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INTRODUCTION

“A Squeamish Careerist”

“These are established professionals that have a liberal bent, but ultimately most of them if pushed will choose professional preservation over cause, such is the mentality of most business professionals.”1 

It was a comment that could have referred to any number of white-collar occupations. But in December 2010, Aaron Barr, the head of private intelligence firm HBGary, was talking about journalists.

The remark came in a note written to Hunton & Williams, a law firm representing Bank of America (BoA), aimed to manage the bank’s fears that its internal dealings might be exposed by the website WikiLeaks. Just days before Barr’s memo, Wikileaks founder Julian Assange had implied in an interview with Forbes that a forthcoming “mega leak” could “take down” a US bank.2 The site had already published hacked and leaked material of various governments and institutions, embarrassing elites and stoking popular anger that would find purchase in movements like Occupy Wall Street and the Arab Spring. 

The US Department of Justice advised BoA to hire several private firms to combat any threats from WikiLeaks, to fight fire with fire: “Use HBGary to analyze wikileaks the organization (people, history, where they are located),” because if the team could “show that wikileaks is hosting data in certain countries it will make prosecution easier.”3 The DOJ also advised that the bank hire defense contractor Berico Technologies and “use Palantir for network/cyber/insider threat investigation.” Together, Berico, HBGary, and Palantir were known as “Team Themis.”4

Bank of America hired Team Themis and Hunton & Williams to dig up dirt on WikiLeaks and its allies, including hostile journalists like Glenn Greenwald, a fiery left-leaning pundit who was an outspoken supporter of WikiLeaks. “Without the support of people like Glenn,” Barr wrote, “WikiLeaks would fold.”5 It was a timely observation because “Glenn was critical in the Amazon to OVH transition”: earlier that very day, WikiLeaks had moved its server hosting from Amazon to OVH, a French service, to protect itself from US law.6

“It is this level of support that needs to be disrupted,” Barr added.7

The Barr memo leaked on February 5, 2011, as part of a tranche of documents obtained by the hacker group Anonymous. Its content was met with condemnation. As WikiLeaks itself wrote in response, it was deeply concerning that the federal government had urged a private firm to help work out how best to prosecute a publisher: “Not only was Eric Holder neglecting to investigate Bank of America for any crimes they may have committed, and not only was he helping Bank of America assemble a team of cyber hitmen to take out Wikileaks, but it now appears he was also using a private group of hackers and cyber-sleuths to do the kind of information gathering that is illegal for the Department of Justice to do on its own.”8

The liberal blogosphere, where Greenwald was already something of a celebrity, exploded. “Could they be more wrong,” thundered Marcy Wheeler on her blog emptywheel, in response to the leaked email, “painting Glenn as a squeamish careerist whose loud support for WikiLeaks (which dates back far longer than these security firms seem to understand) is secondary to ‘professional preservation’?”9 Techdirt’s Mike Masnick wrote, “The idea that WikiLeaks would ‘fold’ without people like Glenn supporting them seems pretty silly, as does the idea that Glenn would suddenly give up the cause.”10 Greenwald, for his part, took an above-the-fray approach to the whole debacle. He told Dylan Ratigan two weeks after the leak that Barr’s criticism showed the importance of standing strong against threats: “You have to be very passionate and convicted about the cause and if you’re not, if you’re somebody who is more interested in career advancement the path of least resistance is to serve those who are in power and to mimic conventional wisdom and keep advancing in the corporate chain that way.”11

Team Themis member Palantir publicly apologized, even though it wasn’t the direct source of the memo. Founded in 2003 by right-wing venture capitalist Peter Thiel, investor Alex Karp, and engineers Nathan Gettings, Joe Lonsdale, and Stephen Cohen, the data mining firm rose to prominence in the national security sector during the George W. Bush years, making millions in generous federal contracts during the so-called war on terror. The company maintained its relationship with numerous government agencies throughout the Barack Obama administration. As Greenwald reported at Salon, this made sense: “The Palo-Alto-based firm relies for its recruitment efforts on maintaining a carefully cultivated image as a progressive company devoted to civil liberties, privacy, and Internet freedom—all of which would be obviously sullied by involvement in such a scheme.”12

Times have changed. Nearly fifteen years later, people behind many of the institutions that were once threatened by Greenwald now fund the companies that pay him. They do so as part of a push by the tech industry to build a new media ecosystem, one that seldom critiques those in power and eagerly punishes those agitating for change. And Greenwald, who was seen as a principled, fearless critic of the kind of politics and power they represent, now downplays the danger this industry poses, even as it continues to profit from a surveillance regime directed from Washington.

Barr’s memo has proved to be a roadmap for those looking to silence critique. Offer your critics a path to “professional preservation” and watch their passion and conviction fly out the window.

Websites that were hotbeds of critique, like Gawker and Twitter, have been bought out or destroyed by tech billionaires like Thiel, Elon Musk, and Marc Andreessen. Meanwhile, those same billionaires have built and funded new media websites like Substack and Rumble: the kinds of places that now provide Greenwald his living. And it’s not just Greenwald; former Rolling Stone firebrand Matt Taibbi is on board as well, as are several lesser-known (and frankly less important) media figures. These people are no longer seen as principled journalists who disregard the comfort of careerism for taking a stand. Rather, they are seen on the left as traitors: right-wing culture warriors who have sold out to conservative media.

Decades since the wars for controlling the new media began, we may never prove who bought whom. But we certainly know who is owned.
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During the Bush era, and even the early Obama years, Greenwald spoke for a specific group of political dissidents, a micro generation of civil libertarian leftists who opposed the Bush administration in toto and raged against the right. But they were also out of place in the Democratic Party and sick of its “liberal patriotism” that acted as an echo of the GOP.

Frustrated over the conservative tilt of the White House and tearing their hair out over the new administration’s lack of interest, many on the left found Greenwald’s righteous anger appealing. His advocacy for WikiLeaks—especially after the 2010 leak of confidential diplomatic cables by US Army whistleblower Chelsea Manning—made him a folk hero. When he broke the Edward Snowden NSA surveillance story, Greenwald became an internationally known and celebrated figure and shortly thereafter founded the independent contrarian media outlet The Intercept.

One of the reasons I began my career as a journalist was that I was inspired by Greenwald’s success. He was a skilled writer who made a name for himself based solely on the quality of his work, despite, like me, having no journalism school experience or connections. You can see his influence in my first article, 2015’s “Sunshine Week in Obama’s Washington,” which warned of the dangers of the administration’s penchant for secrecy and its aggressive posture toward leakers.13

In 2017, I landed some freelance work at The Intercept (where I had first applied for a writing position, with no experience, in June 2014). Over the next three years, my journalism earned me personal praise from Greenwald, especially my lead reporting for The Intercept on the Massachusetts Democratic Party’s attempt to smear Holyoke mayor Alex Morse as a sexual predator during his campaign against incumbent congressman Richard Neal in the 2020 Democratic primary.14 In a private message, Greenwald called my reporting, which revealed the involvement of the state party, “Pulitzer”-worthy.15 It was a meaningful compliment—I still saw him as a principled and fearless reporter who couldn’t be bought, thus his words were invaluable. 
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Greenwald’s philosophical outlook was largely formed during his time in law school, where he developed a kind of legalistic brain. Today he encounters the world almost entirely through argumentation, and his interpretation of politics is that almost anything can be boiled down to a First Amendment fight, even if that’s not an actionable way to debate the issue at hand. And on Twitter, he’s always looking for a scrap where he can wear the other person down, treating online like a courtroom.

Greenwald sees intellectual debate as real combat, with real stakes. But at some point, after the expansion of the war on terror under Obama, something changed. Greenwald began to see liberals as the enemy and, perversely, conservatives as friends.

Solely hating liberal hypocrites, as Greenwald does today, quickly devolves into griping over politics as performance rather than material reality. As media critic Adam Johnson put it to me in November 2023, “If you listen to Glenn’s analysis, you would think that the fucking associate editor of Teen Vogue has all the power in media and the people at the New York Times are irrelevant or nonexistent in the analysis; that power lies with a bunch of petulant and identity-obsessed youths.”16
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Greenwald left The Intercept in late 2020 to strike out on his own at the newsletter service Substack. I interviewed him and others at the outlet in the weeks after about the circumstances of his departure. He had been moving to the political right for over a year, regularly appearing on Fox News and becoming overly defensive of conservatives in the media and politics. Although I was sad to see him leave The Intercept, I held out hope that he wouldn’t go further to the right.

The opposite happened. Greenwald tied himself to the conservative movement and saw his fortunes rise. Unfettered by The Intercept, his appearances on Fox News increasingly targeted the left; his social media activity, always volatile, became more personally nasty toward his detractors, who were often people he’d previously called friends and colleagues.

In the 2010s, Greenwald had called out Fox News for its “demonstrated willingness to spew outright falsehoods in pursuit of its partisan agenda” and had praised MSNBC’s “independent and intellectually honest journalism.”17 But by 2020, the conservative cable news behemoth had him on regularly, and the liberal network had cut ties. He reversed course: now it was Fox that was proudly independent and MSNBC that was the empty partisan shell.

I became a vocal critic, writing articles that delved into his reactionary views for my newsletter, The Flashpoint, as well as for the Institute for Public Accuracy and FAIR. (Segments from those articles appear in this book.) I wrote about how Greenwald changed his tune on cultural issues and corporate media, specifically Fox. I noted how his tweets about the cable news behemoth had become positive in direct relation to how often he appeared on Fox’s prime-time shows.

I criticized him for his changing views on trans issues. In 2017, Greenwald denounced Bill Maher for mocking trans people, declaring that the host’s “complex” was “thinking you’re brave & subversive for mocking the most marginalized, while reliably sycophantic to actual power.”18 Yet just a few years later, in 2021, Greenwald was bragging that he was the “Godfather” of the far-right Libs of TikTok Twitter account, which publicly targeted schools and individuals that supported the rights of LGBTQ children and which was directly responsible for over thirty bomb threats across the country.19

I targeted how he excused and minimized right-wing figures openly toying with the Great Replacement white nationalist conspiracy theory. I questioned his friendly association with Alex Jones, the right-wing charlatan profiting on his conspiracy theory about the 2012 mass shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School. As recently as 2020, Greenwald had attacked Jones as the epitome of baseless conspiracy theories. But in 2024, on the three-year anniversary of the January 6 insurrection, Greenwald appeared next to Jones on a panel broadcast on Rumble and explained how he believed that the riot was partially instigated by the deep state.20

What changed? This book is an attempt to find out.
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Over the Trump and early Biden years, Greenwald and fellow left dissidents like Rolling Stone’s Matt Taibbi watched their audiences move to the right. The two embraced this change and the adulation and fame that followed.

But more importantly, their adoption of conservative politics was an attempt to ingratiate themselves with the tech leaders who fund the platforms on which they both now depend to make their money. Both Greenwald and Taibbi were eager to work in the venues that their new funders were promoting. Taibbi’s Twitter Files reporting is a perfect example: he spent decades building up credibility and credentials only to, in one high-profile moment, cash in to launder a CEO’s cherry-picked corporate opposition file on his opponents. It’s hard to argue it didn’t pay off: Taibbi’s Substack boomed because of the reporting and his promotion on Twitter, subsequent disputes with Musk aside. 

What role did tech leaders play in the conservative shift of Greenwald and Taibbi, and why? I’ve looked at the histories of both reporters and tried to pinpoint when they began their moves to the right. I have also examined how Silicon Valley elites, especially three major tech leaders—Andreessen, Musk, and Thiel—worked to “disrupt” the media space to their own benefit. These three billionaires have invested in companies that barely bother to disguise their aims to change how we get our information. Importantly, what they’re funding is a newly controllable right-wing media.

This new media ecosystem came at the perfect time. Establishment conservative newsrooms are in trouble. Traffic has been declining for years, due partly to social media algorithmic changes that no longer direct users to news and partly to a general malaise about the right’s place in the discourse.21 That decline has been used by tech billionaires as an opening to make a new alternative. It’s one reason why the Andreessen-funded newsletter service Substack spent capital to lure successful names from established institutions to use its newsletter service—and why it ended up, intentionally or not, hosting extreme elements of the far right even as it provided a home for voices on the independent left.

Andreessen’s not alone. Musk bought Twitter and immediately worked to overturn moderation policies and turn the site into a right-wing cesspool. Rumble, in which Thiel has a stake, is a direct competitor to YouTube, offering right-wing content creators the opportunity to spread their message largely free of interference.

Although these billionaires have claimed that their new platforms are being funded out of devotion to the principles of free speech and open discourse, this is not the case. It’s pure self-interest, acting to discredit and destroy journalists who, over the last decade, have been able to levy real critiques against these plutocrats who work to influence policy. They’ve replaced that world of journalists with one they own.
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Owned: How Tech Billionaires on the Right Bought the Loudest Voices on the Left reveals an alternative history of the last quarter century from the point of view of the left that felt out of step with both the Bush and Obama eras and struggled with defections and conversions under Trump and Biden. The portrait depicts a media establishment that was never able to successfully critique the status quo. It focuses on the elites who worked to destabilize those impotent newsrooms to their personal benefit, and the journalists who defected to the new project.

Our story begins in the 1990s but unfolds in the aftermath of September 11 and Bush’s war on terror. In Part 1, we alternate between the media and the tech world. One set of chapters showcases Greenwald’s meteoric rise in the blogosphere, an ascent made in part possible because of the complicity and complacency of most US newsrooms in the Bush era. The corresponding chapters showcase the rise of the new tech companies and the elites that profited from them: how the internet helped propel Obama to victory and became the main site for critiques of power, and how lawmakers embraced Silicon Valley and its leaders to solve problems and generate wealth. This arc concludes with the end of the Trump presidency and Greenwald’s departure from The Intercept. 

 Part 2, which covers the last five years of explosive change and struggle, reveals how tech elites and formerly left-wing journalists forged an informal alliance. I showcase how the collision of these worlds led to a new right-wing media ecosystem, and I explore who built it and who profited from it. We see the rise of sites like Rumble and Substack, the decline of Twitter, and the wealth accumulated by Greenwald, Taibbi, and others in this new media world order. And we watch as far-right ideology takes over tech boardrooms and filters down to their lackeys in the controlled alternative press.

A few notes on how the book is put together: sprinkled throughout, but primarily in Chapters 7, 11, and 15, material from my previous reporting in Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting, work for the Institute for Public Accuracy, and writing from my newsletter The Flashpoint has been repurposed and integrated into the text. This writing mostly covers Greenwald’s departure from The Intercept and his affinity for Fox News, as well as his views on trans issues, Alex Jones, and the Great Replacement conspiracy theory. The social media site X, formerly known as Twitter, is referred to as Twitter throughout the book for purposes of clarity. Some people I spoke to were unwilling to be identified. I have referred obliquely to their contributions throughout.

This book covers a period of intense consolidation of power and wealth by tech elites, as well as their thin-skinned approach to both the media and how they’re treated in the public. Not coincidentally, it also covers a stark rise in demands for the right to ask what Greenwald calls “legitimate questions” about issues like trans rights and race—as long as they’re punching down.

Ultimately, Owned is a meditation on the question of power. People like Greenwald, Taibbi, Musk, Thiel, and Andreessen announce, over and over again, that they believe in “free speech.” But that has always been a smoke screen. Whether journalists like Greenwald and Taibbi genuinely believe in open discourse isn’t the point. They’ve partnered with those who only want certain kinds of speech and any critique disappeared, whether that’s shutting down accounts or crushing hostile media outlets. They’ve chosen personal preservation over cause.

In a sense, this book isn’t even concerned with asking why they made that choice. Its purpose is to point out how the rest of us can avoid being bought.

1
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CHAPTER 1

“Unclaimed Territory”

“What are you doing in there?” asked Elaine Golin, a partner at the law firm Wachtell, Lipton, Rosen & Katz.

“I’m arguing with someone in Florida!” Glenn Greenwald replied. Smoking a cigarette, typing on his keyboard, Greenwald was doing something in the mid-1990s that was still novel at the time: fighting with strangers on the internet.

A fresh-faced attorney in his mid-twenties at Wachtell, where he’d worked as an associate the previous summer, Greenwald spent some of his time at the office arguing with users of the conservative internet forum Townhall. An early example of the mainly text-based internet, Townhall was a place where users could debate politics with people from around the country. The Heritage Foundation founded the forum in the early ’90s on the CompuServe dial-up network before launching on the web in 1995; Townhall was published by the conservative think tank for a decade before it was folded into Salem Media Group.

Greenwald paid twenty-five dollars a month to post on the site, or, as he put it in 2013, to “torment the conservatives.” He did this in honor of his lefty grandfather L. L. Greenwald, a onetime Lauderdale Lakes, Florida, city council member. But “the more I started doing it,” admitted Greenwald, “the more I got drawn into the conversations.”1

He did seem to feel he belonged. The right-wing Townhall community knew Greenwald “was gay and a lawyer in New York” but was nonetheless “welcoming.” He even attended a convention in Indiana for forum users in 1996.2

By that time, Greenwald had left Wachtell and cofounded his own law practice, Greenwald Christoph & Holland. At the firm, which specialized in constitutional issues and civil rights, he represented notorious neo-Nazi Matthew Hale.3 The far-right agitator had been deemed unfit to practice law in Illinois by the state’s Bar Committee on Character and Fitness; Greenwald represented Hale to overturn that decision but ultimately failed. For this kind of legal work, Greenwald—who admired the American Civil Liberties Union and Noam Chomsky for their unwavering commitment to free speech—seldom charged.

“I almost always did it pro bono,” Greenwald recalled years later. “I was interested in defending political principles that I believed in. I didn’t even care about making money anymore.”4

Unsurprisingly, Greenwald’s intense style of argumentation won him few friends in legal circles. “These distinguished gray-hair litigation partner types underestimated him and then grew to loathe him,” said David Elbaum, a former associate at Greenwald’s firm. “We’d see them in court just losing their shit.”5
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Combativeness, blistering wit, a belief in the underdog: the traits that made Greenwald a good lawyer were ones he’d come by honestly. Born in Queens, New York, in 1967, Greenwald was raised primarily by his mother, Arlene, in Lauderdale Lakes, Florida. She and his father, Daniel, separated when Glenn was six; Daniel had been sleeping with the next-door neighbor. The divorce made money tight on both sides—a single mother on the one hand, and a new and “difficult” family for his father on the other.

While Greenwald was growing up, his mother worked at McDonald’s and did other blue-collar jobs to support the family. “I wasn’t starving poor. I wasn’t living in an inner city,” Greenwald said in 2014. “But it was very lower-middle-class to poor. There was no discretionary money.”6

Greenwald did have some advantages. At age eight, he was appointed to the Advisory Board of the Parks Division of Lauderdale Lakes after attending meetings with his grandfather L. L., who would go on to serve on the city council. As a teenager, Greenwald served a four-year term on the advisory board of Broward County when the Lauderdale Lakes mayor was elected county commissioner. It was precisely the kind of nepotism Greenwald would later rail against: connected people using their family name for appointments and access.7

Growing up gay in the 1970s and ’80s was difficult, especially in suburban Florida. “There was no gay culture for a gay teen in an American suburb, at all,” Greenwald said. “The overriding message was ‘there’s something wrong with you, there’s something inside of you that’s just wrong.’” He responded to these attacks with what would become his typical approach to adversity. When it came to his sexuality, instead of adopting a conciliatory or demure posture, Greenwald was combative: “I’m going to be the one to impose judgments on you, and let’s examine the propriety of your behavior instead.”8

This attitude coincided with increasing disciplinary problems at school, where his propensity for arguing a point often got him in trouble. He tagged campus walls with “extremely offensive profanities about individual students and teachers.” This led to an investigation, but he was never caught.9 The school “knew I did it,” Greenwald told me, “but there was no evidence, so I just denied it.”10 These rebellious impulses were soon channeled into something productive when he joined his high school debate team, where he won awards.

As a high school senior, Greenwald ran as a Democrat for city council in Lauderdale Lakes, following in his grandfather’s footsteps. He was only seventeen, but the issues he was running on were timeless for an upstart candidacy: concerns over how the city was managing its budget were of primary importance, specifically an underinvestment in policing. Greenwald had the support of his grandfather, but lost, and six years later—after he returned from college at George Washington University—lost for a second time, this time running on a platform “critical of city government, saying its very structure prevents participation by residents.”11

Greenwald left Florida again soon after, this time to attend law school at New York University. After graduating in 1994, he worked at Wachtell—during which time he’d become very active on Townhall.com—until he founded his own practice at the end of 1995. But his pleasure at being a constitutional lawyer seemed to slowly deflate. In 2002, Greenwald began consulting while still maintaining his practice, partnering with his friend Jason Buchtel to form Master Notions LLC. By his own account, this appears to have been a somewhat aimless period of his life.

In 2005, Greenwald went to Rio de Janeiro on vacation. After meeting nineteen-year-old David Miranda on a beach, the two fell in love and moved in together five days later.12 They would remain a couple until Miranda’s death in 2023.

In 2007, Greenwald moved to Brazil full-time.13 By this point, “I knew [Miranda] couldn’t come and live in the US with me, so my only choice was to stay in Rio,” Greenwald told BuzzFeed News. “That kind of forced me to give up my law practice and figure out what came next.”14

He wouldn’t have to wait long. By the time Greenwald was growing bored with his day job, he was finding excitement and purpose somewhere else: online.
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By the mid-2000s, the “blogosphere” was a Wild West of commentary. Journalists, commentators, and private persons could now use new software to write weblogs (soon shortened to “blogs”). Blogs offered writers a dynamic and exciting opportunity to get their message out. Commentators who are still around today, including Joy Reid and Matthew Stoller, got their start in the blogging trenches. The liberal online discourse was dominated by rage at the Republican administration of George W. Bush, especially its domestic policies and the ever-expanding war on terror. It was perhaps the one bright spot in a bleak political era. For these writers and their readers, it was a new tool for opposition and organizing.

Greenwald initially supported the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan.15 But by 2005 his position had changed. He became obsessed with how the war on terror threatened civil liberties. Like many politically minded people then—harking back to his days on the conservative Townhall message board—Greenwald channeled his frustrations into a blog.

It was a runaway success. Launched in October 2005—as the Valerie Plame affair, NSA spying, Hurricane Katrina, and other scandals derailed Bush’s second term—Unclaimed Territory quickly became a must-read for civil libertarians, progressives, and everyone in between.16 True to its title, the blog staked out a position in stalwart opposition to the Bush administration’s policies and was equally unforgiving of the Democrats for their “loyal opposition” tactics.

After seeing his career as a pundit take off, Greenwald walked away from the law completely. “I decided voluntarily to wind down my practice in 2005 because I could,” he wrote in 2006, “and because, after ten years, I was bored with litigating full-time and wanted to do other things which I thought were more engaging and could make more of an impact, including political writing.”17 It was a career boost for someone who didn’t appear to have been thinking of doing political commentary for a living. But “I was always interested in politics,” Greenwald told me, “as evidenced by what I was doing in my childhood, like the fact that I actually wanted to go to city council meetings with my grandfather.”18


Only sixteen months after his first blog post at Unclaimed Territory, Greenwald was hired to write for Salon. He accepted on the condition that he could continue to work relatively unimpeded, free of onerous editing processes but benefiting from the added reach.

By the time he made it to Salon, Greenwald was already cultivating relationships and friendships with people in liberal online spaces, many of whom he’d later come to criticize intensely. This was especially true for two young progressives, Rachel Maddow and Chris Hayes, who would soon get shows on cable news channel MSNBC in 2008 and 2011, respectively. Greenwald began appearing on their programs.

His peers saw him as appealing and friendly and were impressed by his energy. But even then, there was a dark side. If you’re in, he’s wonderful, generous, and funny, one alternative media contemporary told me; once Greenwald decides you are an enemy, he will go after you forever, irrespective of how prominent you are.

During the 2000s, Greenwald was more favorable toward Democrats than Republicans, something he described to me as “consistent” with his beliefs at that time. “My view was that, of the two parties, the Democratic Party was better—at least on the issues on which I was most focused,” Greenwald told me. “And the problem was that the Democrats just needed better people—a lack of better Democrats was how I would describe my posture. Democrats sucked, but they were still better than Republicans, and the way to make Democrats not suck was to elect better Democrats.”19

Just a few years later, Greenwald would largely drop the position of “elect better Democrats.” After close to a decade of capitulation to the Bush administration, a newly elected Democratic Party trifecta in 2009 had the potential to wind down the wars and remake the country’s economic and health-care systems for the better. Barack Obama had been elected with a historic coalition on the promise of his campaign slogan “Change we can believe in.” But the incoming president wasted no time pouring cold water on that notion; before even taking office, Obama made clear there would be no consequences for anything his predecessor had done. “We need to look forward as opposed to looking backwards,” he said, shutting the door on any future prosecutions for Bush-era torture programs or the outgoing administration’s other crimes.20 The new administration failed to enact the change many had hoped for—prosecuting the Bush administration for its many crimes and corruption or winding down the war on terror—even as liberals in the mainstream media acquiesced to and excused that betrayal.

This led Greenwald and many on the left to rethink their strategy. If even the country’s journalists wouldn’t critique those in power, that offered an opportunity. Maybe the left couldn’t change politics—but they could certainly try to change the media.
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Meanwhile, social networking exploded. Facebook, built by Mark Zuckerberg—and later financed by Peter Thiel and Marc Andreessen, who would profit immensely from their investment—was in the right place at the right time. Online communities became an essential part of life. They filled a cultural void, giving people a sense of belonging as the broader culture increasingly rejected establishments and authority.

Social media also helped Barack Obama’s campaign for the Democratic nomination for president against Hillary Clinton. It’s no accident that Obama was referred to as the first social media president; he harnessed the power of platforms and utilized technology as John F. Kennedy did with television against Richard Nixon in 1960.

But Obama was more than just a social media president. He was intimately tied to all facets of the tech industry. His candidacy was supported by tech titans like Google’s Eric Schmidt; Tesla CEO Elon Musk later recalled waiting in line for hours just to shake his hand. Contributions poured in. The sector clearly preferred Obama to his GOP opponent, John McCain, showering the Democrat with millions in donations for the general election.21 It paid off: once elected, Obama dumped billions in federal funding into Silicon Valley.

The administration coincided with an explosion in tech that had begun less than two years earlier with the debut of the iPhone in 2007. Apple’s smartphone ushered in an explosion of technological breakthroughs, including third-party apps. Some of the staggering effects of the new tech frontier are laid out by historian Margaret O’Mara in her book The Code:

Having a geolocated, camera-equipped supercomputer in millions of pockets jump-started whole new business categories, such as ridesharing (Uber and Lyft), local search (Yelp), and short-term rentals (Airbnb). It further spiked the growth of social media, launching born-mobile apps (Instagram, Snapchat) and turning existing networks into even more potent vehicles for advertising and sales. The switch to mobile made Facebook’s user base grow even faster. By 2018, three out of four Americans owned a smartphone.22
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By the early Obama years, there were indications that Greenwald wasn’t fully aligned with the left-wing politics he had made common cause with during the Bush administration. In 2009, conservatives styling themselves as the Tea Party protested throughout the country, critiquing the alleged overreach of Obama’s administration into the spheres of economic recovery and health care. Greenwald saw these far-right protesters—the precursors of the extremist Trump movement—as the face of principled libertarianism.

In an August 1, 2011, blog post for the New York Times, Greenwald opined that the movement had made some principled gains because “elected Tea Party officials have largely stayed faithful to the promises they made to those who sent them to Washington.” Their blockading of the Obama agenda, Greenwald continued, may be destructive, but they were having success changing the political landscape. And, in a neatly delivered barb at the left, “many progressives—infuriated yet again by the Democrats’ so-called ‘capitulation’—are likely wallowing in an envious daydream: What is it like to have representatives in Washington actually adhering to their vows and fighting for the principles they claim during elections to embrace?”23

This belief required ignoring plenty of evidence that the right-wing Koch network had created the protest movements out of whole cloth to resist further tax increases for the rich. Yet Greenwald, politically savvy in so many ways, took the Tea Party at face value. He even argued that these protesters’ concerns were not empty outrage or racist venting, but instead had “far more to do with deep economic anxieties and anger towards the political establishment and its elites than it does allegiance to one of the two parties or standard left–right debates.”24

Greenwald also defended Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, the conservative Supreme Court ruling in 2010 that held that money is speech, which opened the floodgates for campaign spending and gave the billionaire class an outsized voice in politics. But Greenwald didn’t see it that way. Instead, he used a warped version of free speech to defend aspects of the ruling: “There are few features that are still extremely healthy and vibrant in the American political system; the First Amendment is one of them, and the last thing we should want is Congress trying to limit it through amendments or otherwise circumvent it in the name of elevating our elections.”25

Something was already amiss.
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Despite his affinity for, or at least curiosity about, the right, Greenwald continued to embrace the liberal blogosphere and especially its mainstreaming in the corporate world—so long as he benefited from it. This was often most evident in his dealings with the liberal cable network MSNBC.

For example, on April 5, 2011, Greenwald praised Rachel Maddow for asking tough questions of the Democratic Party—specifically about the impulse to attack its voters: “The Democratic Party institutional structures of D.C., and the Beltway press in particular, not only hate the Democratic base—they think it’s good politics for Democratic politicians to kick that base publicly whenever possible.” Greenwald, who agreed with her analysis, continued that Democrats “know that they have inculcated their base with sufficient levels of fear and hatred of the GOP, so that no matter how often the Party kicks its base, no matter how often Party leaders break their promises and betray their ostensible values, the base will loyally and dutifully support the Party and its leaders.”

He added, “I’ll be on Lawrence O’Donnell’s MSNBC program tonight discussing issues relating to Obama’s re-election effort.”26

The next year, Greenwald solidified his credentials as a good friend to MSNBC progressives with two interviews with Maddow and Chris Hayes. First up, on April 4, came Maddow’s book Drift: The Unmooring of American Military Power, which received unstinting praise from Greenwald. Greenwald wrote that Maddow’s “argument is grounded in a truly excellent discussion of the Founders’ views of war and the reasons they sought,” the book is “well-intentioned in every respect,” and, of course, “I blurbed the book a few months ago because I really do believe it’d be a positive thing if as many people as possible read it and think about the arguments it makes.”27

Months later, Hayes’s Twilight of the Elites: America after Meritocracy was celebrated by Greenwald for being “genuinely outstanding, and so rare… because, as is typical of Hayes, he is more interested in grappling with complex questions in novel, non-obvious ways than he is in eliciting pat answers and easy agreement.” Greenwald rhapsodized that “the highest compliment one can give a writer is not to say that one wholeheartedly agrees with his observations, but that he provoked—really, forced—difficult thinking about consequential matters and internal questioning of one’s own assumptions, often without quick or clear resolution.”28

Halfway through 2012, Greenwald left Salon for the even bigger platform of The Guardian, where he continued to write about MSNBC. He began an article critiquing the network on August 24, 2012, with a “to be sure” second paragraph that went out of its way to differentiate the liberal channel from its competitor, the dreaded Fox News, using language that would foreshadow, in reverse, how he’d later talk about both:

For several reasons, it is hyperbole to posit a complete equivalence between the two cable outlets. For one, MSNBC still provides some independent and intellectually honest journalism. For another, at least until this election year, even its most prominent hosts sometimes voiced harsh criticism of Obama of the type that Fox never allowed toward Bush. Beyond that, MSNBC devotes three hours each morning to a show hosted by a former rightwing GOP congressman and his cavalcade of vapid “centrist” establishment journalists such as Mark Halperin (then again, Fox features the idiosyncratic and unpredictable Shepard Smith each night). And MSNBC still has quite a ways to go before it matches Fox’s demonstrated willingness to spew outright falsehoods in pursuit of its partisan agenda.29

In the later Obama years, Greenwald’s appearances on MSNBC began drying up, in part because of a divergence in how he and people at the network, particularly Maddow, looked at national security. In Greenwald’s telling, the differences began with WikiLeaks. He was a fervent supporter of the site as it exposed US war crimes and embarrassing state secrets, most notably with the release of diplomatic cables and video showing soldiers in Iraq massacring civilians, the result of a heroic leak by Chelsea Manning. It was around this time that Greenwald was targeted by Team Themis, the grouping of intelligence and data mining firms HBGary, Berico, and Palantir, as noted in the Introduction. Clearly he had staked out his position quite publicly.

But at the same time Maddow “had begun cozying up a lot to the idea of US foreign policy being overwhelmingly good,” which Greenwald told me was also evident in Drift where she argues for more congressional oversight of war. “I became increasingly critical of the Democratic Party, she became decreasingly critical of the Democratic Party. And on these issues, these core issues where I was most focused on—the US security state, US foreign policy—she became definitely more in the centrist wing of the Democratic Party than she had started out.”30 A division was coming, one that would be exacerbated by the positions the two former allies would take on questions of surveillance—when a Democrat was doing it.
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CHAPTER 2

“We’re Out Here Doing Shit”

“It is not the critic who counts,” Teddy Roosevelt roared in his 1910 address, “Citizenship in a Republic.”

Just a century later, Roosevelt’s remarks have been embraced by individuals working to shutter this country’s republic: tech billionaires.

It’s not hard to understand why. According to Roosevelt—in the section of the speech most celebrated by tech elites, titled “The Man in the Arena”—the critic doesn’t deserve credit because he is only “the man who points out how the strong man stumbles or where the doer of deeds could have done them better”:

The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat. Shame on the man of cultivated taste who permits refinement to develop into fastidiousness that unfits him for doing the rough work of a workaday world.1

Silicon Valley billionaires have fixated on this hundred-year-old passage. To them, the “cold and timid” critics of today—analogous to those Roosevelt dismisses—are journalists and politicians daring to stand in the way of technology. Historian Margaret O’Mara explained to me how tech leaders apply this message to society today. “We’re out here doing shit,” O’Mara paraphrased, “and you guys are just over there in the cheap seats complaining—did you build a piece of software?”2

“Doing shit” corresponds to a claim often made by Silicon Valley leaders: that they subscribe to a libertarian “nonpolitical” politics that uplifts meritocratic hyperindividualism, personified in the people who make the products that drive the tech sector’s economic engine. In this worldview, the rich men at the top are creators and “makers.” Unfortunately, these great men are set upon by the machinations of a great lazy underclass, who only want to “take” without working.

But meritocratic libertarianism in tech is an illusion. The history of Silicon Valley is not one of grit and working independently, but rather of working with the state, specifically the military-industrial complex.

The modern conservative movement was birthed in California, at least in part because of the amount of military technology and big government spending in the state. California’s reputation as a liberal bastion has often papered over its central role in the US conservative movement. The expansion of the national security state into California industry, not least in Silicon Valley, shifted statewide politics to the right; school integration and fights over property taxes added a culture war urgency to the conservative revolution. Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan each took advantage of the state’s conservative politics, riding their respective tenures as governor to the White House.

Until recently, Silicon Valley politics were secondary to industry interests. Public ideological declarations simply weren’t seen as important. Despite some grumbling, diversity wasn’t considered particularly damaging to tech interests. While there was some frustration with quotas and governmental concerns about imbalance, the general sense was these were irrelevant concerns for an industry built on merit.

Tech leaders often try to deceive the public by presenting their beliefs as general libertarianism. The truth is more complicated. “In terms of thinking about the broader ideology, it’s pretty simple,” researcher Becca Lewis told me. “A lot of people think about these folks as libertarian because they’re constantly calling for deregulation of technology. But in fact, what they’re asking for often is deregulation, gutting of the welfare state.”3 Tech leaders aren’t against the government; they are in favor of strengthening it—provided it’s strengthened to their advantage.

While the state and Silicon Valley interests have always been closely linked, the 1990s pushed them closer together. Arkansas governor Bill Clinton won the support of the tech industry during his successful presidential run, moving libertarians like digital rights activist and tech entrepreneur Mitch Kapor over to his side of the aisle. Democratic promises to work alongside tech offered Silicon Valley leaders a better pathway to influence and power, even though Clinton was facing off against tech mogul Ross Perot as well as incumbent president George H. W. Bush in the 1992 general election.

At that time, tech’s growth was tied to the communications revolution, which placed the industry at the forefront of the domestic and world economies (where it has remained). Business interests in the tech trade used their influence to lobby for government subsidies and contracts. This public-private partnership propelled the tech industry to new heights of cash and power, entrenching in the infrastructure of America the companies behind the digital revolution. They are both dependent on and responsible for the US economy.

The sector’s increasing importance was one reason Clinton selected a tech ally, Tennessee senator Al Gore, as his running mate. This decision ultimately sealed the tech industry’s support for Clinton as a rational choice. Compaq chair Ben Rosen—a longtime Republican voter—told the New York Times just before the election that, for the kind of legislation Silicon Valley hoped for, “Clinton has a much better chance of getting it through Congress than Bush.” Still, Rosen added, “candidates promise a lot of things when they are campaigning, so I guess we are taking a huge risk with Bill Clinton.”4

It turned out to be no risk at all. Clinton and his people understood the industry’s power and could see what was on its horizon. They decided to help, using the national information infrastructure to accelerate federal investment in Silicon Valley companies.

