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To Kathy, James, and Ava (and Patches, too)






PROLOGUE MAKING THE WORLD SAFE FOR HIMSELF


“There must be a meth lab around here.”

Alex Karp was out for a jog. It was a Tuesday afternoon in September 2021, and while it was still warm in northern New Hampshire, there was a hint of autumn in the air—a slight chill to the sun. Karp, dressed in biking shorts and a T-shirt, was moving at a very slow clip along the road that abutted his property. The gentle pace was deliberate, part of a conditioning regimen prescribed by the former Norwegian commandos who served as his bodyguards and who also helped him train for cross-country skiing, a sport that he pursued obsessively. Before his run, Karp had done a tai chi session with his longtime instructor, Grandmaster Yang Yang, who was visiting from New York, and had eaten a quick lunch of pretzels slathered with peanut butter.

Karp was at the base of a hill when a beat-up car appeared in front of him. It was traveling at a crawl, too, as if the driver were lost or looking for a difficult-to-find address. A man was behind the wheel and a woman was in the front passenger seat. They appeared to be in their late twenties or early thirties, and their gaunt faces suggested hard living. Karp was in the business of noticing things: he ran a company whose work revolved around pattern recognition, and he had recently observed a couple of mystery cars driving through the sparsely populated neighborhood, which prompted him to make the comment about the meth lab. As the car drew closer, Karp raised his hand to say hello. The couple didn’t respond but just eyed him warily.

The suspicion was understandable: here they were, on a twisting country lane three miles from the nearest town and maybe an hour south of the Canadian border, and suddenly in front of them was a wiry man with a huge knot of salt-and-pepper hair trotting down the middle of the street, followed by some burly guys on bicycles, and trailed by a black Chevy Suburban with tinted windows. While Karp had reason to wonder why they were there, they had even more reason to wonder about him and his entourage. Narcs laying a trap? Someone in witness protection? A drug lord? If the couple was indeed en route to making an illicit purchase, the curious encounter was doubtless unnerving. Had they known Karp’s true identity, they might have floored the accelerator. Instead, though, they drove by him cautiously, as if to signal that they didn’t want trouble.

With the car behind him, Karp continued his run. Ambling along, he talked about the $180,000 donation that he had recently made to a local hermit known as “River Dave,” whose cabin had burned down. It was an act of kindness, but also a gesture of solidarity, one introvert to another. The gift drew national headlines. Some articles noted that Karp had been awarded a compensation package worth $1.1 billion in 2020, making him the highest-paid chief executive officer of a publicly traded company that year.

After pausing for a moment to watch some foxes darting across the road, Karp segued into a discussion about the prospect of war with China and the importance of maintaining America’s dominance in computer software. This jag led to a brief diatribe against the “wokeness” of Silicon Valley and what he saw as the tech industry’s indefensible ambivalence about working with the U.S. military. And as was often the case, the subject of wokeness brought the conversation around to our alma mater, Haverford College, its failure to invite him to speak on campus, and what he considered its lackluster effort to cultivate him as a potential donor, which he found both insulting and insane.

After maybe a half hour of running, Karp came to an intersection that marked the end of his route. He toweled off, took a sip of water, and climbed into the front passenger seat of the Suburban. (Karp had never learned to drive.) During the short ride back to his house, he ripped into Facebook, calling it a “parasitic business,” and confided that its chairman and chief executive officer, Mark Zuckerberg, had recently called their mutual friend Peter Thiel to complain about Karp’s broadsides against his company. Karp’s five-hundred-acre property sat on a gently sloping hillside. His home, surrounded by pine and birch trees, offered a commanding view of the White Mountains. Karp walked inside, where he was met by Günter, one of four Austrians who were his executive assistants. The others were Gabriel, Hermann, and Agnes. A Swiss, Martin, was also part of his personal staff. Karp and Günter spoke briefly, in German; he conversed with his assistants almost exclusively in German. Several members of Karp’s security detail, which included five Norwegians, a handful of Americans, a couple of Austrians, an Irishman, and a Scot, were eating a late lunch at the kitchen table. It was a slightly surreal scene that called to mind a Bond villain’s lair. However, Karp’s company worked with British intelligence, not against it. Plus, the mezuzah on the front door wasn’t something you were likely to see in a Bond flick.

Karp suggested going to the shooting range in his backyard to take target practice, but sensing my lack of enthusiasm, he dropped the idea. As we walked into the living room, he put his phone into a Faraday cage and asked me to do the same. “The Chinese would be crazy not to try to listen to my calls,” he explained. A lifelong bachelor now in his mid-fifties, Karp owned multiple homes in the United States and Europe. The New Hampshire house was his primary residence. He had a sentimental attachment to northern New England (he also owned a place in Vermont); he had spent childhood summers there, when his parents were still together, before the acrimonious divorce that upended his life for a time.

