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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.




OEBPS/images/part1.jpg
PART |

FREED SPEECH





OEBPS/images/9781645030485.jpg
HOW TECH BILLIONAIRES
ON THE RIGHT BOUGHT THE
LOUDEST VOICES ON THE LEFT

EOIN HIGGINS





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
ﬁaow TYPE BOOKS





OEBPS/images/sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
OWNED

HOW TECH BILLIONAIRES ON
THE RIGHT BOUGHT THE
LOUDEST VOICES ON THE LEFT

EOIN HIGGINS





