu-
rity, foreign policy, and economy of the United States. At this time, action must
be taken to address the threat posed by one mobile application in particular,
TikTok.*

A week later he followed up with another executive order aimed at its par-
ent company ByteDance, which ordered TikTok to be divested of its foreign
ownership.”’

The company sued the administration in federal court,*® alleging that
it had been denied due process, but the following month the Department
of Commerce moved forward with new rules that would ban the app from
being downloaded from the Apple and Android stores.*’ A series of unlikely
corporate suitors then came forward to attempt to acquire TikTok, includ-
ing Microsoft, Walmart, and Oracle.

If TikTok had been anti-Trump before the administration’s regulatory
moves, its users became much more focused on revenge as the election
loomed. Videos showed how to vandalize “TRUMP PENCE” campaign
signs, turning them into “I PUMP PENIS” messages, and how to make the
president’s reelection operation spend money on materials that could be
repurposed to promote anti-Trump causes.

Because TikTok was a new content platform that was able to reach a
young demographic unlikely to read newspapers or watch network news,
journalists and news organizations were experimenting with TikTok at the
same time that the Biden campaign was tinkering with different approaches
to the platform. This led to an unlikely team effort between a presiden-
tial candidate, a media gatekeeping organization, and a mobile app—all
in the name of a public health announcement. Producer and writer Dave
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Jorgenson of the Washington Post collaborated with Biden in a nineteen-
second TikTok skit about wearing a face mask while dog walking.”’ In the
video, the candidate seems to interrupt his own “Here’s the Deal” campaign
podcast to chide the bearded urbanite reporter.

“Dave, what the hell!” Biden exclaims. “I told you to wear your mask
outside!”

Jorgenson expresses surprise at being addressed personally from his
mobile phone: “Mr. Vice President?”

“Yeah, Dave, it’s me,” Biden replies.

“How are you doing this?” Jorgenson inquires.

Instead of answering him, Biden reminds Jorgenson to wear his mask
again, and then Biden expresses exasperation that “he’s never going to
learn.”

The video also incorporates the trope of a cut/costume change, a com-
mon TikTok transformation motif that had already appeared in tens of
thousands of videos. Because the app was designed to allow recording to
stop and start multiple times, Jorgenson could magically change from a
maskless dog walker to a masked dog walker in an eyeblink.

A Virtual Convention

With new peaks in the coronavirus pandemic worsening the health cri-
sis, the Democratic National Convention decided to cancel any large, in-
person gatherings. For the first time, they would organize an all-digital
event instead. The roll call, featuring the delegate announcements from all
fifty states, might have been the most ambitious part of their production.
Through creative uses of landmarks and local costumes, states showcased
particular attributes for tourism or corporate investment. Some states even
poked fun at themselves as they vied for internet celebrity. A DNC official
made suggestions to the show’s director via an earpiece, but it took five
separate takes for a satisfactory “live” performance. To make sure that pro-
duction values were sufficiently professional, the DNC “shipped every state
and territory a boxful of equipment . . . including ring lights, a tripod, signs
and sign bases, and a phone for filming.”*'

Because party leaders were eager to avoid technical glitches or uninten-
tionally viral moments, much of the convention footage was prerecorded.*
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However, in keeping with expectations for a prime-time event, many of the
speeches from major leaders of the party were live, with the exception of
former First Lady Michelle Obama.

Despite the amount of airtime devoted to the party’s political celebrities,
teleconferencing technology that put domestic interiors on display created
a leveling effect with viewers at home. This egalitarianism was enhanced
by the presence of citizen-participants who had recorded their own mes-
sages. In some shots, apparatuses for digital home production were visible.
Other speakers seemed to be watching themselves on mobile phones with
selfie lenses. Wired magazine declared that “the convention gave America
a sense of how everyone—even political heavyweights—might look if they
air-dropped into your company’s Zoom call.”*

Viewers also spotted subtle background elements or wardrobe accessories
that made stronger statements than the words that were spoken at the con-
vention. For example, Elizabeth Warren spoke from a classroom with blocks
spelling out “BLM” in the background. These clues about deeper political
sentiments were then shared on social media. In this way, personal staging
at home created new forms of political performance that deployed semi-
otic systems capable of sharpening, particularizing, or challenging official
messages.

By the time of the convention, Democratic Party operatives had refined
possible ways to use Zoom for registration drives, get-out-the-vote cam-
paigns, and fundraisers. On the last night of the convention, I attended a
Zoom fundraiser with Hollywood writers who had created fictional stories
about the White House. Donors to the event were able to ask questions
of the writers, who had produced both comedies and dramas. The virtual
event covered the writers’ sources, their political attitudes, and their predic-
tions for the future. Jen Psaki, who would later go on to be Biden’s Press
Secretary, skillfully moderated.

The Republican National Convention adopted a much more traditional
format, but social media still played a starring role—speakers made frequent
references to its supposedly detrimental effect on society. For example,
26-year-old Charlie Kirk of the conservative campus organization Turning
Point USA blasted “kicking doctors off of social media yet promoting Chi-
nese state-funded propaganda on major tech platforms.” He complained
that “the American way of life” to “speak your mind without retribu-
tion” was under attack now that one could be “kicked off social media
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by a self-righteous censor in Silicon Valley.” White House spokesperson
Kellyanne Conway argued that the Republican Party did more for wom-
en’s empowerment that “strangers on social media.” First Lady Melania
Trump lamented “how mean and manipulative social media can be.” She
also emphasized the need to communicate to the young “the downside of
technology and their relationships with their peers.” Perhaps the most dra-
matic condemnation of digital culture came from Ann Dorn, a law enforce-
ment widow, who described how her husband’s killers “livestreamed his
execution and his last moments on earth” while the victim’s grandson “was
watching the video on Facebook in real time not realizing he was watching
his own grandfather.”

According to the Republican lineup, social media was creating a new
class of perverted pseudo-citizens who were silencing, harassing, and
spreading cruelty while true patriots suffered. Of course, there was also some
implicit criticism of digital culture at the Democratic National Convention,
but it was much more subtle. For example, before observing a moment of
silence for Black civilians killed in encounters with the police, the broth-
ers of victim George Floyd called for remembrance of those who might be
unmourned “because their murders didn’t go viral.”