The home was sparsely furnished; it had a couch and some chairs, but otherwise felt unoccupied. This was a reflection of Karp’s asceticism and also his peripatetic schedule; before Covid-19 grounded him, he spent roughly three hundred days a year on the road and rarely stayed in the same place for more than a night or two. He insisted that his job required all the travel, but some of his colleagues were skeptical. “The guy’s clearly running from something,” one said with a laugh. Books were scattered around the house. A German-language biography of Albert Einstein lay on the dining room table, alongside a set of John le Carré novels. That might have seemed like a peculiar juxtaposition, but in a home owned by Alex Karp, it had a certain logic.

Karp was the chief executive officer of Palantir Technologies, a company that specialized in data analytics. Named after the seeing stones in J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, Palantir built software that could sift through enormous quantities of data to identify connections and trends that might take human analysts days, weeks, or even months to find. It was started after 9/11 for the purpose of helping the American government combat terrorism and was financed in part by In-Q-Tel, the CIA’s venture capital arm. A number of clandestine services now used Palantir, including the Mossad. Speculation that its technology had played a part in the 2011 raid that killed Osama bin Laden had conferred on Palantir an enduring mystique.

The company’s work, however, was not limited to counterterrorism. All six branches of the U.S. military had deployed its technology. More than three dozen federal agencies were Palantir clients, among them the FBI, the IRS, and the National Institutes of Health, or NIH. Major corporations like BP, the energy giant, used Palantir to make sense of the flood tide of data that they generated every day. Although Palantir was a relatively small company, with only around four thousand employees, its reach was tentacular. From terrorism to climate change to famine to immigration to human trafficking to financial fraud to the future of warfare, Palantir was at the nexus of the most consequential issues of the twenty-first century, a point illustrated vividly during the pandemic, when over a dozen countries utilized the company’s software to try to track and contain the novel coronavirus. The United States and Britain also turned to Palantir for help with distributing vaccines.

But even as the company’s business evolved, its core mission remained unchanged: according to Karp, Palantir existed to defend the West (a mandate that was known internally as “saving the Shire,” a nod to Palantir’s literary roots; company management was also fond of referring to employees as “hobbits”). The explicitly ideological agenda made Palantir an oddity in the corporate world. From the start, it refused to do business in China and Russia because it saw both countries as adversarial. This decision was ultimately vindicated, but in the mid-2000s it struck some potential investors as bizarre: Why would any company forswear China’s booming market? At Palantir, however, the pursuit of profitability—a goal that would prove frustratingly elusive—was always subordinate to what Karp and his colleagues saw as their higher purpose: making Palantir a sword and shield for America and for the West more broadly.

Palantir seemed especially anomalous in Silicon Valley, which was dominated by companies selling consumer products and services. But the Palantirians took pride in being different; instead of making gadgets and games, they believed they were on the front line of a battle to preserve America’s way of life. And although the company was based in Palo Alto, Karp and his colleagues bore a deep animus to the Valley and its culture—Facebook became an object of particular scorn—and drew additional motivation from their own sense of estrangement. (In 2020, Palantir formally broke with the Valley by relocating its headquarters to Denver.)

Karp, certainly, was an outlier in the tech industry. He had no training in computer science or business, and with his personal background, he was an improbable choice to lead a company that aimed to become the software supplier of choice for the intelligence community. A biracial Jew raised in a staunchly left-wing household, Karp majored in philosophy at Haverford. He went on to earn a law degree from Stanford University and a doctorate in social theory from Germany’s Goethe University Frankfurt, where for a time his mentor was Jürgen Habermas, perhaps Europe’s most acclaimed living philosopher. That Karp was dyslexic made his scholarly achievements especially impressive.

But he had no desire to pursue a career in academia, and when Peter Thiel, a law school classmate who had cofounded PayPal, asked Karp in 2004 if he would be interested in joining a start-up that was building software to fight terrorism, he jumped at the opportunity. Not long thereafter, Karp became Palantir’s CEO. His academic credentials, coupled with his distinctive appearance and manner, made him a compelling front man for a company like Palantir. So did his political views: for a time, he claimed to be a neo-socialist, which seemed unusual for someone working at the intersection of technology and national security. It also provided an intriguing contrast with Thiel, who was a libertarian (and who later would gravitate to the far right). And although some Silicon Valley venture capitalists initially snubbed Palantir, Karp turned out to be a convincing advocate for his company.

He pitched Palantir as if his life depended on it. In his mind, it did. From the time that he was a child, Karp had been consumed with a feeling of vulnerability—he was Jewish and black in a world that seemed implacably hostile to Jews and blacks. In addition, he had a learning disability. He believed that only in a society that afforded robust protections to minorities and other at-risk groups could someone like him survive and prosper. “My biggest fear is fascism,” he said during one of our first conversations, in 2019. At that time, he unambiguously believed that defending liberal democracy was synonymous with defending the West, and for him, Palantir’s mission was personal: Palantir was making the world safer for Alex Karp. And to an uncanny degree, the company was a reflection of him: of his habits and quirks, of the experiences that had shaped him, and above all, of his bleak worldview and the anxieties that weighed on him. His sense of foreboding, he said, “propels a lot of decisions for this company.”

