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Praise for Kara Swisher


“Most people in this town stab you in the back, but [Kara] stabbed me in the front, and I appreciate that.”


—John McLaughlin, former host, The McLaughlin Group


“She has a coffee before bed every night, after midnight. This seems somehow emblematic to me. (In a good way.)”


—Ben Smith, media writer guy and other reportrepreneur besides Kara


“I don’t buy into the meme of Kara Swisher the ass-kicker who says what she wants, like she’s this honey badger who doesn’t give a shit.”


—Paul Carr, guy who knows from honey badgers


“A force in the industry.”


—Meredith Kopit Levien, CEO, The New York Times


“It is a constant joke in the Valley when people write memos for them to say, ‘I hope Kara never sees this.’ ”


—Sheryl Sandberg, former COO, Facebook (before it was called Meta, in order to hide in plain sight)


“She’s willing to get into the brawl with me.”


—Ari Emanuel, Endeavor CEO and well-known brawler


“There she was with a front-row seat to the mining of great intellectual property—using technology, really—as a means of creating value [and] in effect turned the results of her own reporting on herself.”


—Bob Iger, CEO of Disney, two times


“Part of the power of her podcast is there’s a sense of somebody who has been here the whole time and is kind of fed up.”


—Casey Newton, tech journalist (and former renter of Kara’s guest cottage in San Francisco)


“Kara has become so shrill at this point that only dogs can hear her.”


—Elon Musk, Tesla guy, May 2023


“I mentor a lot of people, and almost every single one of them is worried about losing their place if they step out of line. And I’m like, the only way you get higher is if you step out of line. That’s the only way. Seriously. Unless you’re untalented. And then you should stay in line.”


—Kara Swisher, other reportrepreneur besides Ben


“I have rarely seen evil in as pure a form as Yoel Roth and Kara Swisher’s heart is filled with seething hate. I regard their dislike of me as a compliment.”


—Elon Musk (who could use a compliment these days), September 2023
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To Walt Mossberg


You wrote in the first line of your first column on tech: “Personal computers are just too hard to use, and it isn’t your fault.” Some thirty years later, that remains true, and so is the fact that you have altered the course of my life in ways I can never repay. And it is—thankfully for me—your fault.
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PROLOGUE



Sheeple Who Need Sheeple


They were careless people, Tom and Daisy—they smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made.


—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD, THE GREAT GATSBY


As it turned out, it was capitalism after all.


If I had to pick the moment when it all went off the rails for the tech industry, I’d choose Saturday morning, December 10, 2016, when I was at a farmers market considering some epic Meyer lemons with my oldest son, who liked to cook. It was there in the San Francisco sunshine as the fog burned away up the hill in Noe Valley that I got a tip: The crowned heads of Silicon Valley’s most powerful tech companies had been summoned to tromp into Manhattan’s Trump Tower and meet the man who had unexpectedly just been elected president and was the antithesis of all they supposedly represented.


“Skulk” was more like it. The only reason I was hearing about the tech summit was because one of tech’s top-tier players had not been invited due to his “liberal leanings” and “outspoken opposition” to President-Elect Donald Trump. The outcast called me in a lather.


“Sucking up to that corpulent loser who never met a business he didn’t drive straight into a wall, it’s shameful,” he said. “Can you believe it? Can you believe it?”


After decades of covering the nascent Internet industry from its birth, I could believe it. While my actual son filled me with pride, an increasing number of these once fresh-faced wunderkinds I had mostly rooted for now made me feel like a parent whose progeny had turned into, well, assholes.


My first call was to one of the potentates who was sometimes testy, often funny, and always accessible. Of everyone I had covered, I could count on Tesla and SpaceX CEO Elon Musk to engage with me on a semi-human basis. While Musk would morph later into a troll-king-at-scale on Twitter, which he would rename X, he was among the few tech titans who did not fall back on practiced talking points, even if perhaps he was the one who most should have.


So, what did Musk think of Trump’s invitation? The meeting had no stated agenda, which made it clear to me that it had nothing to do with policy and everything to do with a photo op.


“You shouldn’t go,” I warned him. “Trump’s going to screw you.”


Musk disagreed. He told me he would attend, adding that he had already joined a business council for the newly elected president, too. When I brought up Trump’s constant divisive fearmongering and campaign promises to unravel progress on issues ranging from immigration to gay rights, Musk dismissed the threats.


I can convince him, he assured me. I can influence him, he told me.


Apparently, Musk thought that his very presence would turn the fetid water into fine wine, since he had long considered himself more than just a man, but an icon and, on some days, a god. Good luck with that, I thought to myself as we hung up.


I moved on, calling other C-suiters for comment. The guest list had been compiled by contrarian investor and persistent irritant Peter Thiel, who had made a fortune betting on visionary technologies. Still, his latest vision for the future was his most outlandish: backing Trump. It was certainly a bold bet by Thiel, and it had panned out magnificently.