Silicon Valley was one of the winners from the rise of finance capitalism. Banks and investment firms made millions—at least—of dollars from trading stocks and bonds, currency manipulation, and other making-money-from-money schemes, which gave them money to burn. The tech industry was a prime place to park those funds. A combination of that private money and government capital from Clinton to manage the internet led to a Silicon Valley explosion.

With the influx of cash came opportunities for engineers. It also led to the commercial internet—that is, the internet we have today—thanks in large part to the work of an angry young man named Marc Andreessen.
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Growing up in New Lisbon, Wisconsin, a small rural town about eighty miles from Madison, Marc Andreessen didn’t fit in. Born in 1971, the anti-authoritarian Andreessen hated his high school and the parochial small-mindedness of his peers. The chip on his shoulder propelled him to a merit scholarship to the University of Illinois to study electrical engineering. But college wasn’t what he had hoped for. In the lab, Andreessen saw class projects as beneath him. He only got motivated if he believed a task was worthy of his attention.

This arrogance, it turned out, wasn’t unwarranted. As a college student, Andreessen, along with fellow engineer Eric Bina, led the team that created one of the first commercially available web browsers, Mosaic. The browser was developed in part due to a federal grant that was placed in the High-Performance Computing Act of 1991, also known as the Gore Bill, a tech-forward piece of legislation named for the Tennessee senator.

The success was short-lived. Mosaic did not belong to them, but to the school; the professors in charge of the project took credit for the work and the school took the design. If Andreessen was resentful before, now he was done with educational institutions entirely.5

After graduation, he was hired by investor Jim Clark, already a tech-sector legend for having founded Silicon Graphics, which, according to Andreessen decades later, “at that time was what Google is today—the best technology company in the Valley.”6 After leaving Silicon Graphics, Clark reached out to Andreessen on the recommendation of a colleague.7

In the early 1990s, the internet didn’t seem like it could be easily commercialized, but Andreessen and Clark saw an angle. Though they had no financial plan and were going on instinct, the gamble paid off. Their Netscape Navigator internet browser, launched in 1994, opened the door to the web for ordinary users rather than just skilled computer programmers.

Just one year later, the business of online was booming. In July 1995, Jeff Bezos launched Amazon. That September, Pierre Omidyar’s eBay debuted.8 Sandwiched between the debuts, that August, Netscape went public and was valued at $2.5 billion. Its founders were made incredibly rich nearly overnight, despite not having a coherent revenue plan. “I remember the day we went public,” Clark said later. “I was worth $663 million at the close of market that day.”9

The upstart web browser presented a challenge to all-powerful Microsoft, and the empire struck back. The same month as Netscape’s IPO, Internet Explorer—Bill Gates’s response to Navigator—was released and in years to come would be included for free in the Windows operating system. Microsoft’s direct delivery of a browser to its customers effectively killed Netscape. But Andreessen would have his revenge.

The FTC had looked at antitrust action against Microsoft as early as 1990, but nothing came of it. The DOJ then opened up their own investigation, resulting in a 1994 consent decree where Microsoft agreed not to make contractual bundles. Unsurprisingly, Microsoft pushed the limits of the decree and continued adding programs like Internet Explorer to Windows, claiming they were features of the OS, not additional programs. But after Netscape’s browser implosion, Andreessen went to Washington to lobby for payback. By 2000, the tide had turned. Netscape’s work to get the federal government to break up Microsoft was a success, and the effort brought right-wing figures like Sun Microsystems founder Scott McNealy and left-wing luminaries like Ralph Nader together against the conglomerate.

Microsoft got the message. In 1990, the company had one lobbyist in Washington; by the end of the decade, it oversaw a powerful lobbying firm effort staffed by former members of the Clinton administration.10 Going forward, Silicon Valley and Washington were intertwined.
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In 1993, tech companies successfully lobbied Washington for maintaining two different accounting numbers, using stock options to lower costs on paper. Stock option accounting allowed them to keep two sets of books, one showing higher profits and allowing them to raise enormous amounts of capital. Regulators from the Financial Accounting Standards Board proposed doing away with the practice; Silicon Valley fought back. They won.11

That same year, despite the cash and power flooding the industry from Washington, Silicon Valley libertarians formed the anti-government Progress and Freedom Foundation. The think tank soon aligned itself with Georgia Rep. Newt Gingrich, an up-and-coming Republican who aggressively courted the tech industry and championed deregulation. He even bucked social conservatives in his own party over the censorship of online pornography via the Communications Decency Act, though the legislature would sneak its provisions through as a rider in the broader Telecommunications Act of 1996. The most restrictive sections were struck down.12

While tech was gaining power as it got more entwined with political elites, the industry was coming under fire for its lack of diversity. This was more than an image problem, since lucrative contracts with the federal government depended, in part, on adopting affirmative action guidelines.

By the late 1990s, federal officials took notice. Microsoft was taken to court in a class action lawsuit for its poor treatment of Black workers. Plaintiff lead attorney Willie E. Gary cited numbers showing that, in 1999, “Microsoft employed 21,429 people, of whom 553, or about 2.6 percent, were African American.” It was part of a pattern, University of Texas professor Juliet E. K. Walker wrote in her essay “White Corporate America: The New Arbiter of Race?,” that indicated a deeper, systemic issue:

Gary also cited 1999 figures showing that of the firm’s 5,155 managers in 1999, 83—or about 1.6 percent—were black. In the hi-tech industry more broadly, Microsoft’s employment pattern of very few African Americans at the upper-management levels differed little from those of other computer companies. In California’s Silicon Valley, there were only “5 blacks, 1 Hispanic, 4 Asians and 25 women among the 379 corporate officers at 50 largest companies.” While the reality of the low numbers of blacks in technology can explain employment statistics at Microsoft, the racial climate that existed cannot be excluded as an important factor that limited the advancement of blacks at Microsoft. According to Gary, company management at Microsoft tolerated “a plantation-type mentality when it comes to treating African American workers.”13

Regulations began tightening, and congressional scrutiny on Silicon Valley increased. Now, the federal government, and President Clinton specifically, came in for harsh criticism from tech. Gingrich offered a better way forward, promising the industry the same level of public investment, but without oversight. This was “libertarianism” tech could happily embrace.
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While Gingrich was trying to poach tech leaders from the coalition that had helped Clinton win the White House, the 1990s Silicon Valley right-wing counterrevolution had attracted another voice: Peter Thiel. An aspiring venture capitalist who had big political and financial ambitions, Thiel had hated the left since his college years at Stanford. Thiel was born in Germany in 1967; his family immigrated to Cleveland only a year later. Cleveland, full of left-wing ideas and efforts toward racial liberation, wasn’t a good fit for the conservative Thiels. Soon, they left for South Africa, where the patriarch, Klaus, worked for a uranium mine. His complicity in the mining operation’s treatment of workers was the subject of a particularly brutal report from the Namibia Support Committee after apartheid ended, claiming that radiation killed many workers, almost all of whom were Black. Four years later, the family settled in the San Francisco area.14

Thiel arrived at Stanford in 1985, during Reagan’s second term. He had no interest in socializing with his peers; he “viewed liberals through a lens as people who were not nice to him,” one former classmate told Max Chafkin, author of the Thiel biography The Contrarian.15

Stanford was liberal, but hardly the kind of radical cul-de-sac Thiel would later describe it as. And anyway, the students weren’t overtly political, a contemporary told me, rather, they were mostly moderate and disinterested Democrats. But at this passively socially liberal university, cranky tech grad students like Thiel—read: irritated libertarian types—were outside the mainstream.

Thiel, who saw himself as a rebel at the school, became friends with a fellow iconoclast, Reid Hoffman. The two ran for student senate together and won, but student government would prove to be a frustrating experience for Thiel, whose conservative politics just didn’t fit in—partly because the school, like campus life in the US in general, was moving toward disengaging with apartheid South Africa, which he, allegedly, tacitly supported.

And so, in 1987, Thiel—looking for a release—founded a conservative campus paper, the Stanford Review. A combination of political opinion and university news, the periodical proved popular. In a year, he had forty staffers and was distributing twelve thousand issues per week.

Thiel didn’t like the news he was reading, so he simply made a new newspaper.



[image: image]





Because Thiel thought he was destined for a career in law, he cultivated law school friends—like the closeted Keith Rabois. The jock of the gang, Rabois was looser and more outgoing than the other conservatives in the Review offices. But the rest of the student body was not keen on Rabois. He was publicly shunned after he made offensive comments to a resident fellow on campus one night. “Faggot! Faggot!” Rabois screamed. “Hope you die of AIDS!” (He later framed this attack as free speech.)16

After these public slurs, Rabois rejected administrators’ attempts to talk to him about the incident. He claimed that his time was too valuable and that he knew they couldn’t kick him out. He was right—they couldn’t. Quickly, however, the school and student body made clear he wasn’t welcome; ultimately, he left before graduating. After Rabois departed the school, Thiel’s Review portrayed him as a martyr. Careful not to endorse Rabois’s comments, the paper nonetheless made the case that he had been treated unfairly.17

To understand the Review, not much of which is accessible online, biographer Chafkin went into the college archives. He theorized that the archive he found was intentionally incomplete to avoid the creators being canceled or facing other political or financial retribution. That said, Chafkin was amazed to see what was left: a virulently bigoted and rage-filled journal of hate. “To flip through the pages, as I did on a long day at the end of 2019,” wrote Chafkin, “is to be continually flabbergasted that the authors managed to amass so much power in the decades that followed without suffering any apparent blowback.”18

In 1993—after completing his undergraduate degree at Stanford, continuing at Stanford Law, and then having a brief tenure in corporate law—Thiel joined Credit Suisse. But he was unhappy and soon moved back to the Bay Area to write a book, The Diversity Myth, with an old Stanford Review friend, David Sacks.19 The 1995 book rejected the liberal views the two had encountered during their time on campus and defended the authors’ actions at Stanford. It endorsed several controversial positions, including blaming liberals for “so-called” sexual assault. The Diversity Myth put Thiel and Sacks on the conservative movement’s radar; the pair even authored a few columns in the Wall Street Journal.

The book still matters to Thiel. In January 2024, he addressed a crowd at Notre Dame about the lessons he had to impart from The Diversity Myth and its application to the current political and social moment. “I was involved in all these campus wars, culture wars,” Thiel told the audience, adding that he’d reflect on “some of the things I got right, which is everything.”20

But outside the hard right and their supporters in Silicon Valley, The Diversity Myth didn’t find a wide 1990s audience. Everything the book was railing against—political correctness, diversity, liberal politics—had already been effectively challenged in the years before. The conservative reaction to the Clinton 1990s lacked an economic plank, so it had already focused on the culture war and the societal liberalization that Thiel and Sacks critiqued. They were late to the party.

Thiel turned his attention to building a hedge fund. He wasn’t a natural in the venture capital space, despite his enthusiasm. Then, in the late 1990s, lightning struck when he met a young software engineer named Max Levchin, an ingenue coder who learned programming on pen and paper.

Their meeting was made possible by the chance combination of the California summer heat and the Bay Area housing market. Because he was staying with a friend that summer in a room with no air-conditioning, Levchin would often wander onto the Stanford campus, find a lecture to attend, and nap in the cool air. That’s what he planned to do when Thiel gave a guest lecture—but instead Levchin stayed awake, transfixed by the venture capitalist. He introduced himself to Thiel, and the two men went on to form Confinity.21

Confinity started out as a software security company, but that approach was largely unsuccessful. The company shifted gears and introduced its PayPal payments product in 1999. PayPal helped innovate the CAPTCHA authorization system and used a Levchin-developed algorithm to detect fraud by tracking user behavior—both innovations that would drive the internet in the twenty-first century.

But the idea behind the technology, other than making money, was to undo the influence of currency in global markets. PayPal’s underlying philosophy was anti-government, specifically anti–fiat currency. Thiel was ambitious about what Confinity’s PayPal could achieve, claiming that its digital currency potential would eventually replace the national banking system. As Thiel told Confinity staffers the year of PayPal’s release, “In the future, when we make our service available outside the U.S. and as Internet penetration continues to expand to all economic tiers of people, PayPal will give citizens worldwide more direct control over their currencies than they ever had before. It will be nearly impossible for corrupt governments to steal wealth from their people through their old means because if they try the people will switch to dollars or Pounds or Yen, in effect dumping the worthless local currency for something more secure.”22

PayPal was a hit, and its success led Thiel to approach a competitor, Elon Musk, about combining his payments company X with Confinity. The main business was Thiel’s original PayPal product.

Musk had moved from his native South Africa to Canada for college in 1989, then to the United States in 1992. He began a series of attempts at making his own way in the business world. In 1995, he and his brother, Kimbal, developed Zip2, a company that acted as an online city directory. Their father, Errol, gave his sons $28,000 at some point in the process; Musk, true to form, later refused to give credit for the help he took, saying the money would have been raised in funding either way. The brothers sold Zip2 to Compaq in 1999; Musk took some of the money he made to found X.23

The Confinity/X merger worked, but Musk and Thiel were like oil and water. Musk’s recklessness made Thiel uncomfortable, while Musk found Thiel’s cold management style off-putting. In a New Yorker overview of Musk’s career, Ronan Farrow described a story of the two men early on in their partnership: “Perhaps the most revealing moment in the PayPal saga happened at its outset. In March 2000, as the merger was under way, Musk was driving his new McLaren, with Thiel in the passenger seat. The two were on Sand Hill Road, an artery that cuts through Silicon Valley. Thiel asked Musk, ‘So what can this do?’ Musk replied, ‘Watch this,’ then floored the gas pedal, hit an embankment, and sent the car airborne and spinning before it slammed back onto the pavement, blowing out its suspension and its windows. ‘This isn’t insured,’ Musk told Thiel.”24

It was typical Musk: over-the-top braggadocio barely concealing deep insecurity. Justine, his first wife, recounted after their divorce that he whispered to her during their first dance, “I am the alpha in this relationship.”25 In all his relationships—from marriage to business to his interactions with fans online—Musk has expressed a pathological need to be loved while also maintaining the illusion of control and power.

Thiel left the joint company and cashed out; Musk took over. But the new CEO’s mismanagement—culminating in his desire to replace the popular brand of PayPal with the name X—led to his removal by the board. While on a delayed honeymoon with Justine, Musk was secretly deposed as the head of PayPal in favor of his former partner.

Thiel, back as CEO, instituted changes to X in 2001, renaming it PayPal after the product that had made his fortune. They went public in 2002. Later that year, the company sold to eBay for $1.5 billion. After leaving PayPal, Thiel went on to found Clarium Capital. He ran the hedge fund with an iron fist, making all the decisions. It was up and down, but some of his calls were right; Thiel predicted the recession and the crash that began in 2007–2008 shorting the dollar and making millions. He wasn’t interested in buying anything—other than social networks. Thiel’s $500,000 investment in Facebook, structured as a loan, turned into 10 percent of one of the world’s most successful companies in the mid-2000s, helping him expand his fortune.
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Less than a decade after finishing law school, Thiel was unimaginably rich and powerful. But it was Stanford all over again: Why was everyone else in Silicon Valley out of step with his views? By now, Thiel had reach well beyond the industry; there was a new regime in Washington eager to listen to him.

As he campaigned for reelection as Texas governor in 1998, George W. Bush traveled to California to get the blessing of George Shultz, a GOP and business mover and shaker, to seek the White House in 2000. He got it, along with backing from conservative Silicon Valley. Netscape CEO Jim Barksdale, for one, was impressed with Bush’s conservative commitment and joined a group of right-wing tech leaders backing the candidate who brandished buttons with the slogan “B2K” (Bush 2000).26 That December, after a contentious election and recount, Bush was appointed president by the Supreme Court.

The Texas Republican wasn’t the first choice for most of Silicon Valley, but Thiel was an enthusiastic backer. That support would continue through the expansion of the government under the war on terror and the invasion of Iraq. After 9/11, Thiel had become obsessed with terrorism and what he saw as the civilizational threat of Islam. His libertarianism faded; seeing the looming government contracts, he developed Palantir in 2003 to take advantage of the moment. US intelligence–backed In-Q-Tel was the first outside investor of Thiel’s company; during the war on terror, Thiel and Palantir—despite the founder’s public libertarianism—made millions off data mining with a client list of one: the federal government.

Bush’s attorney general John Ashcroft was a willing lackey for the tech sector, and the looming war on terror would provide economic opportunity for the industry. Once on a solid war footing, the administration looked to invest in surveillance. The CIA formed a federally backed VC company called In-Q-Tel, which poured tens of millions into the tech industry to develop the future vendors of the security state.27

Companies in Silicon Valley quickly saw the potential of a post-9/11 world. The federal government was spending piles of money, and the tech industry was in prime position to take full advantage of billions in appropriations from the Department of Homeland Security. As Malcolm Harris notes in Palo Alto, “Silicon Valley’s self-styled anti-authoritarians got patriotic very fast”:

Leading the race was database contractor Oracle and its aggressive CEO, Larry Ellison. Within two months of the attacks Oracle had a new division dedicated to designing and selling homeland security and disaster recovery solutions, headed by a 32-year CIA veteran named David Carey, whose last agency title was executive director, number 3 on the organizational chart. “How do you say this without sounding callous?” Carey wondered in vain to New York Times Magazine reporter Jeffrey Rosen. “In some ways, Sept. 11 made business a bit easier. Previous to Sept. 11, you pretty much had to hype the threat and the problem.” There’s no nice way to say that Osama bin Laden did you a solid.28

Thanks largely to his contracts from the national security state, Thiel was soon rolling in cash. Palantir was a money printing machine, financed primarily by the CIA from 2005 to 2008. In fact, the government funding did not stop then; it was only in 2008 that Palantir began signing contracts with other government agencies. And Thiel knew how to play the game; after departing their government posts, Bush-era CIA director George Tenet and secretary of state Condoleezza Rice were hired by Palantir as advisers.

Palantir’s technology was an asset to the Bush administration’s push for full-spectrum information dominance. The company marketed its intelligence systems and connectivity to federal security interests around the country, including ICE, DHS, NSA, and the FBI. The data-analysis tools the company developed were of great use in the spyware architecture the government was building in secret.29

The Bush years were boom times for savvy investors willing to put their money behind the surveillance state. (Like Thiel, Jeff Bezos’s Amazon courted the government; AWS, Amazon’s web services vertical, exploded due to contracts with the Department of Defense.) Tech titans, O’Mara wrote, quickly “had more money than God and an unimaginable amount of data on ordinary people.”30

But Bush was only the beginning. The next administration opened the door to an unprecedented level of government and tech integration. Palantir was a patriotic tech success story that was perfect for the early Obama years. So, too, was Google, whose closeness with the White House went hand in hand with the search engine company expanding its reach into nearly every facet of American life.

This was part of the betrayal Greenwald and others felt. A new White House, interested in expanding the tech capabilities of the war on terror, ended up expanding Palantir’s market share. Rather than overturning this Bush-era collusion between tech money and government spying, the Obama administration was interested in continuing—and expanding—its predecessor’s strategy of surveillance, both abroad and at home.
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CHAPTER 3

“Empowered for the First Time”

“The National Security Agency is currently collecting the telephone records of millions of US customers of Verizon, one of America’s largest telecoms providers, under a top-secret court order issued in April,” Glenn Greenwald wrote in The Guardian on June 6, 2013, adding that “under the Obama administration the communication records of millions of US citizens are being collected indiscriminately and in bulk—regardless of whether they are suspected of any wrongdoing.”1

That was how the world first learned about the new era of National Security Agency wiretapping, the computer program PRISM, the ways the Obama administration had embraced Bush-era surveillance, and, of course, Edward Snowden. “I can’t in good conscience allow the US government to destroy privacy, internet freedom and basic liberties for people around the world with this massive surveillance machine they’re secretly building,” Snowden told Greenwald, filmmaker Laura Poitras, and The Guardian’s Ewen MacAskill, the reporters to whom he’d entrust not only one of the biggest news stories of the twenty-first century, but also his life.2

Snowden wasn’t some radical. He was an unassuming young man with a comfortable life in Hawaii and a steady girlfriend. But a deep disgust with what the NSA was doing motivated him to give it all up.

After leaving high school and getting his GED (he missed nine months of school due to mono and never went back), Snowden joined the US military, hoping to help the war effort in Iraq, but a freak training accident broke both his legs. Thereafter, he worked for an NSA facility as a security guard before joining the CIA as an IT security staffer. In 2009, Snowden left the CIA for the private sector, working for Dell and later Booz Allen Hamilton as an NSA contractor. What he saw there struck him as an “existential threat to democracy”: the bulk collection of the metadata and private information of ordinary Americans, which was barely bothering to pass itself off as reasonable under the law.3

To spread word of what he’d seen, Snowden wanted to contact a journalist he trusted. The first person he approached was Greenwald.

At the time, Greenwald occupied a special place in the media landscape for many politically minded people, not just Snowden. “He was definitely the most high-profile journalist who was openly and very viciously hitting back against the entire American war on terror project, in a way that we weren’t seeing other journalists do,” journalist Sana Saeed—an early admirer—told me, adding, “Greenwald presented a type of journalism that was necessary and was possible.”4

He also maintained his focus on fairness and the law. In his 2011 book With Liberty and Justice for Some, Greenwald outlined a theory of American law and politics that was hard to refute: namely, that wealth and proximity to power are more important than actual legal rules and principles. Anyone living in the United States knows this. But what Greenwald especially detested was how American media—which should be opposing power and advocating for the law—collaborated with those in charge.

During the Bush administration, US telecom companies allied with the government to surveil Americans. When this was revealed, partly boosted through Greenwald’s own commentary, lawsuits emerged against these companies. But instead of illuminating wealth and power bending law and justice, the media obfuscated that reality. “As always happens when the interests of financial and political elites are in play,” Greenwald declared, “journalists helped lead the chorus in demanding that all proceedings be quashed.”5

Snowden reached out because he admired Greenwald’s work as a firebrand pundit. But the young whistleblower did so anonymously, sending step-by-step instructions on how to encrypt their communications. Greenwald ignored him. Then Snowden sent a link to a video that broke down how to follow the steps. This, too, was ignored. “It’s really annoying and complicated, the encryption software,” Greenwald later told the New York Times. “He kept harassing me, but at some point he just got frustrated, so he went to Laura.”

“Laura” was filmmaker Laura Poitras, who herself had been the subject of government surveillance for her work on a 2006 documentary, My Country, My Country, about Iraqi doctor turned politician Riyadh al-Adhadh. Unlike Greenwald, Poitras listened to Snowden. “It’s an incredible emotional experience to be contacted by a complete stranger saying that he was going to risk his life to expose things the public should know,” Poitras said later. “He was putting his life on the line and trusting me with that burden. My experience and relationship to that is something that I want to retain an emotional relation to.”6

At Snowden’s request, Poitras contacted Greenwald and the two met in April 2013. Poitras—who by that point knew the sensitivity of what she was sharing—surprised Greenwald by insisting that no phones be used and showing him what Snowden was offering only on printed-out emails. And Poitras continued to facilitate the back-and-forth once Greenwald was on board. “Operational security—she dictated all of that,” Greenwald told the Times. “Which computers I used, how I communicated, how I safeguarded the information, where copies were kept, with whom they were kept, in which places. She has this complete expert level of understanding of how to do a story like this with total technical and operational safety.”7

Poitras and Greenwald went to Hong Kong together but sat twenty rows apart on the same flight. They were joined by Ewen MacAskill, a veteran reporter assigned to shepherd the story to publication by The Guardian, which had agreed to report Snowden’s findings.

All three were being sent to Hong Kong thanks to Guardian editor Alan Rusbridger, who made the decision after he saw an email chain shared with him from editors in New York. “There was enough there to persuade me that this was, if true, and if substantiated by real documents, that there was a public interest in at least meeting and having the initial conversation,” he told NPR in 2023.8 In Rusbridger’s thinking, Snowden fleeing to Chinese-controlled Hong Kong meant the reporters “were under considerable time pressure”; what the editor had seen was enough to convince him of the information’s merits.

On the flight, Poitras, Greenwald, and MacAskill read the documents Snowden had shared to that point. The scale of what they were looking at was already staggering. The US government—with the cooperation of the world’s largest telecommunications companies—was spying on Americans and US allies in a “collect it all” program conducted entirely in secret.

“We couldn’t believe just how momentous this occasion was,” Greenwald told the New York Times two months after his story went live at The Guardian. “When you read these documents, you get a sense of the breadth of them. It was a rush of adrenaline and ecstasy and elation. You feel you are empowered for the first time because there’s this mammoth system that you try and undermine and subvert and shine a light on—but you usually can’t make any headway.”9
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Greenwald’s first article on the Snowden leaks, published on June 6, 2013, revealed that the NSA was collecting data from millions of US Verizon customers. The bulk collection was vast, and it was even formally approved by the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court (FISC). Previously, there had been “numerous cryptic public warnings by two US senators, Ron Wyden and Mark Udall, about the scope of the Obama administration’s surveillance activities,” which were seemingly explained by the FISC Verizon court order. Yet there was much more to come.10

The following day, Poitras and Barton Gellman published their first report on the leaks in the Washington Post.11 They explained how the NSA, FBI, and British intelligence were using a program called PRISM, which allowed for the bulk collection of intelligence by the security services.

Greenwald was skeptical of the Post’s involvement. While he “respected” Gellman, he didn’t share Poitras’s enthusiasm for the paper, which he saw as “the belly of the Beltway beast, embodying all the worst attributes of US political media.” Greenwald feared that the paper would “dutifully abide by the unwritten protective rules that govern how the establishment media report on official secrets.” But Poitras—who had done most of the work arranging the story when Greenwald had ignored Snowden—insisted on bringing Gellman on board.12

Initially, companies like Apple and Facebook denied knowing anything about the NSA program. But security officials defended it. Director of National Intelligence James Clapper issued a statement in the wake of Greenwald’s reporting, claiming that “information collected under this program is among the most important and valuable foreign intelligence information we collect, and is used to protect our nation from a wide variety of threats. The unauthorized disclosure of information about this important and entirely legal program is reprehensible and risks important protections for the security of Americans.”13

Greenwald and MacAskill delved into the inner workings of PRISM. They revealed how the program allowed the NSA and other intelligence agencies to demand bulk data from internet providers. And they also showed how these internet companies complied with these extralegal requests without a fuss. In fact, rather than retaining their autonomy, internet providers opened their doors wide, inviting the government in. According to a PRISM document shared with The Guardian, the data collection was extracted “directly from the servers.”14

Meanwhile, the Post’s reporting made clear just how much information the NSA was taking: medical records, résumés, academic transcripts, photos, and more. Much of the data was useful to government investigators; Post reporters noted that some of the files did refer to ongoing investigations or sensitive information, about adversaries and allies alike.

The reporters also discovered that the government had collected a number of files—as revealed in the documents that Snowden leaked—that were simply mundane, even “voyeuristic.” The government was spying on personal private conversations that had no bearing on national intelligence: “Scores of pictures show infants and toddlers in bathtubs, on swings, sprawled on their backs and kissed by their mothers. In some photos, men show off their physiques. In others, women model lingerie, leaning suggestively into a webcam or striking risqué poses in shorts and bikini tops.”

“Even if one could conceivably justify the initial, inadvertent interception of baby pictures and love letters of innocent bystanders, their continued storage in government databases is both troubling and dangerous,” Snowden told the Post. “Who knows how that information will be used in the future?”15

The scale of the Snowden leaks is hard to overstate, even with over a decade’s distance. The files revealed that the United States had been spying on its own citizens and its allies, including German chancellor Angela Merkel, thirty-eight embassies, and EU offices in the United States and Europe.16 Such indiscriminate collection of data was a black eye on the US foreign policy establishment and put the Obama White House on defense.

In October 2011—nearly two years before the leaks—President Obama had issued an executive order that targeted leakers, creating a task force led by the offices of the attorney general and director of national intelligence (who two years later would attack Greenwald’s and Snowden’s actions as “reprehensible”) for “deterring, detecting and mitigating insider threats, including the safeguarding of classified information from exploitation, compromise, or other unauthorized disclosure.”17 This set the pattern for a series of aggressive crackdowns from the Obama White House, one of the more secretive and anti-press administrations in American history.

During the summer of 2013, the administration tried to manage the fallout from the damaging information leaked by Snowden and released by Greenwald, Poitras, and MacAskill.18 In typical fashion, the administration, rather than going after the bad actors themselves, targeted the person who had exposed the bad behavior.
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Snowden knew the risk he was taking. Only twenty-nine years old, he was responsible for one of the biggest security leaks in US history. As the reporting about the NSA spying broke and he became an internationally known figure, the whistleblower laid out his future in stark terms to Greenwald, Poitras, and MacAskill. “I could be rendered by the CIA. I could have people come after me. Or any of the third-party partners,” Snowden said. “They work closely with a number of other nations. Or they could pay off the Triads. Any of their agents or assets.”19

Even so, Snowden outed himself on June 9, just three days after Greenwald’s explosive first article on the leaks in The Guardian. He had nothing to hide—as he told Greenwald, Poitras, and MacAskill—because he had done nothing wrong.

Less than a week later, on June 14, Snowden was officially charged with espionage for his role in the leak. Part of the motivation for the charges, the Washington Post reported at the time, was that Snowden was still believed to be in Hong Kong, which had a collaborative relationship with the American government. If he hadn’t left for somewhere else, the thinking went, federal charges could trigger extradition and put Snowden back into the hands of US security officials.20 Desperate, he ran to Moscow, where, as of this writing, he still lives with his family.21

The United States was not alone in focusing its attack on the leakers rather than the wrongdoers. The British government came after The Guardian, ordering the paper to stop reporting on the files. As The Guardian’s Rusbridger later told NPR, UK officials pressured the newsroom to destroy the computers holding the files. That wouldn’t stop the leak, Rusbridger explained, since the documents had already been shared with the New York Times. As a compromise, he offered to physically smash the hard drives in London containing the information. “I mean, I completely understand the concerns of both American and British states,” Rusbridger said. “But it did feel to me an odd piece of almost theater that this act of destruction should be required of us, when they knew that we had the material in our New York office and at the New York Times.”22

Predictably—confirming Greenwald’s warnings in 2011 about how the mainstream press defends the alliance between money and power—the Snowden reporting generated a counterattack from US establishment media. Greenwald was aggressively targeted over his honesty and even whether he had friends. Meet the Press host David Gregory suggested he should be arrested.23

It wasn’t the first time powerful interests had scrutinized Greenwald over his work exposing secrets. As discussed in the introduction, just a few years earlier, in 2010—after WikiLeaks released diplomatic cables leaked by Chelsea Manning—Team Themis worked up a proposal on behalf of Bank of America and the Chamber of Commerce to discredit Julian Assange’s allies, specifically Greenwald.

Peter Thiel’s Palantir, a Team Themis member, was quick to try to downplay its involvement with the memo. Greenwald took a cynical view of the company’s apology. He told me in 2024 that the company was “embarrassed that that document was leaked because they were selling themselves at Stanford and in West Coast schools when they were recruiting people to work for them—‘yes, we do work with the US state, but we are the pro–civil liberties part of the US security state.’ So for them to have gotten caught plotting against WikiLeaks and against me… was harmful to their brand.”24

But by 2013, the climate was far more restrictive and intimidating: Snowden and his allies faced the full force of the federal government’s anger.25 Greenwald’s husband, David Miranda, was detained at Heathrow Airport, where officials forced him to unlock all his devices. “I feel like they invaded my whole life,” Miranda told Greenwald after the harrowing experience, “like I’m naked.”26 Greenwald himself was warned by his attorneys not to return to the United States because of the threats he was receiving. They advised him to stay away even though Attorney General Eric Holder took the unusual step of announcing that the administration would not go after journalists in a national security probe. “The Department has not prosecuted, and as long as I’m attorney general, will not prosecute any reporter for doing his or her job,” Holder told the Senate Appropriations Committee on June 6, 2013.27

Holder’s announcement may have allayed reporter concerns, but Washington continued to attack and discredit Snowden with intense and wide-ranging efforts. This hunt involved Democratic and Republican lawmakers alike, as later revealed by Vice using documents obtained through a FOIA lawsuit.28 After the leak, both parties asked the Pentagon’s Defense Intelligence Agency for damaging, presumably confidential information on Snowden to discredit him. According to the FOIA documents, these members of Congress and officials referred to Snowden as a “traitor.”

Both parties pushed DIA to make public the agency’s internal damage report on what Snowden had taken, assuming this leak of their own would help to discredit the leaker. The extent of Snowden’s files—how much information he was able to get from NSA servers—has never been fully confirmed. Vice found a DIA report prepared in advance of a briefing for the Senate Intelligence Committee claiming that Snowden had taken over nine hundred thousand documents from the DOD. Yet this figure shared with Congress (and thus presumably accurate) contradicts what the government has stated publicly, that Snowden leaked some 1.7 million documents. The 1.7 million number, Vice reported, came from “a list of unclassified Defense Department talking points sent to Congress on January 8, 2014, a day before Foreign Policy and Bloomberg published their reports that contained the same DIA talking points.”29 Greenwald had ripped the larger number as an “inflammatory evidence-free claim” coming from government officials and then repeated blindly by reporters.30

Ultimately, the Snowden leaks revealed that the largest target of NSA spying was average Americans, rather than nefarious, terror-related phone calls of foreign nationals. It wasn’t even close, as the Washington Post reported: “Nine of 10 account holders found in a large cache of intercepted conversations… were not the intended surveillance targets but were caught in a net the agency had cast for somebody else.” And nearly half of those spied on were American citizens or residents.31

The worst excesses of the surveillance state—which Greenwald had been warning of for years—were now finally out in public view.
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CHAPTER 4

“Time to Make the Switch”

“I think they should be described as terrorists, not as writers or reporters,” Peter Thiel raged in an interview with PE Hub in 2009. “I don’t understand the psychology of people who would kill themselves and blow up buildings, and I don’t understand people who would spend their lives being angry; it just seems unhealthy.”1

Thiel wasn’t alone in his fury at the press. Dissatisfaction with the mainstream media was growing in Silicon Valley. After a decade of fawning, excessively laudatory coverage, reporters—slowly but surely—were asking harder questions. The shift took hold in the mid-2010s, as the glow of the Obama era wore off and the challenges of surveillance and monopoly began to rear their hydra-like heads, connected, dangerous, and impossible to ignore.

But Thiel’s anger was more personal. In 2006—just a few years after he founded Palantir, his tech company that spied on Americans and collected revenue from the US government—Gawker Media launched Valleywag, a blog that mocked, attacked, and generally disrespected the titans of the tech industry, removing their mystique and making them look like fools. The attacks from the site’s writers crossed a line for Thiel when they effectively outed him in 2007. In Silicon Valley it was an open secret that Thiel was gay, but he had never publicly acknowledged his sexuality.2 Though he profited immensely from spying on others, Thiel did not like his private life made public.

Yet the real issue was not being outed. According to The Contrarian author Max Chafkin, as well as other Silicon Valley insiders to whom I talked, Thiel was livid that Valleywag implied he wasn’t mentally stable and drew attention to his poor performance in the markets.3 Thiel blamed Gawker Media for this, but the parent company of Gawker and Valleywag didn’t stop. Instead, it doubled down. Gawker not only defiantly reported on Thiel’s donations to Republican Ron Paul, but also tied the Texas congressman’s racist newsletters to the billionaire. The outlet also noted how much capital Thiel’s fund Clarium had lost and implied that Thiel was inflating his net worth. That kind of scrutiny made him furious.

He spent years planning his revenge; meanwhile, Valleywag shut down in 2011, briefly relaunched in 2013, and folded again in 2015. But that didn’t matter, because the real target was Gawker Media. Thiel and his team schemed for years about how to take down the site, using hacking, social infiltration, and other techniques. Their best opportunity came in 2012 when Gawker published a sex tape featuring wrestler Hulk Hogan and his friend’s wife. The site then released a second tape, audio only—one that Hogan had been desperate to keep quiet—featuring the wrestler uttering racial slurs. He sued.

Thiel secretly backed Hogan’s lawsuit, as he later admitted to the Times.4 A Florida jury decided in Hogan’s favor on March 18, 2016, and Gawker Media had to pay $140 million in damages. Once Hogan won, there was blood in the water and others the outlet had gone after saw their chance. All they had to do was sue, and the company would surely be forced to close.