Karp’s commitment to Palantir was absolute, a point he emphasized in a 2013 interview with Forbes. “The only time I’m not thinking about Palantir is when I’m swimming, practicing Qigong, or during sexual activity,” he told the magazine. (Swimming was his main sport back then.) Karp rarely took a day off, and on most weeknights he ate dinner at his desk. He had no children but was in long-term, concurrent relationships with two women, an arrangement that worked in part because he was “geographically monogamous,” as one colleague felicitously put it (this person also said that both women were “age-appropriate”). When Karp wasn’t tending to business, he could often be found skiing. Most of his homes were in remote locations and were chosen for their proximity to cross-country skiing trails. If time permitted, he skied twelve to fifteen miles per day. But according to Karp, even his skiing was in service to Palantir: he believed that only someone conditioned like an elite athlete could maintain a schedule as grueling as his.

Under Karp, Palantir became a dominant force in data analytics, a multibillion-dollar enterprise with swank offices around the world and an aura of intrigue—meticulously cultivated—that set it apart even in the frenzied atmosphere of Silicon Valley. Validation—for Palantir, for Karp—came in 2020, when the company, after years of putting off an IPO, went public. The successful stock market listing affirmed Palantir’s viability and officially made Karp a billionaire. Apart from buying additional homes (and, eventually, his own private jet), the wealth didn’t change his lifestyle, and Karp professed to be indifferent to his net worth, although not everyone in his orbit was persuaded of that. “He’s probably more financially motivated than he thinks, and I am less financially motivated than people think,” Thiel said. But Karp did enjoy his enhanced stature. He was now a center of attention at events like the World Economic Forum, which was held each year in Davos, Switzerland. Heads of state were eager to hear his thoughts, and he was in ever-greater demand as a speaker. Except at Haverford.

The college’s reluctance to embrace Karp was not surprising, though. Palantir was controversial. Its software could enable mass surveillance, and the company’s ties to the intelligence community and law enforcement were a source of acute concern to civil libertarians and privacy advocates. The first Trump presidency had also made Palantir toxic in the eyes of many observers. The company was implicated in the Cambridge Analytica scandal, in which Facebook data was surreptitiously used to try to manipulate millions of Americans into voting for Donald Trump in 2016. An even bigger flash point was Palantir’s work with U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE. When Trump launched his immigration crackdown, Palantir was accused of abetting racist and inhumane policies. That Thiel had been one of Trump’s most prominent supporters added to the furor.

Protests were held outside the company’s offices, as well as in front of Karp’s Palo Alto home, and Palantir found itself no longer welcome on some college campuses—including, apparently, our alma mater’s. The Trump years, in addition to being a public relations fiasco for Palantir, exposed an uncomfortable truth: the company’s technology would be a powerful weapon in the hands of an authoritarian regime.

But except for the Haverford part, all that was just an unpleasant memory when I visited Karp in New Hampshire in September 2021. I went there to discuss my interest in writing a book about him and Palantir. The previous year, I had published a story about Palantir in The New York Times Magazine. Karp and I didn’t know each other until I was assigned the Times Magazine piece. We were in the same class at Haverford but somehow managed never to exchange a word, which seemed hard to believe given that the school had fewer than 1,500 students. We first met in April 2019, when I went to Palantir’s New York office for an off-the-record conversation with him (perhaps hoping to rekindle the college spirit, or something approximating it, he drank a nonalcoholic beer while we talked). In the months that followed, we met again in New York, as well as in Washington, Paris, and Vermont. We developed a good rapport; Karp seemed comfortable talking to me and spoke candidly about Palantir and himself.

The article, which was published in October 2020, a few weeks after Palantir went public, was around nine thousand words. Even so, I felt that there was more to say. Karp was a sui generis figure on the business scene, and Palantir was arguably the most interesting company in the world—and possibly also one of the most dangerous. Its technology had the potential to help shape the balance of power in the twenty-first century and to alter the relationship between the individual and the state. Palantir was a window into the panoptic future that had now arrived, and one could not begin to understand the company without understanding the idiosyncratic person at its helm.

Karp was receptive to the book idea. He said that he figured a book would be written about Palantir and that it made sense to cooperate with an author he knew and liked. What he didn’t say, but what was certainly true, was that he wanted to be the subject of a book. Although Karp was Palantir’s CEO, the press often referred to the company as “Peter Thiel’s Palantir.” That was especially the case during the first Trump administration, when Thiel’s name was clickbait. But while Thiel had conceived the idea for Palantir and served as its chairman of the board, he had never played a role in its day-to-day operations. In the wake of Palantir’s public listing, Karp wanted to be recognized as the chief architect of the company’s success, and this was his principal motive for agreeing to cooperate with me.

