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If you are reading this review because the title has persuaded you that free money will

follow, you are the victim of spam. If you are annoyed and skeptical of the claim made by

this title, but curious and thus reading this review, you are the victim of spam. One of the

minor and potentially major annoyances of the Internet age is spam, unwanted solicitations

that vie for Internet users’ attention in the clutter of Web 2.0, which so often strives to offer

Internet users a managed space where “likes” are easily archived and accessed and the rest

of the Internet can be filtered out.

Arguably there is a very fine line between legitimate communications we want to read and

view and the unwanted intrusions that seem to breach notions of one’s virtual private space,

urging us to transfer money to bank accounts to help wealthy political refugees escape

oppression, buy Viagra, gamble online, hand over bank account information, and so forth.

Like other media supporting a consumer society such as newspapers, commercial radio, and

television, the Internet has evolved since the early 1990s into a commercial space seeking

the eyeballs of viewers/readers through legitimate and sometimes less legitimate means

that are classified as spam. Unlike these other media that tend to operate under federal

regulators, as in the United States the Federal Communications Commission, the Internet

provides a relatively cheap way to distribute a message broadly across borders that is not

well regulated by national agencies.

Finn Brunton’s Spam: A Shadow History of the Internet proclaims the centrality of spam to

understanding the Internet via a history of an annoying and once-ubiquitous practice of

spam: “The history of spam is the negative shape of the history of people gathering on

computer networks, as people are the targets of spam’s stratagems” (p. xvi). He makes a

forceful argument that the evolution of spam from direct e-mails into various viruses and

botnets designed to enslave personal computers exerts a profound influence on the design,

regulation, and everyday use of the Internet.

Judging by another recent history of the Internet by Ryan (2010), spam is unimportant, as

it warrants only two mentions (pp. 121, 142): Its first instance in 1994 as an e-mail sent to

millions of people by two lawyers, Canter and Siegel, advising of a Green Card lottery
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created a breach in “trust.” Brunton asserts that spam is central to understanding the

evolution of the Internet and is not a footnote. Elsewhere, Internet marketing and

advertising texts, such as Sharma, Herzog, and Melfi’s Mobile Advertising (2008) and

Tuten’s Advertising 2.0 (2008), pay scant attention to the dark side of Internet advertising.

Nakamura’s (2008) excellent critical race approach to Internet studies that seeks to

“interrogate . . . racial, gendered, national, and class identities” (p. 35) fails to mention

spam despite its very global characteristics.

Brunton’s timely, relevant text provides a lively history of the Internet by arguing that

spammers, those who proliferate spam, are the outliers of the Internet who have tested the

limits of the Internet as a social and commercial space; thus, his subtitle suggests that

spam operates as “a shadow history of the Internet” to reveal the Internet as a place where

commerce and anarchy mix on a global scale. He convincingly argues that the struggle to

capture and commodify users’ attention is central to the evolution of the medium and our

life world:

[Spam] has changed our language, economics, and culture and exerted a profound

effect on our technologies. It has subtly—and not so subtly—deformed the shape of life

online, pulling it into new arrangements that make no more sense than the movement

of the galaxies unless you allow for the mass of all the dark matter. Only at a scale, in

time and in space, can we begin to bring this shape into focus. . . . The spam most of

us experience every day as a minor and inexplicable irritant is like the lonely rock that

[a] sailor sighted, merely the visible peak of the vast and submerged infrastructures

with much to say about the networked world. (p. xiv)

His hyperbolical astrophysical metaphor and nautical similes might make even the most

technophilic editors of Wired magazine wince. There is a grandiose and intoxicating quality

to his rhetoric that asserts that spam draws on the “bones of prior orders and the ruins of

previous civilizations” (p. xxi) to operate as a liminal practice that defines the Internet.