Kamala Harris on Instagram

Biden’s choice of Kamala Harris as his running mate was significant not
only because of the historic significance of having the first Black and Asian
woman as a vice-presidential candidate on a major party ticket, but also
because she brought a different style of campaigning to her social media
presence. On Harris’s Instagram account, she strove for a casual style of
relatability and a softer image than the one associated with her career as a
prosecutor, attorney general, and senator. She depicted herself in conversa-
tions that modeled female friendships, particularly with women of color,
using the popular split-screen feature of the platform. She even posted an
Instagram Live conversation with TikTok star and Trump lip-syncher Sarah
Cooper. In her online videos, Harris often interacted with potential voters
in kitchens and highlighted her culinary skills. She also projected a mater-
nal personality in fielding questions and comments from children.

Her awareness of the camera and issues of self-presentation in her video
blogging was particularly striking. For example, at the beginning of many
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of her videos on Instagram, there would be a noticeable pause before she
began speaking, during which she smiled while adjusting her pose. This
established that she had not edited the footage and had no camera crew to
manage the start of the action.**

In addition to her aptitude as an internet influencer, Harris also brought
strong ties to Silicon Valley. According to the New York Times, “tech indus-
try critics worry that a Biden administration with Ms. Harris would mean
a return to the cozy relationship that Silicon Valley enjoyed with the
White House under President Barack Obama.”** Her close ties to the Big
Tech donors that she once represented as a California officeholder and her
personal friendship with Facebook chief operating officer Sheryl Sandberg
seemed likely to shape her loyalties.** In the US government, vice presi-
dents play a relatively minor role in the executive branch, but “as a former
state attorney general Ms. Harris is expected to have a say in Mr. Biden’s
political appointments at the Justice Department, including officials who
oversee antitrust enforcement” and “could also have a significant influ-
ence on tech policy in a Biden administration, since Mr. Biden has largely
focused on other issues.”

Interactivity and Political Appeals

The Biden campaign used its website for some of the same kinds of interac-
tive interfaces that had worked during the Obama era. Just as the Obama
“tax calculator” was designed to draw potential supporters, a “tax calcula-
tor” on the Biden website was created to publicize the fact that Trump had
only paid a paltry $750 a year in taxes during his first two years in office.*’

The Biden digital team also pursued visibility in online games, just as
the Obama campaign had done when it had purchased in-game ads that
appeared in nine Xbox videogame titles near the end of the 2008 cam-
paign.*® The already popular game Animal Crossing had become more so
during the pandemic, as its multigenerational fan base surged with house-
bound players. Biden’s island in Animal Crossing was decorated with patri-
otic bunting and Biden-Harris lawn signs.*’ Players were directed to visit
IWillVote.com and urged to sign up for campaign text messages. Players
could also decorate their own properties with Biden swag and dress their
avatars up in Biden gear. Fans of the game were impressed by small details
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that indicated that the developer had familiarity with possible in-game
exploits that could be utilized, such as “time traveling” to an earlier ver-
sion of the game to get multiple train cars for a train set; they also noticed
that even relatively innocuous sarcastic comments were removed by
moderators.>

Despite the Biden campaign’s initial stumbles addressing an online
public, it gained momentum in real-time responsiveness as the election
entered the home stretch. Staffers demonstrated that they could finally
improvise quickly enough with digital technology by the time of the tele-
vised debates. In these debates, candidates were expected to present their
“closing arguments” to the public. During the vice-presidential debates, a
fly landed on the snow-white hair of Vice President Pence and was clearly
visible to audiences. Although the insect was only viewable for a little over
two minutes, this was a century in internet time. Users posted TikTok vid-
eos of household members slapping TV screens and green-screen videos of
talking flies. Snapchat filters were soon available for superimposing Pence’s
hair and the fly on users’ heads. The Biden campaign also came up with a
quick comeback. They set up a FlyWillVote.com website that forwarded to
Biden’s IWillVote.com. The Biden e-commerce platform also offered a com-
memorative fly swatter that quickly sold out.

Images of Harris also circulated through the media ecosystem. Stereo-
types about gender and race—caricaturing her heritage as a Black and South
Asian woman—were also noticeable in these memes. For example, footage
of her reactions to interruptions during the vice-presidential debate was
quickly turned into familiar kinds of reaction GIFs in which Black women
express outrage. As a looping animated video that could be appropriated
for almost any rhetorical situation, Harris’s image traveled through social
media.”' Clips of Harris dancing at campaign events were also looped and
reposted. The dancing Harris meme became the digital property of both the
left (signifying celebration and joy) and the right (signifying perfunctory
performance and tokenism).

The pandemic revived conflicts around technology that had come
up during previous administrations. These struggles were exacerbated
by social distancing requirements. For example, journalists reported on
new concerns about secure communication now that so many Trump
appointees were working from home.* Other reporters anticipated that a
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Trump-Biden transition might prove to be even rockier than previous trans-
fers of power because “building a government over Zoom” was likely to be
challenging.*

Returning to the 2016 Playbook

In the final weeks of the campaign, as Trump’s poll numbers stagnated,
his staffers still hoped to generate the kind of free media coverage that
had benefited Trump in the 2016 campaign. Known as “earned media”
in the parlance of public relations, this kind of coverage could be created
through travel and speaking engagements, such as Trump’s pre-election
visit to Mexico. It could also be created by having the campaign’s surro-
gates respond to a provocative statement posted by Trump on Twitter. Even
a seemingly damaging event, such as the leaked Access Hollywood audio
that contained demeaning and vulgar language, could lead to days of
earned media.

In the 2020 campaign, Trump’s campaign manager released a memo
addressed to “Interested Parties,” which asserted that “President Trump’s
travel” to campaign rallies “earned $40.1 million in calculated broadcast
value” over one seven-day period.** He cited data from Cision software as a
measure of Trump’s earned-media windfalls.*> The campaign insisted that
significant digital ad buys were being made as well.

At the same time, conservative news coverage returned to familiar
themes, focusing on emails and portable computing because these sto-
ries had been so effective against Hillary Clinton. The New York Post and
Fox News amplified stories about incriminating emails that would sup-
posedly not only provide evidence of foreign influence peddling with
Ukraine by son Hunter Biden but also demonstrate Joe Biden’s aware-
ness of it.