Karp was generous with his time and thoughts. Many of our conversations were in person, usually in New York or Washington. In addition, we spoke numerous times by video and phone. I had a standing offer to travel with him on his private jet, but I decided from the outset that it would be better not to. I feared it would undermine the integrity of the book. I also didn’t want to fly with him because I worried that my presence on the plane would start to feel burdensome. It was hard to hold Karp’s attention. Many of his colleagues assumed that he had ADHD. During meetings, he often played with a Rubik’s Cube, and if not that, he would fidget with something else. If a conversation took place standing up, he would practice tai chi moves while listening or talking. Normally, he could give me thirty to forty-five minutes of productive conversation before he started to drift.

Although Karp was intensely private, he understood that it would be hard to write a book about him without input from those who know him best. His brother, Ben, who lives in Japan, spoke with me frequently and shared lots of memories and insights. I also interviewed Karp’s mother. His father was in declining health and unavailable. There were some limits to Karp’s cooperation: he refused, for instance, to put me in touch with the women with whom he is involved. I met one of them anyway, but only by chance. She is American. His other ongoing relationship is with a woman in Europe; he has been with her for more than two decades. Palantir is a complicated company, and Karp has a complicated existence.

When I started working on the book, Joe Biden was in the White House, demonstrators were no longer congregating outside Palantir’s offices, the worst of the pandemic seemed over, and I did wonder if we were entering a period that would be uneventful for Karp and the company. But just weeks into my reporting, Russia invaded Ukraine, a conflict in which Palantir’s technology would play a central role. Dramatic advances in machine-learning capabilities, underscored by the debut in November 2022 of ChatGPT, heralded the dawn of the AI revolution, and on both the military and commercial side, Palantir was at its vanguard. Then came October 7, the Hamas attack that left 1,200 Israelis dead. This tragedy was one of the defining events of Karp’s career and an epochal moment for Palantir—it was the war on terrorism anew, in a world that now felt very unsafe for Jews, very unsafe for Alex Karp. All the major themes of Karp’s life—his sense of vulnerability, his deep attachment to his Jewish heritage (in contrast to his seeming ambivalence about being part black), his disdain for the identarian left and for academia—converged around this one issue, and listening to him in the days and weeks following the massacre was especially revealing.

The slaughter in Israel also cemented his political metamorphosis. Although he had long ago stopped describing himself as a neo-socialist, he still claimed to be progressive when I first met him, and on certain issues, such as immigration, he expressed opinions that seemed consistent with a liberal worldview (at the same time, though, he opposed affirmative action and was a staunch supporter of the Second Amendment). But during Biden’s presidency, it was hard not to notice that he seldom had a good word to say about the Democratic Party and was often contemptuous of it. By contrast, he went out of his way to praise Republicans—even Trump. For a time, I assumed this was just a contrarian reflex on his part, or a way of telegraphing an independent spirit. But at a certain point, it became clear that he was moving to the right, and the October 7 pogrom and the eruption of anti-Israel protests at colleges and universities led him to decisively break with the Democrats.

In the course of my reporting, I was also able to observe the transformation of Karp’s public image. To the extent that he had attracted notice in the past, he was primarily regarded as an eccentric, an oddball. For a long time, he embraced that persona, proudly referring to himself as “the batshit-crazy CEO.” But impressions of him began to change as a result of Ukraine, AI, and Israel. He was outspoken about all three issues and had interesting and often provocative things to say. He also demonstrated physical courage: in May 2022, three months into the war, he traveled to Kyiv to meet with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. Karp now projected gravitas, a perception amplified by what seemed to be the unseriousness of other major figures in the tech world. While Karp was visiting conflict zones and talking about matters of war and peace, Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk were planning to face off in a cage match.

And yet, even as his stature and influence grew, Karp was incapable of casting aside his grievances. He was rarely more animated than when lashing out at Wall Street or Silicon Valley. I found this puzzling. His company was thriving, he was a billionaire; by any measure, he had “won.” So why couldn’t he just let it go? I eventually came to realize that he needed enemies. The doubters and the haters, real and imagined, gave him added motivation and were part of the larger narrative that Karp had constructed about himself and Palantir: that they were perennial outsiders, always the barbarians at the gate.

Karp and the company rode that rebellious image to great effect, but Palantir’s success accelerated dramatically while I was working on the book. The company’s struggle for profitability had been a source of exasperation for Palantir investors, not least Thiel. But in late 2022, after almost twenty years in business, the company finally notched a profit, and that proved to be an inflection point. Palantir was profitable every quarter thereafter, and on the back of the generative AI boom, its revenue growth surged. In September 2024, Palantir was added to the S&P 500, which Karp regarded as the company’s most significant milestone yet. Its stock had more than doubled since the start of the year and was still rising. On November 4, Palantir released another stellar earnings report, and it gained almost $10 per share, closing above $50 for the first time.

Little more than twenty-four hours later, Donald Trump was elected president again. His signature issue was his promise of an even harsher immigration crackdown that would potentially see millions of people expelled from the United States. Trump’s campaign was notable for its violent rhetoric, language that many scholars (and voters) regarded as fascistic. Two former generals who had served under Trump during his first administration, John Kelly and Mark Milley, publicly called Trump a fascist. Trump plainly had little regard for the rule of law and constitutional norms, a fact laid bare by his attempt to overturn the 2020 election. With Trump restored to power, it appeared that authoritarianism had triumphed in the United States and that Palantir, which Karp had always touted as a bulwark of the liberal international order, would henceforth be serving the agenda of a president who was contemptuous of America’s political tradition, disdainful of the Western alliance, and strangely enamored of some of the world’s most brutal tyrants.