Brunton’s history divides the history of spam into three epochs, with the first period running

from 1971 to 1994 figured as a period when spam begins as a theoretical problem and

minor nuisance to emerge as a major nuisance for various computer programmers and

system administrators. Drawing on the notion that the Internet reproduces ancient political

roles, he defines four roles in the debate over how to manage spam by Internet users: (a)

the Royalists, who seek via system administrators to punish abusers; (b) the Anarchists,

who insist that the community should regulate itself with no outside interference; (c) the

Technolibertarians, who seek to use spam filters to remove abusers; and (d) the

Parliamentarians, who seek to regulate all aspects of the Internet for the benefit of the

community (p. 15). In this first epoch, spam gains its defenders, who argue via free speech

that spam is simply another way to advertise.

The chapter on the second epoch, titled “Make Money Fast: 1995–2003” (p. 63), describes

how spam proliferates as a global phenomenon despite efforts by the Royalists, Anarchists,

Technolibertarians, and Parliamentarians to deal with it. Brunton details the Nigerian or 419

scams (419 refers to the Nigerian criminal code’s reference to fraud, p. 102), in which

typically computer users in the West receive e-mails from desperate privileged people in

dire political situations promising to provide a huge reward if the computer user can provide

money up front. Brunton traces the origins of this scam to an 1898 “Spanish prisoner”

scenario that suggests that this type of spam well predates the Internet but comes to



prominence as a way for folks in West Africa to trade on stereotypes of “dark,” “corrupt,”

and “war-torn” Africa for profit (p. 107).

In the chapter on the third epoch, “The Victim Cloud: 2003–2010,” Brunton describes how

spam becomes its own form of artificial intelligence with computer viruses taking over

computers and programs writing nonsense blogs to trick search engines into directing users

to spam sites rather than to more credible sites written by humans. Perhaps the most

frightening aspect of this late period is the rise of denial-of-service attacks in which infected

computers around the world attack a specific website to shut it down.

The final section of the book asserts that Africa, where “100 million PCs, of which an

estimated 80 percent are compromised or infected with some kind of malware” (p. 186),

may pose the largest threat as this “huge population of additional, accidental victims for the

cloud” comes online (p. 186). I am troubled that Brunton’s focus on the militarization of

spam makes him see Africa’s potential to join the Internet as a type of military threat that

reinforces stereotypes of “enslaved” African computers attacking the West. Such rhetoric

perpetuates a colonial echo of the “White man’s burden” and the rhetoric around AIDS in

Africa that sees Africans as the “infected” who threaten to contaminate “pure” Westerners.

I sense that for system administrators and other IT specialists, Brunton’s history would

provide a lively compendium of anecdotes with which they are familiar. I sense that for

media studies students, certain portions of this text would provide excellent cases for

consideration of this shadow history.

Because Brunton focuses on the Internet and not on a history of marketing and

advertisement, I sense that he may miss how spam has proliferated in ways that are more

respectable and yet are incredibly invasive. An example of what Brunton might label

respectable spam is the company Mirriad (2014), which specializes in putting corporate

logos and images on old TV content. Mirriad boasts to clients that it will capture the “skip

generation” by giving global brands a local flavor by seaming appropriate corporate images

on to old film and TV content to target viewers who would normally skip through

commercials with their PVRs. Brunton’s conclusion resists a call to citizens to defend their

precious mental space and thus to resist the mainstreaming of targeted ads. His conclusion

asserts that we are all seeking a

careful arrangement of meaningful information relative to our own interests, needs,

and contexts. A graceful interjection at the right time, a screen that does not demand

a look but waits for a glance, words that are considerate that we humans and not our

filters will be reading them. (p. 204)

Brunton notes that the dominance of Google’s search engine in the global North becomes a

means to monetize attention by providing users with relevant material (pp. 113–114), which

would seem to comply with this sense that large corporations, by providing an excellent

service, should be rewarded by selling the data they collect about user’s searches to the

highest bidder. Recently in Canada, the Office of the Privacy Commissioner (2014)

responded to a citizen who complained of a breach in privacy that data collected by Google

on his searches relating to health issues was then turned around and sold to advertisers

targeting that health issue. The commission asked that Google change its practice as it

relates to collecting data on users’ health issues.
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