I didn’t even attempt to contact Thiel. The entrepreneur had long since stopped communicating with me, especially after a lengthy video interview in 2007 where we agreed on exactly nothing. After the camera stopped rolling, I pressed Thiel on the need to ensure gays had the same rights to be married and have children as straight people. Both Thiel and I are famously gay, but he argued that gays should not get “special rights,” even as I asserted that we had no rights at all. We had exactly nothing in common. And, while we would both go on to get married and have kids (me, twice), it was probably a good instinct on his part to avoid me.


But I talked with other invitees, a few of whom said that Thiel had pressured them to get on board. Others welcomed Thiel’s invite and insisted that Trump did not mean the terrible things he had said repeatedly on the stump. Another tried to convince me that meeting Trump “was a public show of truce.” Like Musk, many insisted they would bring up substantive issues, except behind closed doors.


“Look, this is obviously a circus,” said one person to me. “Everyone in tech just wants to be invisible right now when it comes to this administration but has to participate since we’ve done it before.”


The sticky part was that many of the tech leaders—including Facebook’s Sheryl Sandberg, who had been a prominent supporter of Democratic presidential candidate Hillary Clinton—had openly opposed Trump’s stances during the campaign. Almost all of them pushed back when Trump called for “a total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United States” and announced a plan to severely limit immigration. In fact, two of the invitees—Musk and Microsoft’s new CEO Satya Nadella—were immigrants themselves. And most had privately derided Trump to me as a buffoon.


This kind of casual hypocrisy became increasingly common over the decades that I covered Silicon Valley’s elite. Over that time, I watched founders transform from young, idealistic strivers in a scrappy upstart industry into leaders of some of America’s largest and most influential businesses. And while there were exceptions, the richer and more powerful people grew, the more compromised they became—wrapping themselves in expensive cashmere batting until the genuine person fell deep inside a cocoon of comfort and privilege where no unpleasantness intruded.


When people get really rich, they seem to attract legions of enablers who lick them up and down all day. Many of these billionaires had then started to think of this fawning as reality, where suddenly everything that comes out of their mouths is golden. History gets rewritten as hagiography. But if you knew them in the before times and have some prior knowledge of their original selves, you either become an asset (truth-teller) or a threat (truth-teller) to them.


Still, I hoped even they had some limits and there was a way to view the meeting as an opportunity, an opening to voice one’s opinion. I advised the people who called me back to make a strong public joint statement going into the meeting on key values and issues important to tech and its employees.


“Isn’t that the point of a democracy?” I urged one CEO. “Let the public know that you’re not going to Trump Tower to bend the knee to a king, but to stand up to a bully. You can resist Trump’s stances against immigrants, because it is immigrants who built America and immigrants who most definitely built tech. You can defend science, because climate change is a big threat and tech can be a crucial part of fixing it. You can insist we invest in critical technologies that point the way to revolutions in things like health and transportation, and not get bogged down in the politics.”


Admittedly, I was monologuing. Even though I started out as a reporter, I had shifted into an analyst and sometimes an advocate. Increasingly, I used my extensive contact list to offer my honest opinion not just to readers, but to these increasingly clownish billionaires.


My advice, of course, was completely ignored. These famed “disrupters” accepted Trump’s invitation with no conditions. They gave up their dignity for nothing. Hewlett Packard’s Meg Whitman, whom I had tangled with over her opposition to gay marriage when she ran for governor (a stance she later recanted), was the rare exception and was therefore not at the meeting. Despite being a staunch Republican, she had accurately pegged Trump as “a dishonest demagogue” and shifted her support to Clinton in August before the election.


Investor Chris Sacca, who also was not invited to the meeting, likewise seemed to grasp what was happening, boiling it down beautifully. “It’s funny, in every tech deal I’ve ever done, the photo op comes after you’ve signed the papers,” he told me. “If Trump publicly commits to embrace science, stops threatening censorship of the Internet, rejects fake news, and denounces hate against our diverse employees, only then it would make sense for tech leaders to visit Trump Tower. Short of that, they are being used to legitimize a fascist.”


Did Sacca change minds where I had failed? Nope. And on December 14, the people—or, more accurately, “sheeple,” as I called them in print—who had helped invent the future slipped in through the back entrance of Trump Tower to enable a fascist. Even though the president-elect had openly attacked Amazon and Apple by name, Jeff Bezos and Tim Cook joined many others to compete in a non-televised episode of The Apprentice: Nerd Edition.


What none of these CEOs wanted to admit were the real reasons they flocked to the wolf’s gilded den: There was a heap of money at stake, and they wanted to avoid a lot of damage the incoming Trump administration could do to the tech sector. As much as tech execs wanted visas, they also wanted contracts with the new government, especially the military. They wanted profits repatriated back to the U.S. from foreign countries where they had been stashing their lucre. More than anything, they wanted to be shielded from regulation, which they had neatly and completely avoided so far.