ONE THE SCHMATTES FACTORY


On April 14, 2021, President Joe Biden announced that he would withdraw the last remaining U.S. troops from Afghanistan no later than September 11 of that year, a date that would mark the twentieth anniversary of the terrorist attack that led to America’s long military engagement there. Biden had been assured by the U.S. intelligence community that Afghan security forces would be able to hold off a resurgent Taliban long enough to allow for an orderly evacuation by the United States and its allies. Biden had campaigned for the presidency on a promise to end the “forever war” in Afghanistan, and now, barely four months after taking office, he had decided to make good on that pledge.

However, the intelligence assessments were too optimistic. By midsummer, Afghanistan’s military had all but collapsed, its government was teetering, and the Taliban had captured large swaths of the country and were closing in on the capital, Kabul. In July, in response to the deteriorating situation, Biden moved up the date for the withdrawal of the last U.S. troops to August 31. Most of the 2,500 American servicemen who had been in Afghanistan when Biden initially announced the drawdown had already left the country, but several hundred remained. In addition, hundreds of Western diplomats and aid workers, as well as tens of thousands of Afghans who had assisted the United States and its coalition partners, were still trying to get out and were facing increasingly perilous circumstances. On August 13, Biden said that he was immediately dispatching three thousand additional American troops to Kabul to help with what would now be a very hasty and dangerous evacuation of noncombatants.

The operation was going to involve hundreds of aircraft and thousands of flights. The Pentagon also had to send additional Humvees and other support vehicles to Kabul, along with food and water for U.S. service members and the civilians being airlifted out of Afghanistan. At the same time, military bases in Europe and the Middle East had to be readied for the arrival of thousands of refugees, which meant ensuring that each location had adequate supplies of food, water, cots, porta potties, and other essentials. On top of that, every Afghan citizen seeking to resettle in the United States was going to have to be screened in order to prevent any known or suspected terrorists from being allowed into the country. Compounding the logistical challenge, a lot of information that American military planners needed to conduct the evacuation was siloed in different databases that they couldn’t readily access. The mission was in jeopardy before it even started.

A day after Biden announced that he was sending additional troops to Afghanistan, the Pentagon reached out to Palantir for help. Since 2018, the Army had used Palantir’s software to manage personnel and supplies; the system, which the military called Vantage, integrated more than 150 databases and over thirty thousand datasets, giving the Army a kaleidoscopic view of its own preparedness at any given moment. Now the Joint Chiefs of Staff wanted to use Vantage for the evacuation. The message from the Defense Department conveyed a sense of acute urgency. Mitchell Skiles, who oversaw Palantir’s work with the Army, says that he and his colleagues were told that the goal was simply “to get the hell out while saving as many lives as possible.” Within hours of receiving the call, Skiles and a team of Palantirians had embedded with the Joint Staff. Soon, around 150 Palantir engineers were contributing to the effort. Most were based in the United States, but some were overseas, and because of the different time zones, Palantir was able to provide round-the-clock support to the Pentagon.

Through Vantage, the company’s engineers quickly pulled in and merged data from every branch of the military and every civilian agency that was involved in the evacuation, ranging from the United States Transportation Command, or Transcom, which oversees all American military transportation, to the State Department to Customs and Border Patrol, or CBP. In a matter of days, the Palantirians built a fully integrated data ecosystem for the Joint Staff, which could now see maintenance records to ensure that planes and support vehicles were actually operational; could easily locate supplies and match them with outbound flights; and could quickly verify how many evacuees were aboard every flight leaving Kabul. The Palantirians drew information from existing databases and also took in data from ad hoc sources: one data stream that they plugged into Vantage was a group chat among U.S. troops on the ground at Kabul’s airport. Along the way, Palantir’s software helped identify problems large and small. At one point, it flagged an issue with an American soldier who was about to leave for Afghanistan: he was only seventeen years old, and under U.S. law, a person had to be eighteen or older to serve in a conflict zone.

Palantir’s technology also played a critical role in the effort to secure the airport in Kabul. That task fell to the Army’s 82nd Airborne Division, under the command of Major General Chris Donahue. By the time the 82nd Airborne arrived in Kabul, Afghanistan’s president had fled the country, the government had collapsed, the Taliban had entered the capital, and thousands of desperate Afghans had converged on the airport. To help ensure that the evacuation could proceed unimpeded by the Taliban or by terrorist attacks, Donahue and his troops were equipped with several battlefield intelligence tools that ran on Palantir’s software. The same software was also used on the other end, to help conduct background checks on refugees as they arrived in the United States. Palantir’s technology became the nerve center for the entire operation.