Faced with the onslaught of lawsuits that came in the next months, drowning in debt, Gawker Media declared bankruptcy and was acquired by Univision Communications on August 22, 2016. The Gawker blog was subsequently shut down. The last post on the site came from founder Nick Denton, who lambasted Thiel for how he used Hogan to tear down the publication. “Peter Thiel has gotten away with what would otherwise be viewed as an act of petty revenge by reframing the debate on his terms,” Denton wrote. “Having spent years on a secret scheme to punish Gawker’s parent company and writers for all manner of stories, Thiel has now cast himself as a billionaire privacy advocate, helping others whose intimate lives have been exposed by the press.”5

Thiel’s support of right-wing politics earned him a backlash within Silicon Valley. But taking down Gawker made him a cult hero to the national right wing. He had arrived.

In an interview with far-right firebrand Ann Coulter in April 2024, Thiel claimed that he’d “set up a whole law firm to bring cases against Gawker” and had funded other lawsuits before striking gold with Hogan. Thiel said that he and his attorneys communicated with Hogan and his attorneys during the Gawker Media case via a third party in Australia, a firm named the Australian Energy Company.

Thiel told Coulter that he saw himself as doing battle with a much more powerful and truly dangerous entity. “It was very motivational for me to tell myself during this entire process that Gawker was uniquely evil and that if we did something about them, we’d fix all the media,” Thiel said, adding, “This might have been slightly delusional or intentionally self-delusional.”6

More important than Thiel’s personal vendetta, however, was that killing Gawker was a trial run for a media takeover. Thiel picked an unsympathetic target—an outlet that the mainstream media would be loath to defend—and won.

He had destroyed a newsroom with the reputation for being fearless. Suddenly, adversarial media—the sort that might be counted on to talk back to the status quo—was facing an existential threat.
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For years, tech leaders prided themselves on their aloof, detached attitudes. Being culturally illiterate was part of their identity, a badge they wore with pride. When MySpace was ascendant, one tech insider told me, the Silicon Valley guys had no idea what it was, mainly because it was seen as the product of the Southern California party scene and thus not a serious tech product. Along with their rising economic radicalism and a feeling that any criticism of them was beyond the pale, they saw themselves as elite nerds, but still—despite their vast wealth and power—underdogs.

Combative and adversarial media coverage angered them. It was an example of takers attacking makers (or in the words of Teddy Roosevelt, critics tearing down the man in the arena), and, paradoxically, the elite attacking the downtrodden. Consequently, the press became a stand-in for the enemies of Silicon Valley.

Some positive treatment did continue. Elon Musk enjoyed media coverage that portrayed him as a true genius whose reputation as such would last well into the future. The billionaire was invested in making sure popular culture presented him to audiences as an innovator and the world’s smartest man. A notorious 2015 Simpsons episode, “The Musk Who Fell to Earth,” portrays Musk as a genius in search of inspiration who chances on Springfield, feuds with the town’s domineering mogul Mr. Burns, and acts as an inspiration to young Lisa. “Elon Musk is possibly the greatest living inventor!” Lisa gushes when the billionaire lands a rocket in the Simpsons’ backyard, adding later that “his company perfected electric cars and then gave away the patents!”7

The Simpsons wasn’t the only entertainment property to fawn over Musk. The billionaire appeared in the film Iron Man 2 and the sitcom The Big Bang Theory. He was even mentioned in the TV series Star Trek: Discovery, where the twenty-third-century character Gabriel Lorca, played by Jason Isaacs, challenges Anthony Rapp’s Paul Stamets. “How do you want to be remembered in history?” Lorca challenges Stamets—like the inventors of old, “alongside the Wright Brothers [and] Elon Musk”?8

But others, like billionaire venture capitalist Marc Andreessen, were frustrated by how their business decisions and social media behavior were being portrayed in the press. After he sold Netscape to AOL in 1999, Andreessen had largely foundered for a decade before reinventing himself as a venture capitalist in 2009, thanks to his successful investment in Facebook. That move coincided with his increased activity on Twitter and his blog, where he let loose with his commentary, which usually consisted of pro-capitalist screeds, misanthropic comments, and tech utopianism.

For a time, Andreessen’s impulse to be heard and respected for his increasingly right-wing politics was tempered by Mark Zuckerberg, the young Facebook founder. As the social media company’s growth exploded, it became necessary for everyone to stay within the confines of decency in their interactions with the public.

But Zuckerberg couldn’t completely silence Andreessen. In 2016, Facebook’s free internet project—which would have offered basic service (including Facebook itself) to lower-income countries—was rejected in India for infringing on net neutrality principles. Outraged, Andreessen took to Twitter to denounce “another in a long line of economically suicidal decisions made by the Indian government against its own citizens.” “Anti-colonialism has been economically catastrophic for the Indian people for decades,” the billionaire wrote. “Why stop now?”9

Zuckerberg quickly distanced himself from Andreessen in uncharacteristically harsh fashion. “I found the comments deeply upsetting,” he wrote on Facebook, “and they do not represent the way Facebook or I think at all.” He even named Andreessen in a clear rebuke.10

Andreessen was also reprimanded on Twitter, where the reaction was swift and hostile. According to one Silicon Valley insider I spoke with, Andreessen’s brain was broken by the experience of being dressed down by random people over colonization. He had never faced accountability like that before. It was a shock to the system. Social media, the very product that has made Andreessen and so many others fabulously wealthy, has also given their detractors a heretofore unimagined ability to be heard by their targets. Journalist and podcaster Michael Hobbes put it succinctly in a tweet on April 27, 2022: “I think we’ll look back on the last decade as a time when social media gave previously marginalized groups the ability to speak directly to elites and, as a result, elites lost their minds.”11

After the backlash to his India comments, Andreessen largely went quiet on Twitter. But savvy observers followed his likes page for a sense of what he was thinking. As I reported in 2019, his activity showed that Andreessen was a conservative who was leaning further to the right:

Andreessen’s heel-turn may not be that complicated. Rather, his turn to conservatism is perhaps the result of what could be called the “gold pill”—a turn to conservatism due to one’s considerable affluence. In many cases, the accumulation of vast wealth requires an ideological justification that eschews Trumpian vulgarity while maintaining a facade of intellectual respectability. The 47-year-old Andreessen and his wealthy Generation-X peers are simply more inclined to hoard their money—and thus become more conservative—as they become richer and richer. As the man himself said in 2012, “I was a big Clinton and Gore supporter in the ’90s… I turned 40 last year and so I figured it was time to make the switch.”12

Andreessen is just “another one of these guys in the right place at the right time,” writer and podcaster Paris Marx told me, someone who misinterpreted his luck for hard work and grit. As Marx explained, now that Andreessen has turned his wealth from Netscape into venture capital, he is incentivized to hype up parts of the tech sector, even if only to support his own investments. “You saw that very clearly during the crypto boom,” explained Marx, “when [Andreessen’s firm] a16z was one of the biggest pushers of the notion that crypto was this transformative thing that was going to empower people, that was going to create this whole new economy. And his venture firm was very clearly investing in not just crypto companies but individual crypto products.”13

A narrative that constantly creates hype, and dismisses or ignores criticism, is good for business. The more excitement, the higher the value. For VCs, that translates into profits when they sell off; at that point, the future of the investment itself is no longer an issue.

Although techies like Andreessen benefited from press attention, they were never happy. Valleywag aside, any coverage that was even mildly critical was unacceptable. The resentment that would come to define the right-wing movement in tech came because of these figures’ visibility and notoriety—the fear that everyone would see them for who they were.
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Over the next few years, this dissatisfaction hardened into reactionary right-wing politics. Andreessen, Musk, and other tech moguls began looking to alternative news sources.

No matter how much Musk has turned to the right, his politics have always been secondary to his business interests. And like most tech leaders of the early 2010s, he saw Democrats as the party of the future. But as soon as the shift from the friendly Obama era to the more critical and emboldened left happened, reactionary politics came into play. Now it was acceptable to say out loud that you were a conservative.

This shift was inevitable. Though far from the only tech and VC moguls to involve themselves in the media trade—Jeff Bezos, for example, owns the Washington Post, whose editorial page has taken a noticeably pro-Amazon tilt over the past decade—these right-wing tech leaders all were rich beyond their wildest dreams. Yet they still harbored deep insecurities about journalists, Washington, and anyone and everyone who was seen as a tastemaker or “cool.”

There are cliques in Silicon Valley. Even people with similar political ideas and economic interests can run in different circles. They operate within loose networks, sometimes institutionalized, where they all socialize with one another and invest in one another’s projects. Reporters like Greenwald (and as we will see later, Matt Taibbi) fit into that world, researcher and author Becca Lewis told me, by attaching themselves to these powerful men who have more than just cash to offer—they have social and cultural capital. “There is an attraction to being able to work with these very powerful men,” Lewis said, “partly because there’s money in it for them, but also partly because they are creating these social worlds and networks that are incredibly desirable to be a part of because of their public personas, the power that comes with that.”14

These tech leaders have created their own feedback loop system. They run and own and build the platforms where public discourse takes place. They participate on the platforms and consume the content that other people are producing. It’s a cyclical process where those building and shaping the platforms are increasingly radicalized by their own product. Musk is the most blatant example, but others, like Andreessen, have also fallen prey to the ideas they are spreading.
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CHAPTER 5

“I Thought We Were Doing Great Reporting”

“I remember the night of the election, I was kind of shocked,” Glenn Greenwald said. “People were crying, but also a lot of people were, like, ‘We owe the world an apology for the role we played in helping Trump win.’ I couldn’t believe that that was a sentiment in the newsroom—that we had done reporting harmful to Hillary and therefore we had done something wrong now that she lost.”1

So much changed in 2016. Just under three years earlier, Greenwald, riding high from the Snowden exposé, had helped found The Intercept. In the lead-up to the 2016 election, the outlet seemed to embody the very kind of journalism Greenwald had practiced and preached for years. By reporting on Clinton’s emails, as well as what the Democratic nominee was planning for her first term, The Intercept was setting itself up to be a lefty thorn in the side of the new administration.

But that was before Trump’s surprise victory. The reaction in the newsroom made Greenwald question the publication’s very mission. “The Intercept had become this thing like Mother Jones, Vox, MSNBC,” Greenwald lamented in 2020. He was “increasingly embarrassed and frustrated,” but rationalized staying at the outlet because it still funded and supported his journalism.2

Greenwald believed that The Intercept had moved on from its core principles, becoming little more than a liberal mouthpiece, a claim he’s since repeated at regular intervals. But had The Intercept changed, or had Greenwald?
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In the months after their Snowden coup, Greenwald and Poitras were approached with a proposal from tech billionaire Pierre Omidyar. What if they could do their work at a new media outlet, funded by the eBay founder, without any interference?

First Look Media was founded on that principle in October 2013. The Intercept was formed shortly thereafter, in February 2014, with Greenwald, Poitras, and journalist Jeremy Scahill as the site’s editors. From the beginning, the founders didn’t want to manage the site; they quickly settled on Gawker’s John Cook as the outlet’s editor in chief.

The Intercept was meant to be adversarial and to challenge power, which in the waning years of the Obama administration meant providing a counter to the Democrats and mainstream Democratic media (like MSNBC). But criticizing Democrats didn’t mean embracing the GOP. In its early days, The Intercept was far less interested in electoral politics than it was in deep-dive investigations into dark money in politics, corporate power, and the American surveillance state.

The Intercept challenged the conventional wisdom on the war on terror and the bipartisan nature of how it was run. A sampling of stories shows the early direction of the site: from Greenwald, a mix of commentary and reporting on new revelations from the Snowden documents, as in one article from February 2014 on how the government used covert agents online to destroy the reputations of critics;3 from Scahill, a spurt of reporting on leaked papers on the US drone war and spying techniques.4 And in 2016, when WikiLeaks published internal emails from the DNC, The Intercept reported on that too. “I thought we were doing great reporting throughout 2016,” Greenwald told me in 2024, “by reporting on all of the WikiLeaks releases.”5

But by then Greenwald was hardly a presence in The Intercept newsroom. He had mostly become a columnist—hardly the investigative journalist he presented himself as to the public. Greenwald seemed out of touch with the daily operation of the site, and only on rare occasions would come to all staff meetings or similar events. He wanted to surf waves of discourse, not work on investigations. Most of his interaction with the team came over the Slack communication platform, where there was room for disagreement between him and the staff, whether it was about a news item, something Greenwald himself had written, or other topics. Famously, Greenwald had no editor, which led me to send him a friendly email or DM more than once over typos. His takes, which would often land without warning, increasingly focused on liberal hypocrisy, the Russiagate conspiracy, and the Democratic Party’s move toward unrestrained adulation for the national security state.

By now, Greenwald had earned a reputation in some liberal circles as a bully and a mean-spirited agitator. Depending on your perspective—or whose side you were on—this interpretation was either a grossly unfair attack or dead-on. “Glenn can act in the most vicious ways against people who were loyal to him and essential to his best work,” journalist Peter Maass told the Daily Beast.6

A number of former Intercept colleagues I spoke to did not want to be identified because of the cofounder’s temper, obsessive nature, and history of abusive language. But they all told me more or less the same thing: Greenwald was out of touch during his final four or so years. And as his time at the outlet drew to a close, he became agitated by what he saw as interference from a cabal of New York liberals, marching in lockstep, who were taking over The Intercept newsroom.

One of the moments that angered him most came in 2017, after an NSA contractor named Reality Winner leaked to The Intercept an internal NSA report that supposedly detailed a case of Russian election interference. But Winner hadn’t taken care to cover her tracks; she was quickly discovered and arrested. Crucially, she was only found out because of The Intercept, which provided copies of the leaked documents to the NSA to verify the content. Investigators for the FBI quickly figured out the documents had been printed and caught Winner; she pled guilty and was sentenced to over five years in prison.7 For any news outlet, this was a terrible break in journalistic conduct; for a site founded on challenging state power over surveillance through protected sources, it was catastrophic and existentially humiliating.

Years later, cofounder Poitras was still angry about what had happened. In a September 2020 interview on the leak and subsequent imprisonment of Winner, she called the situation a betrayal of the publication’s core values. “We founded this organization on the principle of holding the powerful accountable and protecting whistle-blowers,” Poitras said. “Not only was this a cover-up and betrayal of core values, but the lack of any meaningful accountability promoted a culture of impunity and [put] future sources at risk.”8

In an open letter dated January 14, 2021, Poitras claimed she had been fired from First Look on November 30, 2020, after she spoke to the media about the Winner investigation. In the blistering, critical document, Poitras took aim at the outlet’s editor in chief. “It goes without saying that no one should participate in an investigation into themselves, yet this is what happened at The Intercept,” Poitras wrote. “Editor-in-Chief Betsy Reed, who oversaw the reporting on Winner’s NSA leak, took an active behind-the-scenes role in the investigation, assigned staff who reported directly to her to gather facts, and, when the facts pointed to editorial failures, Reed removed the staff person from the investigation.”9

David Bralow, general counsel for The Intercept, led the probe. He later told New York’s Sarah Jones and Peter Sterne that Reed didn’t pressure the investigation: “I was never told what to write, what to review, what to think. And I refrained from discussions about my conclusions with any Intercept staff members until I was done.”10

The only contact Greenwald had with the whole situation, he told me in 2020, was when the newsroom asked him to send the leaked information to Edward Snowden to authenticate it. Given that the sensitive document was about Russia and Snowden was living there, Greenwald refused.

Even so, Greenwald felt blamed for Winner’s arrest. And though he had nothing to do with it, in his view Intercept editors and reporters didn’t make clear that he wasn’t involved. Greenwald told me that for a long time, the ongoing prosecution justified silence over what really happened. But once Winner was sentenced in 2018, the excuse no longer held water.11
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Despite the Winner scandal and the constraints on Greenwald’s vision for what the site should be, The Intercept still offered the opportunity for real, earthshaking journalism. Reporters broke stories about corruption, money in politics, and national security; they were known for their take-no-prisoners approach and weren’t afraid to publicly fight with one another online. And Greenwald found an opportunity to combine his investigative work, self-promotion, and politics in a story in his adopted country of Brazil.

In 2019, Greenwald, along with other journalists at Intercept Brasil (formed in 2016), began publishing articles based on leaked messages between members of Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro’s party, including a powerful judge, Sergio Moro. At the time, Moro was perhaps best known for his hard-charging prosecution of corruption through the Lava Jato investigation (a.k.a. Operation Car Wash). The investigation had tarnished the reputation of former president Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, popularly known as Lula, a hero of Brazil’s left wing and leader of the Workers’ Party.

The accusations of corruption that came out of the probe were a major setback for the Brazilian left. In October 2014, Dilma Rousseff, Lula’s heir, was reelected president in a narrow runoff. But the election didn’t translate to a political mandate and the right began efforts to undermine her administration—like using Operation Car Wash, started that March—almost immediately. After two years of unrelenting political and state attacks, Rousseff was impeached and removed from office in 2016.12 After Rousseff’s impeachment, Vice President Michel Temer assumed office.

Greenwald publicly pointed out that what happened was in effect a coup, an important position to take due to his popularity and public standing. It helped Greenwald’s reputation on the Brazilian left, along with his husband David Miranda’s nascent political career. Brian Mier, an American expat reporter who lives in Brazil and works on stories about his adopted country’s politics, told me, “When Glenn Greenwald started pointing out that it was a coup, that Dilma Rousseff was being illegitimately impeached, that was really important—because he’s so popular. A lot of people listen to him.”13

In the 2018 general election, Jair Bolsonaro defeated Fernando Haddad and became president. Bolsonaro was a Trump clone: obnoxious, incurious, and far right in his politics. His rise had been planned for some time; as I wrote for The Intercept in October 2017, Bolsonaro toured the United States that month looking for donors and support in advance of a run.14 As president, he implemented a similarly chaotic right-wing politics as Trump did in the Northern Hemisphere, which included deregulating industry, opening the Amazon for development, and spreading misinformation and hate.

Operation Car Wash began years before Bolsonaro came to power. And yet, it was hard to ignore that the investigation was weaponized against his political enemies—particularly Lula, out of office since 2011 and imprisoned in July 2017, which effectively took him out of the running in the next election. Consequently, leftists in Brazil not incorrectly saw the investigation as a political ploy.

Thus the 2019 reporting at Intercept Brasil was explosive. Greenwald had obtained internal messages from government officials that detailed how Operation Car Wash was itself corrupt and politically motivated. The investigation—which imprisoned leftist politicians and smashed worker power in Brazil—had been supported, at least tacitly, by the United States. Most importantly, the leaked messages helped to discredit Bolsonaro and his movement in the eyes of many Brazilians, and even rehabilitated the image of the imprisoned Lula.

This series of events, unsurprisingly, began from a keyboard in a manner reminiscent of Greenwald’s work with Snowden six years before. In early 2019, Walter Delgatti, a hacker, obtained information from Telegram Messenger accounts of right-wing Brazilian politicians. Faced with reticence from Greenwald, Delgatti enlisted Brazilian politician Manuela d’Ávila to reach out to the journalist. The two connected over Telegram and then on the phone; after that, Delgatti sent over the files.15

Greenwald had defended Operation Car Wash in the past, making him an odd choice to receive the files. He had been broadly supportive of the investigation, seeing it as an anti-corruption task force rather than a political operation. But he also had helped Snowden break the NSA spying scandal story, and Delgatti had tried to pass the information to several Brazilian journalists without much luck. Delgatti gave him 17 GB of the roughly 6 TB of files. Intercept Brasil published ninety-six articles based on the information, and even partnered with traditional right-wing Brazilian newspapers for the reporting.16

Ultimately, the leaked files proved that right-wing members of the Brazilian government had used the anti-corruption investigation to shut out the left-wing Workers’ Party from elections in 2018, which benefited the far-right Bolsonaro.17 Operation Car Wash “was the investigative saga that led to the imprisonment of former President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva last year,” Greenwald, Betsy Reed, and Leandro Demori wrote at The Intercept.18 “Lula’s conviction by Moro, once it was quickly affirmed by an appellate court, rendered him ineligible to run for president at a time when all polls showed that Lula—who was twice elected president by large margins in 2002 and in 2006 before being term-limited out of office in 2010 with an 87 percent approval rating—was the frontrunner in the 2018 presidential race,” the trio wrote. “Lula’s exclusion from the election, based on Operation Car Wash, was a key episode that paved the way for Bolsonaro’s election victory” just one year earlier.19

The reporting set off a political firestorm in Brazil. By that July, Greenwald and Miranda’s home was under heavy guard. President Bolsonaro didn’t seem to have any problem using the full power of the state against his critics; but, to their credit, Miranda and Greenwald were defiant. “We are the antithesis of Bolsonaro,” Miranda told the New York Times of the homophobic president of Brazil and his far-right movement. “We’re everything they hate.” Typical of his bombastic approach, Greenwald put it in far more dramatic terms. But he wasn’t wrong. “There is a huge question about what kind of country Brazil is going to be,” Greenwald said. “Will it be a country with functioning democratic institutions, or is it going to become the repressive authoritarian state that Bolsonaro desires and craves?”20

One year after Greenwald’s initial story, The Intercept reported that the United States had participated in Operation Car Wash and, therefore, in the election of Bolsonaro. But the story wasn’t broken by Greenwald. Andrew Fishman, Natalia Viana, and Maryam Saleh detailed an October 2015 meeting between US and Brazilian officials, implicating the Obama administration in the scandal.21

In 2015, Greenwald likely would have hastened to publicize Obama’s involvement, especially relishing the hypocrisy of a liberal president who once promised change now working to promote far-right governments abroad. Instead, he stayed quiet. Rutgers Professor Sean T. Mitchell opined at FAIR in 2022 that this reticence may have stemmed from Greenwald’s changing position in Brazilian politics. The pundit’s tilt right, both at home and in the US, could be the reason, because he “knows how to pick an underserved market niche for his polemics,” Mitchell wrote, adding, “Perhaps addressing US collaboration in Lava Jato is inconsistent with the niche he is aiming for in Brazil.”22

In January 2020, the Bolsonaro government filed cybercrimes charges against Greenwald for his role in reporting on Lava Jato, claiming he had played a “clear role in facilitating the commission of a crime.” Greenwald told the New York Times that he never gave the leaker Delgatti any directions on what to do. “That’s crossing a line,” Greenwald said. “I was very careful.”23

Greenwald said he recognized that the story was going to be huge, though he underestimated how viciously the Brazilian government would come after him. “I assumed it was going to be very similar to the Snowden story,” Greenwald told the Times. And in a way it was, specifically in the way Greenwald didn’t show interest in the files until pushed to do so by a third party.

The cybercrimes charges ultimately were dropped for Greenwald. But the source for the documents wasn’t so lucky; in August 2023, Delgatti was sentenced to twenty years in prison for his role in the hacking and dissemination of the material.24 It was the kind of sentence that drove home the threat to Snowden from the US government—leakers are seldom treated kindly by those in power.

Since then, Greenwald has stated a number of times on Twitter that his reporting was instrumental in Lula’s November 8, 2019, release from prison.25 In one representative post from February 24, 2023—replying to a critique about his salary at The Intercept—Greenwald said, “That salary was for reporting many of the most significant and consequential stories of the last decade, including one that culminated in a criminal prosecution that was blocked by the Brazilian Supreme Court and freed Lula.”26 In January 2020, Lula himself wrote for the Washington Post that Greenwald’s work was “key to demonstrating how Operation Car Wash violated my legal and human rights.”27 “At the end of the day, there was only one person in the world of journalism and media prosecuted for that story,” Greenwald told me. “And that person was me.”28

Greenwald’s reporting helped push public opinion in Lula’s direction. But what ultimately shifted things was a legal decision on Lula’s original imprisonment—that he shouldn’t have been locked up until his appeals were exhausted. Even before the Greenwald leaks, public opinion was highly supportive of Lula and remained so until he was barred from running for office from behind bars.

“I often credit Walter [Delgatti] as being a hero who changed the course of Brazilian history in a way similar to the way Edward Snowden did,” Greenwald said. “But, maybe in the heat of some, like, Twitter fight or something, I may have used shorthand and said, ‘Because of me.’”29

Once Delgatti was arrested he had turned over the terabytes of information he’d obtained to government officials, who in turn shared it with Lula’s defense team. The defense team filed a motion to dismiss based on the data. But before it could be ruled on, the charges against Lula were ultimately dropped because the prosecution had engaged in illegal forum shopping.

“It’s hard to say if that information came from that small portion of the leaks that Glenn Greenwald accepted, or if it came from a larger trove that was seized by the federal police and given access to by the Supreme Court,” Mier said. “Nevertheless, let’s say it did come from The Intercept trove, that would be very useful. But it doesn’t have anything to do with getting Lula out of jail.”30

On January 24, 2022, I hosted a debate between Greenwald and Mier on my live podcast on the Callin app. Greenwald and his husband, David Miranda, were supporting Ciro Gomes for president; Mier derided Gomes as a centrist spoiler candidate aiming to hurt Lula against the incumbent—and Greenwald enemy—Jair Bolsonaro.

Rather than betraying Lula, Greenwald claimed that he was one of Lula’s “closest friends,” or at least considered as such by the socialist leader, and that his policy disagreements were separate. Miranda objected to Lula’s positioning in the general election, primarily by allying himself with his vice president, Geraldo Alckmin, whom Miranda saw as an example of the neoliberal establishment, Greenwald said. “You can definitely disagree with it,” Greenwald said, “but the claim that David has abandoned his socialist politics or become this, I don’t know, Third Way centrist—you know that’s fucking bullshit.”31
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Regardless of whether Miranda’s politics changed, Greenwald certainly appears to have shifted positions on Brazil. Since Greenwald left The Intercept in 2020 and Lula was elected in 2022, the former ally of the Brazilian left has criticized the Brazilian legal establishment that barred Bolsonaro from participation in elections after he claimed the results of the 2022 election were the results of rigging and fraud.

The government’s more recent attempts to rein in social media companies—based in Brazilian law—have been derided by Greenwald and his allies as anti–free speech, in an almost parochial appeal to US sensibilities and politics. Simultaneously, there’s been a huge effort on the part of tech companies to replace rights in countries in the Global South with a US vision of free speech. They’ve advanced this agenda not because it’s a superior system, but because it removes their legal liability for the content on their platforms.32

It’s a convenient overlap in political interests for Greenwald and the tech leaders who have backed his journalistic endeavors for the past decade. According to Mier, Greenwald is fixated on trying to import his “Cato Institute–influenced, post-1970s vision of free speech absolutism based on an absolutist interpretation of the US Constitution into a legal environment that has nothing to do with that.”33

Brazil’s laws may be an affront to the kind of legal doctrine Greenwald grew up with. But that is irrelevant to the Latin American country’s doctrine of harmony of rights, where no right can be so important that it abrogates another. In Brazil, freedom of expression is not absolute. As Mier told me wryly, “He doesn’t seem to know very much about Brazilian law.”34
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But Greenwald’s political tilt to the right began long before the Brazil reporting or even Trump’s election. A rise in antiestablishment agitation in 2016 had offered a lane from which one could attack the Democratic Party without being seen as pro-Trump. Greenwald positioned himself as one of the voices speaking truth to the power of the DNC. And so, throughout the election year, Greenwald began drifting toward positions held by his former enemies in the tech world and the national surveillance state.

Despite his personal dislike of Trump, Greenwald was more fed up with liberals and the establishment. He claimed—not without justification—that these people were trying to whitewash not only the Democratic Party’s culpability in US crimes but also the crimes of the American empire writ large. And they did so by arguing, falsely, that Trump was an exception to a long-standing and noble tradition.

In the aftermath of the election liberals were at a loss to explain how Donald Trump could have won, surprising nearly the entire US political prediction market. So they turned to conspiracies to explain what had happened. According to mainstream liberals, it was more likely that a cabal of Russian-aligned agents had infiltrated and assisted the Trump campaign, attacked Hillary Clinton, and somehow changed enough American votes to make a difference in the outcome. The central conceit of this Russiagate theory held that there was no way American voters would elect Donald Trump without nefarious, outside interference.

It was a fundamental misunderstanding of US politics and history. But Russiagate was helped along by the rose-tinted coverage of newly minted superpatriotic cable news network MSNBC.35

Perhaps no one was as much to blame as Rachel Maddow, who promoted ever more outlandish conspiracy theories on her nightly show. She suggested that Russian intelligence services were going to take down the Vermont power grid in the dead of winter and told her audience that the new president was little more than a Manchurian candidate waiting to be activated.36 She wasn’t alone; New York writer Jonathan Chait went so far as to fantasize in a July 2018 cover story that Trump had been turned to the Russians as early as the 1980s during a visit to the Soviet Union.37

“For Rachel, Russiagate became the North Star for explaining politics,” Greenwald told me. “I remember very early on Chris [Hayes told me in a Twitter DM] that she definitely believes in collusion and the maximalist views. So, I’m over here saying Russiagate is bullshit, she’s over here saying Russiagate is the thing to decipher politics.”38

Greenwald began working with the right and appearing on Fox News. The reason, he told me in 2024, was that Fox hosts Tucker Carlson and Laura Ingraham were sympathetic to his advocacy of Julian Assange and Edward Snowden. By 2020, he was presenting the GOP as antiestablishment and promoting right-wing corporate media stooge Carlson as a brave voice against the tide.

“Trump ran against establishment Republican politics and whether he actually did anything as president, you can obviously argue it, rhetorically, he ran against, explicitly, Bush-Cheney foreign policy, against Reaganomics,” Greenwald said, adding that “the US security state—the CIA, the FBI and NSA, Homeland Security—became an enemy of Fox News.”39

But although Greenwald was right that America didn’t need a Russian hack to elect Trump, and that liberals seemed all too eager to embrace the national security state, he wasn’t in touch with reality either. A rise in liberal conspiracy theories and faux patriotism didn’t suddenly make the right an independent voice of anti-imperialism. Nor was Fox, simply by virtue of not being MSNBC, an example of independent or truthful media.

University of Otago communications professor Olivier Jutel agrees that Democrats are terrible. But Greenwald’s sole focus on the party, he argues, shows that he and his hangers-on have never really thought about power. “It’s always fascinating to me that people like him and Jimmy Dore are completely obsessive about the DNC,” Jutel told me. “It shows that these are people that have never read any history or have spent any time thinking about leftist political thought.… You all hate Debbie Wasserman Schultz? Let me introduce you to Peter Thiel.”40
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CHAPTER 6

“There’s Nobody Like the People in This Room”

“I no longer believe that freedom and democracy are compatible,” Peter Thiel wrote in 2009.

After Gawker outed him in 2007, Thiel became more public about his extremist politics. No longer even nominally a libertarian, he now adhered to more of an Objectivist philosophy. He loved The Sovereign Individual by William Rees-Mogg and James Dale Davidson, a book that was immensely popular in Silicon Valley in the 1990s and had influenced the future political trajectory of several tech leaders. (Later, Rees-Mogg’s son Jacob would join the Conservative UK government of Boris Johnson as a high-ranking official in charge of managing Brexit.) One can see the book’s influence on Thiel’s view on electoralism: “In our view, voting was an effect rather than a cause of the megapolitical conditions that brought forth the modern nation-state. Mass democracy and the concept of citizenship flourished as the nation-state grew. They will falter as the nation-state falters, causing every bit as much dismay in Washington as the erosion of chivalry caused in the court of the duke of Burgundy five hundred years ago.”1

Electoral politics weren’t Thiel’s end goal; though he later offered a “clarification” to his comments on democracy and freedom, claiming that the real issue was he had “little hope that voting will make things better,”2 he also suggested (maybe jokingly) that conservatives should let liberals win, overreach, and then stage a military coup.

The billionaire, who claimed he was largely uninterested in voting, was fascinated by the possibility of an unregulated tech sector to change the world.3 In 2012, he returned to Stanford to teach a course on startups. Blake Masters, a Stanford Law student and Thiel acolyte, wrote up the lectures and posted them on social media.4

Irrespective of his philosophical views on the value of democracy, Thiel was building a stable of future politicians who would further his message in Washington. In the 2012 GOP presidential primary, Thiel backed Ron Paul. He had met the paleoconservative Texan years earlier when lawmakers in Washington went after online gambling, one of PayPal’s moneymakers. Thiel wasn’t particularly interested in Paul’s 2012 run, rather in using the libertarian Republican’s campaign to further a different, far-right message. The Paul campaign was confused; there was basically no communication with the Thiel-backed super PAC Endorse Liberty. But for Thiel, the point was not to support Paul—it was to push his own political agenda.

That November, Thiel helped get Ted Cruz elected to the Senate, a long shot that paid off. And his support for Ron Paul gave him a welcome ally in the congressman’s son Rand, the new junior senator from Kentucky.

By 2014, Thiel was flying high. Even when asked about his association with figures like neofascist ally Curtis Yarvin, he was able to dodge the shots. Thiel was thinking about slashing federal bureaucracy and developing a stable of high-powered politicians to help him do so. Venture capital was ascendant, the economy was on the upswing, and Thiel—who saw Obama as a communist, despite the lucrative contracts the administration had showered him with—was eager to use his power to retake the country for the conservative movement.

Faced with a Democrat who had won two elections decisively, the right was sharpening its rhetoric. A group of right-wing Koch allies had assembled at the St. Regis Monarch Bay Resort near Laguna Beach in California in June 2014 for a political strategy summit, brainstorming how to change the conversation after Republicans lost the 2012 general election.5 “Get off your ass,” Koch Industries executive vice president Richard Fink told them, recounting the message he gave to people on the street, “and work hard like we did.”

In his presentation, “The Long-Term Strategy: Engaging the Middle Third,” Fink—according to audio obtained by blogger Lauren Windsor for her Undercurrent show—said that after losing in 2012, conservatives needed to change the way they presented their ideas. In her book on the Koch influence network, Dark Money: The Hidden History of the Billionaires Behind the Rise of the Radical Right, journalist Jane Mayer details how Fink made his case:

The improved pitch, he said, would argue that free markets were the path to happiness, while big government led to tyranny and fascism. His reasoning went like this: Government programs caused dependency, which in turn caused psychological depression. Historically, he argued, this led to totalitarianism. The minimum wage, he said, provided a good example. It denied the “opportunity for earned success” to 500,000 Americans who, he estimated, would be willing to work for less than the federal minimum standard of $7.25 per hour. Without jobs, “they’ve lost their meaning in life,” said Fink. This, he warned, had been “a very big part of the recruitment in Germany during the ’20s.” Thus, he argued to an audience that included many of the country’s billionaires, minimum wage laws could be described as leading to the kinds of conditions that caused “the rise and fall of the Third Reich.”6

The hysterical language and fantastical perception of the benefits of conservatism wouldn’t have been out of place in Silicon Valley, where a similar, self-serving vision of stripping assistance from the least fortunate was taking hold.

Two years later, in the contentious, era-defining 2016 GOP presidential primary, Thiel backed former Hewlett-Packard CEO Carly Fiorina. Once it came down to Ohio governor John Kasich, Ted Cruz, and Donald Trump, Thiel went with Trump rather than Cruz, the senator he’d helped put in power. Thiel didn’t personally care for Trump, but he saw the future president as someone who got what was going on and understood what enraged people. Proximity to power overrode loyalty, and besides, it was Cruz who owed him—not the other way around.

By now, Thiel was decisively injecting himself into the world of the GOP. He donated $1 million to the Trump-supporting Mercer family PAC. The move, as Malcolm Harris put it, “elevated Thiel to the campaign’s highest tier, where he sat with Bannon, the Mercers, and the Trump family.”7

Thiel eagerly embraced his role as the public face of Trump support from the tech sector. At the 2016 Republican National Convention, Thiel embraced the Silicon Valley self-mythos. His speech was a hodgepodge of relatively anodyne far-right comments until he announced, to riotous applause, that he was proud to be gay, Republican, and American.

When Trump won the election in a historic upset over former secretary of state Hillary Clinton, it was clear Thiel’s bet had paid off. Obama’s close ties with Silicon Valley had brought the industry and Washington together. Despite his love of private industry, after the 2016 election Trump didn’t offer the same level of buy-in for most tech leaders. Yet while the tech titans weren’t particularly enamored with Trump on a personal level, some saw the potential of a malleable entity. Trump was already surrounded by people who had dabbled in the tech world. Steve Bannon, his 2016 campaign consiglieri, had served as CEO of a company selling gold in the massive multiplayer online role-playing game World of Warcraft. He was part of tech’s far-right underbelly. Once in the White House, Trump turned to the more elite Thiel to serve as liaison to Silicon Valley.

After Trump’s victory, tech leaders came to kiss the ring. Thiel was at his side for the December 14, 2016, meeting. The billionaire investor brought along allies Elon Musk and Alex Karp, even though at the time the respective companies they led, Tesla and Palantir, were not remotely on the same level as Google, Microsoft, Apple, and the others.

The tech CEOs flattered and praised Trump. No one objected to the new president’s plans to curtail immigration or temporarily ban Muslims from entering the United States. Business interests were simply more important than politics. Trump, for his part, was happy to let bygones be bygones after attacking tech companies on the campaign trail. If anything, the president was more excited about meeting the tech leaders than they were about meeting him.