Soon the publication of a story alleging that a computer repairman had
acquired incriminating emails from the laptop of Hunter Biden, social
media companies began delisting and deplatforming processes.*® Facebook
announced it would limit the distribution of the story so it could fact-check
claims, and Twitter blocked the article entirely because it included peo-
ple’s personal data and thus violated the company’s privacy policies about
hacked material.”” Within two days, both companies had backtracked to
allow access to the story again.’® Despite promises to avoid the spread
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of deceptive information on their networks, companies were fearful of a
potential repeal of Section 230 and a loss of their immunity to lawsuits
involving user-generated content.*

A second round of anti-Biden allegations focused on China rather
than Ukraine. Here, the mouthpiece was Tony Bobulinski, a former busi-
ness associate of Hunter Biden. Many journalists were skeptical when he
“showed three phones spanning 2015 to 2018 as evidence” and “said he
would be meeting with the Senate and the FBI to hand over the electron-
ics.”® Text messages and material from WhatsApp were offered as proof of
Hunter Biden’s shady dealings.

To elevate these stories about digital proof of the alleged payoffs to the
Bidens by foreign governments, the Trump campaign had hoped to get the
cooperation of the Wall Street Journal. Unfortunately for Trump, the pres-
tigious newspaper consented to only very minimal reporting,®" although
many months after the election they spoke approvingly of the basic jour-
nalism. The bulk of the Hunter Biden coverage was relegated to more clearly
partisan news sources and online sites.

Clinton'’s email scandals were also resurrected during the last days of the
2020 campaign. A mere month before the election, secretary of state Mike
Pompeo announced that he would be releasing a new tranche of emails
from Clinton’s time at the State Department, satisfying an explicit request
from President Trump. Pompeo emphasized “transparency” explicitly in his
statement and boasted of making over 35,000 Clinton emails available on a
State Department website. He also took the opportunity to chastise Clinton
again for relying on “a system designed to evade State Department rules
and regulations.”®*

In the final weeks of the campaign, perhaps the most critical thing for
the Trump campaign to achieve was to win back white women, the demo-
graphic that had delivered him victory over Hillary Clinton in 2016. Female
members of the Trump family were important in this push for female vot-
ers by encouraging identification through online image-sharing practices.
They also needed to provide different optics on mask wearing, which had
become a widely accepted public health measure despite mockery by Trump
himself. For example, a selfie by Lara Trump showed four women from the
Trump family wearing masks.®

With just a few days to go, the Trump campaign website was defaced by
hackers. The intruders claimed they had acquired sensitive data. “Multiple
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devices were compromised that gave full access to Trump and relatives,”
they asserted, which supposedly provided access to “secret and internal
conversations” and “strictly classified information.” Their scheme to col-
lect cryptocurrency was somewhat more complex than a conventional ran-
somware attack. People were encouraged to vote for two possible outcomes:
“Yes, share the data” and “No, Do not share the data.”®* It was a disastrous
end to Trump's digital campaign.

Although the Biden digital campaign got off to a rocky start, it eventu-
ally adapted. It responded effectively to a radically different environment
in which most citizens were dependent on digital video teleconferencing
technologies for working, learning, and socializing. In the early days of the
campaign, Biden events were often “Zoom bombed” by bad actors spewing
fascist, racist, sexist, homophobic, or scatological hate. By the end of the
campaign, “Zoom bombing” was given a positive spin; Hollywood celebri-
ties surprised Biden volunteers on Zoom calls as a reward for their hard
work.® The final Biden get-out-the-vote effort was managed with a system
of Zoom trainings and check-ins that included sessions with special guests,
such as former first daughter Chelsea Clinton. These Zoom cameos pro-
vided incentives for the final push of phone calling and door knocking.
With all of these elements of digital campaigning in place, Biden won both
the popular vote and the Electoral College tally.

As Americans grappled with being housebound during the first phase of
the pandemic, they shared a collective experience of physical isolation and
digital overconnectivity.’® During the “Great Pause” people “doomscrolled”
on their smartphones.®”’” As a result, they were inundated with unending
bad news about surging COVID-19 caseloads, police shootings, and fires
all over a planet seemingly in its death throes. Biden’s “low-information”
strategy provided some respite from the overload. While Trump was tweet-
ing an average of thirty-five times a day—a new high in his social media
use—the Biden campaign only posted a few items daily. With the gift of
time freed up from less commuting or traveling, many citizens aspired to
go back to nature or to learn analog skills, such as knitting or baking.*®
Biden'’s appeals to nostalgia and low-key approach may have hit just the
right note for those aspiring to unplug a bit more from contemporary digi-
tal life.

Trump lost the election, but he still had his social media following. His
messages about connection, transparency, and access still resonated with
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his audience. He also had a new message about participation, even if it was
far too late for his followers to cast a vote.

Before he lost the 2020 race, Trump was a political leader who had driven
the news cycle incessantly forward into the future. Now his call to action
demanded that time be wound back to just before election day. Together
with his followers, he planned to “stop the steal” and prevent Joe Biden
from ever taking office.






12 Trump’s Rhetoric of Participation

On January 6, a mere two weeks before the formal transition from the 45th
president to the 46th, thousands of pro-Trump supporters violently stormed
Capitol Hill. They had been egged on by a speech in which their leader pro-
nounced that “you will never take back our country with weakness” and
directed them to “walk down to the Capitol.”' Many in the crowd listening
to Trump’s fiery oratory were men who came from militant extremist orga-
nizations like the Proud Boys, the Boogaloo Bois, the Oath Keepers, and the
1st Amendment Praetorian, but there were also women with strollers and
even a group of nuns in the audience.”

Digital communication was a central theme in Trump’s incendiary,
hour-long diatribe. During his extensive rant, Trump expressed his displea-
sure with broadcasting outlets that he felt had covered him unfairly. He
mentioned “cameras” five times, “media” seventeen times, and “fake news”
five times. Also prominent was his disgruntled attitude about social media
now that his free access to those platforms had been limited out of concern
for propagating falsehoods about the coronavirus pandemic and the 2020
election. “Big Tech” appeared six times as an adversary in his speech. He
explicitly called for eliminating Section 230 twice.?

At the Capitol, the two houses of the legislative branch were intent on
what had traditionally been a pro forma ceremony, the bureaucratic blessing
of the accepted election results. Representatives were tasked with accepting
the Electoral College votes, which had already been certified, adjudicated,
and ritually accepted several times before reaching the final federal tier of
the process. However, Josh Hawley and several pro-Trump members of both
the Senate and the House had decided to challenge the results, alleging
election fraud. But because they had no legal help from the judiciary or
process to sway the vote, the lawmakers could not change the outcome.
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In the alphabet of states, legislators had made it to the results from Ari-
zona. It was just the beginning of what was expected to be hours of ulti-
mately ineffectual debate. Unbeknownst to the participants, the Capitol
police were woefully understaffed. They wouldn’t be able to protect the
proceedings from the huge swarm of Trump supporters that had gathered
outside.

