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ing on the Slashdot Web site showed the

page was fake by noting that the woman’s

image came from a photo archive. 

Politicians can also benefit from adopt-

ing a more open approach. Vermont Gover-

nor Howard Dean’s 2004 campaign for the

U.S. presidency was a good example of

“open source” politics. Dean supporters

created blogs where they shared ideas,

organized events and raised a surprisingly

large amount of money. Although Dean

failed to win the Democratic Party nomina-

tion, his campaign would never have gotten

as far as it did without the Internet.

Gillmor correctly identifies the many

ways in which the Internet is changing soci-

ety. But his optimism doesn’t take into

account limited public access to the techni-

cal tools he discusses. For example, Gill-

mor emphasizes the importance of blogs.

But by his own estimate, only about several

hundred thousand people blog regularly—a

tiny fraction of the total number of Internet

users and an even smaller percentage of

the total population. Blogging, Wiki and

other Internet tools are still the medium of

a small, technologically savvy elite. Internet

access and Internet literacy are severely

limited in poorer communities. In restrictive

countries such as China, blogs are one of

the few outlets for discussion of taboo top-

ics. But less than 10 percent of the Chi-

nese population goes online, and access is

primarily limited to young people in urban

areas. The digital divide between those

with Net access and those without needs

to be narrowed significantly before the

Internet can truly become a powerful mass

tool for organization and expression.

Nevertheless, Gillmor’s main point is

still valid: the benefits of open source jour-

nalism only accrue when we have an

informed citizen population actively partici-

pating in the news. However, open source

journalism faces a serious threat from gov-

ernments, telecommunications companies

and what he calls the “copyright cartel of

entertainment companies,” which have

combined to centralize control of new tech-

nology. This is not a new phenomenon.

Established businesses inevitably regard

technological innovations as a threat:

vaudeville performers sued Guglielmo Mar-

coni for inventing the radio because they no

longer had exclusive control over who could

hear their shows, and movie studios sued

Sony in the 1980s because they felt the

company’s Betamax video cassette

recorder enabled people to infringe copy-

right by illegally taping programs. In both

cases, technological innovation prevailed in

court and technology was proven to be

quite compatible with copyright.

With today’s new technology, though, the

people stifling innovation are winning. With

deep pockets and powerful lobbyists, enter-

tainment companies are demanding—and

getting—limitations on the fair use of new

technology that don’t exist with older tech-

nology. For example, copying a short video

excerpt from a copyrighted DVD into your

work is currently illegal, even though copying

a brief excerpt from a copyrighted book is

legal. Eventually, Gillmor warns, “big corpo-

rations and governments will know every

copyrighted work you read, listen to, and

watch. Anyone with a sense of history

should fear such a system.” Such restric-

tions would stifle open source journalism. If

amateur journalists had to get permission

to quote from a copyrighted work or pay for

each citation, most of them wouldn’t bother

and scholarship would suffer. 

Gillmor believes that consumers still

have the power to change the technology

landscape. He urges people to take action

now by writing to elected officials, contribut-

ing to Internet free speech organizations

such as the Electronic Frontier Foundation

and avoiding purchases from companies

that cheat artists and abuse fair use.

Gillmor is doing his part to advance par-

ticipatory journalism. He believes that copy-

right should be a sensible bargain that

gives creators fair reward for their value

while allowing others to use their work

fairly. We the Media is published under a

Creative Commons Copyright license, a

“some rights reserved” copyright scheme

that differs from the “all rights reserved” of

most copyrighted works. The copyright limit

of his book is only 14 years. In contrast,

current copyright law allows the holder to

protect copyrighted works for the life of the

author plus 75 years. We the Media can

even be downloaded online for free from

the publisher’s Web site. And after writing

this book, Gillmor resigned from the San

José Mercury News to focus full-time on

encouraging and enabling more citizen-

based media. Clearly, Gillmor practices

what he preaches.

We the Media raises more questions

than it answers, but this is by design. In

keeping with his open source philosophy,

Dan Gillmor urges people to become more

active and informed Internet users. The

book is a wake-up call for us to either pay

attention to how the Internet is being used

or get left behind by other innovators. We

the Media is an important book not just for

journalists, but for anyone who is inter-

ested in understanding how technology is

changing our world.

Resource List

The following Web sites regularly publish

articles on China’s human rights situation

and essays by Chinese writers and intellec-

tuals. Most are in Chinese, but many pro-

vide excerpts or summaries of selected

articles in English.

China Information Center
http://www.observechina.net/info/index.

asp

China Monthly (Minzhu Zhongguo)
http://www.chinamz.org/MZ_Magzine/

chinamz.htm

ChinaEWeekly
http://www.chinaeweekly.com/

Civil Rights Protection (Gongmin Weiquan)
http://www.gmwq.org/web/index.asp

Dacankao Daily News
http://www.bignews.org/

Epoch Times
http://www.dajiyuan.com/

New Century Net
http://www.ncn.org/asp/zwginfo/index.

asp

Peacehall (Boxun)
http://www.peacehall.com/

Ren Yu Renquan
http://gb.hrichina.org/gate/gb/big5.

hrichina.org/subsite/big5/

Secret China News
http://www.kanzhongguo.com/

Xin Haichuan
http://209.108.201.123/XHC/author.asp
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