“There’s nobody like you in the world,” the president-elect said. “In the world! There’s nobody like the people in this room.”8
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Trump owed Thiel for more than just acting as a liaison with Silicon Valley. Facebook had played a role in the election’s outcome; engineers from the site were embedded with the Trump campaign to help assist in advertising (a service also offered to the Clinton campaign but rejected by her staff). Trump also had help from Cambridge Analytica, a consulting firm that scraped Facebook data to narrowly target people for campaign ads.

The genesis of that program came from Palantir employee Alfredas Chmieliauskas, who first suggested using the social media company as a way to reach voters using Palantir algorithms. “I had [a] left field idea,” Chmieliauskas wrote to Cambridge Analytica research director Christopher Wylie’s team in May 2014. “What about replicating the work of the cambridge prof as a mobile app that connects to facebook?” Chmieliauskas was fired by Palantir once the connection was made public, but the damage was done.9

Cambridge Analytica aside, when it came to Facebook it wasn’t always clear where Thiel’s loyalties lay. This often put CEO Mark Zuckerberg in a tough public position, but he valued Thiel as a lifeline to the right. That loyalty paid off. In 2016, Gizmodo found a report claiming the company was suppressing conservative speech.10 Facebook denied it, but the right didn’t buy the company’s protest. Zuckerberg turned to Thiel for help, looking for a liaison to the conservative movement. Thiel, a Facebook board member, obliged by assembling something of a reverse Avengers, including Tucker Carlson, Glenn Beck, and Dana Perino, to meet with Facebook and smooth things over.

A few years later, in 2019, Trump and right-wing social media figures went after Facebook again for its alleged liberal biases. For a second time, Thiel played peacemaker, arranging a dinner at the White House for him, Zuckerberg, and Jared Kushner—Trump’s son-in-law and adviser. They came to an understanding: the Trump reelection campaign could say virtually anything it liked on the platform without consequence.

That meeting, Facebook critic Roger McNamee told the New York Times in 2020, was “utilitarian.” It was “basically about getting free rein and protection from regulation. Trump needs Facebook’s thumb on the scale to win this election.”11
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The close relationship between the national security state and the tech industry remained strong throughout the Trump administration. Even during the COVID-19 pandemic, Palantir’s powerful servers set to work processing health data for the government. As Spencer Ackerman documented in Reign of Terror: How the 9/11 Era Destabilized America and Produced Trump:

Palantir made a $25 million deal with FEMA and the Department of Health and Human Services for a data-management platform capable of crunching a stunning 187 data sets on coronavirus-related medical needs into a predictive picture of where health-care logistics would have to be directed. Palantir, as far as is known, didn’t have access to Americans’ medical records. But, apparently mindful of public distrust, it portrayed itself as having no access to any hospital data at all. In truth, emails showed FEMA instructing states to send their respirator data directly to Palantir. The company never explained if it was under any requirement to purge this windfall of publicly provided data—data that gave its owner a private portrait of which economies were safe to open or close.12

Silicon Valley and the defense industry have always been close. American global tech dominance is due to government policies and investment, despite tech leaders decrying such big government interference in the market when it doesn’t help their cause. Decades of US policy has paid off: the industry has been nearly monopolized by just five companies—Apple, Amazon, Google, Facebook, and Microsoft—all based in the United States.

Meanwhile, the founders reinvented themselves as venture capitalists. And why not? The tax code is so beneficial to the wealthy that there’s a huge incentive for the rich to play shell games that are largely impossible to track. Even Al Gore is in on it, having reinvented himself as a VC in the early 2000s.

The tech space sees itself as an organic economy disruptor. The tech titans understand their role in society as leaders who will deliver the bounties of connection and digital integration, which will in turn lead to collaborative civic enrichment. At least, that’s the theory. Underneath Silicon Valley’s belief in its own exceptionalism is an industry that has been built on the back of, and in coordination with, the “deep state,” a national security sector developed as a technological behemoth setting policy and cultural hegemony.

Government surveillance should be antithetical to libertarianism, but the money involved is more important. As the ACLU’s Jay Stanley wrote of Palantir in 2011, “Its deployment could be anything between a good, efficient use of government resources, and a true totalitarian nightmare, monitoring the activities of innocent Americans on a mass scale[,] collecting the records of those activities and leaving them open for suspicionless exploration by government analysts.”13

This has resulted in “a privatized oligarchic, libertarian-like security apparatus,” University of Otago communications professor Olivier Jutel explained.14 He put it another way: in Silicon Valley, behind every libertarian there’s a fat government contract.
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CHAPTER 7

“His Editorial Voice Will Be His Own”

“There’s no kernel of truth to Glenn’s crusade,” Intercept editor in chief Betsy Reed told the Daily Beast in June 2021. “That is what I think is fundamentally different from the old Glenn, who would often kind of overstate the case, and fall into hyperbole, but there was usually a kernel of truth. And I would say this time, he lost the kernel—or he doesn’t care about having that kernel. He’s become a practitioner of manufactured controversy in the service of the hard right in this country.”1

As his time at The Intercept drew to a close, sources at the outlet told me, there were many internal conversations about Glenn Greenwald’s online behavior and how it was damaging the outlet. He was seen as a liability. Much of the newsroom was appalled by what they saw as his increasingly blatant right-wing politics and aggressive social media behavior, attacking people in personal terms while still tied to the outlet as a founder.

After Greenwald left The Intercept in October 2020, he turned that aggression on his former colleagues. The onetime columnist became obsessed with taking down the site in general and certain members in particular.

Of course, this wasn’t how Greenwald saw it. That November, I interviewed him about leaving The Intercept and starting his own Substack newsletter. He told me that he left because of edits on an October story he wrote about Democratic candidate Joe Biden’s son Hunter, which he viewed as the outlet censoring his reporting. He said that the reason for this view was not the editing itself, but the circumstances that led to the input from the editorial team. “The reality is, that never happened before in seven years,” Greenwald told me. “That’s why I knew I was dealing with censorship—it was only happening because they were petrified that people would accuse them of having something to help Trump get elected.”2

It is true that editors had objected to his latest draft. These concerns rested primarily on Greenwald’s overemphasis on vague suggestions that Biden, as vice president, had pushed to oust a top prosecutor in Ukraine in order to quash an investigation against the Ukrainian company Burisma (where Hunter had been on the board of directors, in what really only made sense as an attempt to curry favor with a powerful US politician). Nothing substantive came of the scandal, and the elder Biden was never tied to the company. But in the weeks before the 2020 election, it was still a matter of political debate.3

Bottom line, the allegations Greenwald wanted to publish were unverified. Roger Hodge, the site’s deputy editor, told me that releasing unsubstantiated accusations only made sense if Greenwald were “attempting to intervene in this election by mainstreaming a far-right conspiracy theory,” and even “running offense” for Trump.4 In fact, according to Hodge, in the run-up to the 2020 election Greenwald had done everything to support Trump but endorse him by name.

Editors at The Intercept wanted to cut large sections of Greenwald’s article, which they felt implied that Joe Biden was directly involved in the Burisma scandal. The content was deemed insufficiently strong, and the provenance and legitimacy of the documents and emails in the reporting—which came from a laptop purportedly belonging to Hunter Biden—were unclear. “We had reported on some of the Hunter Biden emails in another piece, with context about their murky provenance, so I didn’t object in principle to doing that,” Reed told me in a 2020 email. “Given the highly politicized and unusual way these materials came to light, we just felt that context should be provided in the story, and that care should be taken to ensure that we did not read anything into the emails that wasn’t there.”5

Moreover, there was a fear that reporting on the scandal, especially in a way that would imply or outright state that The Intercept believed the allegations had merit, could be interpreted as the outlet putting its thumb on the scale. From one point of view, The Intercept’s leadership was ensuring solid reporting; from another, it was avoiding the appearance of intervening against the Democrat in a close election.

Despite his objections, Greenwald agreed to let the team look the piece over. Still, he was surprised when it became a “full edit”: one that involved stripping out large sections and turning it into a critique solely of the media. Editorial concerns over the story crashed against his expectation of noninterference and his insistence on focusing a large part of the piece on accusations around Joe Biden’s involvement in Burisma. Editor Peter Maass told Greenwald in an email that these accusations were not sufficiently grounded in the facts.6

The request to narrow the focus of the piece to the aspect of the story about the media was unusual, but not unprecedented. Greenwald told me that under the contract he signed with First Look before The Intercept existed, only “possible liability” and “complex reporting” were considered articles that needed to be edited. “This story was not remotely in that category,” Greenwald said.7

The contract read, “His editorial voice will be his own, subject to Sections 4 and 5 below [relating to standard ethical practices and legal protections], he may, if he elects to do so, directly post unedited entries directly to a blog designated for such purpose by mutual agreement.”8 Greenwald said that, most of the time, the rest of the team was only aware of what he was writing when he was about to publish it, and then only for purposes of social media and other online promotional material.

At an impasse, Greenwald began floating the idea of publishing his Biden story elsewhere. Reed asked him not to, saying it would be “detrimental” to The Intercept if he were to make such a move. Greenwald read the message as a threat: “The word ‘detrimental’ was clearly a lawyer-crafted sentence designed to prepare or lay the groundwork for invoking termination,” something he said was specifically in the contract.9

In her 2020 email, Reed told me, “I meant that since we had been working on the story together, it would be unfortunate for him to bail out of the editing process and publish it somewhere else. I did not intend my message to be read as barring that, but expressing my strong preference that the story be edited and published at The Intercept.” Reed added that “the word is not in the contract.” Indeed, “detrimental” did not appear in the portions of the contract I reviewed.10

Hodge said that Greenwald was ultimately unwilling to work with editors to make his piece publishable. This led to a crisis in the newsroom. Here was the outlet’s most famous writer, also a cofounder of the site, objecting to demands from editors, who were asking him to walk back central claims in the piece about China and Ukraine because of questions about their reliability and what The Intercept had already reported about the topic.

“He was insisting on making unsupported claims about the significance of the Biden emails,” said Hodge, referring to the documents found on the laptop. “And that’s just not good journalism itself; it’s not responsible.”11
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Leaving The Intercept was a calculated risk. Greenwald lost a large chunk of his audience and narrowed his options. But his shift to Substack made sense: he saw that the audience he cultivated and built on social media could be a vehicle for riches and had been looking for a way out. The shift was evident even before he left. Greenwald’s social media use throughout the pandemic showed his slow but steady radicalization to the right. The column on Hunter Biden’s laptop was the final nail in the coffin, but it didn’t come out of nowhere.

In need of a rebrand, Greenwald found an eager ally in Fox’s Tucker Carlson, who was happy to grant the formerly left-leaning pundit a ready-made audience. By doing so, Carlson filled the role that Maddow had years earlier when Greenwald was aiming his rhetoric at liberals.

At the New Republic in July 2021, Jacob Silverman wrote about how regularly appearing on Tucker Carlson’s show boosted Greenwald’s profile: “Greenwald claims that the other networks don’t invite him on, and he attempts to justify his own appearances as providing an antidote of truth that Fox’s conservative viewers might not otherwise be exposed to. But his embrace of Fox smacks of expedience and a well-established contrarian streak, two qualities that have visibly come to the fore in recent years. Greenwald appears on Fox not because he agrees with its personalities’ odious politics but because it offers an opportunity to spread his own ideas and to generate subscribers for his Substack.”12

Going on Fox News is not inherently bad. And Greenwald’s claim that he was trying to reach an audience that would not otherwise be exposed to his ideas is not unique. Jeff Cohen, founder of FAIR and a onetime Fox contributor, has said the same; left-wing senator Bernie Sanders has as well. Making a critique in that medium can be effective. The idea is to refuse to relinquish an information space, instead using them to make a critique of the channel itself to its own audience. Cohen, and to an extent Sanders, sought to pair a progressive message with meaningful pushback on Fox as an institution.

That was not the case for Greenwald. He called out Fox News once or twice on air for its coverage of Brazil and Palestine—and then referenced that moment of resistance repeatedly whenever confronted on his refusal to challenge the network’s hosts on the plethora of racist, homophobic, and misogynistic invective that it regularly airs. However, he more often boosted its ratings news and was effusively complimentary toward the channel.13

“For the Sunday news shows on cable, the top 17 shows are all Fox News. Every single Fox show, no matter the time, has a larger audience than @brianstelter, which is why he’s so obsessed with Fox,” Greenwald tweeted in November 2021 in a representative example of his support for the network. “MSNBC’s Sunday news shows barely have an audience: teetering into negative ratings.”14

Greenwald told me in 2024 that the ratings praise was part of his overall “media criticism.” “I think the fact that people are losing trust and faith in corporate media is a gigantic issue. I think it’s important, I want to encourage it, I think it’s positive,” Greenwald said. “And I also think that CNN and MSNBC ideologically have been very damaging and harmful in the last five years, things they supported are things I find very destructive—the fact that the public is largely tuning out establishment liberal opinion is something I think is important, is something I’m happy about, is something I like mocking them for.”15
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Greenwald was often confronted over his devotion to the network that was putting him on TV—particularly when his allegiance to Carlson, the host who had him on most, was criticized. In response, Greenwald dissembled, lashed out, or ignored the negative feedback. A reply to British media lecturer Dr. Steven Buckley on April 24, 2021, sums up the change in attitude, in typical Greenwaldian prose. “I’ve also criticized Fox—on Fox,” he tweeted, “and they nonetheless keep inviting me back because, fortunately for them, they didn’t have slimy, cowardly, ethics-free professors like you who taught them not to interact with anyone who criticizes them.”16

That November, I examined the data behind Greenwald’s social media praise of Fox News and whether it correlated with his appearances. Was I wrong about the connection? Was Greenwald’s affinity for the right-wing network simply the result of his evolving political views or, in his telling, the evolution of the left away from him? Or did it have something to do with his appearances on the network?17

It appeared to be the latter. Suddenly it was Fox, rather than MSNBC, that provided the “independent and intellectually honest journalism,” Greenwald had praised the liberal network for years earlier.18 From 2017 through 2021, once the cable channel started having him on regularly, Greenwald’s posts about Fox took a noticeable turn to the positive. Greenwald’s pro-Fox commentary ranged from promoting his own appearances and defending Carlson to boosting other people’s appearances on the channel—just what you’d expect from someone trying to make a good impression on the network that was affording him a sizable and impressionable audience.

The favorable posts about Fox surged after Greenwald left The Intercept; now they were almost uniformly positive. Over 2020 and 2021, he posted gushing praise and tributes to how its anchors, specifically Carlson and Ingraham, epitomized how much independence one could have on cable news.

Despite Greenwald’s protestations, Fox had not changed from being a GOP mouthpiece in any substantive way in the years since he had critiqued it while appearing on MSNBC. But that didn’t matter. What mattered was getting on television.
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After I wrote about Greenwald’s kind words for Fox News, he challenged me to a debate. I accepted the invitation, but never heard back. Greenwald ended up instead in a congenial conversation with the journalist Jeet Heer, who had recently interviewed me on my reporting. I later heard from a fan who reached out to Greenwald that the pundit had stipulated he was “always willing to talk with good faith critics.” I presumably was not one of them.19

The question of good faith critics is worthwhile, especially in relation to Fox itself. There are two types of liberals who are allowed on Fox News. The first is the ineffectual liberal, who stumbles over their words and acts as a foil for the other hosts. FAIR editor Jim Naureckas compares their role to how meerkats in the wild train their young. The mammals, found in the south of Africa, eat scorpions. To teach their offspring how to hunt, adult meerkats maim the arachnids. At first, they rip off the stingers and let the younger animals learn to hunt their prey. Once the young are a little older, adults leave the stingers on but hobble the scorpions so they can’t move as quickly. By the end, young meerkats are well versed in how to hunt and kill the creatures.

Fox News liberals are the same. “They’re training people—‘How do you respond to liberal arguments?’—but you don’t want liberals to win, just like you don’t want your baby meerkat to be stung to death,” Naureckas said. “So, you bring out people who are hobbled.”20

The most famous hobbled scorpion on Fox was Alan Colmes, the bumbling liberal counterpart to Sean Hannity on Hannity & Colmes, a back-and-forth debate hour in which the blustering conservative Hannity trampled the timid liberal Colmes. Hannity hated doing the show with Colmes and would eventually have his cohost dumped in 2008. But as CEO Roger Ailes griped to deputy Bill Shine in 2007, Hannity was missing the forest for the trees. “There’s entertainment value here and he doesn’t get it,” Ailes complained. “When he’s on camera, it’s like he expects Alan to have an epiphany on air and say, ‘You know, Sean, you’re right. I’ve been such a moron for fifty years. How did I not see it?’”21

The other kind of Fox News liberal is someone like Greenwald: the sort who tells the audience about how the left’s excesses ultimately drove them away from liberalism and the Democratic Party.
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Greenwald is loyal to those who are useful to him. That’s why, when Carlson spread the white nationalist Great Replacement conspiracy theory, Greenwald defended him.22 Shortly before the May 14, 2022, massacre in Buffalo, New York, that left ten dead, the alleged shooter, eighteen-year-old Payton Gendron, published a 180-page manifesto online. Gendron’s ideological outlook detailed in the heavily plagiarized document was highly influenced by the racist conspiracy theory, which posits that Jews and liberal elites are trying to “replace” white Americans with immigrants from nonwhite countries.

Carlson trumpeted the same demographic-threat conspiracy theory in prime time. Here’s Carlson on September 7, 2018: “How precisely is diversity our strength? Since you’ve made this our new national motto, please be specific as you explain it. Can you think, for example, of other institutions, such as, I don’t know, marriage or military units, in which the less people have in common the more cohesive they are? Do you get along better with your neighbors or your coworkers if you can’t understand each other or share no common values?”23

Here’s Gendron in his manifesto: “Why is diversity said to be our greatest strength? Does anyone even ask why? It is spoken like a mantra and repeated ad infinitum ‘diversity is our greatest strength, diversity is our greatest strength, diversity is our greatest strength…’ Said throughout the media, spoken by politicians, educators, and celebrities. But no one ever seems to give a reason why. What gives a nation strength? And how does diversity increase that strength? What part of diversity causes this increase in strength? No one can give an answer.”24

And yet, even after the Buffalo shooting, Greenwald went out of his way to defend Carlson. He wrote in his newsletter—without a citation or evidence—that the Fox host’s “anti-immigration and ‘replacement’ argument is aimed at the idea—one that had been long mainstream on the left until about a decade ago—that large, uncontrolled immigration harms American citizens who are already here. There is no racial hierarchy in Carlson’s view of American citizenship and to claim that there is is nothing short of a defamatory lie.”25

Greenwald also defended the Great Replacement theory itself, arguing that it was actually liberals who were spreading it as an electoral strategy. Just two days after the massacre, he tweeted, “The Democrats and their leading [strategists] for years have been arguing that immigration will change the demographic make-up of the country—by replacing conservative voters with more liberal ones—and that this will benefit them politically.”26

In 2023, Greenwald often praised Republican presidential hopeful and pharmaceutical entrepreneur Vivek Ramaswamy, even after the conservative politician got in hot water for using the same replacement talking points as Carlson. And yet Greenwald, appearing on Megyn Kelly’s SiriusXM show, claimed that, rather than spreading a conspiracy theory, Ramaswamy was simply telling the truth about what Democrats had admitted to time and time again. “This idea that the Great Replacement theory is something that white supremacists like Tucker Carlson say to provoke mass murders… the Great Replacement theory is 1,000 percent a Democratic Party idea,” Greenwald said. “There are Democratic Party operatives, mainstream ones, who wrote books saying that the key to an enduring, permanent Democratic Party majority is ensuring that we have so much immigration that it changes the demographic composition of our country.”27

When I asked Greenwald in 2024 to clarify his comments on demographic change, he replied with more of the same. “Democratic Party operatives are permitted to say, ‘The key to our political future is more immigrants who will support the Democratic Party more,’” Greenwald said. “But if conservatives object and say that is one of the reasons why [Democrats] want to have a more open border, they immediately get accused of advocating that other view that I started out by saying is white nationalist, which is that the only true citizens of the United States are white citizens.”28

The shift might not make sense to an outside observer. But within right-wing media, such performative skepticism—“just asking questions”—is the name of the game. And the incentives are clear. It’s good to approach dominant and mainstream narratives with a healthy dose of mistrust. Greenwald, Carlson, and much of the right-wing media have taken that natural impulse and turned it into a conspiratorial rejection of all institutions: an attitude based more on what gains attention than on what makes sense.

It is no coincidence that this political bloc is made up of angry young men, for a sense of unfulfilled potential can turn rancid. Greenwald has been in touch with this demographic and ideology for a long time. And in the tech-fueled right-wing alt media space, he’s found a way to push the line that he’s an independent thinker—as long as he doesn’t go too far and bite the hand that feeds him.29

As noted earlier, Jeff Cohen, the founder of Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting, was a longtime Fox contributor. Still, during his tenure at the network, he rejected a premise of a question more often than he’d answer it directly. The question this raises is fairly obvious: if you’re not challenging everything the most popular corporate news organization in the United States says, do you get to claim to be the most principled actor in—let alone critic of—the media?

Greenwald often argues that the point of going on Fox is to reach a larger audience with content that they may not be used to hearing. But instead of bringing those ideas to a conservative audience, Greenwald worked to make that audience his own. Rather than influencing the Fox audience in a positive direction, it was the audience that influenced him.30
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CHAPTER 8

“Don’t Go Out Like a Sucker”

“Look, Anna, I hate to break this to you,” wrote journalist Matt Taibbi in 1999, attacking an essay by journalist Anna Blundy of the Times of London, “but, as a man who appreciates a good conversationalist as much as the next guy and given a choice between sleeping with Alice B. Toklas and a brainless bimbo with a shaved snapper and melon-sized tits, I’d take the bimbo any day. And ya know what? So will every other man in the entire world. I mean it, all of us. One hundred fucking percent. Call us shallow, but that’s the deal.”1

It’s something of a cliché to say that Gen X lacks real politics. The generation didn’t have a major defining fight with its parents, and, smaller than the boomers and millennials, it feels the squeeze. Yes, there were movements against US imperialism and support of dictators in Central and South America. The WTO protests in Seattle were huge. However, unlike the boomers or the millennials, Gen X did not experience formative moments like the earthshaking battles of the Vietnam War, the civil rights movement, the Iraq War, or the Great Recession. It’s a novel idea for this individualistic generation to get involved in public discourse and have some sort of party discipline.

Taibbi is the archetypical Gen X writer: brash, disrespectful, critical of established power, and profane. And throughout the 1990s, he was in the perfect place for such talents: post-Soviet, newly capitalist Russia.

There, he and fellow expat writer Mark Ames ran their own publication, The eXile. A direct challenge to the Moscow press corps establishment, the paper existed primarily to stick a finger in the eye of the Moscow journalistic establishment. You won’t give us a job? Fine, fuck you, we’ll do our own thing. It was the kind of anti-authoritarian mentality that spawned a lot of alternative journalism of the period, much of which, like The eXile, has not aged well.

The eXile went over the top. So did Taibbi and Ames, who partied hard across the city. Both developed serious drug addictions, to heroin and speed, respectively. (Taibbi later told New York writer Ross Barkan he was on heroin while cowriting, with Ames, a book on The eXile that was released in 2000.) They wrote about assaulting women, some underage (later, under fire, they clarified that this writing was satirical). But the Dionysian revels described in The eXile did happen, at least in part, Taibbi told Barkan: “There were 250 beautiful women in this packed bar and completely drunk and in would charge all the men, paying a massive cover fee to get in. After that, it was a complete bacchanal, you had fights, people having sex on the floor.”2

The eXile quickly became required reading for Russia’s American expat community. Ames proudly played the role of fire-breathing bad cop. Meanwhile, Taibbi played good cop: giving targets the feeling that there was someone at the paper sympathetic to their complaints about the extreme content, which was often laced with profanity. Ames wrote the magazine’s more hardcore subject matter, including “Death Porn,” a column that recounted police reports of murders and suicides, and “Whore-R Stories,” a review or guide to the Russian prostitution industry by way of sex workers he hired.

Taibbi and Ames have claimed they were only pretending to be the monsters they wrote about. “I certainly would not go about things now the way I did back then,” Taibbi wrote in a Facebook message to the Washington Post’s Kathy Lally in 2017. “It was supposed to be an obscene send-up of the Americans who stood behind the crooked Yeltsin government,” he added in a public post.3

Taibbi wasn’t as much of a blowhard as Ames. But he didn’t shy away from sexism, reserving much of his venom for American expat women and those who criticized Russian society in ways he found distasteful. On this, Blundy fit both counts. Before devolving into vicious misogyny, Taibbi’s critique of Blundy lands some clean hits on the reporter’s xenophobic take on Russia.4 Why did Blundy default to stereotypes of Russians, Taibbi reasonably asked, showing them to her audience as “whores and thugs”? He quickly undermined that point by claiming the issue wasn’t really about Russians at all, but rather American expat women and their insecurity.

“The fact is, Russian women—with their tight skirts, blowjob-ready lips, and swinging, meaty chests—scare the hell out of Western women,” Taibbi wrote. “They know that if large numbers of them were ever to invade the placid, polite, lesbian-literature-and-designer-coffee dating scene of their home countries, they’d be priced right out of the market. Russian women may not be emancipated, which I think most of us agree is a terrible thing—but what they haven’t gained in the professional world, they’ve at least retained in the sexual arena.”5

It might have seemed funny at the time, but it would come back to haunt him.
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Born in 1970 in New Brunswick, New Jersey, to Victoria Whelan and future NBC reporter Mike Taibbi, the younger Taibbi grew up outside Boston. His parents were young when they had him, both nineteen-year-old college students; after they split up, his mother raised him while attending law school at night.

Taibbi’s teenage rebelliousness got so bad that his parents sent him to the tony Concord Academy boarding school. “I was confused, lonely, had an authority problem, had really lost my way in adolescence,” Taibbi explained to New York’s Barkan, “and this was a solution for all of us.”6

It wasn’t their only attempt to straighten him out, he told Booktopia in 2016:

When I was a teenager I worked for a time with a crew of demolition workers. I had gotten in some trouble and my parents’ very creative punishment was to make me do hard labor with a lot of tough guys in Boston. In the first crew I worked with, all my co-workers were black and some of them were work-release prisoners from the Deer Island jail in town. One of those guys gave me some advice on my last day of work. He said, “Don’t go out like a sucker.” I don’t know if that’s really my great ambition in life, but it’s a good story and I still do think about it all the time.7

After Concord, Taibbi headed to NYU. But he found himself “unable to deal with being just one of thousands of faces in a city of millions” and transferred to the smaller, elite Bard College in Red Hook, New York, in large part because its wilderness “looked like paradise.”8 On an exchange program, he went to the Soviet Union. Taibbi ultimately finished college in Saint Petersburg, returning to Bard only for graduation in 1992. Then, he headed right back to Russia.

By the 1990s, Russia was undergoing rapid change, transitioning from the USSR to the kleptocracy of the US-backed Russian Federation.9 Taibbi bounced around Moscow, looking for work as a journalist and trying to write a novel. He eventually took a job at the English-language Moscow Times. A few years later, living in Mongolia and playing professional basketball, he got pneumonia and almost died. He moved back to Moscow and joined the expat tabloid Living Here.

It was at Living Here that he met Mark Ames. A Berkeley graduate, Ames found himself in Russia just as the Soviet Union was collapsing in 1991. Shortly after returning to the United States, he decided to move back permanently, landing in Moscow in 1993. Three years later, after bouncing from job to job in the chaotic, hypercapitalist postcommunist state, Ames landed a spot editing Living Here. Covering nightlife was a hell of a job in the debauched Moscow of 1996 and 1997, and Ames decamped to found The eXile; he then brought on Taibbi to stop Living Here from challenging his new publication.10

Like any partnership fueled by creativity, drugs, and a hunger for fame, the Ames and Taibbi eXile was doomed to fall apart. The two would get into screaming, bitter arguments in the newsroom. When Ames left in 2001 to work on his book, Going Postal: Rage, Murder, and Rebellion: From Reagan’s Workplaces to Clinton’s Columbine and Beyond, Taibbi stayed on; when Ames returned in 2002, Taibbi left for good, heading to Buffalo to start the Buffalo Beast alternative paper. Stateside, Taibbi got clean. He compared the experience to that of Ewan McGregor’s character Mark Renton kicking heroin in the 1996 film Trainspotting. “I was never an IV user,” he told Barkan, “but it was bad.”11

Returning to the United States in the early 2000s, Taibbi got back at the same time that Greenwald was turning away from law and toward the blogosphere. Taibbi’s career, like Greenwald’s, suddenly exploded as he rapidly moved from the Buffalo Beast to the New York Press to Rolling Stone. A blue-chip media kid, Taibbi was able to spin his work at The eXile into landing on his feet as a kind of Hunter S. Thompson type with American publications.12

Taibbi’s outsider attitude, earned or unearned, was on display when he reported on the presidential race in 2004 for the New York Press. During his time on the press plane, Taibbi noticed the social dynamics at play. The cool kids—established papers—sat in the front and enjoyed greater access. “The most toxic thing about the campaign plane,” he said, “was how cool everybody thought they were.”13

Taibbi joined Rolling Stone later in 2004 to write about politics. He arrived in time for George W. Bush’s second term and hit his career high right as the 2007–2008 financial crisis hit. Taibbi’s profane but well-researched writing was a breath of fresh air. His work primarily targeted the big banks and the excesses of Wall Street, famously referring to Goldman Sachs as “a great vampire squid wrapped around the face of humanity, relentlessly jamming its blood funnel into anything that smells like money,” a description that quickly entered the popular lexicon.14

He became a star by combining deep and thorough investigative reporting with angry, sometimes obscene language. He wrote diatribes against the power and influence of the financial industry, at a time when even the most ardent Democrats found it difficult to square their support for the banks with the rapacious behavior of the too-big-to-fail guys. And anyway, Taibbi largely went after GOP politicians—he hardly seemed an enemy to Democrats or the left at large.
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The eXile closed in June 2008, the victim of a political crackdown from the Putin government. The Rosokhrankultura—a sort of police for culture in Russia—accused the paper of violating Article 4 of the Russian Federation legislation on mass media for its extreme content, glorification of drugs, and pornography. Ames, then in California, wasn’t sure who was behind the shutdown and went back to manage the fallout. Government agents arrived days later and questioned Ames for hours. A few days after that, the publication folded when investors pulled out.

As his star rose in American political media, Taibbi reached out to Ames on several occasions. But he was rebuffed. He had “betrayed The eXile,” Ames told Vanity Fair’s James Verini in February 2010, adding, “I don’t believe in giving people second chances.”15

Two years after the periodical’s demise, Verini interviewed Taibbi in person about The eXile. The two met at a Manhattan restaurant: Verini was late, and Taibbi was already irritated when he sat down. They discussed some of Taibbi’s eXile work that would be mentioned in the article. Taibbi told Verini that the 2000 book he coauthored with Ames on the paper covered those pieces; Verini replied that he “thought it was redundant and discursive and you guys left out a lot of the good stuff you did.” Taibbi said, “Fuck you,” and threw his coffee in Verini’s face.

After cleaning himself up, Verini went outside to try and calm Taibbi down. It didn’t work.

“Fuck you!” Taibbi yelled. “Did you bring me here to insult me? Who are you? What have you ever written? Fuck you!”

After a few more futile attempts at conversation, Verini paid the bill in the restaurant and walked away. He noticed Taibbi following him. Verini turned to confront him as Taibbi “walked toward me, raising his arms as though preparing to throttle me or take a swing.” After a few minutes of bluster Taibbi left.16
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Taibbi’s star continued to rise as the Obama years began. In 2013, just as Greenwald was creating The Intercept, his benefactor, eBay’s Pierre Omidyar, was also courting Taibbi. The nonprofit that funded Greenwald’s new site, First Look Media, poached Taibbi in February 2014 for a project called The Racket—an extension of the reporter’s work at Rolling Stone.

But it was a disaster.

People close to The Racket told me Taibbi was a terrible manager and seemed incapable of treating people with respect. The people I talked to found it immaterial whether he was actively sexist; Taibbi was largely described as dictatorial and arrogant, preferring to run everything at the publication through himself, rather than delegating responsibility as Greenwald, Poitras, and Scahill did at The Intercept.

The mistreatment culminated in an internal investigation by First Look, which found no wrongdoing. But Taibbi was so outraged that the investigation had happened at all that he quit and took The Racket down with him in October 2014—before the site published a word.

After the outlet closed, Racket executive editor Alex Pareene defended Taibbi in a statement to The Intercept, saying that “the management of First Look Media repeatedly took incidents that should’ve been minor hiccups of the sort experienced at any media company or startup and, through incompetence, escalated them into full-blown crises.” Nothing Taibbi had done struck Pareene as “abusive” or overly “combative,” he added. “I also categorically reject the allegation that there was a gendered component to his managerial issues,” Pareene said. “We were successfully working to address those issues when First Look once again stepped in to fuck things up.”17

Taibbi returned to Rolling Stone, where his writing on Trump began to earn him some enemies in the liberal mainstream. On March 29, 2019, Taibbi wrote a post on the ongoing obsession with Russiagate. He outlined why he was frustrated with the media’s fixation on alleged Russian electoral interference and its refusal to face the political reality of the United States:

After the election, instead of wondering where that anger came from, most of the press quickly pivoted to a new tale about a Russian plot to attack our Democracy. This conveyed the impression that the election season we’d just lived through had been an aberration, thrown off the rails by an extraordinary espionage conspiracy between Trump and a cabal of evil foreigners. This narrative contradicted everything I’d seen traveling across America in my two years of covering the campaign. The overwhelming theme of that race, long before anyone even thought about Russia, was voter rage at the entire political system.18

But it wasn’t just a flawed media narrative that drove his frustration. By that time, Taibbi was already moving rightward.
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The Me Too movement arrived in the United States in 2017 like a bullet. Anger and rage over the election of Donald Trump—a man with multiple allegations of sexual assault, harassment, and rape—propelled women into the streets on Inauguration Day for a national Women’s March. When allegations of rape and assault against film producer Harvey Weinstein became public that fall, the term Me Too—a phrase first used in 2006 by activist Tarana Burke in the context of victims of sexual assault—named a global movement.

It hit at the worst time possible for Taibbi’s career. For a year, he had been pushing back on increasingly deranged conspiracy theories about Russia’s role in the 2016 election. By rejecting Russiagate, Taibbi was accused by liberals of taking the side of Trump and the Kremlin. In a worldview that increasingly saw the 2016 election as a James Bond–level Soviet conspiracy, where every patriotic American was on call to defend the Stars and Stripes from the perfidy of Vladimir Putin, any pushback was evidence that the person asking questions was a Russian agent or some other nefarious actor.

Now, Taibbi was trying a soft reboot with his liberal audience, publishing a book on Eric Garner, a Black man murdered by police in New York, and the broader Black Lives Matter movement. But scandal hit as his old misogynistic writings resurfaced and derailed the book promo tour.

A campaign based on his writing with Ames at The eXile, started by right-wing provocateur Mike Cernovich, would push Taibbi in October 2017 to issue an apology on his Facebook page. He noted that The eXile was supposed to be satire. He said that in his mind he had conceived of it in the tradition of Andrew Dice Clay, Charlie Hebdo, and others. But Taibbi could not allow himself to take full responsibility, instead implying that most of the blame should be placed on Ames. “I regret many editorial decisions that I made back then, and putting my name as a co-author on a book that used cruel and misogynistic language to describe many people and women in particular,” Taibbi wrote. “I hope readers can forgive my poor judgment at that time.”19

Forgiveness wasn’t on the agenda for liberals angered by Taibbi’s Russiagate skepticism. Conversely, some on the left saw the attacks on Taibbi as a cynical ploy. Taibbi wasn’t the only liberal victim of the right wing’s weaponization of Me Too to settle scores with former ideological opponents. A surprisingly effective similar campaign—not coincidentally also spearheaded by Cernovich—led MSNBC to temporarily dismiss Majority Report host Sam Seder in December 2017.20

That same month, the Washington Post’s Kathy Lally recalled her time in Moscow as a correspondent for the Baltimore Sun. She wrote about Taibbi and Ames’s behavior and “blinding sexism,” which, she said, “often targeted me.” In Lally’s telling, her criticism of their publication in 1998—when she called for more “context” to the online message board Russialist’s reprinting of eXile material—earned Taibbi and Ames’s ire and sparked something of a harassment campaign.21 “Ames and Taibbi seemed certain I wanted to shut the paper down, censor them and oppose free speech generally,” Lally wrote. “They ridiculed me in the eXile and, later, in their memoir.”22

Reporter Walker Bragman, writing for Paste, investigated the claims of misogyny against Taibbi and reached two women who worked under the embattled journalist. Neither of them said they were harassed. One, an ex-girlfriend of Taibbi’s, said the allegations in The eXile book were clear fabrications; she added, “These claims that Matt would do this stuff are ridiculous.… Matt is a fundamentally decent and kind person.”