The crowd was extremely agitated. In addition to urging them on with
his speech, Trump had been stoking their emotions on Twitter. Late the
night before, Trump had retweeted an update from his social media direc-
tor, Dan Scavino. “ffy WOW! We hear you from the West Wing—THANK
YOUQEEAZ https://t.co/onytmaJUhp.” Scavino linked to a video clip
shot from just outside the White House in which music and cheering from
another pro-Trump rally is audible.* Scavino’s footage from the West Wing is
moody. In it, dusk has fallen, clouds are gathering, organ-like music swells,
and the crowd sings along in eerie unison.® Followers reported “goose-
bumps” and “chills” as reactions. It amplified their feelings and reminded
them of the solemnity and sanctity of their mission.

Trump’s retweet of Scavino’s emoji-filled message obviously played on
themes of connection and access. The protestors were being listened to by
the president. The sound of the crowd had penetrated the perimeter that
surrounded him. Trump had told them that their voices could be heard in
the White House. Soon they might be heard in the Capitol as well.

In Trump's speech, the marauders had been instructed to “cheer on our
brave senators and congressmen and women.” He meant people like Haw-
ley, who were leading their futile last stand. Trump’s supporters also knew
that they would be looking for enemies. He had told them that “we are
probably not going to be cheering so much for some of them.”

Although many probably ran amok on a spur-of-the-moment impulse,
several aspects of the assault on the Capitol had been carefully planned on
social media. Violent tactics had been discussed on far-right sites like Gab
and Parler.® Gab had a user interface that was similar to Twitter’s design,
but it tolerated a much higher volume of hate speech.’” Parler was endorsed
by many conservative public figures and benefited from being a platform
for right-wing influencers who had been expelled from other sites.® Both
Gab and Parler defended free speech vigorously in the face of accusations
of incitement.
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Because the vice president had refused to overturn the election, some
of the attackers roamed the halls calling his name and shouting, “Hang
Pence!” Others were focused on Democrats who had been demonized on
social media for years. At best, the intruders were planning to obstruct the
legal exercise of democracy. At worst, they were planning to take elected
officials hostage or assassinate them.

Hundreds of millions of people all around the world watched the hor-
rific spectacle of mob rule. News coverage captured rioters scaling walls,
breaking windows, vandalizing offices, defiling the sanctuaries of govern-
ment, and even stealing the podium of the Speaker of the House. Some of
the most harrowing scenes showed legislators who had gotten down on
the floor to evade possible gunfire as they waited to be evacuated to secure
locations. These defensive protocols had been designed for terrorist attacks.
Escape hoods were distributed to dazed lawmakers to protect them from
potential gas. Photographers shot surreal images of bubble-headed repre-
sentatives navigating the besieged Capitol as though it were another planet.

Major television stations chose not to air some of the goriest video. One
clip, shot on a cell phone, showed a bloodied woman wrapped in a Trump
flag dying from a gunshot wound.’ She had been shot by a Capitol police
officer when she attempted to climb through a smashed entryway to access
the legislative chamber. The footage of her final moments on the marble
floor circulated on Twitter and other social media platforms.'°

The dead woman, Ashli Babbitt, had been an active Twitter user. She
frequently retweeted content from far-right influencers like Jack Posobiec,
Juanita Broaddrick, and—of course—Trump himself. In the days leading up
to the assault on the Capitol, Babbitt had retweeted a video that empha-
sized the rhetoric of participation. The video alerted recipients that “THIS
COULD BE THE BIGGEST EVENT IN WASHINGTON DC HISTORY” and
goaded them to “BE A PART OF HISTORY.”" It was clearly designed to
stir feelings of FOMO (“fear of missing out”) to incentivize participation,
fueling anxieties about being left out of a once-in-a-lifetime event. It also
stimulated intense sentiments of connection by showing footage of large
crowds."

The video Babbitt retweeted advertised the March for Trump/Save Amer-
ica rally, also known as the Stop the Steal rally. It had been organized by a
group called “Women for America First,” who described the event’s purpose
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as a “First Amendment rally” to “demand transparency and protect election
n13

integrity.”” Diamond and Silk were listed as potential speakers on the per-
mit for the protest. The embattled president, who would end up dominat-
ing the stage for an entire hour, was not. However, the video that Babbitt
shared was clearly a teaser, suggesting that Trump himself might make an
appearance. By showing clips of Trump riding by in his limousine, it prom-
ised the possibility of access to him.

As people like Babbitt anticipated the climax of all their preparatory
activity, they produced a huge volume of social media content, often with
posts mere seconds apart. These updates were intended to be both alarmist
(an existential danger to your life has erupted) and reassuring (your friends
are paying attention, assembling, and keeping you regularly informed).
Digital communications scholar Wendy Hui Kyong Chun has distilled this
pattern of comfort and anxiety on social media to a recognizable formula:
“habit + crisis = update.”"*

Babbitt strengthened her connections to the gathering crowd by par-
ticipating in the chatter of travelers headed to the rally. Many in her social
networks complained of canceled flights and mask requirements. “Noth-
ing will stop us,” she tweeted the day before her death, “they can try and
try and try but the storm is here and it is descending upon DC in less
than 24 hours. . . . dark to light!”" Like many Trump supporters, Babbitt’s
Twitter username was peppered with emojis and hashtags that telegraphed
the concentration and intensity of her feelings of attachment: “#Veteran
#AMERICA #Libertarian #2A #KAG- 1 <& my dude, my & & above all, my
country-Z= #FREEDOM. "'

Before coming to Washington, DC, Babbitt had often turned her smart-
phone upon herself, using the selfie lens to document what she believed to
be important incidents, as she progressed from radical to revolutionary."
For at least two years Babbitt had practiced recording herself as she sought
to develop a compelling social media personality. In her role as a would-be
citizen journalist, she promised her viewers to deliver the truth “despite
what the media tell you.”'® The topics she covered included immigration,
drug addiction, and homelessness.

In an early video posted to Twitter Babbitt described herself as not yet
“proficient” as a producer of alternative media. Although she didn’t see her
footage as adequately polished, she defended its authenticity in compari-
son to mainstream media, which was “lying” to the American public by
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broadcasting to “echo chambers” and distorting information with “wide-
angle lenses.”" In the video Babbitt is seated in the driver’s seat of a moving
car, which is a specific format for social media self-production that conveys
immediacy, movement, and risk. Often such in-transit videos feature an
angry rant.