Normally, sucking up to power isn’t news in the corporate world, but Silicon Valley was supposed to be different. In 2000, Google incorporated the motto “Don’t be evil” into its code of conduct. At Tesla, Musk insisted that his dedication to humanity led him to make cool electric cars for the mass market and reduce dependence on fossil fuel. Facebook was supposed to be a tool to create “stronger relationships with those you love, a stronger economy with more opportunities, and a stronger society that reflects all of our values.”


All these companies began with a gauzy credo to change the world. And they had indeed done that, but in ways they hadn’t imagined at the start, increasingly with troubling consequences from a flood of misinformation to a society becoming isolated and addicted to its gadgets. So had I, so much so that I had taken to joking at the end when I made speeches: “I leave you to your own devices. . . . I mean that; your phone is the best relationship you all have now, the first thing you pick up in the morning and the last thing you touch at night.”


It always got a laugh, but by the time Trump was halfway through his term, it was much less funny and it was dead clear that I had underestimated how compromised the tech companies would become.


“Facebook, as well as Twitter and Google’s YouTube and the rest, have become the digital arms dealers of the modern age,” I wrote in one of my first columns after I joined the New York Times as a columnist in 2018. “They have mutated human communication, so that connecting people has too often become about pitting them against one another and turbocharged that discord to an unprecedented and damaging volume. They have weaponized the First Amendment. They have weaponized civic discourse. And they have weaponized, most of all, politics.”


The tech titans would argue that they were no worse than cable networks like Fox News (true, but a very low bar) and that there was no easily provable causality that they polarized the populace (a nearly impossible thing to measure). Most of all, they often dismissed any weaponization as “unintended consequences.”


Maybe so, but it was not an unimaginable consequence. French philosopher Paul Virilio has a quote I think about a lot: “When you invent the ship, you also invent the shipwreck; when you invent the plane, you also invent the plane crash; and when you invent electricity, you invent electrocution. . . . Every technology carries its own negativity, which is invented at the same time as technical progress.”


Let me be clear: Hitler didn’t need Instagram. Mussolini didn’t need to tweet. Murderous autocrats did not need to Snapchat their way to infamy. But just imagine if they’d had those supercharged tools. Well, Trump did, and he won the election, thanks in large part to social media. It wasn’t the only reason, but it’s easy to see a direct line from FDR mastering radio to JFK mastering TV to DJT mastering social technology. And Trump didn’t do it alone. Purveyors of propaganda, both foreign and domestic, saw an opportunity to spread lies and misinformation. Today, malevolent actors continue to game the platforms, and there’s still no real solution in sight, because these powerful platforms are doing exactly what they were designed to do.


Back on the twenty-fifth floor of Trump Tower, the tech leaders managed to nix the photo op, but not the video op. In the four minutes that have been publicly released, we can see a grinning Trump flanked by Vice President–Elect Mike Pence and Thiel, who Trump awkwardly pats on the hand and praises for being “very special.”


Reporters were quickly shooed out when the meeting commenced. Afterward, Bezos called it “very productive,” and Safra Catz, Oracle’s chief executive and a Trump transition team member, flashed a thumbs-up to cameras. Most other attendees slipped out the same way they had snuck in.


I was not surprised that the tech summit attendees didn’t release a statement, either collectively or individually. But you know who did? Trump. His team went public with a list of thirteen topics of discussion with no mention of immigration, even though I’d called around and learned that Microsoft’s Nadella had asked specifically about H-1B visas, often called the “genius visa.” Reportedly, Trump responded with, “Let’s fix that. What can I do to make it better?” Instead, his administration made it worse, eventually issuing a proclamation to suspend the entry of H-1B visa holders. Only successful litigation stopped the action.


It was a massive embarrassment for an industry that had promised to be better than anything that had come before it.


In November 2018, I interviewed Musk for my Recode Decode podcast. I reminded him that I had called and warned him about Trump before that tech summit.


“I said you shouldn’t go, because he was going to screw you, remember?” I said. “We had a whole—”


Musk interrupted me. “Well, you are right,” he said.


“I am right, thank you, Elon. I know that,” I replied.


I do enjoy being right, but I took no pleasure in it this time. The Trump tech summit was a major turning point for me and how I viewed the industry I’d been covering since the early 1990s. The lack of humanity was overwhelming. My minor in college was in Holocaust studies. I studied propaganda, and I could see Trump was an expert at it. I knew exactly where this was headed. I ended my original column that broke the story with this:


“Welcome to the brave new world, which is neither brave nor new. But it’s now the world we live in, in which it’s Trump who is the disrupter and tech the disrupted. Yeah, you can say it: Fuckfuckfuck.”