Bragman followed the path of the original smear campaign back to its source, which wasn’t Cernovich but rather blogger Jim Goad, who had been a target of Taibbi’s over a decade earlier in The eXile. A right-wing thinker and polemicist, Goad referenced passages from The eXile memoir written by Taibbi, which referred to women in degrading terms and bragged about sexual exploits. Once the attacks found purchase, Goad even sent Taibbi a message crowing over his misfortune: “I can’t imagine the pain and heartache you’re going through as a result of attempting to do a shitty, rich-kid imitation of me. We both know I will always be better with words than you are. No one believes your alibis. You’ve committed credibility suicide. Cute newsboy cap, though!”23
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After his rejection by the left, Taibbi turned to a new right-wing audience and became increasingly beholden to their priorities. They liked that he didn’t blame Russia for America’s problems. But this was not because they agreed with or particularly cared about Taibbi’s claim that Trump was elected without Russia’s help. Instead, they shared Vladimir Putin’s belief that Russia is the savior of white Christendom and that the prerevolutionary Russian Empire was superior to the USSR. “It has nothing to do with Russia as offsetting American imperialism,” journalist Sana Saeed told me, “and has everything to do with the fact that Putin in particular presents a vision for Russia which is not like the Soviet Union, but is more like the Russian empire, a white Christian nation.”24

Taibbi may have never had firm ideological commitments, at least not to the left. Today, his priorities are evident in his right-wing grievance politics and frequent appearances on conservative super network Fox News and gutter channels like Newsmax TV. Taibbi can still do basic reporting, and his past work gives him credibility with people who don’t pay a lot of attention to politics, such as fans of the conspiracy-minded right-wing podcaster Joe Rogan. Yet the narrow group to whom he appeals—and to whom he can launder tech titan–approved, reactionary narratives—doesn’t seem likely to expand much past the present.25

Perhaps Taibbi had limited political analysis skills to begin with. Saeed believes so. His work during the financial crisis, while entertaining, struck her as facile. “He reminded me a lot of these young men in America who came into political consciousness prior to, but especially during, Occupy Wall Street,” she said. “And they did not necessarily develop a proper ideological foundation for their understanding of the ills in this country.”26

Media critic Adam Johnson agrees. He told me he sees Taibbi as a relatively incurious pundit, whose analysis is not grounded in anything other than a producerist vision that those who create things are of greater value than those who don’t.

“It’s very Gen X actually,” Johnson said. “It’s like, everyone sucks, everyone’s a hypocrite but me, the one true principled person.”27

But Taibbi is motivated by more than just spite. As his writing and commentary show, he’s increasingly upset with how young people act and talk. Taibbi’s politics, steadily more shaped by his identity as an older white man, are running into a brick wall of preferred pronouns, more thoughtful sexual politics, and racial awareness.
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CHAPTER 9

“We Don’t Like Nazis Either.… But…”

“When people talk about free speech,” Luke O’Neil told me, “that’s basically a dog whistle which means you can say whatever you want about trans people and do race science–type shit.”1

O’Neil was one of the first journalists to find success using the newsletter service Substack. A discourse-shaping platform, Substack was founded in 2017 to provide writers with a new way to share their ideas with the public and monetize their existing audiences. The site’s user-friendly writing interface and well-developed payment structure quickly made it a competitor for platforms like Medium and subscription service sites like Patreon, both of which saw success in the mid-2010s. At first, Substack seemed like a godsend to O’Neil. Rapidly, his Hell World newsletter was garnering acclaim, earning him book contracts, and, in his words, “changing his life.”

But in a few short years, Substack had changed. Rather than freeing journalists from legacy media, the service was actively courting right-wing authors to come and spread their views without censorship. Investors poured money into the service, and with that influx of cash, the site pursued writers with decidedly conservative politics.

That shift to the right—a characterization to which the site’s founders object—came in the late years of the Trump administration. In July 2019, about a month after Glenn Greenwald and The Intercept began reporting on Operation Car Wash, Substack received a $15 million infusion of capital from a VC funding round.2 The funding was led by Andreessen Horowitz, also known as a16z, the hedge fund Marc Andreessen founded in 2009 with Ben Horowitz, son of notorious far-right racist demagogue David Horowitz. Originally a leftist, the elder Horowitz swung so hard to the right in the 1980s and 1990s that he’s now listed as an extremist by the Southern Poverty Law Center.

O’Neil had misgivings about Andreessen and a16z right away. When cash comes in, O’Neil told me, the corporate mandate changes to grow at all costs, something that “happens at every tech company.”3 The VC investment would need to be recouped, and the easiest way to do that was to weaponize outrage and anger. Substack took advantage of the attention generated by culture war takes on cancel culture and free speech by promoting right-wing contrarian types.

Matt Taibbi decamped from Rolling Stone for Substack in April 2020—though he’d set up a newsletter there earlier to serialize books, part of a loophole in his Rolling Stone contract—shortly after Biden’s inauguration, to huge success. At the least, he has made millions from his self-published work on the site. Greenwald, who wrote on Substack until early 2023, also found massive success on the platform after joining in 2020. Both men were able to bring their established audiences over to the newsletter site and directly benefit from its subscription model.

The strategy was paying off. Less than a year after leaving a six-figure salary at The Intercept, Greenwald’s Substack was one of the most popular on the platform. Appearing on Fox suddenly made sense: it was smart business.
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Despite the opportunities he’d received from his newsletter, O’Neil had been paying Substack for the privilege through the fees the site charges. And it wasn’t exactly the same thing as continuing to use social media platforms when they were revealed to be toxic influences on the public. “I’m still on Twitter now, much less than I used to be,” O’Neil told me. “But I guess the difference to me is that I’m not paying Twitter $10,000 a year to use it.”

Like me, O’Neil suspects that Andreessen’s influence had a lot to do with Substack’s right-wing turn. In the early days of the platform, its founders used language that focused on idealistic interpretations of freedom for writers. O’Neil believes that idealism still exists in some form on the site, but the founders failed to moderate properly, focusing myopically on a conservative view of “free speech.”

O’Neil and I have been friendly professional acquaintances for years, and we were both members of the Discontents, a group of lefty writers who formed a loose collective to promote our work. Our small community’s association with Substack, where we all wrote newsletters, was put to the test as the platform’s politics went further and further to the right. Ultimately, several members, O’Neil and the writer Spencer Ackerman included, decamped to the platform Ghost in protest. “I always joke about, or actually generally ask, whether or not there’s any ethical blogging under capitalism,” O’Neil said, “and maybe there isn’t.”4

O’Neil’s departure from Substack, and his criticism of the platform, struck a nerve. Substack cofounder Hamish McKenzie wrote a long post titled “Escape from Hell World” on June 9, 2022, admitting that O’Neil leaving had sparked some soul-searching. After all, here was one of Substack’s early success stories—who had done so much to broaden the brand’s appeal—leaving and accusing the company of becoming a hotbed for the far-right and anti-trans voices.

Not so, McKenzie wrote: “I had not got into Substack to make money. In fact, when Chris first proposed starting a company together in 2017, I resisted the idea. I knew that life as a startup founder would be stressful and an unrelenting grind.” McKenzie concluded that it was a good thing that O’Neil could speak his mind and move his work elsewhere. “Luke’s particular case might suck for Substack, but it is good for the world. And I’m proud that he started with us.”5

O’Neil felt bad about leaving the platform. He had been friendly with the founders and told me he doesn’t feel that McKenzie is a racist, Nazi, or transphobe. But he ultimately found it impossible to continue paying so much money to a place he saw becoming a home for so many things he believes are harmful and wrong. He added that he was unsure if it was a justification that could withstand scrutiny, but it was what he needed to do for himself.
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Substack’s problems run deeper than simply promoting right-wing voices. By late 2023, the platform was openly monetizing neo-Nazi content: allowing people to use its subscription model even as they spread the hateful, violent ideology.

The writer Jonathan Katz, himself a Substacker, investigated the rise of this far-right material. He found at least sixteen accounts showing overt neo-Nazi content. When asked about their presence on the platform, Substack replied that they didn’t want to engage in overmoderation. “We don’t like Nazis either—we wish no-one held those views,” McKenzie wrote in an open letter. “But some people do hold those and other extreme views. Given that, we don’t think that censorship (including through demonetizing publications) makes the problem go away—in fact, it makes it worse.”6

Was it “censorship” or was it applying the platform’s own rules? Katz noted that the content he had found fell quite clearly under the rubric of “hate speech,” even as defined in the company’s policy: “Substack cannot be used to publish content or fund initiatives that incite violence based on protected classes. Offending behavior includes credible threats of physical harm to people based on their race, ethnicity, national origin, religion, sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, age, disability, or medical condition.”7

After Katz’s article was published, Matt Taibbi took aim, calling him a “tireless busybody” and a scold whose only goal was deplatforming people. Katz replied that while it might be easy to point the finger at the person raising the issue, the real problem was that the issue had been allowed to become a problem in the first place:

He knows as well as I do that associating the Substack brand with genocidal maniacs will be bad for their business and ours. The difference between us is that he thinks I’m bringing shame to the Brand™ by airing its dirty laundry in public. I think it’s Substack’s V.C.-backed San Francisco brass—and lackeys like Taibbi, who is doing for them a bit of what he’s done for his (and Hamish McKenzie’s) patron, Elon Musk—by going out of their way to make sure that everyone knows that their definition of a free and open discourse is one in which Nazis are always welcome and those they victimize can hang around if they want to.8

Whether Substack is the right model for publishing in an increasingly fractured media environment is another question, and one Anna Wiener tried to answer in late 2020 at the New Yorker. Substack reminded Wiener of the blogosphere in the mid-2000s, “produced by a mix of career journalists, bloggers, specialists, novelists, hobbyists, dabblers, and white-collar professionals looking to plump up their personal brands”9—the place Greenwald made his name with Unclaimed Territory.

The cash payouts offered by the platform to entice writers to use it contradict Substack’s claims that it’s neutral and not a publisher. Wiener observed that the company hit right as gig work was becoming a large and important part of the economy, a trend she noted years earlier in her memoir of working in tech, Uncanny Valley. “Despite their feverish advocacy of open markets, deregulation, and continuous innovation, the venture class could not be relied upon for nuanced defenses of capitalism,” wrote Wiener. “They sniped about the structural hypocrisy of criticizing capitalism from a smartphone, as if defending capitalism from a smartphone were not grotesque.”10
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But Substack in 2020 was just the tip of the iceberg. The truth was that a media reckoning had been coming for years.11

Since at least the mid-2010s, the tech industry had been consolidating power and using social capital for its own gain. This shift brought with it added scrutiny and criticism. Rather than deal with that new reality and adjust tactics, tech leaders decided the real problem was the journalists asking questions.

The tech industry’s perceived role in Trump’s election victory—primarily how social media was seen to have pushed the new president’s message onto unsuspecting Americans—angered Democrats; naturally, this led to political attacks on Silicon Valley from Washington. Democrats in the House and Senate were eager to deflect attention from their 2016 shortcomings and get face time on cable news. They amplified the conspiracies and began turning their attention toward tech companies, holding confrontational hearings.

Increased scrutiny and criticism made it more profitable for tech interests to use their investment power to sow distrust in media institutions that might report unfavorably on their companies. A free press that could challenge establishment media was good, but a captured press that would serve the interests of the owners, rather blatantly, was even better.

The more information consumers get through social media and questionable sources, the less they are getting from the sources with the wherewithal to investigate the tech titans. “The concept of free thinking, of independent-minded investigation and skepticism has been weaponized,” writer Nikki McCann Ramírez told me, “into sowing widespread distrust within the media, within institutions, within any sort of buttress to the fabric of our society.”12

Social media algorithms boost and incentivize outrage for engagement, Max Fisher writes in The Chaos Machine. He argues that the harm they cause is substantial. The way these sites manipulate users can often lead to extreme radicalization. Those claims about the internal incentives of social media are backed up by academic studies. In summer 2021, Yale researchers found that Twitter users, over time, expressed more outrage and anger—and that the platform rewarded this behavior. Amplifying moral outrage is part of the business model for social media companies.13

Study after study shows that algorithms are designed to take advantage of anger. In one controlled environment, Fisher told me when we talked in 2023, the researchers set up a fake Twitter platform and had users express moral outrage. Researchers sent back the posts with manufactured engagement—shares, retweets, and the like that aped the way platforms artificially boost this content, irrespective of quality, to amplify it for added traffic—and found that the research subjects became more willing and likelier to post like that again. The sense of social reward from posting outrage made users want to chase that high. “The really wild thing is those research subjects also felt moral outrage offline,” Fisher said. “They were not only cynically chasing it online, but the sense of social reward changed their internal nature.”14

Fisher cited Milo Yiannopoulos as an example of someone who was incentivized to become radicalized by far-right ideology. Once a little-known gossip blogger on the tech scene, Yiannopoulos became well known for his conservative politics and provocations. It began in 2014 with Gamergate, a manufactured scandal about diversity in video games; Yiannopoulos found that the more inflammatory content related to the online conflagration he posted, the more attention he got.

People online are chasing the high of always going one degree more radical on every take, no matter the facts. The loop continues as long as the feedback is positive, and eventually users believe the content they are pushing out. It’s a loop of self-radicalization, helped along by the powerful incentives of the algorithm.

Greenwald knew how bad it was for him. In 2018, he said that being on Twitter was having a negative effect on his mental health and that reducing use was his “No. 1 therapeutic goal.” His husband, David, resorted to extreme measures to stop him from engaging in Twitter fights, including taking his phone.15
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Once in power, conservatives were more than willing to threaten social media companies for suppressing—read: not boosting—their message. Donald Trump was notorious for going after tech companies over his posts, often blaming the sites for unwelcome or less enthusiastic responses to whatever he wrote. As Fisher writes in The Chaos Machine, a 2018 Vice story titled “Twitter Is ‘Shadow Banning’ Prominent Republicans” motivated Trump and GOP lawmakers in his orbit to attack:

Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida, in a tweet, implied that Twitter was punishing him for questioning the company’s CEO at a recent hearing. The chairwoman of the Republican National Committee said the company “suppresses conservative voices,” while Donald Trump, Jr., tweeted, “Enough is enough with this crap,” demanding that Twitter’s CEO “#StopTheBias.” His tweet received 16,500 interactions, Gaetz’s 20,400. Hardly suppression. Then Trump, Sr., also tweeted “#StopTheBias,” launching months of conservative messaging on the tyranny of big tech.

Throughout his presidency, Trump and his party painted the social media platforms as anti-Republican agents. They repeatedly threatened to investigate, regulate, or even break up the companies, threats that had tremendous power to motivate the Valley. Fears of antitrust enforcement—fines to punish, or regulation to halt, monopolistic practices—had long hung over the industry. In 1969, the Justice Department had launched an effort to break up IBM, which controlled 70 percent of the computer market. The trial dragged on for thirteen years, during which time IBM, to avoid proving regulators’ case for them, constrained its own business. By the time the government dropped the case in 1982, IBM’s market share and revenue had slid so dramatically that a New York Times headline announced, “Dominance Ended.”16

Social media is engineered to activate the crisis solution complex, where followers are susceptible to in-group language that posits there is a central defining problem for society, but one that can only be defeated by attacking the out-group. The fact that social media algorithms arrived at the same conclusion, that this was an effective message, only solidifies the argument against them.

Such crisis narratives add to radicalization, J. M. Berger, an analyst of extremism, told NPR’s Terry Gross in 2019. “Extremist ideologies have three major components,” Berger said. “One is identity. So that’s the group you’re in and the group you hate. One is a crisis narrative. So that’s an argument that things are happening in the world, usually threatening but not always, that require decisive action to protect your identity. What we call the in-group is the group that you belong to. So the crisis narrative then leads to a solution narrative. And the solution for extremists is hostile action against what we call the out-group, which is the enemy identity.”17

In Washington, social media companies have flexed their financial muscle. A January 2024 report from finance reform group Issue One found that Meta, ByteDance, Twitter, Snap, and Discord had one lobbyist in DC for every four lawmakers, part of a staggering $30 million in spending. That investment isn’t just for show; the money is intended to stop federal lawmakers from going after their products.18 Lawmaker attention focused on dubious threats to speech and conspiracy theories about the companies’ role in election outcomes is just how the tech industry likes it.
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Tech leaders have been very thin-skinned about the media. On Twitter, Andreessen has blocked nearly every journalist who’s even been mildly critical of him, and even some who haven’t been. It’s not surprising that these billionaires are trying to restructure the media ecosystem to be “more fair” and to pay, promote, and champion people doing “better work,” journalist Anna Merlan told me.19 “Ultimately the tech guys don’t believe in journalism,” she continued. “They don’t believe that it is a social good; they don’t see the use of it—so of course they’re going to find a way to try to either crush or replace it.”20

Perhaps that’s why Substack is so important. Rich people paying for news isn’t new, but today it’s a more pronounced and direct patronage model. Some billionaires—and millionaires—fund news and expect to be greatly involved, like Rupert Murdoch and the New York Post or Win McCormack and the New Republic. The background model of support being pushed by the tech titans behind Greenwald and others is subtle, but it’s not much different. The people who are benefiting from the assistance—however much it’s run through avenues of plausible deniability like investment—are expected to align their concerns and what they write and rant about on Twitter toward the interests of those who are ultimately paying their bills.21 “We’ve seen a more pronounced kind of reemergence of the patron model,” Jacob Silverman told me. “Not every publication runs this way, not every writer is like this, but it seems to have reemerged.”22

One of the main criticisms of The Intercept when it launched in 2014 was that benefactor Pierre Omidyar, a tech billionaire with money to spend and influence to spread, was aiming to shape media narratives. The use of capital to create media structures is a crucial part of why we have the media we have. Producing the kind of alternative journalism people want (and increasingly the mainstream news people consume more regularly) often requires generous spending by tycoons.23

Silicon Valley elites using their power to “disrupt” media is a natural extension of their ongoing mission to push the US political discourse to the right.24 And they’re willing to pay. Loren Feldman, a onetime ally of the far right who distanced himself from the movement after making the movie Silenced with right-wing influencer Mike Cernovich in 2016, told me that notoriety from the film got him a meeting to gauge his interest in obtaining funding from Peter Thiel.

He met Eric Weinstein, a managing director for Thiel Capital, for lunch at Canter’s Deli in Los Angeles. Within five minutes of sitting down, Weinstein was talking about how microdosing had “been really helpful.” Weinstein said the FBI was likely behind the bad reaction to Feldman’s 2007 video. An implied pitch to join what was then known as the “intellectual dark web” was on the table—“Peter’s really interested in the film, and we’d love to get behind it”—but Feldman wasn’t interested.25

Andreessen, too, has been using his wealth and power to spread that message, and he has allies in that effort like Balaji Srinivasan, the tech investor who has called for journalism to resemble PR with a “full stack narrative” of tech coverage.26

For Andreessen—long an opponent of any critical treatment and coverage at the hands of the media—Substack offered a free press that would chip away at the establishment. Poaching popular and well-known writers from prestige publications weakened those institutions. And as Substack increasingly approached writers with a right-wing bent, the nominally neutral platform was now taking a side.
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CHAPTER 10

“Playing God with Everyone Else’s Lives”

“By the time he came after me,” journalist Taylor Lorenz said, “he was basically Marc Andreessen’s little lapdog.”1

Glenn Greenwald began attacking Lorenz, then a tech reporter for the New York Times, on Twitter in early 2021—after she earned the wrath of Andreessen over her coverage of the tech billionaire’s audio app Clubhouse.



[image: image]





The old Andreessen presented himself as above the political fray. The new Andreessen helped a16z spend tens of millions of dollars on shaping US policy, including a push to deregulate crypto, in which the firm has invested, supporting an industry super PAC network called Fairshake. Andreessen’s all in on politics, as Puck’s Teddy Schleifer reported in February 2024, even if the billionaire isn’t directly funding pundits (though he arguably does with his investments like Substack):

Andreessen is now unabashedly a right-winger, and a terminally online one at that. He counts as friends the conservative podcasters Coleman Hughes, anti-D.E.I. crusader Christopher Rufo, and the (allegedly) reformed white nationalist Richard Hanania, all of whom have had the chance to interview him on their platforms. Like his close friend Peter Thiel, Andreessen is an up-all-night group-chatter and Signaler. “His information flow is terrific,” said one of the online influencers who talks to him regularly. He also corresponds with everyone from Nate Silver to the economist Tyler Cowen, with whom he attended the most recent meeting of the Koch network to deliver a talk on A.I.2

Andreessen is “one of these guys who has all the toys and three mansions in Malibu,” Jacob Silverman said. “But somehow he still seems upset and aggrieved all the time.”3 Every few years Andreessen will write a manifesto about builders, praising those—like him—who “make” and critiquing others who, allegedly, only “take.” Still, it’s worth noting that in recent years he’s only provided investment capital. As Silverman put it, Andreessen “didn’t build shit.”4

Nonetheless, given that fanatical view of his own righteousness, it wasn’t a surprise that Andreessen would find a reporter like Lorenz a core enemy. After all, her reporting on the tech industry was turning heads—not just because she was working for the Times, but because of her growing social media platform. Lorenz was a journalist, but she was also becoming an influencer with a loyal and growing audience invested in her takes on tech, politics, and online culture.

This all made her a threat to the sensitive Andreessen, whose antipathy to the news media was already legendary. He especially didn’t appreciate Lorenz’s straight reporting on his investments, specifically Clubhouse: a social media listening app where users could listen to and interact with people hosting “rooms,” in which they discussed a variety of issues with one another. Lorenz began covering the app in 2020, and she’d specifically critiqued how it offered space for tech leaders to air their right-wing views.

On February 6, 2021, Lorenz misattributed the use of the slur retarded to Andreessen in a tweet, noting that “not one other person in the room called him on it or [said] anything.”5 In fact, the offending word was said by Andreessen partner Ben Horowitz, although within a room on the Clubhouse app in which Andreessen was also speaking. Lorenz, who deleted the post and apologized publicly for the mistake, told me she wasn’t the first person to misidentify Andreessen as the speaker and emphasized that the point she was trying to make was that everyone else in the room was as culpable as the person saying the slur, no matter who it was, for not calling him out.6

But it didn’t matter. The billionaire turned on her.7 And in Greenwald, he had an ally willing to attack her relentlessly. In the past, Greenwald had criticized Andreessen (I found one snarky comment related to his promotion of the fraudulent health tech startup Theranos).8 Once he was making money through Andreessen-backed Substack—a platform on which Greenwald now depended almost entirely for his income and attention—he changed his tune. Andreessen’s enemies were his enemies.

Before Lorenz and Andreessen’s dustup, Greenwald had minimal contact with her, and the interactions they’d had were friendly enough.9 Now he went on the offensive. “This is the second time in three weeks that the same New York Times tech reporter has utterly and indisputably fabricated a claim about what was said in Clubhouse by Marc Andreessen,” he tweeted. “It’s bad enough to hall-monitor Clubhouse as if that’s reporting. But how can lies be justified?”10

The day following the incident, he wrote on Substack that Lorenz and other reporters following the tech industry were “an unholy mix of junior high hall-monitor tattling and Stasi-like citizen surveillance.” Because powerful tech users like Andreessen used Clubhouse’s block function to keep their problematic and aggressive live chats away from hostile members of the media, Greenwald reasoned, “these private chats have often been infiltrated by journalists, sometimes by invitation and other times by deceit.”11 Hardly a commitment to free speech.

Despite Greenwald’s spirited defense, Andreessen’s Clubhouse “flopped hard,” Lorenz wrote in her 2023 bestseller Extremely Online: The Untold Story of Fame, Influence, and Power on the Internet. “The app’s investors used the app to promote their own personal brands, attempting to turn themselves into influencers and alienating the app’s wider user base in the process. Clubhouse also angered popular creators by refusing to institute basic user safety measures. Female creators on Clubhouse dealt with vile abuse, stalking, and doxxing as the platform’s leaders ignored and dismissed their concerns. The app would be irrelevant within a year.”12
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Tech can save humanity from any and all challenges: that’s what Andreessen argued—not for the first time—in October 2023 with a “Techno-Optimist Manifesto” that he posted on his blog. Clocking in at 5,200 words, the overlong screed claims—with references to the likes of Milton Friedman and the fascist thinker F. T. Marinetti—that technology, along with the force multiplier that is the capitalist market, has accelerated human development.

But that great leap forward hasn’t come without doubters. Those adversaries of the men in the arena, in Andreessen’s view, are represented by

institutions that in their youth were vital and energetic and truth-seeking, but are now compromised and corroded and collapsing—blocking progress in increasingly desperate bids for continued relevance, frantically trying to justify their ongoing funding despite spiraling dysfunction and escalating ineptness.

Our enemy is the ivory tower, the know-it-all credentialed expert worldview, indulging in abstract theories, luxury beliefs, social engineering, disconnected from the real world, delusional, unelected, and unaccountable—playing God with everyone else’s lives, with total insulation from the consequences.

Our enemy is speech control and thought control—the increasing use, in plain sight, of George Orwell’s “1984” as an instruction manual.13

Andreessen’s message has found an eager audience. Tech leaders and contrarian pundits alike are already techno-optimists and share what Axios termed “a fairly common ideology: unfettered free speech, pro–artificial intelligence, anti-mainstream media, and deep skepticism of diversity quotas (known as DEI), political correctness, and elite consensus.”14

But Andreessen’s promise that “the religion of techno-optimism” will continue to change the world falls a little flat, especially when we look at how the industry has shattered labor through the gig economy and increased inequality. Even the timing was suspect. The same day that Andreessen posted his manifesto, Fortune published an exposé that revealed mistreatment of women at Carta, an equity management startup backed by the billionaire’s fund a16z.15

Moreover, tech critic Paris Marx argued, Andreessen’s call for a return to free market capitalism doesn’t quite land given the history of the economic ideology. Not that any of that matters. “Andreessen is not making a pitch grounded in reality,” Marx wrote. “He’s not laying out facts and figures to show you why you should trust him because the truth doesn’t matter. It’s more about vibes.” Those vibes are “faith-based,” and tech and religion are tied together in Andreessen’s manifesto in a problem-solving way, which struck Marx as self-serving: “Real solutions to those problems would involve challenging the power of Andreessen and his fellow tech executives, and that’s the last thing they want to see.” For the tech billionaire class, Andreessen’s writing makes clear, it’s better to offer the promise of salvation through superior products than through material improvements.16

Andreessen’s piece on techno-optimism is part of that growth-at-all-costs mentality. His writing affirms technology but defends the “move fast and break things” way of doing business, where regulations, safety, and sanity are sacrificed for financial advancement dressed up as innovation.17

This use of idealism to conceal degradation reveals Andreessen’s true motivations. Tech critic Ed Zitron wrote in December 2023 that the billionaire isn’t really an “optimist” as he claims, but a cynic: someone whose worldview is invested in his own material gain at all costs.

Andreessen uses the evangelism of techno-optimism for his own designs, aiming squarely at replacing actual change with empty consumerist fluff. “The belief system that made the valley rich,” wrote Zitron, “is the exact same one that is currently killing it, in part because Andreessen’s views and goals were anti-technological at their core.” He continued, “As I noted when digesting his ‘techno-optimist manifesto,’ Andreessen is a deeply cynical man intent on spreading monetizable software into every crevice of the economy, building sickly, unsustainable companies that continually return to the carrier to relieve themselves of the disease. Andreessen’s focus on hyper-growth companies was not intended to make the world better, but to create more dependencies (like Uber and Lyft destroying local transit, or Doordash eating the margins of every restaurant it serves) under the auspice of ‘disruption.’”18

The “enemy is speech control and thought control”—people on social media criticizing others. It’s hard to read this quote without thinking of the backlash to Andreessen’s infamous comments on India and colonialism, or his touchy reaction to Twitter exchanges.

Andreessen’s takes are propelled by a well of petty resentment over the fact that the companies and technologies he backs aren’t fully controllable.

Social media users are willing to critique him on the platforms he funds. It’s added to an existing conservative tilt that has seen the billionaire angry that he’s losing touch with the zeitgeist. He complained about criticism of his essay to American Enterprise Institute writer James Pethokoukis, wishing things were the way they used to be.

“A lot of what I wrote actually would’ve been—the Clinton Gore Democrats in the 1990s would’ve been fine with it,” Andreessen told Pethokoukis. “It was not that long ago when basically, this is sort of the feeling that I had when I was writing it, which is, ‘wow, I am saying things that are radical today and were totally conventional and normie 30 years ago,’ which I think just says a lot about the shifts in the culture over the last 30 years.”19

Andreessen’s philosophy is rooted in libertarianism—to the extent that the government is expected to get out of the way so that the VCs can make money. Unsurprisingly, that entrepreneurial spirit seems to disappear when a bailout is needed. The refrain of “no one wants to work” is matched only by whining the minute things get difficult.20
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Techno-optimism sees the internet as a tool for freedom. But it ignores how authoritarian governments will use it for harm. Tech leaders give the internet and technology proactive power in how they are used, ignoring their very real use as a simple tool that, in the wrong hands, can be catastrophic for freedom.

Evgeny Morozov calls the philosophy cyber-utopianism. The belief—as he critiques in his book The Net Delusion—treats the internet as a “deterministic one-directional force.” As secretary of state, Hillary Clinton was bullish on the world-changing promise of tech. After leaving office, tech skeptic George W. Bush was a proponent of the internet as part of his “freedom” agenda. And cold warrior Mark Palmer went all in on online as something that could overthrow dictators in the US interest.

But it is simply a tool to be used, and having a semi-religious faith in the tech industry isn’t helping the public. “Whatever one calls it,” Morozov writes, “this belief in the democratizing power of the Web ruins the public’s ability to assess future and existing policies, not least because it overstates the positive role that corporations play in democratizing the world without subjecting them to the scrutiny they so justly deserve.”21

The philosophy has pervaded our politics for decades. Margaret O’Mara argues that techno-optimism dates back to the postwar era, when American scientific capabilities appeared to be leading the nation into the future. Government investment increased through the 1960s and decreased in the 1970s. This decline in federal funding helped change the nature of techno-optimism and Silicon Valley as a whole:

And in the 1980s, a new generation of technologists came into their own. The men and women who built companies like Apple and Atari still believed in technology. Place a computer on every desk and enable networked communication, they believed, and you could remedy society’s failures and injustices. But they often had radically different politics from the Republicans who led the Valley’s first high-tech wave. Vietnam and Watergate had shattered their faith in government. Government was no longer tech’s most important patron and customer. Instead, it had become a symbol of things gone wrong, of stagflation and red tape.22

Andreessen may see software as something eating the world. But to savvy politicians, it’s tech’s potential for disruption—in service of US geopolitical hegemony—that is the real source of optimism.23

One way to think of the ideology, writer Edward Ongweso Jr. told me, is as a new form of politics, one that emphasizes the need for continued relationships with the military, border security, and the surveillance and police state. That’s why techno-optimism necessarily obfuscates the relationship between the tech revolution and supply chains. The new products and new forms of communication have much in common with the former capitalist expansions, particularly the imperial forms of resource extraction that have defined the global economic landscape for centuries. There’s noise about “no slavery in supply chains,” and “no suicide nets needed in Chinese factories.” And yet, within that new politics slavery and poor factory conditions still exist—they’ve just been outsourced to even less fortunate countries.

Techno-optimism, then, is the beating heart of the industry, alongside a politics of repression that needs the products Silicon Valley is only too happy to sell them.24 It’s not a positive view of tech, and the reality exposes the pitfalls in Andreessen’s ideology.
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Terms like “techno-optimism” and “cyber-utopianism” make for complicated and confusing perspectives on the actual political project being developed in Silicon Valley. Instead, we should call it techno-authoritarianism.

Taking aim at the entire industry, Atlantic executive editor Adrienne LaFrance wrote in early 2024 that “the behavior of these companies and the people who run them is often hypocritical, greedy, and status-obsessed. But underlying these venalities is something more dangerous, a clear and coherent ideology that is seldom called out for what it is: authoritarian technocracy.”

LaFrance used Andreessen’s manifesto to demonstrate the rank hypocrisy of tech leaders when they talk about their industry. She noted that Andreessen, “notorious for being thin-skinned and obstreperous,” uses the manifesto to come to “the absurd conclusion that any attempt to restrain technological development under any circumstances is despicable.” “This position, if viewed uncynically, makes sense only as a religious conviction,” LaFrance wrote, “and in practice it serves only to absolve him and the other Silicon Valley giants of any moral or civic duty to do anything but make new things that will enrich them, without consideration of the social costs, or of history.”25
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Meanwhile, Greenwald’s rightward lurch was paying off. The pundit is a “discourse honer par excellence” who knows how to find the juiciest part of the conversation to get the best reaction.26 And as with his approach to Fox News when the network was having him on frequently, Greenwald has been an eager advocate for many causes promoted by the people behind the companies that pay his bills.

The behavior tends to manifest itself in one of two ways: fawning enthusiasm for their interests or personal, vicious attacks on the enemies of his new benefactors. Although other tech reporters also come in for abuse, Greenwald’s vitriol never seems to rise to the same level as it does for Lorenz.

In fact, Greenwald’s fixation on her has continued and become deeply personal. In 2022, Lorenz reported on the identity of Chaya Raichik, the far-right activist behind the powerful and influential Libs of TikTok account.27 The account was cited by right-wing legislators around the country as they moved viciously anti-trans bills through statehouses. And, as Lorenz reported, “Fox News often creates news packages around the content that Libs of TikTok has surfaced,”28 such as teachers promoting tolerance and LGBTQ acceptance. Raichik’s account has been credibly tied to a number of bomb threats on schools and other violent behavior across the country.

Even so, Libs of TikTok was approvingly boosted by Greenwald, to the point that the pundit bragged he was its “Godfather.”29 This was another sign, as with his defense of the Great Replacement, that Greenwald was tilting to the right.

Talking to me in 2024, Greenwald sought to distance himself from Raichik. He told me that he endorsed her work early on to expose “left-wing gender ideology,” where teachers “were telling kids in schools about how people were in these communities that were drowning in mental illness and multiple personalities and people talking about the different gender ideologies of all the different people in their system.” That differed from the mob justice Raichik would encourage a few years later, Greenwald said, trying to draw a distinction between present and past.

“I thought that was a valuable service because gender ideology, whatever you want to think about it, is a new theory,” Greenwald continued. “It’s a radical, different way of looking at gender, just like gay marriage and LGBT equality in general was a new radical movement encouraging you to look at things differently. And so, the idea of, ‘Let’s show you where this ends and how it’s affecting children in schools,’ I thought was beneficial.”30

Today, Greenwald allows that he might have gotten it wrong. “Maybe I do give people too much credit, and in particular, people who are raising questions that I like,” Greenwald said, adding, “But if you go back and look at what she was doing and now I would suggest it’s unrecognizable.”31

That wasn’t Greenwald’s stance in 2022 when Lorenz identified Raichik as the person behind Libs of TikTok. An enraged Greenwald accused Lorenz of hypocrisy because she had, in his view, condemned analogous harassment by right-wing figures.32 The criticism came in personal and gendered terms: “This is what Taylor does: to teenagers, to obscure women on the internet, now to this anonymous Twitter [user]. That’s what arouses her.”33 It was relentless. “Everything he uses is the most misogynistic stuff you’ve ever heard,” Lorenz told me. “It’s highly gendered.”34

When I talked to her, Lorenz pushed back on Greenwald’s assessment of Raichik as a private citizen. At the time of the reporting, Lorenz pointed out, Raichik’s account had hundreds of thousands of followers; more importantly, her work was affecting policy at the state level and driving conservative ideology nationally. Soon Raichik would obtain funding from conservative media businessman Seth Dillon, founder of the terminally unfunny Babylon Bee Christian news satire site.

“She was directly shaping LGBTQ legislation in Florida, according to [press secretary for Florida governor Ron DeSantis] Christina Pushaw,” Lorenz said. “She was directly informing DeSantis’s ‘Don’t say gay’ bill; she was basically acting as an assignment editor for all right-wing media, in the sense that she would post stuff and it would go directly on her show.… This idea that she wasn’t a public figure is absurd.”35

Unsurprisingly, Greenwald didn’t agree. After the article was published, he issued a veiled threat to Lorenz via a reply to a Twitter user who pointed out that tracking down a prominent figure like Raichik was not stalking. “I guess we’ll find out if people start visiting Taylor’s relatives’ homes and workplaces in an effort to find out information about her life,” Greenwald mused darkly. “I have a feeling such conduct will be described much differently.”36
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CHAPTER 11

“The ‘Ladder of Oppression’”

“You’re greedy, unprincipled, and I’m embarrassed for ever considering you a friend.”