In Babbitt’s last video, streamed live on Facebook, she is also in motion
as she walks with Trump’s supporters to the Capitol. To describe the moving
crowd, she uses both the term “mob” and the term “patriots.”

According to news coverage, Babbitt—who had been a fervent Obama
supporter—become detached from reality as she descended deeper into the
QAnon conspiracy theory.” QAnon had succeeded Pizzagate as the pre-
eminent online myth about Democratic Party child sex trafficking. Unlike
Pizzagate, Trump played a central role in this mythology.>’ QAnon also had
a stronger purpose-driven narrative than Pizzagate. According to QAnon
lore, historical events would lead up to a clear endpoint with a “great awak-
ening” followed by “the storm.” Many QAnon enthusiasts relied upon
encrypted online services, such as Telegram, to organize their activities.

The constant selfie taking by the insurrectionists was particularly strik-
ing. As in the case of the Social Media Summit, smartphones were raised up
high over the heads of many participants. By holding their phones aloft,
they could capture both their own self-documenting activities and the con-
text of the crowd surging around them. These selfies appeared in broad-
cast news, image databases, and FBI wanted posters. Using livestreaming
services such as DLive, the infiltration of the building was captured in real
time by right-wing influencers. Many of them were counting on monetiz-
ing their exclusive experience by offering their followers privileged access
to the event.”

Like Ashli Babbitt, many who stormed the Capitol typified “horseshoe”
politics, in which a passionate political participant might move from

the extreme left to the extreme right.**

They included a former BuzzFeed
content creator who had been a supporter of democratic socialist Bernie
Sanders® and a former labor union official who had attended the Obama
inauguration.”® In other words, the Obama-Trump voter might not always
be a centrist merely seeking a change agent. Instead, it is possible for that
person to be an extremist, capable of flipping political loyalties to the other
end of the spectrum. This kind of citizen was never invested in the civic

rituals of representative government.
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For hours Trump refused to condemn the rioting of his supporters. He
expressed his “love” for them and called them “very special people.” A rela-
tively tepid commitment to an “orderly transition” from Trump was not
made until the next morning.”” Trump’s lukewarm commitment to nor-
malcy was delivered via Dan Scavino.

Trump’s accounts on Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube were seriously sanc-
tioned. On January 8, Trump was permanently suspended from Twitter. The
day before his account was terminated, he called for “TRANSPARENCY”
twice. Facebook had opted for an indefinite ban rather than termination.”

There were also consequences for others in Trump’s cast of high-tech
rebels.

The Parler social media service was abandoned by other tech companies.
When Parler’s head defended use of his social network site by those who
stormed the Capitol on free speech grounds,”” Apple and Android removed
the app from their stores, and Amazon ceased to provide hosting services
for Parler’s data. Apparently libertarian philosophies that rejected any real
content moderation and refused to alert law enforcement to threats from
terrorists were no longer an acceptable part of the Silicon Valley business
model. Users also fled Parler after it was hacked, and 30 terabytes of data
were made available to the public.*

After the breach of the Capitol, Josh Hawley’s publisher Simon & Schus-
ter pulled plans to release his book The Tyranny of Big Tech.* Hawley had
alleged that big tech companies, such as “Facebook, Google, Amazon, and
Apple” now “represent the gravest threat to American liberty since the
monopolies of the Gilded Age,” because they “wield enormous market
power and political influence, which they deploy to curb competition and
turn massive profits.”** Hawley also criticized “Big Tech” for “collecting
more personal and private information from their users than any other
company or government in the world” to influence “decisions about their
families, politics, and health.” It was certainly true that such corporations
colluded to “organize, manipulate, and direct the conversations that Amer-
icans are having,” as Hawley charged. But Trumpism might prove to be part
of the problem rather than the solution.

It is significant that Trump never denounced the behavior of his cam-
paign staffers for hiring election consultants Cambridge Analytica, who
scraped eighty-seven million Facebook profiles by using a bogus research
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scheme that encouraged people to feed their information—and the infor-
mation of their unwitting friends—into a database for experiments in polit-
ical manipulation. He never mentioned the people who were duped by the
ruse of an online personality test. Not one of Trump’s fifty-thousand-plus
tweets contained the words “Cambridge Analytica.” The details of the case
pointed to an obvious need for enhanced privacy laws.*

Under Trump’s presidency, the Federal Communications Commission
reversed a rule from late in the Obama administration that had provided
some privacy protections for data that could be harvested from citizens’
phones.** With this new legal latitude, the administration expanded intel-
ligence gathering from mobile devices, with a particular focus on undoc-
umented immigrants and Black Lives Matter activists. In other words,
internet privacy was a cause for which Trump never expressed much enthu-
siasm, unless it involved the privacy of Trump himself. If anything, Trump
merely wanted to make an unfair system even less fair by skewing it to the
authoritarian right.

After the attack on the Capitol, Trump was stripped of his powerful social
media identity, a persona that Peter Costanzo had helped him begin to
craft in 2009. Without his established status with social media companies,
Trump returned to the early digital style that he had used for bypassing
gatekeepers. Those who remembered Trump’s “From the Desk of Donald
Trump” video channel, which he used from 2011 to 2014, would have
recognized the rhetoric of his 2021 venture, “From the Desk of Donald ]
Trump,” a website that provided a steady stream of short missives that were
designed to be reposted to Facebook or Twitter by his surrogates. He also
aspired to launch his own social media platform, Truth Social.

Trump continued to solicit participation from his followers by asking
them to repost his content to the sites that had banned him. He also orga-
nized rallies, campaigned for candidates that challenged his perceived ene-
mies, and served as the figurehead for the Donald J. Trump website, which
urged people to contribute to his war chest and exhorted them to “get
involved.” Section 230 remained a major obsession. He tried to marshal
support for his lawsuits against “Big Tech,” which asserted that the internet
was a “public square” from which no one could be excluded.*

“Participation” was not a popular term in the right-wing lexicon in
2021. Conservative commentators liked to mock “participation trophies,”
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which they claimed rewarded liberal alternatives to personal achievement
and cutthroat competition. “Participation” was also not a word that ever
appeared in Trump’s tweets. Instead, he preferred the word “action,” which
he used over 200 times.

Yet the assault on the Capitol demonstrated the power of Trump’s par-
ticipatory appeals. His followers were given their assigned roles as “patriots”
and encouraged to act out their cosplay as fans of the Trump entertain-
ment franchise. Much of this activity was defined by digital performance
that demonstrated their political allegiance—posting status updates and
shooting selfies as they stormed the country’s symbol of representative
democracy.