Maybe “fuckfuckfuck” wasn’t the most professional sentence I’ve ever written, but I was trying to express my deep disappointment. I love tech, I breathe tech. And I believe in tech. But for tech to fulfill its promise, founders and executives who ran their creations needed to put more safety tools in place. They needed to anticipate consequences more. Or at all. They needed to acknowledge that online rage might extend into the real world in increasingly scary ways.


Instead, far too many of these founders and innovators were careless, an attitude best summarized by the ethos on early Facebook office posters: “Move fast and break things.” I know it’s a software slogan and it would later change (Facebook CEO and co-founder Mark Zuckerberg jokingly changed it to “Move fast with stable infra,” as in infrastructure, in 2014), but I still think it reflects a deep-seated childishness. Children like to break things. I’d have initially preferred “Move fast and change things.” Or, even more adult, “Move fast and fix things.”


But they decided to start with “break,” and such carelessness has led to damage around the globe that, in turn, helped me understand what was happening to our own country. In August of 2016, investigative journalist Maria Ressa gave Facebook alarming data about people in the Philippines who were being targeted for graphic online abuse after criticizing President Duterte’s drug war. Facebook did not take down the pages until two years after her report.


So, in 2017, Maria contacted me and asked if I could help convince Facebook of the burgeoning threat. “We’re the canary in the coal mine, and it’s coming to you,” said the woman who would later win the Nobel Peace Prize for her efforts to shed light on the murderous reality in her country. “Can you help me stop them?”


As it turned out, as much as I tried to sound alarms, I could not stop them.


Each year since has brought bigger and fresher tech messes. Twitter, stupidly renamed X, has mutated into a platform where the richest man in the world offers his retweet support to racist, sexist, and homophobic conspiracies. AI’s deep fakes and misinformation open a virtual Pandora’s box, with the potential to unleash troubles to plague humankind faster than any actual plague. Chinese-owned TikTok makes parents feel better by employing safety features for teens, while the site could be extending the Communist Party’s surveillance state across the globe, according to increasing numbers of government officials I have interviewed around the world.


Over time, I’ve come to settle on a theory that tech people embrace one of two pop culture visions of the future. First, there’s the “Star Wars” view, which pits the forces of good against the Dark Side. And, as we know, the Dark Side puts up a disturbingly good fight. While the Death Star gets destroyed, heroes die and then it inevitably gets rebuilt. Evil, in fact, does tend to prevail.


Then there’s the “Star Trek” view, where a crew works together to travel to distant worlds like an interstellar Benetton commercial, promoting tolerance and convincing villains not to be villains. It often works. I am, no surprise, a Trekkie, and I am not alone. At a 2007 AllThingsD conference well-known tech columnist Walt Mossberg and I hosted, Apple legend Steve Jobs appeared onstage and said: “I like Star Trek. I want Star Trek.”


Now Jobs is long dead, and the “Star Wars” version seems to have won. Even if it was never the intention, tech companies became key players in killing our comity and stymieing our politics, our government, our social fabric, and most of all, our minds, by seeding isolation, outrage, and addictive behavior. Innocuous boy-kings who wanted to make the world a better place and ended up cosplaying Darth Vader feels like science fiction. But everything I am about to tell you really happened.


Yeah, I can say it: Fuckfuckfuck.










CHAPTER 1



Babylon Was


If you fell down yesterday, stand up today.


—H. G. WELLS


I know you came for stories about the tech billionaires like Elon and Mark and Sheryl and Peter and Jeff and Steve and Tim.


Don’t worry—you’ll get to meet all of them, as I did over my three-decade career covering these moguls. But this is a book about me and tech, a relationship that started as a meet-cute love story then turned sour over time. Be assured, this book is mostly about those guys—and let’s be clear, they are mostly guys. But to truly understand my relationship with tech, you also have to know a little about me. I’ll keep it short (also like me IRL, at five- foot- two).


The Internet and I were both born in 1962. That year, a scientist from MIT suggested connecting computers to create an Advanced Research Projects Agency Network, or ARPAnet, which became the technological foundation of the Internet. While there are conflicting explanations as to its inspiration—to create a hardened communications system in case of nuclear attack, to allow researchers to be able to access a limited number of powerful supercomputers from across the world, or because it was simply a long-dreamed technological challenge—the push to build a communications network emerged from the fecund brain of J.C.R. Licklider. He was a famed computer scientist who sketched out the idea in a 1963 memo that described an “Intergalactic Computer Network.” I always loved this conceptual notion since it was both lofty and a little bit silly. It spoke of a unity among humankind, too, brought to you by the miracles of technology. Many others followed his lead into tech, all with the base intent of bringing humanity together for higher purposes.


My origin was a lot less heady. I grew up in Roslyn Harbor, New York, on the northern part of Long Island, the middle child of three. When I was five, my beloved father died. To say my life changed in the moment he suffered a cerebral hemorrhage without warning would be an understatement.