Chelsea Manning didn’t mince words about Glenn Greenwald.1 In the mid-2010s, after she was tried and imprisoned over her leak of diplomatic cables to WikiLeaks, the journalist had been her advocate. But by the fall of 2021, he had changed.

At one time, Greenwald was known as a defiant defender of trans rights and an ally to the trans community, in no small part because of his advocacy for Manning. “If you want to get a taste for how widespread warped & creepy hostility against trans people is, mention Chelsea Manning & survey the bile,” Greenwald tweeted on September 10, 2016.2 Less than a year after that, in February 2017, Greenwald had called Milo Yiannopoulos’s notorious appearance on Bill Maher’s show “the most trans-hating discussion I’ve seen on television.”3 He accurately condemned Maher’s attacks on trans people in general as revealing the comic’s general approach to politics and what he calls “comedy”: “thinking you’re brave & subversive for mocking the most marginalized, while reliably sycophantic to actual power.”4

But four years later—as Manning noted—things were different. Greenwald’s change in views was apparent during a video interview he did in March 2021 with podcaster Katie Herzog.5 During the conversation, the two talked about how trans people—in their view—were taking up more than their share of civil rights, which, apparently, only existed in a limited amount. “The minute you declare yourself nonbinary or trans,” Greenwald declared, “you catapult up the ‘ladder of oppression’ that absolutely confers concrete benefits.”6

When I asked him in 2024 to clarify those comments, Greenwald doubled down, telling me that he sees trans identity as acting like a kind of “affirmative action” in liberal and left spaces, where trans people have an advantage over other groups like gays or lesbians, who are “almost viewed now as conservative or archaic.” “Within LGBT culture, there is this sense that the truly marginalized and oppressed people are not gay men and lesbians, but trans people and people who are nonbinary,” Greenwald said. “And because marginalization increases the amount of consideration you’re supposed to receive, the idea that being trans or nonbinary catapults you on the oppression ladder.”7

Manning directly addressed the person Greenwald had become in September 2021, just six months after the “ladder” conversation with Herzog. It wasn’t just that the pundit was greedy and unprincipled, but that Manning was now “terrified” of him.8

In response, Greenwald tweeted that he had tried to help her: “When she was in prison trying repeatedly to kill herself, I was one of the only one [sic] who visited, spent hours on the phone, raising money for her.”9 He published, on his Substack, private chat records between the two, showing Manning’s messages to him when she was pushing back on his Tucker appearances.10 But rather than explaining Manning’s motives or character, all the post revealed was Greenwald’s vindictiveness.

Greenwald’s hostility toward the trans community has continued. On June 23, 2022, the pundit laid out his view of the trans rights movement while appearing on the Vanguard YouTube show. In response to a question about his engagement in multiple culture war issues, Greenwald claimed he was just asking questions about “what has become of the trans agenda.” “I know you get accused [of bigotry], if you say there are legitimate questions,” Greenwald said. Asked if he was “empowering hatred against trans people,” he replied that he felt criticism of his position was “an intellectually dishonest way to coerce and bully people, to accept your views that ‘if you don’t immediately accept all of my newfound promises about this new ideology I’m trying to get society to embrace that radically changes so many things about how we think about gender and sex and how we organize society.…’ then you get accused of killing trans kids.”11

The seemingly sudden decision to attack trans issues was only a symptom of an overall shift in favor of the politics he’d once vilified. After right-wing social media platform Parler was restricted in the wake of the January 6 riot, Greenwald appeared as a witness for a March 12, 2021, hearing before the House Subcommittee on Antitrust, Commercial, and Administrative Law. In his prepared remarks, Greenwald railed against tech control of the discourse. “How Congress sets out to address Silicon Valley’s immense and undemocratic power is a complicated question, posing complex challenges,” Greenwald said. “The proposal to vest media companies with an antitrust exemption in order to allow them to negotiate as a consortium or cartel seeks to rectify a real and serious problem—the vacuuming up of advertising revenue by Google and Facebook at the expense of the journalistic outlets which create the news content being monetized—but empowering large media companies could easily end up creating more problems than it solves.”12

But rather than pushing for a decentralized media free of Silicon Valley control, he was de facto arguing for one dominated by the voices that benefited him directly.
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One can find several past tweets from Greenwald assailing Peter Thiel. But these were posted before the billionaire invested in Rumble, a Canadian video platform billing itself as a free speech haven.

On August 3, 2016, Greenwald tweeted, “Peter Thiel—cheered by some journos—not only bankrupted Gawker & its owner but now aiming at individual writers.”13 A few weeks later, on August 23, he even noted “the threat of Thiel” to restarting Gawker.14

Almost exactly five years later, on August 12, 2021, Greenwald was on the defensive about Thiel’s investments in the media outlets he worked with. Snapping in response to Twitter user Datatitian, Greenwald tweeted, “You are extremely stupid if you think that Peter Thiel owns Rumble.” He continued, “I probably should find a purer platform like working for Jeff Bezos’ WashPost or Comcast’s NBC or the Omidyar-funded Intercept or Zuckerberg’s Facebook or the labor-union-owned Twitter that you use.”15

Today, Greenwald is platformed on—and paid by—Rumble. He’s repeatedly said that because Thiel, who led one of Rumble’s funding rounds, isn’t a majority owner of the company, the billionaire has no influence on either Rumble or the creators it pays.16 Yet Thiel’s involvement with Rumble—he invested alongside future senator and 2024 Republican vice presidential candidate J.D. Vance—was instrumental moving the company forward and making it a passable YouTube competitor. The two “both invested in Rumble at the same time that Thiel has been criticizing Google relentlessly and J.D. Vance has been criticizing Google relentlessly,” Max Chafkin, author of The Contrarian, said in October 2021 on progressive YouTube show The Majority Report. “And it’s possible that they think, ‘Who knows, maybe there’s some synergy here and actually our criticisms will work, and Rumble will take off?’”17

Founded in Canada in 2013 by entrepreneur Chris Pavlovski, Rumble was little more than a YouTube clone for the first seven years of its existence. It occasionally presented itself as a free speech safe zone for right-wing creators, but seldom took much of a stand in the cultural and political battles of American politics.

That changed in 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic. After complaining about being censored by Google, Republican congressman Devin Nunes began using the platform and was soon followed by a flood of big-name right-wing users. By the time Greenwald was angrily tweeting about Thiel’s investment in August 2021, Rumble was a moderate but growing player in conservative media, serving as a clearinghouse for racist invective, anti-vax conspiracies, and the far right’s opposition to the newly minted Biden administration.18

CEO Pavlovski told the Washington Post in 2021 that the site had some restrictions on speech, mostly meant to combat racism and violence. With only forty employees tasked with moderating around thirty million users, Rumble didn’t appear to be all that concerned with stopping the flow of misinformation. “We’re like your dinner table. You can have a conversation. You can have disagreements. And you can try to prove someone wrong,” Pavlovski said. “If it violates our terms and conditions, which ban antisemitism, hate speech, defamation, etc., it will be removed. But we don’t move the goal posts and expand our terms and conditions to be more than that. If you want to believe in UFOs, you’re free to believe in UFOs.”19

Right-wing users pouring into the platform had drawn the attention of venture capitalists. A few months before Greenwald’s denial, in May 2021, Thiel led a funding round for Rumble that valued the company at $500 million. This didn’t mean much, Greenwald told me in 2024: “The reality is, Peter Thiel has nothing to do with the management of Rumble. He saw it growing, he knew that they needed a cash infusion—he did it as a financial investment.”20

The funding opened streams of capital that allowed Rumble to offer creators deals to join the platform. It was now also able that October to buy Locals, a Patreon clone founded by right-wing media personality Dave Rubin.21

Rumble’s acquisition of Locals was part of a wider strategy to form a kind of right-wing media conglomerate. The platform provides services to Truth Social, the Trump-led social media alternative to Twitter, and purchased podcasting app Callin in May 2023. Rumble also offers hosting services for right-wing content, a move Parler tried to ape in September 2022 to disastrous effect.22

Greenwald joined Rumble in the summer of 2021 and posted his first version of his video show and podcast System Update to the site on August 12.23 (It was this same summer that Greenwald started posting about the billionaire obliquely but positively, referring approvingly to his acolytes like Blake Masters.)24 Part of the reason Greenwald claimed he moved was to avoid the censorious rules of other platforms that could be applied to his content on election denial, COVID-19, or Palestine.25

“Unlike YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter, which began wildly expanding how the rules are applied for broader society to remove so-called ‘disinformation,’ Rumble just stayed true to the original mission,” Greenwald told the Washington Post. “You can’t go on there and say racist stuff, but they don’t monitor for what’s true or false. They really believe in true debate.”26

Greenwald’s deal worked out well for him, but it also challenged his audience to find his work on yet another platform (he was already writing on Substack and would debut a podcast on David Sacks’s Callin platform that November). Diversification could prove a headache for his followers. Unsurprisingly, when Rumble offered him a deal in January 2023 to consolidate, which included moving his writing over to Locals, Greenwald took it.

Content consolidation, while lucrative, hasn’t necessarily been positive for the Greenwald brand. His Rumble show doesn’t afford the same exposure as going on Fox did. One wonders if Greenwald is marching toward parallel media irrelevance. He remains incredibly successful by any metric, yet he’s increasingly relegated to the fringes of discourse. His opinions aren’t as unique anymore: questioning trans rights, critiquing the national security state, and partisan attacks on left hypocrisy are run-of-the-mill conservative agitprop today.

Greenwald sees these changes differently—partly as the result of factors outside his control, and partly as a natural evolution in his platform usage. He told me he hadn’t been writing so much since the death of his husband in May 2023. But, he said, the show on Rumble has done well. “Prior to moving to Rumble, I didn’t have a video program, I was only writing about politics in written form for the most part,” Greenwald said. “A lot of people now want to only consume news through the video medium; we also publish it on Spotify and Apple as a podcast. And it’s very well listened to there as well.”27

True to form, Greenwald has been a stalwart defender of his new video platform home, and not only for its virtues as a home for free speech. He has also amped up any good news on its finances and business outlook and attacked critical journalists like Edwin Dorsey, a stock market follower whose early bearishness on Rumble was confirmed by the stock’s decline in 2023 after going public the prior year. When the UK government went after comedian Russell Brand’s ability to monetize his TikTok and Rumble channels, Greenwald wrote an angry email to Parliament asking whether it was standard practice to strip someone of their income for unproven charges. The pundit wondered if the practice of forcing social media companies to fall in line with British politics was the norm, another example of Greenwald’s inability to understand that the rest of the world—not only Brazil—isn’t governed by the US Constitution.28

Naturally, Greenwald doesn’t see his advocacy for the platform as indicative of sycophancy—he sees it as speaking his mind. “I don’t think anyone can point to a single thing that I’ve said on Rumble that I wasn’t saying prior to Rumble,” Greenwald told me. “I’ve always made a lot of money in journalism, when I was totally associated with the left. The last thing I need to do is say a certain view I don’t believe. That’s the last thing I would want to do because I don’t have to do that.”

“I would estimate that 25 percent of my audience is conservative, MAGA, right-wing populist,” he added, a not insignificant portion, which could explain his increasing conservative tilt.29
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Media is a tough industry. Work in a few newsrooms, and you’ll see your share of layoffs, company shutdowns, and fierce internal and external competition. The writing’s been on the wall for well over a decade. The blogging revolution that launched the careers of dozens of major media figures was over early in the Obama years. As of this writing, the long-term future of The Intercept is in doubt, as the site’s funding is slated to run out sometime in 2025.30 And thanks to Peter Thiel, Gawker didn’t even make it to the 2016 election.

It’s hard to turn down an offer to make content from someone with money. Writer Jacob Silverman didn’t say no when Vivek Ramaswamy’s people hired him as a ghostwriter at Roivant Sciences. It was a short contract, he told me, and after two months they let him go. “I didn’t really know what I was getting into, I just thought I’d be writing speeches for a biotech CEO,” Silverman told me. “I ended up writing almost nothing before they realized this isn’t working out, we’re letting you go. But I felt a little bit of the same urge, I think, which is that media sucks. I wasn’t making any money; why not just check out what it’s like on the other side? And for two months I had a good salary.”31

While Greenwald and Taibbi have been able to use sites like Substack to monetize their substantial audiences, many smaller journalists—like myself—struggled to take that leap without some financial help. On the advice of a colleague, I asked Substack about a paid deal, but they declined. Then I was approached by two alternative media platforms associated with the right to produce content in exchange for up-front cash.

When a business development associate with video streaming site Rokfin reached out to me in April 2021, I was open to hearing a pitch. I was doing okay as a freelance journalist at the time with an active Substack called The Flashpoint, where I wrote about labor, politics, and media. I had multiple streams of income, but the unreliability of going independent wasn’t ideal for balancing a checkbook. The initial call with Rokfin CEO Martin Floreani—an Austin, Texas–based sports streaming site—went well.

Rokfin offered a minimum of $80,000 a year, with a potential guarantee of $120,000 once I reached five hundred paid subscribers. The deal’s restrictions raised some concerns—such as making Rokfin my “exclusive subscription platform and written distribution platform”—but the biggest red flag was that I would be paid in crypto instead of real money.

I told Rokfin I didn’t “want to exclusively put all of my content on Rokfin at the expense of other platforms,” though I “would have been willing to do video.” I added I was “a little leery of sharing a platform with people like Jimmy Dore, Fiorella Isabel, [and] Niko House.” All are fringe, far-right conspiracy theorists Rokfin was promoting at the time, and I didn’t want to be associated with them, either professionally or personally, by choice.32

Instead, about six months later, I signed a contract with Callin, a podcast app funded by David Sacks. Callin was looking to staff up, and they were reaching out to alternative media content creators on the right and the left to join the platform. I wasn’t familiar with Sacks at the time, though I can’t say whether that would have made a difference. Maybe it should have.

Sacks is a member of the PayPal Mafia, a loose confederation of tech movers and shakers who have orbited Thiel and Elon Musk since the X/Confinity days. The informal cohort includes Thiel, Sacks, Musk, Max Levchin, Keith Rabois, and at least a dozen other men, all of whom were associated with the payment company and have since gone on to make profitable investments in companies like SpaceX, Lyft, Facebook, OpenAI, Pinterest, Quora, Palantir, and many others.33 The scale of the PayPal Mafia’s investments is hard to measure. Here’s Malcolm Harris on just some of the results of their capital expenditures:

PayPal’s millionaires spun off a series of start-ups that rivaled the Fairchildren in economic significance if not technical achievement: Steve Chen, Chad Hurley, and Jawed Karim sold YouTube to Google in 2006 for $1.65 billion; Russel Simmons and Jeremy Stoppelman almost sold Yelp to Yahoo! for $1 billion but ended up going public instead. David Sacks sold his Yammer to Microsoft in 2012 for $1.2 billion. Microsoft also bought LinkedIn, helmed by Thiel’s liberal Stanford foil, Reid Hoffman, for $26.2 billion in 2016. Max Levchin’s online lending platform, Affirm, went public in 2021 at a market cap in the tens of billions of dollars. Musk used his cash to found a rocket company called SpaceX and purchase majority control of an electric car company called Tesla. Thiel started a hedge fund named Clarium Capital and he invested in his buddies as well as other projects when he got tipped off. In 2004, prompted by Hoffman, he led the seed round for a local social networking company with a founder he liked, putting down $500,000 for 10 percent of Facebook and taking a seat beside Zuckerberg on the company’s board as the first outside investor.34

Not coincidentally, most of them share the same right-wing tech beliefs. According to Brian Merchant, Thiel still holds a residual power over Musk, who is “weirdly deferential” and always trying to impress the other billionaire. Thiel, an expert power broker, takes advantage of this and uses Musk for his own purposes. But Merchant isn’t so sure Thiel should be understood as some evil genius—rather as a persistent and dedicated conservative.35

Callin debuted in September 2021 after two months in beta testing. That November, the first slate of paid creators came on board, including Greenwald, Matt Taibbi, former Bernie Sanders press secretary Briahna Joy Gray, and Canadian media figure Q. Anthony Ali (then known as Andray Domise).36 Later members would include David Sirota, Abby Martin, and Katie Halper.

Greenwald wrote on Substack that he was excited about the new platform in part because of the added accountability it offered: “The most appealing aspect is the interactive one: while Rumble allows me to see fleeting questions and comments that appear in the live chat box as I speak, Callin will create a queue for anyone with questions, and I can then take questions one-by-one and engage in genuine, human voice conversation with critics, supporters, or anyone else with comments and points they want to raise.”37

I was in the next round of deals. Brought onto the platform on Ali’s recommendation, I negotiated a contract where I would be paid $1,200 a week to produce two podcasts that were over thirty minutes each, with potentially more for any additional show I did (only $100 for the third and $50 for each one thereafter). I was able to focus on reporting on my Substack while finding a few hours each week to talk to a guest about politics, crime, labor, or whatever else we wanted, and take some calls.

For the first few months I was forgiving of Callin’s lag time, dropped calls, and general bugginess. It was a new app, after all, and trying to do a lot by allowing livestream podcasting with callers, recording it all, and automatically transcribing the results. After months of embarrassing errors and being brushed off with “infrastructure upgrades” or similar excuses, I was getting frustrated.

But the money was too good and the work too easy. After securing an interview with Rep. Ilhan Omar (D-MN) in March 2022, I reached out to my contacts at the app to re-up my six-month contract. I was in good standing with the Callin people—earlier in the year, I had facilitated an introduction to Abby Martin—and they agreed to extend the contract to a full year from my initial sign-on.

Despite the negotiations going well, I knew Callin wasn’t going to make it. The app was unreliable, the audience wasn’t large enough, and the more people learned about it the more questions they had about its backers and what data it was mining from their phones. Without a user base to justify the cash outlay, it was unlikely that I was going to get another extension. Unsurprisingly, in early November 2022, a Callin team member let me know that they would not be able to continue my contract at the current rate. I was offered a lower rate based on audience and downloads, but I declined.

I’m under no illusions today about what Callin was—an attempt by a billionaire to take advantage of the podcasting boom and create a competitor to Marc Andreessen’s Clubhouse app, which also offered users the opportunity to join creators in “rooms” and interact with them live. The central idea wasn’t a bad one, and with a guest list including Omar, Nina Turner, Ben Judah, Nikki Ramírez, Sana Saeed, and many others, including Greenwald, the work I did on the platform was worth the moral ambiguity of taking Sacks’s money.

I didn’t let the cash change my coverage priorities. On more than one occasion, I went after tech money in the media on my show, noting the negative aspects of allowing Silicon Valley billionaires to buy up newsrooms and strip down the business of reporting for profit and ideological capture. Maybe that’s all an excuse, and if so, that’s a fair criticism. But I’ll note that I’ve never boosted Sacks or his interests.

I recorded my final Callin show on November 29, a conversation with labor organizer Bryan Conlon about the FTX crypto crash.38 Around six months later, Callin was sold to Rumble in an all-stock purchase that valued the company at $9.5 million. In early 2024, it was folded into the Rumble Studio app, which had a user interface that combined Callin and Rumble aesthetics;39 today, the site has been completely shuttered and its audio wiped from the internet.

As for Sacks, the deal with Rumble placed him on the company’s board.40 Callin was just another way for him to get his voice out into the public conversation. His work has been upping his profile, and it’s hard not to see that as the end goal for all this media “disruption”: a way for billionaires to make themselves into pundits to whom people must pay more attention. After all, they own the platforms.
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CHAPTER 12

“Mind Virus”

“This is going to sound somewhat melodramatic, but I was worried it was having a corrosive effect on civilization,” Elon Musk told Joe Rogan in November 2023.

The “it” the world’s richest man was concerned with was “wokeness,” a term popularized during the 2010s that generally means being “awake” to the systems of racial and other oppression that undergird much of American life and history. This philosophy that would “normally be quite niche and geographically constrained,” Musk worried, “was given an information technology weapon to propagate what is essentially a mind virus to the rest of the Earth.”1

Musk’s comments should have come as no surprise. He was getting redpilled (converted to the far right). Two years earlier, the billionaire had tweeted, “traceroute woke_mind_virus”; in computer programming, “traceroute” is a command that looks for the root of information.2 In the year before the tweet, Musk’s daughter Vivian announced she had transitioned from her birth gender, a moment a Musk aide pointed to as a motivator for the billionaire’s rightward swing.

But the decline began earlier. In July 2018, Musk embarrassed himself in front of the entire world by offering to construct a ridiculous and unworkable submarine to rescue children stuck in a Thai cave; after British caver Vern Unsworth refused his “help,” Musk called Unsworth a “pedophile.”3 A few months later, in September, Musk went on Rogan’s show to do damage control as his erratic behavior threatened to derail his business plans.

It didn’t work. Tesla’s stock dropped after an image from the show of Musk smoking a joint and ranting about AI and the 1999 sci-fi film The Matrix went viral. His narcissism and grasping need for praise and attention soon took him to the right as liberals began to distance themselves from his behavior. Negative attention—combined with Musk’s established distaste for rules, regulations, and taxes—pushed the billionaire toward a more credulous and conservative audience.4

In 2020, Musk was further radicalized by COVID-19. Skeptical from the beginning of the severity of the pandemic and angry over how public health–minded lockdowns were stifling production, he faced down California authorities to keep Tesla factories open. That summer, Black Lives Matter protests erupted across the country, giving the left a cause to rally around; in November, Joe Biden was elected president. After the January 6, 2021, Capitol riot, the right—looking for something to rally around that wasn’t tied to an attempted coup—made “woke” a catchall for their grievances.

Musk began combining all his complaints into one overarching idea: the threat of wokeness, which he saw as censorious and against the meritocracy he believed existed in Silicon Valley.

As Musk became more and more obsessed with woke, his right-wing friends cheered him on. Always desperately in need of approval, the world’s richest man lapped up the praise and decided it was time to get more involved in Twitter, the social media site where he was fast becoming a major celebrity.

He began the process by getting on the company’s board but soon found the position too restrictive. Musk convinced himself that he could quintuple the site’s revenue by 2028 if he had control. He secured funding from Larry Ellison, Sequoia Capital, Binance, and Andreessen Horowitz, as well as funds from Dubai and Qatar.5

By this point, Musk believed that part of the business problem of Twitter was that, somehow, the right wing was “suppressed.” As such, “woke culture” needed to be destroyed for Twitter the business—and democracy itself—to survive. In many ways this belief was a natural outgrowth of the Silicon Valley mythos of meritocracy and the tech industry’s opposition to diversity; a politics based on destroying wokeness was not far from the supremacist ideology he grew up with in South Africa.

Despite his bluster about buying Twitter, Musk went back and forth on the deal. In more rational moments, he realized it was a mistake and tried to back out. Musk’s approach to strategy and tactics can be seen in the way he played cards, as Max Levchin recounted. “There were all these nerds and sharpsters who were good at memorizing cards and calculating odds,” he told Musk biographer Walter Isaacson. “Elon just proceeded to go all in on every hand and lose. Then he would buy more chips and double down. Eventually, after losing many hands, he went all in and won. Then he said, ‘Right, fine, I’m done.’”6

Eventually, Musk was sued by Twitter’s management to agree to the sale. Musk was unable to force the company to a lower price than the gag cost of $54.20 a share, a price he had posted as a joke for his followers as a play on the association “420” has with cannabis. He faced certain doom in court and begrudgingly bought the company in October 2022.

A few days before the deal closed, he visited the headquarters and was disgusted with the company’s emphasis on diversity and inclusion. To Musk, these were signs of weakness. Once in charge, he slashed staff and installed loyalists.

Isaacson argues Musk was irrationally passionate about Twitter in large part because he had paid too much for it and was incapable of thinking logically about the business. It’s true that $44 billion was an overvaluation, but the implication that Musk wasn’t thinking rationally once he was trapped only works if he had been capable of making a sound business decision about Twitter in the first place. Making a meme share price offer doesn’t indicate that this was ever the case.7

His passions overrode basic logic particularly when it came to the site’s content moderation. Unfortunately for Musk, moderation was important for running the company. As he tried to make Twitter into an anti-woke, far-right message board, Musk began tilting into extremism and conspiracy theories. The venue he claimed was for unfettered free speech was simply becoming a venue for right-wing speech.

That was no good for advertisers; predictably, revenue collapsed. Twitter had long struggled to avoid placing ads next to extremist content, and Musk’s cuts didn’t help.

Initially, Twitter’s trust and safety department head Yoel Roth was the only one with access to content moderation tools. Roth tried to hold a line on some content but soon found himself at odds with Musk and his allies.8

Their requests were fundamentally unworkable on a technical level. Del Harvey, a former Twitter staffer who was the company’s first head of trust and safety, told Wired in November 2023 that part of the problem was that advertising “was built on an entirely separate tech stack than all of the rest of Twitter.”

“Imagine two buildings next to each other with no communication between them,” Harvey said. “The possibility of identifying problematic content on the organic side couldn’t easily be integrated into the promoted content side. It was this ouroboros of a situation, two sides locked in this internal struggle of not getting the information because they didn’t connect the two.”9

Unwilling to admit error, Musk blamed activists. The platform of open discourse that had been promised was in no way universal—Musk demanded Roth ban boycotts, reasoning that this would stop people from pressuring advertisers to step away from an increasingly toxic platform. Predictably, it acted as a kind of “Streisand effect,” so named for the pop star whose attempts to stop people from talking about her mega mansion in the early 2000s only made it more of a story, and backfired.

Musk continued to make decisions based on his anger over wokeness and his pathological need for praise rather than sound business practices. Verified “blue checks” were once the marker on Twitter that let the audience know that the accounts they were interacting with were who they said they were, whether it was Kraft Cheese or Kamala Harris, Chappell Roan or Boeing. But for the right-wing figures who had Musk’s ear, blue checks were a sign of elitism. The new CEO’s solution was as stupid as it was doomed to fail: he’d clear the former verified users of their checkmarks and allow people to buy their way into verification. This was explained as necessary to fight vaguely defined “bots.” However, he had fired too many staffers to be able to properly vet users. Predictably, people paid for verification and impersonated popular brands and celebrities. It was, in short, a total disaster that has done more to harm the company’s public image and finances than anything left-wing users ever tried.10

Desperate to change the narrative away from a lengthening laundry list of mistakes at the company, Musk formed a war room called the “hot box,” staffed by a small cohort of toady loyalists including members of Musk’s own family. The team began going through private Slack messages and channel posts from employees to root out dissent and poor attitudes.

This wasn’t exactly free speech, but Musk didn’t care. He wanted to end negativity in the workplace by any means necessary (other than examining and confronting his own level of responsibility). Ironically, Twitter had already changed. He had fired so many people that it felt like a different company.

Musk was paranoid about what he saw as employees’ bad behavior. And he hoped to expose the rot at the core of the entire company, particularly to his critics on the left and his friends on the right. To champion these “revelations,” ally David Sacks suggested Musk approach Matt Taibbi, the onetime acerbic liberal hero whose politics had been drifting right since the Me Too attacks in 2017.
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After years of confrontational commentary on the financial industry and questioning the mainstream, Taibbi fully dispensed with any pretense of challenging power late in 2022. And he did so to gain access. Musk delivered it—in the form of internal documents showing how Twitter had responded to requests for censorship from the government and made decisions on questionable content—to Taibbi on a platter.

The result was the so-called Twitter Files reporting. Announced in a grandiose, seemingly endless Twitter thread—publishing on the platform was one of the prerequisites for Taibbi accessing the files in the first place—the findings themselves were, for the most part, smoke and mirrors. When Taibbi released the initial reporting on December 2, 2022, it was clearly meant to be a world-changing news event on par with Greenwald’s reporting on the NSA leaks. The reality fell well short of that goal. The files revealed some of the inner workings of a major social media company, but it was hardly a bombshell. Instead, the findings aligned with Musk’s personal agenda against former Twitter employees and management, including actions the site had taken against harmful and bigoted posts that Musk had approved of, mostly relating to trans issues.

Taibbi’s first thread focused on the Hunter Biden laptop story and Twitter’s decision to suppress a New York Post article on the matter in advance of the 2020 election.11 This story—similar to the one that led Greenwald to leave The Intercept two years earlier, and which had spawned a number of right-wing conspiracies—didn’t deliver.

If anything, the files showed a flawed but exhaustive effort on the part of Twitter executives to manage the fallout and attempt to make the right determination. The laptop story was an example of Twitter’s resistance to being tarred by the same brush as Facebook was after 2016. The company overcorrected while carefully attempting to “get it right,” restricting the Post story on the basis that it was likely hacked materials. Taibbi’s reporting pulled the curtain back a little more on the decision-making process but didn’t uncover any new motivations or reveal anything nefarious or dangerous.

Taibbi claimed Democrats had a lot of power to push the company to restrict, suspend, or ban accounts because the staff at Twitter in charge of those decisions leaned left. Despite the implications of the reporting and comments made by Musk, Taibbi later admitted there was no evidence of government involvement in the laptop story decision.12 “Although several sources recalled hearing about a ‘general’ warning from federal law enforcement that summer about possible foreign hacks, there’s no evidence—that I’ve seen—of any government involvement in the laptop story,” Taibbi tweeted.13 Twitter executives would later say under oath that the story had been suppressed because it violated the company’s Hacked Materials Policy.

Critics charged that Taibbi and Musk, by working together, had actually deployed a coordinated leak rather than a neutral release of information. Mehdi Hasan tweeted that Taibbi was “volunteering to do online PR work for the world’s richest man on a Friday night, in service of nakedly and cynically right-wing narratives,” all while pretending to speak truth to power.14

The files didn’t reveal a corrupt system, Stanford Internet Observatory research manager Renée DiResta argued in December 2022, days after the first report. Instead, Taibbi’s exposé showed a group of people managing “high-stakes, unanticipated events” within the parameters of the company’s terms of service.15

Soon after Taibbi’s first installment, reporter Mike Masnick said the bombshell was a dud. “There was absolutely nothing of interest,” Masnick told Tech Policy Press’s Justin Hendrix. “It was almost exactly things that Twitter had said publicly in the days and weeks after all of this went down, that the company had a policy in place around hacked materials.”

While Masnick agreed broadly with the position that social media restricting the laptop reporting was a “bad policy,” he added that didn’t mean that getting a Musk-curated view into the decision-making process was helpful. If anything, it was actively harmful because it didn’t show intervention from the main actors Taibbi had implied were involved in the attempted suppression. “There’s no evidence of the government actually getting involved trying to suppress it,” Masnick said, “or even the Biden campaign trying to suppress the story.”16

Someone else picked up what should have been the topline story. Looking at the same batch of files, Lee Fang at The Intercept reported on how Twitter was using “whitelisting” (a way for the social media site to boost certain accounts and narratives) to promote United States Central Command–affiliated accounts providing information about Yemen, Kuwait, and Syria without disclosing their government affiliation. To his credit, Fang was quite clear that Twitter “allowed me to make requests without restriction that were then fulfilled on my behalf by an attorney, meaning that the search results may not have been exhaustive.”17

That was hardly the kind of transparent investigative reporting undertaken by Taibbi. His version of the Twitter Files was really just a controlled infodump. Former Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey wrote that it would have been better if the documents had been published in the open internet philosophy Musk and Taibbi were implicitly claiming: “I wish they were released Wikileaks-style, with many more eyes and interpretations to consider. And along with that, commitments of transparency for present and future actions.”18

Nonetheless, right-wing actors supported the reporting, lending Taibbi their platforms and hyping the story. Tucker Carlson, then still on Fox, called the files evidence of “a systemic violation of the First Amendment, the largest example of that in modern history”; House GOP committee members seized on the reporting as evidence of a conspiracy to elect Biden. It’s worth noting that when Democrats did essentially the same thing after the 2016 election—holding hearings about how Russia and social media companies had conspired to elect Donald Trump—Taibbi had criticized those efforts.

Subsequent documents showed that the Trump administration routinely demanded material be taken down by the company, often on less firm grounds than the Biden campaign had on the laptop or the photos of Hunter.

But why would Taibbi highlight that? Instead, he chose to publish the Hunter Biden story first, focusing on right-wing red meat that agitated the base but didn’t provide much in the way of news. Right-wing commentators and the conservative audience Taibbi was desperate to cultivate loved it. His Twitter account blew up, and his Substack—already incredibly successful—gained thousands of subscriptions.19 The reporting generated a financial windfall for the writer, even if its findings were dismissed by more sober commentators.20
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Excited at what he thought was going to be a blockbuster but worried that there was too much material for one reporter, Musk—on Marc Andreessen’s advice—asked conservative writer Bari Weiss to help. Would she also like to look through the Twitter Files?

Weiss told Musk biographer Walter Isaacson that she had had some concerns over combing through people’s private messages. This did not, however, stop her from doing so.21

After reviewing the cherry-picked documents, Weiss concluded that moderators were more focused on suppressing conservatives than managing speech. She reported out a few Twitter Files related to visibility filtering, or shadowbanning, and Trump’s expulsion from the platform. She then called for subscriptions to help her continue the charge, claiming there was more work to be done. This allowed her to rebrand her Common Sense newsletter into the Free Press, a more robust operation.

The most newsworthy item discovered in Weiss’s reporting on the files—perhaps inadvertently—was that Twitter had special rules that stopped any action from being taken on Chaya Raichik’s virulently homophobic and transphobic Libs of TikTok account without first going to an executive team.22

Unlike Taibbi, Weiss used Musk rather than being used by him and spun the Twitter Files into an independent career move. She got her opportunity when Musk arbitrarily banned the ElonJet account, which used publicly available data to track the billionaire’s private plane. Musk’s lackeys David Sacks and Jason Calacanis thought it was a mistake; he ignored them and had the account banned for an arbitrary doxxing reason. Musk then joined a Twitter Space discussing the ban; shortly thereafter, sputtering with rage, he stormed off and had the Space shut down.23

Once Musk banned several tech journalists from Twitter for reporting on the account-banning controversy, Weiss made a public show of breaking with the billionaire, putting the ElonJet issue front and center. He retaliated by pulling her access to the files. “I knew that in saying something publicly that I might piss him off and that he very well could take away access,” Weiss told Fox News Digital in February 2023, adding, “And that is what happened and, you know, you make calls and I felt that it was really important not to pull that punch.”24

The betrayal stung. Musk had expected more loyalty from the right-wing reporters he had chosen for the reporting. In a way, that’s fair. Jacob Silverman told me that one thing that struck him about the files was that he would have never been offered access—not only because he is lower profile than Taibbi, but also because of the kind of reporting he does. There’s a reason Taibbi, Weiss, and others were chosen—their willingness to put forward the message Musk wanted.25
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Weiss has an uncanny knack for self-promotion and has fully embraced cultivating her new far-right audience. She began her public career at Columbia University as an undergrad, fighting to get professors like Joseph Massad fired for their views. As detailed in a 2017 article by none other than Glenn Greenwald, Weiss has a long record of disregarding principle in favor of politics: “Weiss now postures as some sort of champion of free thought on college campuses. Yet her whole career was literally built on ugly campaigns to attack, stigmatize, and punish Arab professors who criticize Israel. And that’s because, as she herself has said, she regards her journalism as merely a form of ‘Zionist activism.’”26

Following her resignation from the New York Times in 2020—a resignation that she said came because “Twitter has become [the paper’s] ultimate editor”—Weiss embraced her role in the conservative movement. Her publication has claimed to present the public with stories from a “moderate” perspective, but in practice it’s been little more than right-wing culture war agitprop so riddled with errors that the outlet has created its own cottage industry of articles fact-checking its pieces. She cofounded a right-wing “university,” the University of Austin (also known as UATX), that appears to be little more than an intellectual scam. The initial financial backer of the “school,” Cicero Institute, is a nonprofit run by entrepreneur and Palantir cofounder Joe Lonsdale.

One student, Noah Rawlings, attended the fake university’s “Forbidden Courses” in 2023 and came back with the impression that the university founders wanted “a student body whose racial and gender makeup resembles a pre–civil rights university.” “The students’ demographics were as revealing as their chosen majors,” he wrote for the New Inquiry. “Roughly 80% were white. Over 70% were men. There was not a black man in the room. The way these percentages diverge from national higher education averages should tell you something about what kind of intellectual community UATX is building.”27

Weiss hosted an open question-and-answer period, Rawlings wrote. Here, the school’s founder couldn’t formulate much of a response to a student asking her “why a school that promised ‘constructive debate’ had failed to invite any speakers who were left-of-center”:

Weiss had difficulty with that one. Perhaps because it so plainly pointed to what most attendees knew but blithely kept unspoken. UATX quite clearly embraces some “truths” over others, and the discussions it fosters are like those that might take place at the Hoover Institution or a rightwing message board. There was only the most superficial range to the opinions and ideas held. Almost all the speakers droned smugly on about the same points. DEI is ruining higher education. Women’s Studies and Ethnic Studies are worthless. “Gender ideology” is destroying America’s social and moral fabric. IQ is the best measure of merit. These positions have as their end the maintenance—the naturalization—of existing race and class hierarchies. Inviting speakers from the left would pose an obstacle to that naturalization.