Conclusion: The New Digital Politics

Aaron Fisher looked back on his time as a nineteen-year-old intern at
the Obama White House with fondness. “I was at Twitter too when I was
younger, but it’s hard to one-up the White House.” He conceded that the
place “burns people out.” Nonetheless, “you get nostalgic.”"

Alec Ross, Clinton’s former senior advisor for innovation, adopted a
more jaded perspective on the Obama years. “I think that my own views on
policy were informed by the decade-plus I spent working in nonprofits in
community development work. I can see how using these tools is a way of
building political power, and not using them means that you are sacrificing

some political power.”?

But Ross had often felt like an outsider among the
starry-eyed cyberutopians at the State Department. He had held himself
apart from “people who thought that you could disintermediate democracy
in an efficient way. I sort of rolled my eyes at that stuff, frankly.”

“I'm somewhat skeptical of direct democracy,” Ross said. “I'm a bigger
believer in representative democracy.”

When Macon Phillips, Obama’s former director of digital strategy,
reflected on how these technologies were used in both the Obama and
Trump administrations, he saw them as neutral tools, capable of being the
instruments of both good and evil: “You can use a phone to call someone
and say you're alive. You can use the phone to call someone and harass
them. There’s just a lot of different ways to use technology.”

To emphasize his point, Phillips used an analogy to equipment in an
action movie that could be used by either a hero or a villain. “A great online
program is just an Iron Man suit.””

Tom Cochran, Obama’s former director of new media technologies,
laughed about how far he had come from his initial self so quickly. After
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the 2016 election he had already planned to move on from government
service. But he felt relief that the restrictions that had made his day-to-day
work in the Obama administration such a hassle would be still in place dur-
ing the Trump administration.

“I went from hating bureaucracy to ‘thank god we have bureaucracy’'—

within 24 hours.”*

The Biden Tech Agenda

Several days after the 2020 presidential election, a bare-bones web page
appeared. It only contained three sentences. A link to a Spanish-language
version of Biden's three-sentence announcement was also provided. Unlike
the rich environment for digital interaction that heralded the coming of the
Obama-Biden administration in 2008 at Change.gov, this website served as
a tentative placeholder.

When Change.gov made its debut twelve years earlier, Biden was shown
smiling alongside Obama under stadium spotlights. In that earlier digital
moment, the two incoming leaders had appeared under a navigation bar of
possibilities that invited visitors to explore the site’s extensive content and
to become regular readers of its news.

Modern technology was noticeably absent in the visual rhetoric of the
Biden-Harris transition website. The main photo (figure 13.1) showed a

BIDEN-HARRIS

TRANSITION

The American people will determine who will serve as the next President of the United States.
Votes are still being counted in several states around the country. The crises facing the country
are severe — from a pandemic to an economic recession, climate change to racial injustice — and
the transition team will continue preparing at full speed so that the

Biden-Harris Administration can hit the ground running on Day One.

Figure 13.1
Transition page at BuildBackBetter.com.
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worried president-elect holding a pen. The pen was clearly the technology
of potential executive action, but it was frozen in inanimate suspension
while Biden waited for his term in office to begin.

Among the executive actions that could have required Biden’s pen were
pending regulatory measures to reign in Silicon Valley companies. Such cor-
porations might finally face meaningful limitations on their power. Secre-
tive policies, unpredictable practices, hidden algorithms, legal loopholes,
and anti-competitive acquisitions had gone unchecked for many years.

Just a few weeks before the 2020 election, Biden’s predecessor Donald
J. Trump was energetically pursuing his own actions against technology
platforms. On October 20, 2020, the Justice Department filed an antitrust
suit against Alphabet, the parent company of Google, charging them with
a host of violations. On December 9, 2020, the Federal Trade Commission
sued Facebook, alleging that the company was illegally maintaining its per-
sonal social networking monopoly through a years-long course of anticom-
petitive conduct. Rescinding Section 230 would require legislative action,
but Trump’s executive branch continued to make it a focus in their rhetoric
against “Big Tech.”

Tech journalist Kara Swisher argued that it was “too little too late” on the
regulatory front, given how long Silicon Valley companies had expanded
their size, scope, and influence without any serious opposition from gov-
ernment regulators. She was also critical of fixating on Section 230 as a
“silver bullet” because there was “no such thing as a single entity called Big
Tech.”® According to Swisher, “challenges plaguing the tech industry are
so complex that it is impossible to take action against one without under-
standing the entire ecosystem, which hinges on many monster companies,
with many big problems, each of which requires a different remedy.”

Communication scholar Siva Vaidhyanathan agreed that the essential
problems with search engines and social media companies were both dis-
similar and structural, even if they all shared the blame for poisoning politi-
cal discourse. “The problem with Facebook is Facebook. The problem with
Google is Google. And the problem with both is that long-term, global
dependence on them warps our ability to comprehend the world (Google
more than Facebook) and ability to change the world (Facebook more
than Google).”®

Journalists described Biden as “another president skeptical of Big Tech.”’
But Biden brought many veterans of the Obama administration with him,
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some of whom continued to embrace Obama’s tech-friendly cyberuto-
pian agenda. Technology and telecommunications companies were major
donors to the Biden inauguration ceremonies, including Google, Microsoft,
and Qualcomm.?

Even as the midterm elections approached, much remained uncertain
about platform regulation under the Biden administration, which was
sometimes jokingly called “Obama’s third term.” Would they attempt to
change the essential power balance between weak users and powerful plat-
forms? Or would they advance a technocratic agenda, creating an even
greater role in democracy for technical systems? Evidence from Biden’s first
year in office pointed both ways.

There were some encouraging signs for those who favored more regula-
tion. One of Biden’s first tech-related announcements called for real strate-
gies to curtail online harassment. It was seen as part of his long-standing
commitment to crafting legislation prohibiting violence against women.’

Then, in July of 2021, Biden signed an ambitious executive order on
“Promoting Competition in the American Economy” that was widely seen
as targeting Silicon Valley companies. The order used the “Big Tech” label
several times, even though “Big Tech” was a pejorative term that had been
popularized by right-wing politicians like Trump and Hawley. In the docu-
ment, “Big Tech” was chastised for “purchasing would-be competitors,”
“gathering too much private information,” and “unfairly competing with
small businesses.” "’

According to Biden, propagating misinformation was also a major
concern that merited more gatekeeping. False claims about the coronavi-
rus vaccine—including that it contained toxic chemicals, microchips, or
embryonic tissue—were disseminated far and wide on Facebook. In frustra-
tion, Biden accused Facebook of “killing people” twice in an NBC inter-
view. White House officials grew so irritated with Facebook’s noncommittal
answers in internal meetings that they “demanded to hear from the data
scientists at the company instead of lobbyists.”"'