“Just imagine right now if half of your friends died,” I said to an interviewer decades later, referring to a book called The Loss That Is Forever, about children whose parents die at a young age. “Your parents, when you’re five, are really pretty much your entire world. If one-half of your friends just suddenly died, it would be shocking and devastating, and so I think it also gives you a sense of the capriciousness of life; that life can change on a dime, that bad things happen, and that you survive them just fine. You just keep going.”


Actual memories faded quickly and all that was left were analog photos. In every single image, my father looks sunny and hopeful as he beams at the camera. It’s clear he loved the life he had built from a modest West Virginia upbringing. A stint in the Navy had paid for college and medical school, and after rising to a lieutenant commander rank, he took his first big civilian job running the anesthesiology department at Brooklyn Jewish Hospital. He used the windfall to buy his first house for his growing family. Then he died before he had even moved in.


Can I articulate such a loss? Hardly. How can you account for what you never had? You cannot. I wrote about this in 1989, after I had my father’s body exhumed and moved back to his home state at my grandmother’s behest. In the piece, I am clearly beginning to think about what we lose and leave behind. Ironically, this is in contrast to the digital medium I was soon about to cover: the Internet, where everything is essentially indelible.


Not for me, though, as I wrote in the Washington Post:




I remember no living face at all, only the one I see frozen in snapshots. I suppose there was a moment when I did that final time, and he answered as always in his languid drawl, “Good night, good night, good night,” before turning out the lights. I do remember many nights like that, but not the last one. I try sometimes, squeezing my memories dry, but years ago I just about gave up on it. As I dial the cemetery to make arrangements, it seems as though I will try again, despite the pain all my friends say will undoubtedly come from “unearthing” the past—yes, that’s the word one used—an attempting to preserve that which is lost.


He was only 34 years old. Dr. Louis Bush Swisher died from the complications of a brain aneurysm that burst without warning one sunny Sunday morning more than 20 years ago. My room was so dark that when I came out into the hall to help wake him for breakfast, the brightness of the day slapped me back to the shadowy doorway. I watched from there as my brother knocked purposefully on the door of my parents’ bedroom to get my father up. The door was locked, and Jeffrey turned the knob round and round and hit the door with his hip. He just didn’t give up, though no amount of shoving was going to open it, I remember thinking at the time. That was me, the practical one, with the unlikely childhood understanding that some things just aren’t ever going to move.


We both thought my father had fallen into a deep sleep in there while writing a speech he was to give the next day. So, my older brother Jeff kept kicking the door and smacking it and making such a noise that my mother finally came up, knocked impatiently and said, “Bush, Bush, open up the door right now; you’re making Jeff very upset.” But he did not wake.


After that, it was quick: The firemen coming to ax the door to splinters, the ambulance and stretcher with all sorts of things hanging off of it. And the extraordinary silence when it was over. I went back into my cocoon of a room, well before they carried my father out, and only imagine now the gurney with him on it, the white sheet, the hysterical cries of my mother following behind, saying, “What is wrong with him?” I stayed in my room, where it was quiet, and fell back asleep. I never did see my father again. He lingered for weeks through January and finally died after two horrible operations. They buried him on a very cold February day. I didn’t go to the funeral.





Heavy, right? And it got worse. After Dad died, my family moved to Princeton after my mother remarried. Her choice for a second husband was the polar opposite of my kind and merry father, who was, I always thought, too good for this world.


One of the first things my stepfather did was to take the house my dad was so proud of and sell it. He also gave away my father’s dog, a basset hound named Prudence. Erasing all those parts of my father seemed a weird flex, and my mother—whose own life had gone off the rails so abruptly—did not resist. He provided a very comfortable upper-middle-class environment and then ruined it with a cavalcade of casual cruelties. We had a tennis court, but he locked access to it. I had a phone in my room, but he bugged it (and found nothing, as I was perhaps the dullest of teens, with no interest in drugs or drinking). Dinners served by a cook were an ongoing series of exhausting mind games and tests of knowledge for me and my brothers.


But don’t feel sorry for me, and if you want to play a game of Thorns and Roses, there was a plus to being raised by someone I came to think of as a villain—I became extraordinarily fast on my feet. My stepfather also taught me to play backgammon and Risk, games of both luck and boldness, which helped me become a very good tactical and strategic thinker. I lost a dog but got very good at gamesmanship and general mindfuckery.


It helped that I was smart, reading and doing math well above my grade level, a whiff of early genius that would not last past seventh grade when everyone else caught up. Still, like many in tech, I got bored easily in school. In second grade, I walked out of class one day, so the teacher sent me to the principal’s office. My mother was called in and asked why I had left and I answered: “I already read the material.” Clearly, I was already prepping for the obnoxious arrogance I would later cover.