The Pentagon’s decision to enlist Palantir’s help was testament to the quality of the company’s products as well as the aptitude of its engineers. But it also spoke to a deeper truth: even organizations as well funded and seemingly sophisticated as the U.S. military often struggle to harness their own data. One of the axioms of this information-soaked age is that data can lead to better decision-making in almost every sphere of human activity—from the operating room to the assembly line to the battlefield to the baseball diamond. Fifteen years before the Afghan airlift, in 2006, a British mathematician and entrepreneur named Clive Humby gave a speech in London in which he boldly declared that “data is the new oil.” By this, he meant that data would henceforth be the fuel driving economic growth and material progress. His clever formulation became the catchphrase of the Big Data revolution. But during that same speech, Humby extended the oil analogy to make another critical point: like crude oil, data needs refining in order to be of real value.

Raw data can be challenging to work with. It is often messy and riddled with mistakes—a misspelled name, an extra zero erroneously attached to a number, outdated or duplicate records. Data also comes in a wide variety of forms. It can be structured (charts, spreadsheets, phone logs) or unstructured (text messages, photographs, Instagram posts). Data can be coded in different languages, such as Python or Java. A further complication is that organizations routinely store data in multiple databases that aren’t linked—and the larger the organization, the more data silos it is apt to have. Then there is the sheer volume of data that is generated now via phones, watches, trains, planes, satellites, automobiles, traffic lights, toasters, even toilets. It is estimated that the world will have produced 180 zettabytes of data in 2025, a tenfold increase from a decade earlier. A zettabyte is equivalent to one sextillion bytes, which is… a lot.

Palantir’s software helps create order out of all this chaos. It is a tool for merging, managing, and analyzing large quantities of data. Palantir does not collect data on behalf of its clients, nor does it store or sell data; its technology simply enables organizations to make better use of their own data. For a number of years, Palantir had two software platforms. One, called Gotham, was for the intelligence community and the military. The other, Metropolis, was mainly for financial institutions. But Palantir discontinued Metropolis in the mid-2010s and replaced it with a system called Foundry, which was geared to a broader spectrum of commercial users. Foundry proved to be so effective that the company soon began selling it to government agencies and the military, too. Now Foundry is Palantir’s flagship offering, and Gotham is a suite of applications that sits on top of it. Foundry was used in the Afghan airlift and today anchors all of Palantir’s work. There are rival products on the market, but most Palantir customers seem to think that the company’s software is peerless (and worth the premium that it charges).

As Palantirians readily acknowledge, data integration is a vital but banal task. “It’s plumbing work, basically,” says Louis Mosley, who runs Palantir’s London office. There is something to the analogy. Data is fed into Palantir’s software through virtual pipelines (clients can build the pipelines themselves using Palantir’s technology, or Palantir engineers can do it for them). The software cleans up and standardizes the data and turns it into a composite dataset. Customers run queries to obtain answers. They enter a name, a place, or an event, and they specify how they wish to see the results. It can be via tables, timelines, graphs, heat maps, histograms, spider diagrams, geospatial analysis, or artificial intelligence models. But the software then goes a step beyond and facilitates actual decision-making (something that distinguishes it from competitors): customers can use Palantir to run simulations, build new workflows, and otherwise act on the insights derived from their data.

Palantir’s software is also known for its adaptability. It can be customized to reflect the particular needs and habits of mind that guide a corporation or a government agency, can easily absorb new sources of data, and can be applied to an astonishingly broad range of issues. Foundry has been used by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to track foodborne illnesses; by the German pharmaceutical company Merck KGaA to accelerate the development of new drugs; by Airbus to troubleshoot production bottlenecks and to collate and analyze data generated by sensors on nearly every commercial Airbus plane in service; by the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) to combat insider trading; by Tampa General Hospital to optimize staffing levels and schedules; by the World Food Programme (WFP) to manage supplies and deliveries; and by the Italian automaker Ferrari to improve the performance of its Formula 1 race cars.

But counterterrorism and defense remain the cornerstone of Palantir’s business. Much of this work necessarily takes place out of public view (it was never reported, for instance, that Palantir’s software was used to help safeguard the 2024 Paris Olympics). Over the years, Karp has suggested that Palantir’s impact in the war on terrorism was vast and occasionally decisive. During one of our conversations in 2019, he said Palantir had helped thwart several attacks in Europe that, had they succeeded, would have caused death and destruction on a scale that would inevitably have brought the far right to power in a number of places. Karp was given to dramatic proclamations, and he shared this nugget with typical brio. “I believe that Western civilization has rested on our somewhat small shoulders a couple of times in the last fifteen years,” he said, adding that Palantir was the reason why people weren’t “goose-stepping” through European capitals. But such claims, offered without proof, invited skepticism.