But Weiss could not say this outright. She dodged the student’s question. Perhaps, she speculated, the left was just less interested in debate.28

For all his past criticism of Weiss, Greenwald has largely made nice with her since they’ve both moved to tech-backed independent media. Perhaps that’s unsurprising. Investors in The Free Press include Marc Andreessen and David Sacks.29

After leaving The Intercept, Greenwald had talked with Weiss about starting a publication for independent thinkers. “We had considered creating a media outlet that was going to be based on this idea of people opposed to the kind of repression that arose in the wake of Trump and Black Lives Matter, until we realized it was way too thin of a read on which to base a media outlet,” he told me. “I started to wonder then about the possibility of her doing something with us on that.”30

When Weiss’s wife, Nellie Bowles, did an interview with conservative podcaster Megyn Kelly, Greenwald gushed over how the “always-smart and thoughtful” Bowles talked about leaving the New York Times,31 and he sarcastically told a critic that he loved “how left-liberals now see working at the NYT as credible and respectable, but working in independent media that doesn’t pay homage to liberal orthodoxies is disqualifying.”32
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The Twitter Files didn’t reverse the trend of bad news about Musk’s mismanagement of the social media company. Bowing to pressure in May 2023, Musk brought on NBC executive Linda Yaccarino to manage the company’s cascading PR disasters. Right-wing critics attacked not only the change in moderation she brought, but also the concept of having moderation at all. Greenwald claimed in a promotion for his System Update show on Rumble that “it’s hard to argue this is anything other than a total break with the promise to only take action against First Amendment violations.”33

As owner of Twitter, Musk has presented himself as a champion of free speech and open discourse. He’s ranted against the involvement of state agencies censoring or curtailing speech and has promoted the Twitter Files as evidence of liberal actors working to damage the free flow of ideas. But The Intercept’s Sam Biddle reported in March 2024 that Musk’s Twitter has sold access to user data to Dataminr for government surveillance, thereby profiting from user information. Twitter’s “legal briefs acknowledge that communications surveillance is ripe for government abuse, and that we can’t depend on the police to police themselves,” ACLU surveillance and cybersecurity counsel Jennifer Granick told The Intercept. “But then [Twitter] turns around and sells Dataminr fire-hose access to users’ posts, which Dataminr then passes through to the government in the form of unregulated disclosures and speculative predictions that can falsely ensnare the innocent.”34

There might be soon less data to share. A report from research firm Sensor Tower revealed that US daily users for the app dropped 18 percent in February 2024 compared to February 2023. And that’s not all. Advertisers fled, Sensor Tower found, “with 75 out of the top 100 U.S. advertisers on [Twitter] from October 2022 having ceased ad spending on it. The exodus spiked toward the end of last year, after Musk publicly embraced an antisemitic conspiracy theory and told advertisers at a conference in New York, ‘Go [fuck] yourself.’”35

Musk kept getting himself in trouble. In 2023, he posted on Twitter, without proof, a conspiracy theory naming a young Jewish man as an active participant in a neo-Nazi brawl, smearing twenty-two-year-old Ben Brody as a far-right white nationalist. Brody filed suit that October, and Musk was deposed the following March; the conversation did not go well for the billionaire.

Despite the herculean efforts of his lawyer Alexander Spiro to deflect the court’s attention from his client and then seal the deposition, Musk’s words were made public in April 2024. His testimony reveals a man ignorant of the basics of the internet and the site he purchased. Musk noted that he “may have done more to financially impair the company than to help it, but certainly I do not guide my posts by what is financially beneficial but what I believe is interesting or important or entertaining to the public.”

Perhaps most embarrassing was the revelation that Musk had been using an alternate account pretending to be his three-year-old son. “I wish I was old enough to go to nightclubs,” read one post. “They sound so fun.”36
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To their credit, the Twitter Files revealed some of the inner workings of one of the world’s most influential websites. The documents showed that the FBI and other federal agencies, as well as politicians on both sides of the aisle, sent over lists of content they wanted Twitter to review. Some of it was reasonable—for example, the Biden campaign flagged what amounted to revenge porn of Hunter Biden as something that should be taken down. But some of it was not, like the Trump-era FBI trying to get content sympathetic to Black Lives Matter looked at as evidence of a “foreign-controlled” bot conspiracy.

The files showed how different power centers struggled to use social media for their own benefit. Some weaponized the punitive side of internal policy, while others walked up to and past the line of being banned, then called foul play. Regardless of the claims’ legitimacy, what is important is the fact they were made at all, and with such confidence and precision. People with power knew they could use their influence to push an agenda, rather than playing on the same level field as the rest of us.37

“A lot of it was kind of overblowing things that in some cases we already knew,” Paris Marx told me. “There were plenty of stories about Twitter, and social media platforms more broadly, having relationships and contact with government authorities around taking down content.”38

For all his posturing about free speech, and all the excuses and praise from so-called free speech warriors like Taibbi, Musk has been even more punitive about who can and can’t use the platform, often on a whim, depending on his own proclivities. Suck up to Musk and you’ll get good treatment; insult him or write something damaging about his business and you’ll pay the price.39

Musk’s willingness to bend the rules for Indian prime minister Narendra Modi’s authoritarian government is a perfect example—it’s likely because of the country’s potential for Tesla sales. A New York Times article in May 2024 reported that Indian tariffs on electric vehicles reached 100 percent in recent years; since Musk’s management of Twitter and boosting of Modi, notably after he tweeted that India should have a permanent seat on the Security Council, “India announced it was reducing some import duties for electric carmakers that committed at least $500 million to produce vehicles in the country. The policy dropped tariffs to 15 percent of a car’s price from 100 percent, specifically for electric vehicles that retail for more than $35,000. The description fit Tesla to a T.”40

Musk’s conditional commitment to open discourse was evident in mid-March 2024 when he sat down for an interview with journalist Don Lemon, a fired CNN anchor attempting a comeback on Twitter. Musk had promised Lemon a paid partnership. But this changed once the billionaire faced mildly critical questions on moderation on the platform. “Doesn’t the buck stop with you?” Lemon asked. “Don, I have to say, choose your questions carefully,” a visibly irritated Musk replied.41 After the interview was conducted, and before it even aired, Musk announced Lemon’s deal was off.
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CHAPTER 13

“Lol. Pass.”

“Elon, I’ve repeatedly refused to criticize you.” That text was sent to Musk on April 10, 2023, by Matt Taibbi.

The few short words summed up a world of complication: Taibbi’s work on the Twitter Files from December 2022 to March 2023, his relationship with Musk, and the billionaire’s unpredictable behavior.1 For months, Taibbi had declined to take a stand against Twitter’s continuing cooperation with despotic, censorious regimes like India’s Narendra Modi government. Closer to home, he remained silent while Musk banned journalists for criticizing him and his businesses.

But suddenly, after the billionaire instituted a “blanket search ban” on Twitter of all Substack links, Taibbi found a reason to speak up. Substack had introduced a rolling feed called Notes, which it presented as a direct competitor to Twitter. Musk told Taibbi that he had put the ban in place because the company had discovered that “Substack had stolen a massive amount of our data to prepopulate their Twitter rip-off.” The ban would be removed, he said, but content from the blogging platform would not appear in the For You default tab, effectively deboosting it.2

It was this threat to Taibbi’s bottom line that finally motivated the journalist to act. He quit Twitter. Then he returned. Then he publicly aired some of the disagreements he had with Musk, including publishing portions of their text conversations.

The hypocrisy was obvious, but Taibbi didn’t care. His Substack had exploded after the Twitter Files reporting and he’d promised to continue exposing censorship of the social media site. Musk’s threatening that subscription growth was a real danger.

After the first tranche of Twitter Files was published, Jacobin writer Branko Marcetic wrote a brief, mostly positive retrospective on the documents at The Nation. He conceded that Taibbi made “several major reporting errors” but argued that the files themselves were nonetheless interesting. Marcetic believed that the Twitter Files writers had uncovered a notable connection between the social media giant and the national security state, primarily through the lens of addressing misinformation.3

But even that guarded interpretation was hurt by Taibbi’s own actions. Rather than presenting a case for journalistic integrity, Taibbi—when giving interviews about the files—had fawned over Musk, touting his commitment to free speech, and would react indignantly when questioned about his closeness to the billionaire.

Two months before the Substack debacle, Taibbi told Joe Rogan that Musk was a “whistleblower” who spent $44 billion to reveal the truth about the company. In perhaps the most humiliating moment, Taibbi claimed that Musk had a “pretty developed sense of humor.”4

Taibbi’s work was increasingly panned by both mainstream and progressive media outlets as it became apparent that he was being used by Musk. Many people I spoke to for this book were unimpressed with the Twitter Files. When reached via email for comment, Taibbi initially responded with two words: “Lol. Pass.”
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Many former Taibbi supporters have been unable to resist the opportunity to weigh in on the Twitter Files reporting and the circumstances around access. For all the protestations about the free flow of information, the files have never been released publicly. Musk has shown little interest in making the documents open to all. Conditioning the release of the material on the reporting first being published on Twitter also complicates matters, as does Musk’s refusal to release information from his time as owner.5

Even Greenwald felt those conditions were a bridge too far, he told me. Careful not to directly criticize his peers who had worked on the story, he broadly critiqued the way they agreed to the restrictions given by Musk and questioned the veracity of the information. “I had concerns about the extent to which they had access to everything,” Greenwald said. “Were they just being given things that Elon handpicked for them, in which case I probably wouldn’t have done it? Or were they given free rein to, like a big archive that wasn’t curated previously? I would need assurances that I was not being steered in a certain direction.”6

But Taibbi hasn’t gotten the memo. In a December 2022 interview with Lever News’s founder David Sirota and contributor Jordan Uhl, Taibbi said he believed Musk bought the company out of a deep-seated commitment to open discourse: “Certainly in terms of the speech issue and censorship, I think he’s got a genuine distaste for it—I think that’s part of what motivated him to get involved with the company to begin with, and that that may be one of the reasons why I was picked.”

Taibbi added that the Twitter Files reporting would unveil government meddling in social media moderation that approached censorship and shadowbanning (or “visibility filtering”). For these, he promised “big revelations.” But the interview quickly turned sour when Uhl challenged Taibbi, asking about the circumstances of his agreement with Musk to access the information.

Uhl asked if Taibbi’s relationship with the billionaire complicated the reporting. If the information was real, Taibbi countered, what did it matter how he got it? He didn’t think he was being spoon-fed by Musk. Uhl pressed Taibbi on whether he understood how some critics saw his cozy relationship with the Twitter CEO as disqualifying.7

To illustrate the point, Uhl brought up Taibbi’s own writing in his book Hate Inc.: “It’s a red flag if the call is coming from the official, as opposed to the reporter calling the officials. The average intelligence official wouldn’t stop to tell you if your child was on fire. When they start cold-calling agencies, and/or rotating scoops by doling them out to different outlets and papers each week, that’s a huge red flag.”8 Wasn’t this, Uhl asked, what Musk did with Taibbi? This logic would apply in any other industry, so why was he chosen?

Taibbi called the comparison “ridiculous” because there was no way anyone could say he was going easy on Twitter. He bristled at the idea that Musk might be using him, telling Uhl, “I’m doing a real-time autopsy of one of the most powerful companies in the world that’s been suppressing speech for a generation, and I’m ripping all the stuff out of these documents and commenting on it, live, and that’s like a pro-hegemonic thing that’s like benefiting people in power? Are you kidding me?”

But this was a sidestep of the central question. No one was suggesting Taibbi was going easy on Twitter. The issue was that he was attacking Twitter in a way that benefited Musk. Taibbi, by his own admission, wasn’t going after the new version of Twitter.

Uhl had liked Taibbi and his writing for years and went into the conversation knowing that the writer typically held the wealthy and powerful to account. It wasn’t personal. “I was perplexed as to why he was willing to work with, at that time, the wealthiest person on the planet who’d just bought this platform which many people see as a primary platform for free exchange and speech online,” Uhl told me in 2023. “I tried to frame my questions in a way that wouldn’t just cause him to shut down or get defensive. I don’t know if I was successful in doing that.”9

It’s unlikely anyone pursuing that line of questioning would have been. Taibbi became increasingly frustrated with questions about Musk, specifically regarding the arrangement he’d made with the billionaire for access. But Uhl genuinely wanted to understand why Taibbi agreed to the conditions. There were questions about Musk’s motives and speculation he was attempting to distinguish the new Twitter from the previous administration and staff. “My interpretation of the Twitter Files and Musk’s behavior at that time is that he wanted people to think that [old Twitter was] scheming and coordinating with the government—but based on who[m] they picked, they really wanted people to get the impression that it was the Democrats who were trying to censor speech online,” Uhl said. “They handpicked a group of writers who they thought would be sympathetic to that effort.”10

Ultimately, Taibbi’s position on Musk’s motivation for leaking the files to him and other conservative reporters was “Who cares?” Getting to the bottom of how Twitter and the government suppress speech was more important. “My driving interest in this entire thing was finding out about the relationship between the government, law enforcement intelligence agencies, and companies like Twitter—that’s what turns me on about this whole thing and I thought there would be a number of places we might see it,” Taibbi told Sirota and Uhl. “One of the first ones that I thought we would see was the Hunter Biden story.”

Taibbi engaged in some overly positive interpretations of Musk’s motivations, specifically, that the billionaire’s “genuine distaste” for censorship might explain why he bought the site and gave the documents to the reporter.11 As time goes on, those comments only get more ludicrous. Musk is still harshly penalizing people on the left for criticizing him while allowing far-right agitators like Alex Jones back on the platform and bowing to the censorious demands of authoritarians like Indian prime minister Narendra Modi.12

Uhl and Sirota also questioned why Taibbi was working with Bari Weiss, who isn’t interested in free speech in the slightest. Yet despite agreeing that Palestinian voices are often the “canary in the coal mine” for the establishment of new moderation techniques, Taibbi told Uhl and Sirota that the “historic opportunity” provided by Musk overrode any impulse to “give her shit.” Besides, weren’t these questions just more of the same partisan bullshit? “People are so hung up on this left-right thing, and I just couldn’t care less about it,” Taibbi said. “I don’t understand the lack of interest in this idea of these agencies having control over everybody’s speech.”13

Obfuscating the lines between the left and right was a savvy move for Taibbi. Liberal commentator Mehdi Hasan’s main criticism of Taibbi and others like him is that they lack consistency in their politics of contrarian rejection. If they were truly anti-everyone, he told me, that would be one thing—but there are multiple exceptions.14

In April 2023, Taibbi appeared on Hasan’s MSNBC show after the two had a dustup on social media over the Twitter Files reporting.15 The conflict began when Hasan tweeted that Taibbi was carrying water for a billionaire by reporting under Musk’s tight requirements and not addressing Twitter’s censorship at the behest of India’s far-right Modi government. Taibbi took offense and challenged Hasan to have him on his show to respond.

In the segment intro, Hasan referred to how Taibbi had changed. At this, Taibbi got angry. Hasan later told me that the interview was a “car crash.” While the two were talking on air, Taibbi posted to his Substack a screed against the network that he’d clearly written before the cameras even rolled. “It was a very strange experience,” Hasan told me. “The guy came for a fight. The guy wrote his piece. You know, if you want to use the phrase ‘bad faith actor,’ that’s it.”16
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By March 2023, Taibbi and Twitter Files colleague Michael Shellenberger were star witnesses for GOP congressman Jim Jordan’s Select Subcommittee on the Weaponization of the Federal Government hearing on the Twitter Files. The FTC had gotten involved as Musk’s scandalous mismanagement of Twitter raised questions about the platform’s information security. But Jordan suggested during the March 9, 2023, hearing that the FTC investigation was no more than a political tactic by liberals in the government angry about Musk’s takeover of the site.17

The Twitter Files emboldened GOP members who were infuriated that the site was central to political discourse but did not center and uplift right-wing voices. Recalling their suspicions about Facebook, which led CEO Mark Zuckerberg to lean on Peter Thiel to smooth things over, GOP members launched attacks on social media companies and the federal government. Taibbi was happy to switch sides; even though he once referred to Texas Republican senator Ted Cruz as an “incurable skin condition,” the two had a friendly post-hearing meetup along with Shellenberger.18

Shellenberger is another new devotee of the right who started his career as a progressive. Before being selected to report on Twitter, he had reinvented himself as a conservative superstar through his conspiratorial reporting on street crime, climate change denial, and trans rights. Since achieving fame and notoriety from the Twitter Files and testifying to Congress alongside Taibbi, Shellenberger has used his platform to further agitate for right-wing culture war issues—particularly on trans rights, as Soleil Ho wrote for the San Francisco Chronicle in November 2023. Ho notes that Shellenberger was a speaker at the Bigger Picture, a conference sponsored by Irish anti-trans organization Genspect, where he appeared alongside similarly minded media figures Jesse Singal and Ben Appel.19 Shellenberger’s speech, the programming note for the conference explained, would “place the battle against gender ideology within the larger struggle to protect free speech rights from progressive dogma and intolerance in the West.” The writer railed against gender dysphoria as part of “ideologically driven failures of civilization” and compared gender-affirming care to forced lobotomies.20

Taibbi has also dabbled in anti-trans culture war politics, cozying up to far-right personality Matt Walsh and endorsing his movie What Is a Woman?, widely criticized for its extremist and mean-spirited portrayal of trans identity and gender-based activism.

Taibbi found it a brilliant satire and advocated for the movie, tweeting in June 2023 that Twitter policies restricting an ad for the film because of hate speech had “no legitimate grounds.” “The movie contains no threats, no trick editing, and no hate speech—its satirical point is made using the statements of trans activists,” Taibbi said, adding in an imperiled tone that “if this can be suppressed, anything can.”21

For two writers who had claimed to be antiestablishment, it was an interesting choice to appear at the House hearing in March 2023 at the behest of some of the most powerful people in the world. Under questioning, Taibbi defended his reporting and access to Musk. He admitted that during the process he had access to internal systems, but not to “personal information of any kind.”22 However, he declined to detail how he had reached an agreement with the billionaire.

Democrats didn’t do a great job questioning the two. At times, they acted more combative than was necessary and sniped at the witnesses on specious grounds rather than deploying substantive attacks. Taibbi and Shellenberger were referred to by Virgin Islands delegate Stacey Plaskett as “so-called journalists,” a misstep that earned her deserved pushback from Taibbi, who listed his past award-winning work.23

In an article on the hearing at the libertarian news site Reason, senior editor Robby Soave ripped Democrats for criticizing the reporters and casting doubt on their motivations, calling their behavior “ludicrous” and “tone-deaf personal attacks.”24

Whether Taibbi and Shellenberger should have expected a warm response is somewhat irrelevant. The hearing was pure political theater and not intended to change anyone’s mind. Democrats leaned all the way into conspiracist implications that Russia was behind what was clearly a case of mutual self-interest between Musk and two well-known right-leaning journalists. Republicans, only too happy to feed the self-victimization that acts as the prime motivator for right-wing politics, defended their witnesses. 

Taibbi’s alliance with House GOP members like Jordan shows that the desire for attention and material benefit tempers any sense of challenging power. He’s willing to make exceptions to his own rules when it suits him.
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Taibbi’s praise for conservatives continued. On April 25, 2023, he spoke at Yale University’s Buckley Institute and during a post-talk interview gushed over his admiration for how the campus conservatives of today are more dynamic and open-minded than the loners of his time. “I feel like the modern incarnation of the William F. Buckley conservative feels like a very different kind of personality type than the ones that I might’ve known as a young person,” Taibbi said. “I think they’re responding to problems not only on campus in terms of intellectual intolerance, but also to shifts in the political landscape that have made it difficult to simply go along [with] a monoculture in upper-class American society. So I can understand being part of this kind of group much more than I might have in the past.”25

During another hearing before Congress on November 30, 2023, Taibbi repeated his claims that the Twitter Files showed a government-led threat of censorship which represented a menace to the domestic political order and that, notably, it was the liberals who were responsible. Taibbi began by overhyping the threat of social media moderation policies and hinting at a broader conspiracy against freedom of expression. “There’s been a dramatic shift in attitudes about speech, and many politicians now clearly believe the bulk of Americans can’t be trusted to digest information,” he said in his opening statement. “This mindset imagines that if we see one clip from [Russian English-language state media network Russia Today] we’ll stop being patriots, that once exposed to hate speech we’ll become bigots ourselves, that if we read even one Donald Trump tweet we’ll become insurrectionists.”26

Asked by Rep. Elise Stefanik (R-NY) if the efforts of national security efforts amounted to election interference, Taibbi demurred. But he did say, even as “someone who doesn’t vote for Republicans,” he was disturbed at what he had seen. “They all tend to drift in one direction,” Taibbi said of the political makeup of the intelligence services. When Jim Jordan (R-OH) suggested that there was a “realignment happening” politically due to the issue of free speech, Taibbi agreed.

And he did more than that. Taibbi even told the committee that “until recently free speech, and free speech culture, was uncontroversially embraced by both parties.” Now, Taibbi suggested, the right—represented in the hearing by the party that led the charge in denying people abortion access and the right to easily vote—was the only side still interested in liberty.27
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CHAPTER 14

“Hard for Me to Change My Mind”

“Christianity, the main religion of the Western world, always takes the side of the victim,” Peter Thiel said, adding, “you should think of wokeness as ultra-Christianity or hyper-Christianity.”

Thiel adheres to an overarching philosophy—power. It’s one of the reasons he rejects the “woke” ideology of equity, as he explained to comedians Konstantin Kisin and Francis Foster on their Triggernometry podcast in July 2024. The billionaire investor said he sees Christianity as the ultimate “woke” religion for its focus on the poor, sick, and weak.1

He may be extreme, but Thiel’s not unique in his views (other than being so public with them); others in his class and cohort hold similar beliefs.2 “The mansplaining billionaire is a new phenomenon of this decade,” The Code author Margaret O’Mara told me.3

Thiel’s money is often found on the fringes of the right. He funds a number of ideological publications, including the Journal of American Greatness, American Affairs, Quillette, and Inference. He’s also a backer of the “intellectual dark web,” a collection of none-too-bright online influencers who have presented themselves as learned scholars to eager Dunning–Kruger types.

Politically, Thiel has backed anti-immigration extremist Kris Kobach in Kansas, along with Josh Hawley, J.D. Vance, and Blake Masters. The billionaire has spread his wealth so widely across the conservative discourse sphere that it’s almost impossible to track.4 “He isn’t like the general putting his chips on the table and drawing out a coherent plan,” a source close to Thiel told the Washington Post in 2022. “He is taking strong sniper shots for people and things he cares about. He is more like a professor. But intellectually, he is in battle mode.”5

That April, a Vanity Fair story by James Pogue examined how the billionaire was funding a New Right revamp. He gave money to hard-right racists like Curtis Yarvin as well as a coterie of failed or striving young Hollywood types rebranding as conservatives and looking to make a splash.

Pogue attended a Thiel-aligned after-party in Orlando during the National Conservatism Conference in November 2021 and noted the attendees: Yarvin, soon-to-be-senator Vance, Newsweek editor Josh Hammer, Trump official Michael Anton, writers Chris Arnade and Sohrab Ahmari, and others. The New Right, Pogue wrote, “is heavily populated by people with graduate degrees, so there’s a lot of debate about who is in it and whether or not it even exists… but there’s also a highly online set of Substack writers, podcasters, and anonymous Twitter posters.” This new political alignment, funded by Thiel, is a combination of intelligentsia-style academics and online influencers.

The success of the populist, reactionary ideology promoted by Thiel is unsurprising, writes Naomi Klein in Doppelganger: A Trip into the Mirror World. Driven by “rising stars on the right” funded by Thiel and others, this politics reminds Klein of movements of the left that look to address systemic inequities in the global capitalist system. But while the left hasn’t turned that message into power, the right has been able to disguise a reactionary, brutal agenda in terms more familiar to the Occupy Wall Street crowd: “They promise a mix-and-match of bringing back factory jobs that pay family-supporting wages, building the border wall, fighting the toxic drug supply, liberating speech from Big Tech, and banning ‘woke’ curricula. Among those building careers around versions of this platform in the United States are JD Vance in Ohio, Josh Hawley in Missouri, and Kari Lake, who narrowly lost her bid to become governor of Arizona (and claimed, of course, that the election was stolen). Very similar versions of electoral diagonalism have taken root in countries around the world, from Sweden to Brazil.”6

The New Right is slippery because it is difficult to root out the actual influence of the group, with exceptions like Yarvin, whom Vance is proudly close to. It’s found limited purchase with some on the traditional left who reject individualism and view so-called traditional values as somehow antiestablishment.7

Because the movement is so often relegated to the fringe, the extent of its impact can be difficult to quantify. But with the ascendance of Vance in the GOP and the other figures in the New Right orbit in media and discourse shaping, it’s hard to argue that it’s not having some effect. 

The success of the conservative ideology he’s pushed hasn’t filled Thiel with much satisfaction. He wants more. It’s just not enough, as he explained to The Atlantic’s Barton Gellman, the former Washington Post reporter who helped report the Snowden leak, in November 2023. The billionaire recounted to Gellman investment after investment that didn’t make the real, earthshaking shift in humanity he’d hoped for. Crypto, seasteading, SpaceX: one after another, assets in Thiel’s portfolio were failing to make a difference. Regardless of whether they made him money, none resulted in the enlightened “escape from politics in all its forms” he had dreamed of in his 2009 “Education of a Libertarian” manifesto.8

Thiel told Gellman he was disillusioned with politics and unhappy that his great wealth hadn’t been able to change the world to his satisfaction. The stated reason for the interview, a rarity for Thiel, was so he could hold himself accountable for a commitment not to spend money on the 2024 campaign cycle. “By talking to you,” Thiel told Gellman, “it makes it hard for me to change my mind.”9

He wasn’t alone in his political discontent. By November 2023, tech leaders were frustrated with Trump but struggled to figure out where best to put their money. A political adviser from the tech industry told the Washington Post that donors were becoming increasingly disenchanted with the message: “There’s such a massive disconnect right now between caucus-goers and primary voters and the people who write the big super PAC checks. We don’t care about [transgender] kids going to bathrooms. We care about dismantling the regulatory state.”10

Keith Rabois—the lawyer whose homophobic comments at Stanford netted him the support of Thiel but widespread criticism from the student body—told the Post that Trump shared many of the goals of the Silicon Valley elite. But, he added, the former president’s follow-through on dismantling the regulatory state was hamstrung by his behavior: “Instead of just executing relentlessly, he would cause turmoil and chaos, and that would interfere with his agenda.”

By summer 2024, the tech leaders had largely dispensed with any illusions about their political preferences. In short order, Andreessen, Musk, Sacks, and others in their orbit came out publicly for Trump, pledging the Republican their endorsements and support. For Andreessen, the “final straw” was a proposal from the Biden administration to tax unrealized capital gains, something the billionaire said in mid-July “makes startups completely implausible.”11

That influence hasn’t been overlooked. “It’s Peter Thiel’s party now,” journalist Dave Weigel tweeted during the 2024 RNC, and it’s hard to argue the point—Thiel’s close associate J.D. Vance was chosen as Trump’s running mate and Hulk Hogan, the wrestler who with Thiel’s backing successfully sued Gawker out of existence, spoke on the last night of the convention before Donald Trump.12
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Like Marc Andreessen, Thiel has been open about his politics for years; unlike Andreessen, Thiel has a coherent plan. Andreessen’s rants are often reactive and primarily promote his personal brand and the products he invests in. Thiel is quiet: there’s a long-term project here he’s working on, and the glimpses we get of his interior mental life indicate a calculated approach.

These differences extend to how they manage their companies. Tech writer Edward Ongweso Jr. noted how Andreessen “loses his shit online when people criticize his companies.”13 Thiel, on the other hand, tends to keep his head down publicly concerning his investments. And he’s practical—he supported Alex Karp to run Palantir after they cofounded it back in 2004, despite ideological differences. “We bonded on this intellectual level where he was this crazy leftist and I was this crazy right-wing person,” Thiel later said of his liberal friend.14

In August 2024, Karp placed some of the blame for Trump’s rise on the tech industry. “I don’t believe you would have a Trump phenomenon without the excesses of Silicon Valley,” he told the New York Times. “Very, very wealthy people who support policies where they don’t have to absorb the cost at all. Just also the general feeling that these people are not tethered to our society, and simultaneously are becoming billionaires.”15

It’s not only the Silicon Valley investors who are publicly sympathetic to conservative politics backing the New Right. As the Daily Beast reported in November 2023, Pierre Omidyar—best known in media for backing The Intercept—is one of the funders of the American Compass, a group with ties to the New Right movement that Trump is a part of.16 The organization is a partner of Project 2025, an initiative to reshape the federal government in a far-right mold, using Trump as the main vector to insert these ideas into the US political mainstream.17

That’s likely not a shock to people paying close attention. Despite his support for the left-leaning Intercept, Omidyar has been described as politically “very libertarian,” primarily interested in economics and uninterested in other ways of interpreting the world, once reportedly saying, “Commerce and trade is at the base of all human activity.”18

The tech industry’s insular politics are partly due to the long-standing relationships of the small group of people in charge, brought together by wealth and living in a charmed circle with a small footprint. Silicon Valley remains an area where people are geographically proximate, their children go to the same schools, they see one another at the same restaurants, and they all have overlapping investor relationships. “This is also related to the kind of Steve Jobs brilliant jerk archetype, which is, ‘It’s okay to be an asshole in Silicon Valley—and in fact, assholes get things done, and nice guys don’t,’” O’Mara said. “That’s the other thing that’s coursing through this, allowing people to have no apologies for what they’re doing and to feel justified whatever the means are, because their ends are ultimately worthy.”19

Commentator Mehdi Hasan told me he wonders whether the tech leaders are funding the right for their own material gain or for ideological reasons. How much is it a cynical, calculated strategy? And how much is it that these billionaires are a warning to the public that the more time you spend in the dregs of the internet, the more you can become radicalized?

Hasan doesn’t think it’s solely a calculated move. There’s too much indication in their histories that these men were already headed toward a conservative politics; it’s beyond parody how they narcissistically see themselves as prophets of a new, postwoke age. “You take away the millions or billions, you take away their tech companies, you take away whatever achievements they have in that field,” Hasan said, “and these guys are nothing different than a young guy sitting in his parents’ basement getting redpilled.”20
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“If you contradict the official narrative, then they write a hit piece about you—that’s how they try to enforce discipline,” David Sacks told his fellow cohosts of the All-In podcast in 2022.21 Sacks hosts the show with longtime ally Jason Calacanis and fellow tech investors David Friedberg and Chamath Palihapitiya. All-In started in spring 2020 during the pandemic lockdown. It’s since exploded with hundreds of thousands of listeners per episode and even hosts conferences for fans—one such event featured statistician Nate Silver and a conversation with Glenn Greenwald and Matt Taibbi.22 The show is pitched to listeners as an opportunity to eavesdrop on the back-and-forth of a group of friends who play poker together discussing the deeper questions of life. Instead—and I know this is going to come as a surprise—All-In delivers barely hidden right-wing talking points to a growing audience, featuring appearances by Tucker Carlson, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Vivek Ramaswamy, and Elon Musk.

Rather than projecting new ideas into the discourse, the show largely retreads boilerplate Republican politics. The hosts are more interested in fame than they are in anything approaching an original idea. “Godspeed to them in their slippery journey in climbing the particularly greasy pole of influencer fame they so eagerly seek,” journalist Kara Swisher said of the quartet in fall 2023.23

As Thiel fades into the background of the right-wing movement—at least for now—Sacks is attempting to take on his mentor’s position as tech-conservative guru. In June 2024, he hosted a fundraiser for Trump at his San Francisco mansion and had the candidate appear on his podcast.24 As Jacob Silverman wrote at the New Republic in October 2022, “Sacks is quietly becoming the leading practitioner of a new right-wing sensibility that has emerged in the political realignments provoked by Trumpism and the pandemic.” It’s a politics that is somewhat incoherent in the details:

On foreign policy, it offers a blend of isolationism, Trumpist nationalism, suspicion of the deep state, and the anti-empire realism of John Mearsheimer. Domestically, the vision is more muddled, a series of angry poses, a politics of pique, much of it playing out on Twitter, Callin, YouTube, Rumble, Substack, and other online media, especially among people who may have once counted themselves on the left but now can’t countenance the sight of homeless encampments. It’s The Young Turks host Ana Kasparian dedicating an episode to “violent criminals being let off easy” in California; Jacobin columnist Ben Burgis calling critics of Kasparian’s reactionary takes on bail reform and other criminal legal system issues the “silliest scolds of the online left”; and Nando Vila, a Jacobin contributor and onetime host of The Jacobin Show, arguing that fighting false perceptions about crime is “definitely a losing battle, because all you have to do is see that it is real” in the form of homelessness, which has been increasingly criminalized.25

Such rhetoric has a deleterious effect on real people once it becomes tech-backed policy, as Floridians discovered in February 2024. The state’s Republican governor Ron DeSantis echoed anti-crime language targeting the unhoused when he called to put Florida’s homeless people into camps. The Tampa Bay Times traced the proposal back to the Cicero Institute, an Austin, Texas–based think tank.26 Started by Palantir cofounder and longtime Thiel ally Joe Lonsdale, Cicero says on its website that it prefers a means-tested approach to providing services: “Performance-based contracts should be the standard in public contracting, and especially for homeless services. Instead of paying non-profits based on the amount of services provided, some or all of the contract should be contingent on the performance of the provider.”

It’s disruption of the public sector’s responsibilities done the Silicon Valley way, ensuring that taking care of vulnerable populations is done with an eye toward ruthless efficiency, not reducing harm.27
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Balaji Srinivasan’s idea of a new startup nation—the network state—is perhaps the natural endpoint of this style of politics. The former a16z executive has called for Silicon Valley to leave the United States, creating a virtual exit to a new society where citizenship is defined by ownership and the frontier attitude is supplemented by crowdfunding.

No roughing it for Srinivasan. This new land is idealized as a new Israel—itself a telling choice, as Israel is a militarized and paranoid ethnostate built on exploitation.28 He even called his view of a new state “something like tech Zionism” and called on his supporters to wear gray shirts to be identified. As Gil Duran wrote at the New Republic in April 2024, “Grays would also receive special ID cards providing access to exclusive, Gray-controlled sectors of the city. In addition, the Grays would make an alliance with the police department, funding weekly ‘policeman’s banquets’ to win them over.”29

Taking over media was a focal point at October 2023’s Network State Conference in Amsterdam, which featured speakers calling for, among other things, crowdfunding a new state.30 In his presentation, Srinivasan promised a “parallel establishment,” including a parallel media apparatus.

That media apparatus was on display at the event, featuring appearances by “Vitalik Buterin, Anatoly Yakovenko, Garry Tan, the Winklevosses, and Tyler Cowen”—and, of course, Glenn Greenwald.31 Greenwald’s brief speech followed a predictable pattern, focused primarily on his own work and warning of threats to open discourse. The pundit used the network state framing of a decentralized internet to promote himself and his vision of a world where free speech is under assault from disinformation groups and shadowbans.32

On the face of it, the idea of decentralized corporate city-states should be anathema to someone like Greenwald, and he later told me he saw the appearance mainly as a speaking opportunity and finds aspects of the network state movement “creepy.”33 But Srinivasan is a powerful mover and shaker in the circles Greenwald travels in these days—connected to a16z and a Thiel confidant and coinvestor on several projects.