My attitude toward school barely changed through college, which I largely thought was a huge waste of time, a sentiment I seem to share with Peter Thiel, God help me. I attended the School of Foreign Service at Georgetown University, which was not my first choice. That was Stanford, where my brother Jeff had gone and where I did not get in. Back then, Georgetown was a backup school and attracted a lot of middle-level students, especially from Catholic schools. I was Catholic, too, though quite lapsed. I got confirmed for my beloved grandmother when I was thirteen, and that was the last time I walked into a church for any religious reason.


Despite the Jesuits’ influence, my college classmates liked to get shit-faced drunk every weekend and fornicate badly. I still did not drink and was a closeted lesbian, which made Georgetown the absolutely worst fit. I watched angrily as the school waged a contentious legal battle with a student group called Gay People of Georgetown University. Not only did it fight the funding of the organization, but it also didn’t even want gay people to meet on campus. The irony, of course, was that many of the priests who ran the school were obviously (but, fine, allegedly) closeted. Years after I graduated, Georgetown invited me back to give a speech about my experience. I outlined their hypocrisy in detail, which they took pretty well, considering I called them out strongly for their perfidy.


Back then, though, it was difficult to breathe. So, as a freshman, I applied to transfer to Barnard. I was admitted and made plans to move to New York City in January. But sometime later that fall, I ran into a junior named Roberta Oster, who worked on the student newspaper. She’d read some of my work and promptly told me, “You’re not leaving. You’re going to write for me and be a star.” She eventually persuaded me of my pending journalistic genius, so I let the Barnard spot go and started reporting for the school paper called The Hoya. My voice-heavy columns covered topics from how to get along with different kinds of roommates (mine partied in the extreme, of course, and I still loved them) and wanting to get a tattoo, to the town-andgown clashes between students and area residents.


By the end of my freshman year, I had won the student journalism award—the Edward B. Bunn Award named after Father Bunn—that was typically given to a senior. “Best Bunns,” I crowed to the pissed-off seniors. It was obnoxious, but I loved journalism and was indeed good at it from the get-go. I’ll also admit that I loved the attention and acclaim it brought.


Because Georgetown was in D.C., I read the Washington Post every day. I revered the paper until one day they wrote about something on campus that I cared about—a speech by a notorious military murderer from El Salvador. I also covered the speech, along with the student protests. To my surprise, the short Post story was rife with small errors.


Even though it was just eight inches long, I was furious that a news organization that I admired could be so sloppy. I decided to call the paper on my dial-up phone and was so irksome in my desire to correct the record that I managed to get then Metro editor Larry Kramer on the line. I told him that I was disappointed in their inaccuracies.


He challenged me to come down and say that to his face and asked me if I thought I could do better. I would, and I could. I took the bus from campus to the Post’s headquarters on 15th Street NW. When I appeared, Larry and I continued to debate the crappy story he had published. Exasperated by my insistence that it was an embarrassment, even for a very short story, Kramer hired me on the spot as a stringer for the paper. My beat was to cover Georgetown, which I did for several years, gathering clips and invaluable experience.


Working for the Post was much more fun than school, except for my history courses. My focus was on propaganda and how groups like the Nazis used media and communications tools to twist facts, radicalize their populace, and demonize the targeted populations. Obviously, Hitler and his henchmen had conducted a master class in evil. But what struck me was how easily people could be manipulated by fear and rage and how facts could be destroyed without repercussions.


I think about that college version of me a lot. I was subjected to much propaganda about my own self, as the general public’s understanding of what being gay was like was quite different than the actual experience. Media was central to this warping of reality. I was particularly attracted to Vito Russo’s 1981 book The Celluloid Closet, which surgically traced the way gays and lesbians were portrayed by Hollywood as compared to how they were treated in real life. Movies were filled with tragic suicidal dykes, conniving gay men, silly fops, and butch aggressors. Those depictions were not a fair reflection of me or anyone I knew. But these were the tropes that needed changing.


So strong was the prevailing negative attitude toward gays that I did not pursue the life I had long considered. My dream was to follow my father into the military and work as a strategic analyst there or at the Central Intelligence Agency. I have long been a firm believer in the most vaunted parts of the American experience and wanted to be part of protecting that against the darker forces of our national DNA. But pushing against the antigay tide was nearly impossible at the time, and the ferreting out of gays in the military continued for over a decade. Even the 1993 Clinton-era “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” rules were atrocious. The problem was I didn’t want anyone to be forced into the closet. I wanted them to ask, and I was compelled to tell.


With my first-choice career path blocked due to discrimination, I fell back on becoming a journalist. I applied to the top school at the time, the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism, and got in. Looking back, I wish I had taken that tuition money and bought Apple stock, which was then languishing. The Columbia program was run mostly by quaint professors who had lived in a very different era of media. Computers were scarce and learning how to write headlines using a pica rule seemed like a waste of time. While the basics of journalism remained important, the medium was about to become the message—a famous line of Marshall McLuhan’s—on steroids, and how to navigate that gap was not part of the curriculum.


