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The rapid growth of online social-networking and 
self-publishing, as exemplifi ed by Youtube, Twitter, 
MySpace and Facebook, amongst other platforms, has 
created a new ‘space’ for the generation and consump-
tion of news, entertainment and cultural content. In 
this paper, I argue that this new ‘social space’ could 
become of educational importance.

The collapse of editorial hierarchies and ‘ownership’ 
in terms of traditional routes of information fl ow 
is threatening a variety of traditional media such 
as television, music CD-sales and print media. A 
collective and more democratic approach towards 
information gathering and dissemination, and indeed, 
the galvanising and monitoring of public opinion is 
emerging. 

In addition to this ‘democratisation of informa-
tion’, a new approach to journalism namely, citizen 
journalism − is challenging the stronghold of even 
the strongest media who have no choice but to rely on 

‘bloggers’ and ‘Joe Public’ in order to remain up-to-the 
minute. In a world where the cell-phone becomes the 
camera (that is instantly connected to websites of 
mass distribution), traditional television networks 
such as CNN and SKY are racing to adopt interactive 
means of encouraging audience participation, in order 
to maintain currency and a ‘real-time’ connection to 
their audiences. A hybrid born of intense competi-
tion for attention is now spanning print, web and 
television − where the audience plays a far greater 
role in the broadcasting and disection of content. The 
feedback loops inherent in such interactivity provide 

data for the monitoring of advertising revenues and 
the customer profi ling that perpetuates increasingly 
complex associations of ‘lifestyles’, ‘brands’ and other 
consumer-oriented, pop-culture detritus.

A side eff ect of the choice and interactivity now availa-
ble is the continuing splintering of niche interests, a 
trend of increasing superfi ciality where image holds 
prime place. The impact of this ‘dumbing-down’ of arts 
and culture on education in particular, and society 
in general, has became a cause for concern in many 
creative circles where there is a lamentable lack of 
knowledge regarding history and theory.

Concept

This emerging milieu  in the arts and social media has 
prompted me to consider whether social media could 
be used to increase the depth of discourse in the arts 
or, at least, to increase an appetite for it.

In the context of these profound changes in the media 
landscape, and in recognition of the challenges that 
the South African education system in particular faces 
regarding access to both lower and higher education, 
and indeed the quality thereof, www.pythagoras-tv.
com was launched with a view to ultimately provid-
ing distance-learning opportunities through an 
innovative mix of self-publishing, entertainment 
and education, based on the precept of voluntary 
participation in the ‘generation’ and ‘adjudication’ and 

‘consumption’ of a diverse range of content. 

Although still in an experimental ‘beta-state’, 
Pythagoras-TV is growing into a reliable platform for 
self-publishing and discussion in the arts with a global 
membership of 550 plus. These comprise educated 
contributors from the age of 17 to 77. Through funding 
and further strategic partnerships, PY-TV hopes to 
generate a sustainable and growing global community 
connecting people who want to learn, with people who 
have something to teach. 

Practical details

The practical workings of the website are as follows. 
The site is hosted by ning.com, who have developed 
a template for social networking sites that enable 
user-generated content to be uploaded and ‘vetoed’ by 
an administrator, or not. This concept was reconfi g-
ured to align with more or less traditional editorial 
principles of submission, where the editor/s would 
be able to preview member’s posts (stories) and then 

feature these on the main page when it was deemed fi t 
to print. This presents an ‘edited blog’ approach with 
certain pros and cons. The benefi ts of an edited blog 
are that higher standards can be attained in terms of 
grammar, style and theme. The cons are that some 
members may be intimidated by the journalistic and 
academic slant of the website and avoid submitting 
anything altogether. The other benefi t of the system 
is that members could grow and encourage their own 
‘audience’ participation in their blogs regardless of 
editorial interference. This platform could be used in a 
number of ways to promote services, careers, market-
ing, networking, and so forth. The functionality of the 
‘ning’ platform has been developing slowly over time 
and incorporates: chat functions; ‘ A Really Simple 
Syndication’ (RSS) function for the incorporation of 
news feeds from other websites; photo, video and 
music uploads; the creation of special interest groups; 
gaming; shopping for branded material; a donations 
function and so on. In order to screen members before 
acceptance onto PY-TV, an online application form 
that inquired as to their qualifi cations and whether 
or not the prospective member would be interested 
contributing material of a journalistic nature was 
created. Only members who answered ‘yes’ or ‘maybe’ 
to this question were considered for membership.