Even so, it is true that Palantir frequently operates in the background and often in fraught situations where unambiguously positive outcomes are not possible or cannot mask larger failures. That proved to be the case with the Afghanistan airlift. It ended up being the largest evacuation of noncombatants in U.S. history: over the course of seventeen days, some eight hundred aircraft were used to transport nearly 125,000 people. On average, 7,500 people were put on flights each day, and planes were taking off almost every half hour. By those measures, it was a formidable achievement, and especially impressive given the speed with which the mission was thrown together and the hurdles that the military faced in executing it. There was no way of knowing how many lives were saved, but the number was surely not a small one. At least three babies were born aboard flights out of Afghanistan; U.S. military personnel assisted with the deliveries.

However, the evacuation was ultimately marred by a pair of tragedies. On August 26, a suicide bomber killed more than 180 people at a section of Kabul’s airport known as Abbey Gate, including thirteen American soldiers. Three days later, the U.S. military launched a drone strike that mistakenly claimed the lives of ten innocent Afghans, including seven children. These incidents, coupled with the scenes of chaos and desperation at the airport, created a widespread perception that the operation had been a fiasco. The success of the airlift was also overshadowed by the fact that many Afghans who had hoped to leave were unable to, and even more so by the harsh reality that the two-decade-long effort to establish stability and democratic rule in Afghanistan had failed. The war on terrorism had given rise to Palantir; it seemed somehow fitting that Palantir played a critical role in bringing one part of that war to an end, albeit with an ignominious conclusion. But as Karp once put it, “Palantir is the convergence of software and difficult positions.”



“Welcome to the schmattes factory.”

Karp was strolling down a corridor of Palantir’s Washington office, wearing his usual work attire: a T-shirt, ski pants, and espadrilles. He also had on a baseball cap that bore the logo of an elite Norwegian cross-country skiing team called Team Veidekke Vest. Karp appeared to have an abundant supply of its gear, and was often photographed in it. The skiing apparel was his sartorial flourish—his answer to Steve Jobs’s black turtleneck and Mark Zuckerberg’s hoodie. However, his access to Team Veidekke Vest’s clothing was a source of curiosity, and some consternation, in Norway. Karp wasn’t a member of the team, nor did Palantir have any involvement with it. The Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation, or NRK, looked into the matter and discovered that a member of the team, whom it didn’t identify, had supplied Karp with the clothes (what NRK didn’t report was that this person had been training Karp on a freelance basis). A spokesman for Veidekke, the Scandinavian construction conglomerate that had sponsored the team, expressed displeasure with Karp. “It’s just completely wrong when he appears to be an employee, a close associate, or someone sponsored by Veidekke,” he said.

Karp’s line about the schmattes factory was his way of greeting me, although he usually acknowledged my presence by declaiming, “Oh, my biographer is here. Be careful,” a comment directed at whoever was within earshot. Karp walked like someone who spent a lot of time on skis: he had a kind of gliding gait and rolled his shoulders as if he were pushing through snow. As he made his way around, he stopped to chat with employees. Most of them were young, and a few looked like they were barely out of high school. But even though Karp was the boss, no necks stiffened as he approached. His colleagues addressed him as “Dr. Karp,” and some would get a little starry-eyed when he spoke to them. However, they never seemed nervous in his presence. Karp would ask what they were working on and if they were getting adequate support from management. He sometimes broached other topics. He once decided to prove to me that Haverford was an institution in decline by asking two Palantirians if they had ever heard of our alma mater. Both confessed that they had not. Karp nodded glumly. “It won’t even be a top-fifty school in a couple of years,” he said.

Karp liked to entertain his colleagues and was often quite funny, though his jokes and quips could skirt the edge of propriety. Introducing me to one of his Norwegian bodyguards, he said loudly, “Do you know we are the first Jews he’s ever seen?” He compared himself to Larry David and once suggested that his comic stylings might be called “Karp Your Enthusiasm.” His desire to amuse the people around him was genuine, but he said that it also served a purpose: humor was a way of reaching the subconscious, and part of his job was to make sure that every employee’s subconscious was aligned with Palantir’s goals. “Freud’s thesis is that the primary process, which is your subconscious, dictates to the secondary process, the conscious, how you see the world,” Karp explained. “If you are dealing with a lot of people who have learned things that aren’t true, like about how an organization should work, you need to change that so that your organization actually works, which means you have to get through to the primary process, and one thing that works pretty well is humor.”

Karp tended to speak in an elliptical, discursive manner. Once, while hanging for a few minutes from a pull-up bar located outside his New York office, he gave an impromptu talk to a group of Palantirians about features and bugs. His basic point, to the extent it could be discerned, was that features were not always features but that bugs weren’t always features, either, and that counterintuitive thinking was valuable except when it wasn’t. However, it was hard to follow his train of thought because he quickly digressed into a discussion about his unhappily married friends, divorce lawyers, and prenuptial agreements. It was an orgy of free association but kind of entertaining, which was probably the real point. Karp was always energetic and upbeat around the office. He was trying to set a mood. Long hours were obligatory at Palantir, and while the perks were sweet (breakfast, lunch, and dinner Monday–Friday, beers in the fridge, snacks galore, dogs welcome), Karp also wanted it to be fun. He sometimes led tai chi classes for employees.