To be fair, it was the early days of digital, and the use of computers at the time was rare. After graduation, I applied to a spate of newspapers and was roundly rejected (often and ironically by people who later tried to hire me). I returned to D.C. and began freelancing. As luck and a purge of editors would have it, I showed up at the Washington City Paper right when its pugnacious new editor, Jack Shafer, was without a staff.


Shafer hired me to be a deputy editor, but I immediately felt out of my depth. Despite his obvious editing skills, Shafer was not exactly the mentoring type. I’d been hired for a role I wasn’t qualified for, and I don’t think I did a very good job. Well, I know I didn’t, because Shafer fired me within a year, and I don’t recall feeling that it was deeply unfair.


In fact, I’m not one of those people who finds life deeply unfair, but I do remember thinking that while I was not more experienced than these guys were, I was going to be bigger than them. In those early days, I’d see some of the decisions my bosses made and think, This is how I’d do it. I was beginning to get an inkling of my own tastes and judgment. I just didn’t have the certainty and maturity to act on it. Once, I interviewed for an internship at the Washington Post, and the editor said I was “too confident.” I’ve since come to understand that this is something men say to women to shut them up and undercut them. I was not going to let that happen. And so, I replied: “I’m not too confident. I’m fantastic. Or I will be.” I have always, always been like this. It’s hard to neg me. Those who do only encourage me to try to win even more.


My next boss was John McLaughlin, of the famed and pioneering TV scream fest The McLaughlin Group. I mostly ghostwrote his column in the National Review, with him adding in the right-wing invective. I also worked on his show, a precursor to reductive cable news that oversimplified complex policy for entertainment. I was a liberal, obviously, but most of the staff were suck-up McLaughlin acolytes who considered him a very big deal because he’d written speeches for Richard Nixon. That was his power.


McLaughlin was also a truly awful human being. He was abusive to the staff in the broadest and strangest ways. He would demand that everybody make him toast buttered in a specific way. Even his chief of staff had to make him toast. So, I wasn’t surprised when one day he called me into his office to ask, “Would you make toast for me?”


I told him, “No, I’m not making you toast. I have a graduate degree in journalism and that means no toast-making of any kind, even rye.”


He did not take the hint.


“Everybody on staff makes me toast,” he continued. “And if I ask and you don’t, then you will be fired.”


“Well, I’m not making you toast if you ask,” I replied. “So, you’re going to have to fire me when you do that.”


He repeated the threat. “Just so you know, if I ask you and you don’t make it, I’ll fire you.”


“Okay, I got it,” I said, nodding.


Part of me wanted him to ask me so I could leave. But he never did. Not once.


When he was planning his annual party, McLaughlin—or Dr. McLaughlin as he preferred, thanks to a dusty PhD in philosophy—kept most of the staff waiting as he figured out whom to invite and whom not to invite because of some perceived slight. He truly believed that not getting to attend his party would cause someone pain. I rolled my eyes visibly as he regaled the room with his plans to ding some undersecretary of whatever in the then Reagan administration. He noticed my disdain immediately, since I was the only one not nodding in violent agreement.


“Well, young lady, aren’t you impressed by the collective power of the people I am assembling in that room?” he thundered at me in his patented stentorian voice. “They are coming to see me and pay homage!”


I paused and held my tongue. Then I thought, What the hell, Kubla Khan, and forged ahead. “Listen, Dr. McLaughlin, I was in Greece this summer at a temple and there was some writing on the wall. I asked the guide what it said, and he told me it read: ‘Babylon was.’ Which means, I think, that every major power falls at some point no matter how they strive and struggle. So, someday soon enough, that means I’m going to be really powerful and you’re going to be, like, in a wheelchair in an old folks’ home being fed stewed apricots or something.”


McLaughlin looked at me like he was going to erupt and fire me on the spot. Then he burst out laughing. “Right you are,” he said, before addressing his other more terrified employees, all of whom thought I was about to be ritually sacrificed. “She gets what power is!”


So did he. As it turned out, he was also a sexual harasser and eventually started bothering a woman on staff who was my friend. I accompanied her to report his behavior to his chief of staff, who told us we “must be lying.” I quit on the spot. Later, I would be deposed in a lawsuit of another woman that McLaughlin grabbed in some desperate clinch to avoid the inevitable demise that was coming for him. When he settled and that case did not go to court, I didn’t want him let off the hook, so I talked to a features writer named Eric Alterman who was working on a Washington Post magazine piece about McLaughlin. The 1990 piece was called “Pundit Power” and included this quote from a twenty- eight- year- old former staffer:




“I think that sexual harassment is like pornography,” Swisher says. “You know it when you see it. People can tell you look nice and there will be no menace to it. With John McLaughlin, there was menace.”