Biden’s choice of a Federal Trade Commission chair signaled another loss
for the tech lobby. He selected Lina Khan, a law professor who specialized
in antitrust cases. Khan had previously published influential articles that
were highly critical of internet companies.

At the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), signals for reform
were much more mixed. Like the Federal Trade Commission, the FCC had
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enjoyed a long history of close ties to lobbying groups, many in telecom-
munications and internet services. One former chair became a lobbyist
for Facebook. Another became a legal advisor for a wireless provider. Still
another had been a legal advisor for a wireless provider. In one case, the
head of the National Cable & Telecommunications Association (NCTA)—a
powerful trade organization for the broadband industry—became FCC
chair, and in another case the FCC chair became the head of the NCTA.
One of that person’s protégés at the FCC, who had also been the NCTA'’s
chief operating officer, went on to run the Internet Association, a lobbying
group for social media services and mobile apps. Although Biden chose Jes-
sica Rosenworcel as the acting chair of the FCC right after the inauguration,
months went by with no word on whether he would confirm her perma-
nent appointment to the post. She was finally confirmed by the Senate in
December of 2021. Additional tie-breaking appointees for the FTC and FCC
remained blocked from confirmation.

In addition to the executive branch of government, the Supreme Court
also has the power to alter the regulatory environment for tech companies.
Many of the major decisions that established the current status quo dated
from the 1990s. For example, the court legitimized click-through licenses
in 1996, struck down censorship of adult content on the internet in 1997,
and shielded internet service providers from liability for impersonation and
harassment in 1998.

During the ’'00s, the court often reflected the cyberoptimism of the Obama
years. In 2010 it praised the internet for promoting financial transparency
and offering “significant information about political candidates and issues.”
It affirmed that the internet served as a “public square” in 2017, providing
a core of civic life. Even with its conservative majority solidified, the jus-
tices continued to view social media as an important space for freedom of
expression. In 2021 a cheerleader’s obscene rant on Snapchat was judged to
be protected speech for which she could not be disciplined by her school."?

Conceivably, the legislative branch of government might also take
action. Perhaps their bipartisan anger could overcome the hurdles of politi-
cal polarization and the bureaucratic structure of committees from the pre-
vious century. Would such legislation target harassment, hate groups, and
misinformation? Or would it defend free speech and attack the censorship
of community standards and content moderation? Left-wing and right-
wing politics might generate very different outcomes.
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When Frances Haugen, a former Facebook product manager turned
whistleblower, testified before Congress about the company’s harms in
2021, CEO Mark Zuckerberg described her allegations as “pretty easy to
debunk.”” Soon afterward, Facebook rebranded as “Meta.” Zuckerberg
promised that the next platform would “be even more immersive—an
embodied internet where you're in the experience, not just looking at it.”"*
Obviously, the challenges of content moderation and attempting regula-
tion with virtual reality products would become even more daunting."

Engineering Democracy

Of course, there is a legitimate argument that laws are not the most effective
way to change internet behavior in ways that support human flourishing.
There are other, non-legal measures that can exert regulatory pressure, such
as norms, markets, and the architectures of the digital systems themselves.'®

As a way to combat misinformation, hate speech, harassment, and polit-
ical extremism, creating new social norms could provide some solutions.
Civic customs of mutual respect, open dialogue, and shared public space
could compensate for the disadvantages of our over-mediated interactions
and allow us to escape the echo chambers and filter bubbles that we cur-
rently inhabit. Greater digital literacy could also counter the fantasies of
disintermediation that these platforms encourage. Much of the dysfunction
in our collective digital culture could be addressed through more compre-
hensive education programs that expand the definition of traditional civ-
ics to include online citizenship."” Explicit instruction in media literacy,
data literacy, and platform design would be critical areas for pedagogical
intervention. Ideally, this instruction would include forms of expertise that
extend beyond the domains of STEM. For example, knowledge of history,
foreign languages, philosophy, rhetoric, and aesthetics can be useful for
distinguishing fake news from real news.'® However, the current state of
our overloaded school systems doesn’t make me particularly optimistic that
sufficient time could be carved out for these endeavors.

Furthermore, establishing new norms alone cannot be entirely effective
when such fundamental inequities of power still exist between users and
platforms. We don’t just need digital literacy; we need digital rights.'’ In the
present moment, social media platforms and search engines often cannot
be held accountable for their products and services. As a consequence, our
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democracy has suffered. These companies may have idealistic origin stories
in which their founders only intended to foster connection, transparency,
access, and participation. But we clearly don’t live in the egalitarian digital
nirvana that was planned for us.

Silicon Valley companies tend to prefer their own solutions to the prob-
lems they have created, which would allow them to continue to regulate
themselves. They generally emphasize markets and architecture rather than
laws or norms. According to their spokespeople, laissez-faire economics and
an unfettered marketplace will ensure the best products and services for
their customers for free or at very low prices.”” The public is assured that
the technical expertise of their engineers, programmers, and designers will
continue to optimize the built environments that they have created for
us and to remedy any glitches in the system.?' The rhetoric of the tech
lobby asserts that internet companies represent the pinnacle of American
achievement, and their progress to even greater success should not be ham-
pered. For example, statements from the Internet Association—a leading
trade group—insist that “content moderation by online platforms has been
highly effective” and “companies quickly remove bad actors.””” Using the
power of new tools like artificial intelligence, the public is encouraged to
believe that even better outcomes could be achieved very soon.*

The Fantasy of the Selective Opt-Out

“With this statement, I give notice to Instagram it is strictly forbidden to
disclose, copy, distribute, or take any other action against me based on this
profile and/or its contents.”

Trump’s secretary of energy Rick Perry posted this message on social
media in 2019. Using a screenshot of text copied and pasted from other
sources, Perry warned that “tomorrow starts the new Instagram rule where
they can use your photos!” With this impending “deadline” approach-
ing, Perry spoke ominously about “court cases” and “litigation.” He cited
reporting from a seemingly authoritative Channel 13 News in support of
his declaration.