Making new cities excites Andreessen, too. According to reporting from Puck, “Andreessen has privately described his next big project as something else entirely: California Forever, a controversial plan backed by his firm and other tech billionaires to build a brand-new city in Solano County.”34 Flannery Associates Inc., a group of tech VCs and other powerful investors led by former Goldman Sachs investor Jan Sramek, is buying up land at a rate of roughly eleven thousand acres a year.35 The shadowy group—Michael Moritz, Reid Hoffman, Marc Andreessen, and Chris Dixon are confirmed to be involved—was the subject of an August 2023 hearing on their aims for the land.36

Rep. John Garamendi (D-CA) testified against the group, saying that “Flannery Associates finally revealed, after five years, their plan to use an initiative to override local zoning that protects Travis Air Force Base and the farmers, in order to build a mega-city east of Fairfield.”37 A January 4, 2024, New Republic article by Duran noted that “Flannery Associates, the billionaires’ front group, sneaked around for five years on a stealth mission to snatch up $900 million worth of agricultural land in Solano County, where land use laws expressly forbid projects like the one the group proposes.” The purpose of the project, Duran continued, is likely the same kind of technological libertarian city-state Srinivasan endorses.38

This time there is more city up Thiel’s sleeve. As Mother Jones reported, the billionaire supports a startup called the Praxis Society. Srinivasan is also an investor. Praxis CEO and cofounder Dryden Brown, the young son of a private equity manager from Santa Barbara, California, is known for his anti-democracy and promonarchy views. Despite not having much of a plan or even a site for the hypothetical municipality, the NYU dropout raised over $19 million for building a city on the Mediterranean coast. He’s spending cash to attract New York City elite hipsters, many from the “Dimes Square” scene, to the Praxis and Thiel orbit.39

Brown told speechwriter Webster Stone that he found the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020 so terrifying he expected to be torn out of his New York home by a violent mob.40 No wonder he wants to move.
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The tech crew continued their efforts to maintain their lucrative position in the federal bureaucracy into 2024. Anduril, a weapons manufacturer headed by Thiel protégé Palmer Luckey, is invested in border surveillance and all manner of repressive uses of tech.41 The company expects to pull in annual revenue of $1 billion a year by 2026. “The first page of our first pitch deck said that Anduril will save western civilization and save taxpayers hundreds of billions of dollars a year as we make tens and tens of billions of dollars a year,” Luckey told the Financial Times in late March 2024. “The intent is to go toe to toe with the major primes and try and fight our way to an equal footing.”42 Luckey sees himself as a member of a “warrior class that is enthused and excited about enacting violence on others in pursuit of good aims,” he said that fall, adding, “You need people like me who are sick in that way and who don’t lose any sleep making tools of violence.”43

The relationship hadn’t wavered in the Biden administration. Federal funding for Silicon Valley’s national security tech development was the driving motivator behind at a February 2024 hackathon event outside Los Angeles, where tech workers were asked to bring a startup mentality to weapons development. Andreessen Horowitz was all over the contest, according to the Washington Post: “At least three dozen funds are dedicated to the market, according to the Defense Investor Network, investing in newly-coined sectors such as defense tech, deep tech, hard tech, and space tech. Most have militaristic branding, like Andreessen Horowitz’s American Dynamism fund, General Catalyst’s Global Resilience fund, and Shield Capital’s ‘frontier technologies’ fund, which boasts the motto: ‘Mission Matters.’ On Wednesday, the prominent start-up incubator Y Combinator announced a new fund dedicated to defense, space, and robotics.”44

Andrew Côté, an engineer who works as a scout for Andreessen Horowitz, was one of the judges; he tweeted that the aim of the program was “building hard tech for the defense of the West” by putting together war technology for Ukraine.45 As Trae Stephens, a partner at Thiel’s Founders Fund, put it, the hackathon was part of an overall “public embrace of nationalism” in the tech industry, a sentiment echoed by twenty-year-old Georgetown University School of Foreign Service student and hackathon participant Rasmus Dey Meyer. “It’s a lot more socially acceptable to be unabashedly patriotic in the national interest,” Dey Meyer told the Post, adding, naively, that shaping the best future would be done “by building the best possible arsenal to make sure that war never happens.”46

Later that month, officials from the Defense Department’s Defense Innovation Unit (DIU) said they were looking to strengthen ties between Silicon Valley and Washington to access commercial technologies and “plug [them] in quite quickly and modify modestly to solve some warfighter and national security needs.” “The commercial tech sector, including large and small companies, is increasingly ready and eager to partner with the department,” DIU director Doug Beck told federal IT news outlet GovCIO Media and Research. “Real and perceived cultural barriers notwithstanding, the number and capability of companies developing dual-use technology—and the talent and investment energy that is flowing into those efforts—is inspiring.”47
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Given the “inspiring” nature of their cash-generating contracts, it makes sense that the rich and powerful view “identity” as a genuine threat to their constellation of interests. The real danger is to their bottom line. Superficial solidarity of identity can breed real solidarity in the workplace. The threat of unionization is omnipresent.

That’s why right-wing populism is an inversion of power dynamics. Here, Black Lives Matter protesters, people asking for preferred pronouns to be respected, and the sexually harassed are those in power, while wealthy elites like Peter Thiel, David Sacks, and Donald Trump are the powerless, plucky rebels fighting against the tide.

Matt Taibbi, likely hoping to keep his audience engaged now that the Twitter Files well has largely run dry, has endorsed this point of view. In a March 2024 note on his Substack, Taibbi listed reasons why he sees the GOP as the weaker of the two parties, despite controlling the Supreme Court, a majority of state legislatures, and the House of Representatives. “The Republicans have very little institutional power nationally,” Taibbi wrote. “It’s not their point of view prevailing in schools, on campuses, in newsrooms (where over 90% of working reporters vote blue), and especially in the intelligence and military apparatus, which has openly aligned itself with Democrats. Even if Donald Trump were a ‘threat to Democracy’ he lacks the institutional pull to do much damage, which can’t be said of Democrats.”48

Taibbi’s post sparked ridicule, naturally. It was over-the-top self-victimization by one of the most influential and well-known journalists running interference for some of the most powerful people on the planet. Jerry Iannelli, a reporter with The Appeal, tied Taibbi’s sentiments to Greenwald and Young Turks host Cenk Uygur, himself a recent convert to a version of this style of conservatism. “You don’t have to take a word of what Matt Taibbi says seriously nowadays—him, Greenwald, Cenk, etc are among the few ppl who thought you could get rich and famous and buy a boat from leftist journalism,” Iannelli tweeted, “and they’ve just finally pivoted to where the real money is.”49

Right-wing ideological shifts are a well-worn deflection tactic to evade criticism and accountability. Anyone who challenges conservative ideology is screamed down for “censorship” and a perceived hostility to “free speech.” This is a cynical take on the right to expression from the side of the aisle that instead actively works to silence its critics legislatively.

A dreamworld of open inquiry sounds good in practice. But the thought leaders in the current alt right-wing media always come back to gender reductionism, racial science, and the freedom to ask questions about those topics. These are not the kinds of ideas threatening the power elite. In fact, the forbidden conversations Taibbi, Greenwald, Weiss, and others are having are the same ones that have been promoted by meritocracy-obsessed conservatives for decades.

Regardless of whether people are being censored for wrongthink, as Greenwald and Taibbi claim, the conflict is actually between two elite views of the world that roughly fall along left and right that conservatives have framed as a question of freedom of expression. The Twitter Files story—selective leaks from the world’s richest person, a major defense contractor—wasn’t free speech, it was shadowboxing. Musk curated the long and short of what was revealed for his own benefit. This conflict over information dissemination is displacing oppression as a political motivator; it’s an ideology of fake grievances, fake anti-imperialism, and fake anti-war.50

Concerns about left scolding in the discourse seem like much ado about nothing when held up against the actual moves of the right to silence dissent and speech in the United States. But the terms of the debate have been set, and many centrist commentators are only too happy to take the opportunity to ally with the right’s ideological framing and scatter a few hits on the left.

Twitter’s Ouroboros of media in-chatter has pushed back against dangerous ideas and brought a left-leaning social program to the fore. It’s also had the counter effect of pushing right-wing ideas onto the public and helped convince the political and media classes that the electorate is much more conservative than it really is. When those thoughts become policy, the harm is real.

The appeal of this way of doing, or at least performing, politics, is clear: it’s simple and unchallenging. Yet there are consequences to this approach. Political battles that accept the framing of the right are destined to lose and tie up progressive energy; meanwhile, conservative lawmakers and thought leaders make real-world strides in oppressing marginalized communities and strangling democracy.

The new right-wing media’s funders aim to motivate those who operate in that world to continue moving toward the conclusion of the tech titans. It’s not evidence of a strong ideological foundation, nor does it lend itself to the kind of reporting and commentary that holds power to account. Instead, it’s the opening salvo in a battle to get more right-wing eyes on your product and keep making money.

1







CHAPTER 15

“Exposed as Frauds”

“Fundamentally, Glenn Greenwald is a hypocrite—a huge hypocrite,” writer Nikki McCann Ramírez told me. “In Spanish, we’d call him a convenenciero, someone who acts based on their own convenience and self-interest.”

Greenwald could also be described as a “barnacle,” Ramírez added, attaching himself to whatever philosophy or alignment is most likely to result in attention, outrage, and audience. The only through line to his philosophy is aggressive criticism of the liberal establishment which he frames as the dominant American political power, no matter who controls the government.1 The charge applies to Matt Taibbi too—both men have proven to have fungible politics and conditional principles other than their own self-advancement. But the contradictions are getting harder to manage.

A familiar refrain from Greenwald whenever he’s criticized from the left is that he didn’t change—his critics did. To prove it, he’ll often rely on polls showing how liberal trust in the national security state soared in the Trump years as conservative support for it declined. He’s screenshotted one image from a 2021 survey showing liberal affection for US intelligence services in the aftermath of the Trump administration dozens of times, in dozens of arguments. It touches on the two lodestones of his politics: his tendency to punch left and his opposition to the surveillance state.2

Unsurprisingly, Greenwald objects to any classification of his beliefs. “I always tried to shy away from those labels precisely because they are unnecessarily alienating,” he told me. “If you can create a coalition and attract support for a cause, why put a name on it that other people might run away from?”3 

In practice, however, Greenwald prefers to fight on the right side of the culture war terrain, making himself an avatar for reactionary resentment. He used to be someone who identified serious threats to democracy. Today, he has identified his enemies as the people he considers on his immediate right, and his allies as those to his far right.
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Critics frequently claim, often with the benefit of hindsight, that Greenwald’s left credentials haven’t ever been strong. He’s not known for supporting labor or holding left-leaning economic beliefs. He seldom, if ever, talks about unions or worker power, and doesn’t try to counter the overall ideology of capitalism. He’s only selectively critiqued the billionaire class and has no innate suspicion of corporate power or rich people, unless it’s in his interest. He’s always had a libertarian streak, which left-wing allies overlooked when they were in a marriage of convenience with him due to mutual enemies.4

Greenwald told me that his personal politics are still in line with the left on some issues. When it comes to economics, he rejects unfettered capitalism and endorses a strong safety net. He also labeled his social politics as more in line with progressivism than with the right. “The ethos of the left is something that I’ve always felt closer to than the ethos of the right, although definitely that has evolved,” Greenwald said. “I think the ethos of left and right has changed since Trump. I think Trump has changed so much of everything.”5

But his shift predates Trump. Greenwald, like Taibbi, moved right in reaction to a number of developments in the US political and cultural spheres. So-called cancel culture—often a dismissive way to refer to criticism of powerful media and political figures—was a major inflection point. New norms pitted long-standing powerful discourse hounds like Greenwald and Taibbi against a new wave of journalists and activists who rejected the bad behavior of the older generations. This conflict, much like the egalitarian chaos of social media, also helped break the brains of wealthy tech executives who were confronted by a public that wasn’t prepared to be deferential.

Despite what they claim, critics of cancel culture are not against censorship. Rather, they object to certain kinds of speech: the kind that’s critical of them and their friends. Greenwald has fallen in with a crowd and ideology that holds progressive wrongthinkers as the greatest threat to liberty, while politically powerful conservatives who are actually restraining speech are not a concern. “The people who are opposed to what they call cancel culture are critics of certain kinds of speech; they think that you should not be criticizing speech in certain ways,” FAIR editor Jim Naureckas told me. “And that is not a free speech position.”6

Greenwald’s approach to discourse relies on a disconnect between worrying about how people express disapproval of others online and on campuses and the material state attacks on speech. For Greenwald to present people harshly criticizing others on Twitter as analogous to—let alone more worthy of discussion than—book bans and other assaults on the First Amendment is unwarranted. It’s a misunderstanding of what speech and power are, and an indication to Naureckas that Greenwald is confusing today’s culture war battles with his time “fighting the Bush administration and fighting against the NSA and fighting genuine threats to democracy.” “At some point he seemed to feel that he gets more of that sense from aligning with Tucker Carlson and the critique of the liberal failure to oppose the surveillance state, to oppose US imperialism,” Naureckas said. “It’s a perfectly valid critique, but when you decide that the liberals are your real enemy and that the enemies of your enemy are your friends, that’s when you start to lose the sense of what the political terrain actually looks like.”7

That’s one way to look at Greenwald’s rightward pivot: frustration and anger with failed liberal politics which resulted in allying himself with reactionaries. His rejection of Russiagate fueled his political alliance with grievance-driven conservatives who see the Russian state as a Christian nation under attack from the left, rather than a complex country with competing interests to the United States. Their social conservatism has rubbed off on him, evidenced by his comments on the Great Replacement and his attacks on trans people.

However, rejecting Russiagate and the liberal embrace of Never Trump Republicans does not necessarily mean embracing the far right. For media critics like Adam Johnson—and me—the media fixation on Russia in the aftermath of Trump’s 2016 victory was a misinformation movement overtaking the Democratic Party and mainstream media and thus needed to be resisted. But for Greenwald and others more attuned to the right, it quickly became about attacking liberals, period.

“Russiagate kind of broke his brain—I think Russiagate broke a lot of people’s brains—because it really did shake up political coalitions in media in a way that accelerated the dynamic of grievance politics,” Johnson told me.8
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In July 2022, at the libertarian conference FreedomFest, Greenwald appeared on a panel alongside social conservative Erick Erickson. Despite Erickson’s past as a virulent anti-LGBTQ bigot, Greenwald did not critique him.9 Nor did Greenwald bring up Erickson’s long history of racist remarks. If he had, he might have used language a writer named Glenn Greenwald did in 2010, noting that Erickson “sent around the most rancid and arguably racist tweets, only to thereafter be hired as a CNN contributor.”10

Similarly, Greenwald used to cite conspiracy theorist Alex Jones and his website as examples of taking antiestablishment thinking too far. In 2018, Greenwald agreed with Sen. Marco Rubio (R-FL) that Jones was “crazy” in a tweet suggesting, not without merit, that Rubio was as well.11 A year later, Greenwald noted that “the idea that Putin controls Trump and the U.S. Government through hidden blackmail power is as deranged, mindless, stupid, and unhinged as anything Alex Jones has ever advocated.”12 Greenwald used Infowars as a counter to claims that going on Fox was a mistake, telling journalist Sam Sacks in 2019, “I don’t see Alex Jones and Fox as being the same, nor, more importantly, do I see the Alex Jones audience as the same as the Fox audience in terms of receptiveness to ideas.”13 Greenwald suggested that Laurence Tribe, a Harvard law professor who has dived deep into liberal conspiracy theories, should get a job with Infowars, as a way to illustrate how far Tribe had gone down the rabbit hole.14 Greenwald tweeted in 2020 that Susan Rice’s claim that Russia was behind the Black Lives Matter movement was “fucking lunacy—conspiratorial madness of the worst kind,” adding that it was “Infowars-level junk.”15 As recently as four years ago, the notorious website was a catchall term in Greenwald’s lexicon for preposterous conspiracy theories.

But in 2021, after social media companies united to remove Jones from their platforms (a process that began in 2018), Greenwald began hailing the conspiracist as something of a hero who had been unfairly censored. Focused, as always, on his interpretation of free speech, Greenwald claimed that Jones and Milo Yiannopoulos, a notorious troll and bigot, had been “de-personed” by their bans, implying that some great anti-free-speech crime had been committed against them.16

In 2022, the laudatory documentary Alex’s War was released. Just weeks before, a jury had determined Jones owed nearly $50 million in compensatory and punitive damages for defamation against families of the victims of the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting, where twenty-six people, mostly small children, were killed by a twenty-year-old man named Adam Lanza. Jones had smeared the families of the victims for years, calling the shooting a false flag operation and implying the parents were acting.

In a softball interview onstage at the film’s world premiere in Austin, Texas, Greenwald—who often emphasizes parenting and his devotion to his children as a universalizing experience with political enemies and allies alike—seemed uninterested in digging into difficult questions around the consequences of Jones’s rhetoric. Instead, the conversation opened with Greenwald asking Jones how, as someone who was “disturbingly handsome in a very mainstream, normal way” with “a natural charisma,” he chose the noble path of independence from mainstream media narratives. “I think you clearly, had you been someone who was willing to affirm rather than question establishment pieties, could have ended up as like a meteorologist on Good Morning America, or some Anderson Cooper type,” Greenwald gushed. “I’m wondering if you were aware of that potential, and purposefully chose to reject it for a different path—the path of misfits and outcasts that we’re surrounded by, delightfully—or whether it was so natural to your personality that you never even considered trying to pursue that kind of mainstream acceptability.”17

Later, Greenwald asked Jones about his treatment of the Sandy Hook parents. Greenwald, a father of two, could have been expected to take a hard line against Jones’s yearslong harassment campaign aimed at grieving parents. But he rejected this approach, declaring, “I’m not going to jump through hoops in order to appease people angry that I’m here.” Rather, he wanted to know about how Jones came to realize he was wrong about the massacre. “We watched you in the film come very clean about the fact that you made statements that turned out to be untrue,” Greenwald said. “You’ve obviously spent a lot of reflective time. It’s like the soulful Alex Jones we got to see in the last part of the film. What is it that you think caused you to do that?” Given the lawsuits and potential for financial catastrophe, Jones’s motivations for apologizing were not likely “reflective” or evidence of a more “soulful” side of his personality. Greenwald’s doe-eyed gullibility strained credulity.

I asked Greenwald about this in 2024. I was disappointed, I said, because he frequently referred to fatherhood to emphasize that human experience can transcend politics. Greenwald told me he knew he would have been better received if he had taken a more hostile approach and drilled down on Sandy Hook, but that he wanted instead to ask more probing questions about Jones’s career. “What I was trying to ask him was, you obviously had these opportunities to have a career in mainstream media, you were in that realm,” Greenwald said. “You have the looks for it, you were telegenic. Why is it that you chose to go, like, rant and rave about the CIA 9/11 theories on public radio? I wanted to understand the choices he made, psychologically.”18

When Twitter reinstated the conspiracy theorist in December 2023, Greenwald hailed it as an important reversal of a political attack. “In 2018, all Big Tech platforms united to ban Jones: the first test case of their ability/willingness to de-person someone from the internet,” he tweeted, stripping away all context for why Jones had been banned in the first place: his use of those platforms to harass people, including targeting Sandy Hook families.19
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The cozy relationship has continued. On January 6, 2024, Jones and Greenwald appeared alongside former Trump appointee Darren Beattie in a little-watched debate about the 2021 vote certification riot with the Krassenstein brothers and Steven Bonnell, a YouTube streamer known as Destiny.20 In the discussion, Greenwald claimed there was ample evidence that the FBI could have been involved in the riot.

Greenwald told me that he did the debate, in part, to promote his position that the government is using January 6 as a pretext to institute repressive tactics against the citizenry on the basis that the riot was an insurrection. A year after the attacks, he skewered Democrats for treating former vice president Dick Cheney like a “beacon of American democracy,” in CNN’s words, and mocked House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) as she “gravely introduced Lin-Manuel Miranda and the cast of Hamilton to sermonize and sing about the importance of American democracy.”21 He told me that the politics around January 6 were similar to the excesses of the war on terror, when the national security state exaggerated the threats of Al-Qaeda, ISIS, and Russia. Greenwald described his side of the debate as the one that was “adversarial to the US security scheme, which doesn’t hold as right wing to me. But of course, you end up on the same side as conservatives because they’re the only ones who argue it’s not insurrection.”22

This is a fair, even reasonable position to take. But Greenwald has gone much further than simply arguing against the “insurrection” descriptor and how the riot has been used by politicians to introduce repressive surveillance tactics.

Perhaps the most notable example of his approach is how he treats Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. He celebrated the New York Democrat—at least until she chose to work within her caucus, something Greenwald (and, in fairness, some on the left) saw as a betrayal. Still, he was somewhat sympathetic, he tweeted in December 2020. In Brazil, his husband, David, was also finding working within a party system difficult. “Sometimes too many expectations are placed on AOC: no one person can destroy the DC establishment,” Greenwald said.23

Since January 6, however, he has repeatedly attacked and mocked her for fearing for her life during the attack on the Capitol. “Next week is the one-year anniversary of @AOC accusing Ted Cruz of ‘almost having me murdered’ and ‘trying to get me killed,’” he sneered in January 2022, referring to the congresswoman’s dismissal of bipartisanship in the wake of the riot.24

But to Ocasio-Cortez, the fear was real. “I didn’t think that I was just going to be killed,” she told CNN months later—referring in part to the psychosexual obsession the right has with her, and the sexually violent language used by her opponents—“I thought other things were going to happen to me as well.”25
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On October 6, 2023, Taibbi was a guest panelist on Fox News’s attempt at late-night humor, Gutfeld! He sat by politely laughing as the eponymous host played a parody of Paul and Linda McCartney’s 1971 hit “Uncle Albert” apologizing to Taibbi for hating the writer when he had been on the left. It was about as funny as anything on Gutfeld!, which is to say, not at all.26 But given Taibbi’s praise of Musk’s “pretty developed sense of humor,” perhaps he’s not the best judge of comedy.

On October 7, 2023, the day after that appearance, war exploded in Palestine. Fighters aligned with the militant group Hamas attacked southern Israel, killing over seven hundred civilians. The brutal response from Israel, which has as of this writing killed at minimum tens of thousands of people in the Gaza Strip—most of them civilians, many of them children—and rendered much of the territory uninhabitable, was highly polarizing. Democrats were put on defense as President Joe Biden gave unreserved, full-throated support to the Israeli campaign of revenge. Republicans wanted him to go further.27

The left was more or less opposed to the war, but the conflict quickly exposed a split on the right. On the one hand, the classic, neocon, interventionist GOP backs Israel to the hilt. On the other, a faction of the right opposes Israel, but not because of its relationship with Palestine. Rather, the opposition stems from extreme antisemitism.28

Greenwald was against the war. It was an admirable expression of consistency in his politics on the conflict, which have traditionally and almost exclusively come down on the side of the Palestinians. The decision cost him part of his audience. “We definitely lost, I would say, 15 percent of our subscribers for a couple [of] months, and had about a 10 percent to 20 percent drop in our viewership,” Greenwald told me. “I was doing Israel–Gaza every night and entirely on the side of the Palestinians, pretty much.”29

But, although his opposition to the war put him closer to his former ideological allies than he had been in years, Greenwald couldn’t resist the temptation to use the moment as another opportunity to slam the left. He may have been going against most of his new conservative constituency, but that was tempered by his attacks on their common enemy. He relentlessly put the onus on the left for their censorship and suggested the right seldom does this; worst of all, he continued to find a way to frame the issue as one of free speech rather than morality and power. “The pundits who spent years building very lucrative media brands pretending to be free speech advocates and opponents of censorship and campus safety-ism,” he tweeted on December 19, 2023, “only to embrace every left-liberal theory soon as it’s their own group claiming victimhood, have been exposed as frauds.”30

On January 18, 2024, in response to Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu effectively repeating the Palestinian peace and equality slogan “From the river to the sea,” Greenwald made a tortured comparison to the backlash against the racist replacement theory rhetoric he, Tucker Carlson, and other right-wing pundits had been repeating for over a year. “It’s always fascinating when one idea or phrase is permitted to be said by some people, then declared hate speech from others,” Greenwald tweeted. “Similar to how Dem operatives can say that immigration will change demographics in their favor, but it’s hate speech if you say that to critique it.”31
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The war on Gaza was a fulcrum point for Greenwald, who interpreted the conflict through the same social media free speech lens he interprets everything, as well as other tech-affiliated right-wing media figures. Bari Weiss did the same from her diametrically opposed ideological perspective, eagerly taking advantage of the opportunity afforded by the conflict to present her work as a necessary corrective to imagined anti-Israel bias in the mainstream media. Free Press traffic exploded with the war, and the publication was no longer seen as a side media outlet.32

Weiss’s influence on coverage of the war in pro-Israel media was quickly apparent. Israeli media referred to Americans opposed to the war as overly woke, confused people. In a fearmongering, bloodthirsty address to the Federalist Society in November 2023, Weiss declared that the world is in a “civilizational war,” with a third column in the West who supported the attacks of October 7 by protesting what was, inevitably, a brutal reprisal by Israel.

The speech attacked left-leaning ideologies as an “inverted worldview.” Weiss echoed the comments of her tech titan benefactors: “This is the ideology of vandalism in the true sense of the word—the Vandals sacked Rome. It is the ideology of nihilism. It knows nothing of how to build. It knows only how to tear down and to destroy.” No “makers” on the left, no men in the arena.33

Taibbi, often overly self-satisfied with his own independence, adopted a light version of the Free Press take.34 Appearing on gutter right-wing channel Newsmax TV on October 18, 2023, Taibbi railed against the permissiveness of universities and colleges that allowed students to protest Israel’s war on Gaza. “Universities really shouldn’t be in the business of politics,” Taibbi said. “They should be in the business of teaching young people how to think. At that age, they really don’t know a whole lot, and they need to learn how to learn. What’s happening instead is that they’re being told very definite things about political situations.”35

There were early indicators of where Taibbi’s politics were headed. It’s not necessarily that he was a reactionary, but more that he felt a kinship to the right. Add that to the material enticement of money and a platform, and you have a recipe for a right-wing turn.

Taibbi doesn’t see it that way. When I followed up to see if he’d change his mind on talking with me for this book, he replied, “In your letter you’re careful to say that my audience has changed, not my opinions or beliefs. That tells me you know I’ve been consistent in my views, which tells me you know the basic premise of your book is dishonest.”36

It’s up to the reader to assess if Taibbi is correct that the premise is dishonest. What’s indisputable is that the onetime liberal writer has worked tirelessly in recent years to ingratiate himself with a conservative audience and his right-wing benefactors, as has Greenwald.
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EPILOGUE

“This Is What They’ve Made Their Legacy”

“These are middle-aged men who are extremely well-off, who have been working in media and have been sort of names and personalities for a really long time prior to their turn toward whatever it is that they’re doing now,” Anna Merlan told me.

Matt Taibbi’s and Glenn Greenwald’s conservative heel turns are the result of the complicated intersection between personal branding and material incentives. Because their fame didn’t protect them from criticism, harsh feedback hurt even more. And the arrogance wasn’t something new.

“It’s not surprising that both of these people wanted to turn into being personal brands rather than part of a newsroom,” Merlan said. “And it’s not surprising that when you are pursuing this kind of personal branding exercise, you are also going to think about who a patron for you would be.”1

It’s also about getting older, having your politics change, and being unable to confront that in an honest way. That wasn’t so different from how Greenwald himself put it when I spoke to him in 2024. He argued that age leads to a more conservative and cautious outlet, unlike the more vigorous fighting for change of youth.

“Your needs are different,” he said.

You don’t really care about stability or security, you don’t have kids, you’re more willing to take risks. You get older, you’re more set in your ways. This is a very common human psychological development. And very often people become more, let’s say, conservative, not politically or ideologically, but mentally and emotionally. You start having kids. You want the world to be safer for them. You want to protect them. You never thought about those things before. You yourself have a way of thinking about the world, so radical challenges to it might seem weird to you, whereas before you would have been more open to things that were weird. So, I think this notion that the older generation thinks the younger generations are fucked and crazy and weird.… This is a very common human development.2
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Greenwald and Taibbi often claim that their motivation is to uncover the truth. To do that, they say, requires talking to a varied group of people and taking positions that might put them in opposition with erstwhile allies. Sure. There’s nothing wrong with having principles.

But Greenwald’s gravitational pull toward fighting for the far right has put him in a camp where it no longer matters whether he has sympathies for the movement’s fringe. He’s made his choice enough times that he is sending a message. Faced with limited time and resources, if one continually only defends conservatives it raises the question of where principle ends and opportunism begins.

Greenwald and Taibbi once understood the danger billionaires posed to journalism and the free flow of information. As social media became more important to understanding the world, control over it by a few rich men with dubious commitments to free speech was less than ideal. Independent media, they said, was key to the continuation of open discourse.

That’s the past. Today, both Greenwald and Taibbi are marching in lockstep with the right wing. They are hardly the first to adjust their politics and critiques to align with a new audience or benefactor. In fact, that’s what the rich and powerful count on. Corporate control of media has led us down a path where there are strict parameters in what you can or can’t say. Apply that idea to the narrow, partisan lane of tech-influenced discourse, and you have a good idea of where the Silicon Valley billionaires want to see debate.

Environmentalist Ted Nace, in his book Gangs of America: The Rise of Corporate Power and the Disabling of Democracy, describes the incentives and restrictions:

The increased concentration of media ownership is an issue with direct connections to the issue of corporate power. With a half-dozen immense corporations dominating media, and with “noncommercial” media such as National Public Radio increasingly dependent on corporate funding, opportunities for discussion about systemic issues of power have become increasingly rare. In this context, delving into such topics basically becomes a reason “not to get invited back on the show”—as though a sort of Emily Post of political manners had said, “It’s not polite to talk about corporate power in a public forum, just as we don’t argue about religion at a family reunion.”3

The value of using Taibbi and Greenwald is easy to understand. Credentialism plays a major role in getting the message out, especially on social media, and is one of the reasons Taibbi and Greenwald have had such success growing their followings. Their past work legitimizes them. It gives them more room to maneuver in the increasingly competitive world of the influencer, where people are trying to compete for limited eyeballs and dollars on monetized platforms. One way you make that happen is to push a more radical and more extreme message than anyone else, sending your audience the message that only you are telling the truth. It’s conveniently both a defense against wrongdoing and a way to advance your material interests.4
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Like sharks that always need to swim in order to breathe, Greenwald and his hangers-on always need to argue. Ironically, the decline of Twitter has taken a lot of that away from them. There’s no outside conversation to be had; for the contrarian crew, who were always dependent on being seen by their ideological opponents, that’s increasingly meant infighting.

“I’m not trying to say that Taibbi is a complete sellout or anything or that he just doesn’t have any integrity,” Zaid Jilani, a moderate ally of Greenwald’s, told former Bernie Sanders press secretary Briahna Joy Gray on her show Bad Faith in April 2024. “I still think he’s a very good writer. He does engage, I think very artfully, on a number of topics. But those topics do seem to be just completely aligned with his new reader base.”5

Taibbi—much like Greenwald, Rogan, and others in their ideological cohort—often presents himself as a rebel, the antithesis of rule-following drips who appeal to the refs. It’s easy to see the narrative’s appeal: they take stands no one else dares to; they’re not left or right, just rational. Inevitably, what comes out the other side is regurgitated Republican talking points.6

For all the protestations of worthier, loftier goals like free speech, the reality is that this group is only interested in the same right-wing issues as every other conservative: low taxes, starvation-level welfare, and increasing their own net worth. A sad army of recruits, desperate to avoid being seen as run-of-the-mill Republicans, are presenting themselves as edgy, hip, and different.

Whether Taibbi and Greenwald see themselves as on the right is an open question. It’s possible they consider themselves liberal in the classic sense, the phraseology used by right-wing charlatans for years to differentiate themselves from the so-called excesses of the left. Perhaps they instead consider themselves to be so far to the left that no one can match their political radicalism.

Taibbi’s and Greenwald’s political leanings were overlooked by their nominal allies in the past. Greenwald, for example, was always something of a civil libertarian, and it’s not hard to see how that politics could shift into a more overall libertarianism and right-wing ideology.7

The evidence would indicate that Taibbi has a real sympathy for conservative politics—he’s praised the right and made little secret of his ideological affiliation with the Republican Party. Taibbi’s reactionary tilt was on display in his Thanksgiving 2021 attack on Howard Zinn, a Substack post titled “Thanksgiving Is Awesome.” In the disdainful, mocking screed, Taibbi complained about how Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States talked about all the bad things America had done and none of the good things. Admitting he used to be a fan of the work, Taibbi wrote, “Decades later, in the middle of a reverse cultural mania that devours it as gospel, Zinn’s book reads like the rantings of a mental patient.” The column could have been at home in the opinion pages of the New York Post.8

Nonetheless, it is still a bit of a shock to the system that Taibbi, who comes from an anti-corporate reporting background and exposed greed and power through his Wall Street reporting, now toadies for Republican members of Congress. I wondered how Taibbi might rationalize his GOP affiliation, sycophantic coverage of Musk, and his general conservative shift. Maybe, like Greenwald, he truly believes that the threat of censorious liberalism is so severe that it requires drastic measures. After all, Taibbi certainly has been promoting his Twitter Files reporting as if it reveals a major liberal attack on free speech. But it might just be the money.

“This is what they’ve made their legacy,” journalist Sana Saeed said. “The work that they did was rightfully and substantively critical of United States foreign policy, of systems, of the war on terror, of surveillance—all of that work has been tainted and undermined by what they will be remembered for and how they are currently going about what they call journalism.”9
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When I asked Jon Schwarz, a writer who worked with Taibbi at Racket and Greenwald at The Intercept, what he thought about Taibbi’s and Greenwald’s role in the political discourse, he told me it was “a symptom of the collapse of democracy.” “People used to be able to coalesce politically around unions and newspapers and functioning political parties,” he said, but today “all of those mediating institutions have been crushed, and now regular humans who care about the world often—instead of becoming meaningfully, personally involved in politics—develop weird parasocial relationships with reporters and pundits.”

“This is a dead end,” Schwarz said. “You shouldn’t expect too much from journalism and journalists by themselves. In the past, the mediating institutions that existed could take reporting and use it to agitate for genuine government change. But since those institutions have evaporated, journalism is like a button that doesn’t do anything anymore when you press it. Everybody should be focused on recreating the wiring behind it, rather than getting emotionally invested in loving or hating the button.”10

Media critic Adam Johnson is more cynical. He sees Taibbi’s and Greenwald’s shift as the result of three things: a combination of ideological priors that have long existed; financial incentives, whether conscious or subconscious; and social media breaking people’s brains. People without strong ideological foundations are susceptible to the politics of grievance and score-settling. And the two have gathered around them a group of contrarian-minded thinkers: mostly D-list, formerly liberal journalists who have turned right for the brief fame and cash it offers.

“Throw onto that the financial incentives of partnering, being buddy-buddy, with a lot of Silicon Valley billionaires, the shady financial arrangements around that, and the financial incentives to have a Substack and go on Tucker Carlson,” Johnson told me, and you have a possibility of financial security, paid for by benefactors like Peter Thiel.11
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The full answer to why Greenwald and Taibbi changed is not as straightforward as “they did it for the money,” but it’s not not that either. The truth is likely somewhere between the natural conservatism that comes with age and comfort—which Greenwald so artfully described in relation to Taibbi—and the motivation to appease the people paying the bills.

What’s driving those with the money behind these new platforms is a lot easier to figure out. They want to push the media to the right and make money, not necessarily in that order. The left–right journey of Greenwald and Taibbi offers not only insight into conservative politics in tech, but also allows tech leaders to lean into a wholesale reinvention of media tilted in their favor.

Greenwald and Taibbi continue to be useful to their benefactors. They have lucrative deals at platforms like Rumble and monetized audiences at Substack and Locals, ensuring they will remain part of the discourse for years to come. Frequent appearances across traditional right-wing media will also continue.

Often with a book like this, you’re expected to add a “here’s what to do” section or some sort of call to action. But there’s no micro-level action that can be taken to solve this problem. The only thing that could break the power billionaires have over our political and media institutions is to make the concept of a billionaire itself extinct. No one should have so much money that they can use it to influence the political process and control the information the public receives.

While the ultimate goal may be reshaping society, it is not realistic in the short term. If there’s one thing I want you to take away from this book, it’s to be able to clearly identify the squeamish careerists—and the men in the arena eager to own their voices.
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“Over the last three decades, Big Tech has disrupted many industries, not least the media, a transformation that is as much about ideological push to the right as it is the creation of new platforms and business models. In Owned, Eoin Higgins expertly, carefully, and devastatingly traces the career trajectory of two prominent and important journalists, Glenn Greenwald and Matt Taibbi. Their decades-long journey from the world of blogging and alternative journalism into the snug patronage of billionaires is a story with profound and troubling implications for the future of journalism and unfettered thinking. Never pulling any punches but always hitting fairly, Higgins has written an important book.”

—Jeet Heer, The Nation

“This book offers a dogged accounting of how prominent left-liberals joined an ascendant choir of far-right voices, providing insightful analysis of how a group of reactionary tech billionaires have backed this transformation. We can only escape this nightmare if we understand how we got here—Owned shines some much needed light into the darkest recesses to today’s mediascape.”

—Edward Ongweso, cohost of the This Machine Kills podcast

“With rare brilliance, Higgins documents a crucial political shift and lucidly explains how it has happened.”

—George Monbiot, columnist, Guardian

“Owned is an impressively researched look into the decades-long partnership between tech oligarchs and the authoritarian right that have a vested interest in keeping us all less informed and perpetually agitated, and some of the key players who have benefited most from our collective loss.”

—Luke O’Neil, author of Welcome to Hell World and A Creature Wanting Form

“Owned is a vital account of the deeply troubling influence tech moguls wield over the news industry. Higgins expertly tells the story of how thin-skinned hostility to scrutiny and criticism led a clique of right-wing billionaires to subvert journalism by capturing or silencing critical voices. Anyone who wants to understand the media landscape of the twenty-first century needs to read this book. They want us to live in a world where we only hear what they want us to hear. But in Owned, Higgins does what really fearless independent journalists do best: tell us what we need to know.
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