Letting the Post print my full name was considered brave, but it was a professionally stupid thing to do. I felt compelled to speak on the record because journalists wouldn’t quote anonymous victims and I could, at least, bear witness. As I later told another interviewer: “I essentially called him a pig, with my name attached. You have to stand up and not be embarrassed or victimized.” It was a value that would never change in me and a characteristic to which I owe a lot of my career.


I found my way back to the Post, first as a copy aide, then working my way up to a news aide and, afterward, an intern. At the newspaper I learned more about power and who wields it, with exhausting machinations that were a typically pointless and time-wasting exercise to me. I decided very early to never try to run anything too big.


And there were other ways to advocate for change, as I did when I listened to editors who wanted to print erroneous and hateful antigay statements. When I pointed out that the statements were both inaccurate and disingenuous, I was warned against being an “advocate” and “emotional.” Another time, Post editors wanted to publish an egregious photo that perpetuated an old gay trope. Again, I objected, reminding them, “We contain multitudes.” (I love Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself”: “Do I contradict myself? / Very well then, I contradict myself. / (I am large, I contain multitudes.)”)


Did those all straight, all white, mostly men grasp the meaning of the quote or even know Whitman? They did not and insisted on using the photo. As a lowly news assistant, you know what I did? There was no digital photography back then, so I swiped the actual physical photo off the design desk and stuck it in my desk drawer. They had to pick another photo, which, fortunately, wasn’t an insulting caricature.


Do I regret my subterfuge? Not for one fucking second. Then and there, I decided that was the best way to go through life—not caring about the consequences of saying or doing what I believed was right.


Around the same time, the Style section sent me to cover a party. A few minutes after I arrived, I spotted McLaughlin across the room. This was after I’d been quoted in the Post’s “Pundit Power” piece, and I thought maybe he’d try to avoid me. But no. He was a very tall and imposing man and he strode right over to me with massive puffed-out chest in full plumage.


“Kara Swisher,” he said loudly, as if he were on a TV set. “Kara Swisher, most people in this town stab you in the back, but you stabbed me in the front and I appreciate it.” Then he let out a giant laugh.


In some ways, I admired McLaughlin for that. He was a nasty old goat, but he understood the terms of the battle. I looked him right in the eyes. Reticence and subtlety were definitely not going to be my style, especially when accuracy and honesty were so effective. And so, without hesitating, I shot back: “Anytime, you son of a bitch.”


McLaughlin guffawed at that, too, since it was clear he had taught me well. It was such a moment of fantasticness for me—for someone I considered an evil person, I got along with him rather well, one of many rogues I would spark with. Then, he said goodbye and that was the last time I ever saw him. What I did not say to him before he left, except in my head afterward, was this: “You can’t die soon enough for me, Dr. McLaughlin.”


I wish I had. In years to come, I would not miss those opportunities. Life is far too short, as I had learned at five years old. I did not have the time to waste.


Neither did McLaughlin. That year, 1990, was the peak of his career. From that point on, he became less and less relevant until he finally keeled in 2016. By that time, I was right where I had told him I would be—and so was he.


Babylon was, indeed.










CHAPTER 2



Before the Gold Rush


Only connect! That was the whole of her sermon. Only connect the prose and the passion, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its height. Live in fragments no longer.


—E. M. FORSTER, HOWARDS END


Al Gore did invent the Internet. Kind of.


As most probably know, the former vice president was widely pilloried for claiming this distinction in a 1999 interview on CNN. His exact words were: “During my service in the United States Congress, I took the initiative in creating the Internet.”


Absolutely true. As a senator from Tennessee, Gore crafted and pushed through the “High Performance Computing and Communication Act of 1991,” aka the “Gore Bill.” This legislation funded initiatives like the game-changing Mosaic browser and was critical to the commercialization of the now indispensable medium.


I met Gore in 1989 while reporting a story about his efforts to limit the use of chlorofluorocarbons that were depleting the ozone levels. He was right about climate change, too. Really, even though he sounded like an idiot when he said he invented the Internet, we should probably thank the guy for all he’s done and for being one of the few in D.C. who took an interest in the tech at all.


The other person who oddly enough deserves some credit is then Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, who blocked a dunderheaded amendment by then Nevada senator James Exon to the Communications Decency Act of 1996. Although Gingrich has since morphed into one of the more ghoulish political figures in the Republican Party, he was an important character in pushing back early and aggressive political attempts to stifle an open and free Internet. Mother Jones even credits Gingrich with saving porn, which feels apt these days since he now defends the most porny president in American history. Well played, Newt!


With access to federal support, the first Internet companies started forming in the early 1990s. The Washington Post gave me the space to report on a broad range of digital topics, largely because no one else would, and having just turned thirty, I was the “young” person in the newsroom. In fact, I was also already hooked. During a short fellowship at Duke University, I’d had a revelation. I was sitting in front of a computer and logged into the nascent World Wide Web and experienced firsthand its awesome power to deliver content. So, what was the first thing I did?
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