Of course, Perry had been taken in by a hoax. Similar hoaxes about post-
ing opt-out declarations on social media sites had been floating around on
the internet since at least 2012.%* The boilerplate language that Perry shared
reflected common anxieties about the changing legalese in user agreements
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that often gave consumers little power as users of digital services. His desire
to have the power to opt out from one aspect of a potentially coercive
agreement was shared by many users of social media platforms. As research-
ers Joan Donovan and Brian Friedberg pointed out, there was more to the
Perry Instagram story than simple technological illiteracy. The appeal of the
“with this statement” meme demonstrated a profound desire for two-way
communication and power sharing with the managers of powerful social
media platforms.”

Supporting stronger opt-out protocols is one obvious thing that the
Biden White House could pursue. Of course, both the Obama and Trump
administrations failed to achieve any progress on opt-out provisions during
their tenures in office.

Gamifying Government

Hundreds of thousands of people were captivated by a livestream of con-
gressional representatives Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Ilhan Omar play-
ing Among Us. Among Us was a popular, multiplayer murder mystery game
with a colorful cartoony aesthetic. The story they played through was set
on a spaceship. The game allowed for deceptive role-playing if a player was
assigned an “impostor” rather than a “crew” role. It rewarded a player’s
stealth and powers of speculation. The game also contained many elements
of real congressional politics.?® Players had to complete tasks, do research,
be prepared to “discuss” should an “emergency meeting” be called, and
vote. The congresswomen'’s stunt in the final weeks of the 2020 election
publicized resources on the IWillVote.com website as well. While multi-
tasking through various screens and channels, Ocasio-Cortez exhorted her
followers to make “a voting plan” or get someone else “registered to vote.”

The event was a virtuoso digital performance by two members of “The
Squad,” a group of young, left-leaning, women of color who had beat out
more established Democratic Party incumbents at the beginnings of their
congressional careers. Ocasio-Cortez’s lively facial expressions could be seen
below another screen that showed her avatar’s game play. In addition to
using Twitch, a popular livestreaming service favored by e-sports celebrities,
she joined the Among Us group’s Discord channel to facilitate large group
communication. According to the Guardian, “Ocasio-Cortez’s Twitch chan-
nel garnered a staggering audience of 439,000 viewers, all watching her in
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real time . . . with approximately 5.2 million viewers watching the stream
in aggregate.””” Edited versions of the performance on YouTube racked up
hundreds of thousands of views, and meme-making on other platforms
made it a fresh topic of online conversation for many days afterward.

This event represented one possible paradigm for reimagining represen-
tative government. Ocasio-Cortez’s constituents had the opportunity to
watch her in action and to generate a flurry of shared social commentary
in real time. However, much like Obama’s social media Town Halls of the
pre-Trump era, it was largely a one-way spectacle for her remote audience. It
was a simulation of representative democracy and political gamesmanship
rather than the real thing.

Selfie Democracy

In looking back at Trump’s successful use of social media as a politician,
we can see that he relied on many of the same rhetorical appeals that had
worked so well for Obama: connection, transparency, participation, and
access. However, these framing concepts in direct digital democracy, which
had been promulgated in Silicon Valley as well as in the White House, had
become distorted and grotesque under Trump. Connection had become
white identity politics. Access had become influence peddling. Transparency
had become conspiracy thinking. Participation had become insurrection.

The promise of pervasive, mobile, personalized, and intelligent technol-
ogies revealed the nightmare of the digital populism they could unleash.
Obama'’s high-tech simulations became fake news stories fueling anxieties
about false flags and crisis actors. Obama’s town halls became Trump’s ral-
lies. Citizen journalists became influencers. Distributed networks became
pyramid schemes. By the time Trump was tweeting out classified photos
to the Iranian government, the public diplomacy initiatives of the Obama
administration had completely degenerated into trolling.

What Trump’s followers got instead of direct democracy was selfie
democracy. They attempted to use their smartphones to reinscribe a human
presence in an increasingly posthuman world, but they were doomed to fail
because they relied on demagoguery.”® Certainly, many of their social media
fears were legitimate. They were responding to a real situation of becom-
ing increasingly disempowered by the prevalence of digital systems that
demanded total subservience to mechanisms of surveillance and decision
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engineering. Abolishing Section 230 or storming the Capitol to keep their
leader in charge to fight Big Tech wouldn’t save them. Trump had benefited
from the extractive social media model that had been established during
the Obama administration.

Selfie democracy combines three key elements to make its heady cocktail
of political extremism: ubiquitous computing, identity politics, and hostil-
ity to representative government. It presents a fantasy of disintermediation
that links a political subject directly to his or her sovereign through an
experience of digital copresence. A leader can be hailed by a citizen on social
media using a more intimate, second-person address than would normally
be possible. When that leader shows up in that person’s social media feed,
sharing similar thoughts and feelings, that citizen might imagine being
spoken to personally, even if their actual queries are going unanswered.
Obama’s charisma and cult of personality encouraged this dangerous line
of thinking, just as Trump’s strongman theatrics did.

I don’t think participants in selfie democracy are necessarily evil or igno-
rant. The performance of political identity on social media is a fact of life.
Gestures of solidarity, signals of mutual aid, and badges of alliance do real
rhetorical work online. The larger cultural shift from representation to sim-
ulation also feels inevitable. The technologies that predict outcomes and
model behavior are here to stay. To pretend that we are really voting for
anything when we promote a particular worldview on these platforms with
an outcome in representative government is a delusion.

The rise of personal technology is not the only phenomenon that has
made citizens less able to experience self-knowledge or shape their own
fates. Media consolidation, the failure of campaign finance reform, manip-
ulative redistricting, and threats from foreign governments to international
alliances have all played a role. However, the tools through which technol-
ogy deepens political divisions and manipulates decision-making are more
precise and untraceable, allowing oligarchy and authoritarianism more
opportunity to thrive.

If we can’t selectively opt out to claim agency as sovereign citizens, and
if we don’t want to sit back and just passively watch the powerful play,
we can learn from the lessons of the Obama and Trump administrations
through archival evidence and the testimony of participants like Phillips,
Cochran, and Ross.
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We need to understand the pitfalls of the new digital politics. We need
to acknowledge the powerful appeals of nostalgia for a direct democracy
that never was. We need to interrogate our deep social and psychologi-
cal desires for connection, transparency, access, and participation. And we
need to understand the role of class, race, and gender in the assumptions
that we make about supposedly neutral platforms. This knowledge will help
us make difficult decisions—through our elected representatives and estab-
lished institutions—about the future role of technology in our democracy.
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