successes

On the launch of the platform, there was an immediate 
explosion of membership of around 200 people, who 
eff ectively were part of my existing business network 
(Don Albert & Partners) and my Facebook network 
of ‘friends’. One member of a reputable design and 
media company then invited many of her business and 
social contacts, which almost immediately added a 
further 50 or so members. Within two or three weeks, 
the membership had grown to around 350 people. I 
thereafter called upon a group of contacts to contrib-
ute stories for the fi rst edition, and appointed a number 
of these people as dedicated ‘editors’ of specifi c genres 
such as fashion, photography and so on. We then 
launched the fi rst issue entitled Apocalypse … just now, 
which was, from a critical perspective, probably the 
best issue as it included a well researched and written 
piece about the impact of the global fi nancial crisis 
titled ‘The death of luxury’ by Cape Town-based trend 
researcher Brad Armitage, and another − an interview 
of Californian Advertising Creative Director Craig 
Crawford by South African Creative Director Jonathan 
Beggs − which was stylistically exactly what I had in 
mind for PY-TV. In retrospect, these two articles were 
reportedly somewhat intimidating to other potential 

Fig. 4. View of the PY-TV website. Courtesy of Don Albert. 
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contributors due to the high benchmark that they 
set. The following three issues were also of a high 
standard, and we tracked our members’ interest 
through a series of polls using Polldaddy.com, and 
through Googleanalytics, which indicated that during 
the first six months of operations Pythagoras-tv.com 
had an engaged readership. Due to the high calibre of 
members in the design and arts fields, the reputation 
of the website grew and membership slowly reached 
around 450. PY-TV was then featured in other South 
African media including print (Elle Decoration) and 
on television (e-TV). Other highlights included being 
granted two press passes to cover the Glastonbury 
Music Festival, being granted an exclusive preview 
of the then-new Freedom Park Museum in Tswane, 
South Africa, by its project architect Dieter Brand, 
and receiving regular reviews and news from our 
global members.

Challenges

Despite the initial success of PY-TV, the platform 
suffered a number of problems. Firstly, whilst 
the membership grew quickly as a function of my 
personal network, the multiplier effect of exponential 
growth through the social network did not materi-
alise. Perhaps this was to do with ‘ownership’ of the 
concept and content being too controlled by myself. 
Secondly, and this is a problem suffered by many social 
media, whilst there may be numerous members, not 
all who commit to contributing material actually 
do so. In terms of norms, Twitter reports that less 
than 1.5 per cent of Twitter members actually tweet 
themselves. Youtube has similarly skewed ‘viewer’ 
to ‘uploader’ ratios. The voyerism so common on 
Facebook too, is clearly apparent in PY-TV too. In 
terms of Pythagoras-TV’s members, our broadcasting 
membership percentage was actually higher than 
five per cent in the first year, which is an impres-
sive statistic. However, in terms of the growth of the 
platform and the objectives for PY-TV to reach into 
the education field, was clearly disappointing. Thirdly, 
the concept of an ‘edited blog’ was perhaps a stretch 
too far. Whilst many members enjoyed and benefited 
from a guiding hand in the preparation of their stories, 
some found it too constricting, and in some cases 
there were editorial clashes as to how much editorial 

‘fact’ could be told in a story, as is often the case in 
newsrooms. Lastly, and this is perhaps the biggest 
concern for the future of the concept, is that many 
young members (the real focus of the platform) do 
not have a culture of criticism and debate instilled in 
them in their current education environment, and feel 

that their opinions are not warranted or are somehow 
likely to cause a legal problem or are somehow invalid. 
This I found was the biggest obstacle to debate and 
the growth of an exciting intellectual environment. 
Many members have reported privately to me that 
they feel embarrassed to comment on a story well 
done, as if they cannot improve on it, or feel that it 
does not warrant further comment, or that what they 
have to say does not add value. This self-censorship 
is problematic in that the writers of those ‘excellent’ 
stories then feel that their work is in vain, and are thus 
less likely to contribute going forward. This quality 
versus lack of feedback issue is perhaps a vicious circle, 
and one has to wonder if the media interface itself is 
not part of the problem?

Future

Like all websites, a critical mass or ‘tipping point’ is 
required before the platform can sustain itself organi-
cally. PY-TV has not reached that point in membership 
due to insufficient funding of campaigns and sporadic 
management. However, we are in the process of 
revising the site, adding additional features, funding 
the platform through advertising and donations, and 
have invited a series of ‘guest editors’ to champion 
issues themselves, which should drive membership 
and revive interest in this online forum for the arts. 
Pythagoras-TV is lauded by most who know it as ‘a 
great idea’. However, for the reasons listed above and 
possibly others too, the concept has not reached its 
potential. As a learning curve, the process has been 
exciting and intellectually rewarding. It has certainly 
been unprecedented and in terms of a ‘practice-led’ 
process in digital publishing it could stand as a case 
study for reference.
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Fig. 5. Platter, C. Celebrate peace and diversity. 
Image courtesy of Cameron Platter.  
Fig. 6. Jones, S. After Rodin Kiss. Image courtesy of 
Shanna Jones.