Like other Silicon Valley moguls, Karp seemed not quite of this world—there was an awkwardness to him, something a little off-center. I once sat with him in his office as he ate lunch. At the time, he had a cupcake infatuation, but he had an unusual way of consuming them: he would decapitate the cupcakes and eat only the tops—the icing was what he really wanted—leaving the cake part untouched. His lunch on that afternoon included two cupcakes. One was apparently meant for me, but Karp didn’t know that and scarfed both of them. Not quite satiated, he stood up and started banging on the glass wall that looked out on the rest of the office. “Can I get more cupcakes?” he shouted, to no one in particular. An assistant quickly appeared at the door with several more cupcakes, which Karp proceeded to cut in half and eat.

But Karp also differed from his fellow tech barons in some important ways, and not just because of his background in the humanities. He appeared to have a high degree of emotional intelligence and was very attuned to the needs, interests, and desires of those around him. “Reading a room—that’s Alex’s superpower,” says Ward Breeze, a classmate of ours at Haverford who was close to Karp and later became one of his attorneys. That was true when it came to winning over potential clients, and it was especially true in his dealings with Palantir employees. He had lieutenants who kept him apprised of personnel issues and office dramas, but he also had a keen ear for what was happening outside his door and seemed to genuinely care about the people who worked for him.

And he cared deeply about what they thought of him. At the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, in 2022, he was interviewed by CNBC’s Andrew Ross Sorkin. CNBC loved having Karp as a guest; in contrast to most other CEOs, he was reliably unfiltered, thanks in part to his practice of getting hopped-up on Mexican Coke beforehand. Booking Karp almost always guaranteed headlines. I was with Karp in Davos, and as we walked to the CNBC set, he said he never got nervous before going on television but did feel a very specific kind of pressure: “I just don’t ever want to say anything that would embarrass Palantirians.” The interview with Sorkin was typical Karp—he was by turns funny, caustic (he teed off, as always, on Wall Street analysts), and apocalyptic about the state of the world (this was three months after Russia invaded Ukraine, and Karp suggested that there was a 20–30 percent chance that Moscow would use a nuclear weapon in the conflict). With the cameras still rolling, Sorkin had Karp teach him several tai chi moves. CNBC showed clips of the interview throughout the day. One aired while Karp and a number of Palantir employees were milling around the pavilion that the company had rented. Everyone turned to face the television except Karp: he was watching his colleagues watching him. As they laughed at his comments, he remained expressionless, just observing. It was clear that their verdict mattered a lot to him.

Karp often boasted of Palantir’s meritocratic culture—he insisted that the company hired people strictly on the basis of qualifications. This wasn’t entirely true: Palantir had its share of nepo hires, employees who had leveraged connections of one sort or another to get jobs there. Unsurprisingly, Ivy League universities and other comparably prestigious schools were overrepresented (except for Haverford: Karp insisted he wasn’t blackballing our alma mater, but he was Palantir’s lone Haverford grad). The company’s payroll also included people with impressive achievements outside the classroom. A number of military veterans worked at Palantir. So did a former Olympian and a current astronaut.

Karp was good to those who worked for him. He was not one to scream or threaten, nor did he ever publicly upbraid or humiliate people. This was a reflection of his temperament, but also the fact that Palantirians were his de facto family, and he treated them as such (perhaps too much so: it occasionally felt as if he infantilized his colleagues, and some of them, in turn, seemed like needy children, constantly seeking his attention and approval). If anything, he was sometimes too loyal, a loyalty that could bleed into stubbornness. While Palantir was generally an agreeable place to work, there were a few employees who were not well-liked or trusted by others. But Karp resisted getting rid of them. He could be obstinate that way, although he also just really disliked firing people.

Karp often joked that his job was “managing unmanageable people.” He was mainly referring to the nearly two thousand software engineers that the company employed, and he was convinced that he had an almost unique ability to lead them. “Once I stumbled on it, it turned out that I was built for certain things that are really valuable, like managing very complex, sometimes difficult—highly in many cases—technical software engineers. There are just very few people in the world built for that.” While Karp was not lacking in self-regard, it was true that he had proven to be very adept at guiding the software engineers who worked at Palantir. One paradoxical reason for this was because he had no computer science training; he didn’t try to micromanage them because he couldn’t, and his respect for boundaries earned him their goodwill and trust.

This isn’t to say that Karp refrained from offering input on technical matters. It was his idea to equip Palantir’s software with robust privacy controls, a feature that became one of the company’s major selling points. But whenever he shared his thoughts about the work the engineers were doing, he made clear that pushback was welcome.

In this way, too, he had won the confidence and allegiance of Palantir’s engineers. Probably the biggest factor, though, was that he genuinely held the engineers in high regard, and not just because they were Palantir’s lifeblood. Karp saw them as they saw themselves: as creatives. He recognized that a lot of ingenuity went into their work and that there was a certain beauty to the finished product. He gave the engineers their space and showed them respect. Karp liked to describe Palantir as “an artists’ colony,” and he really meant it.

In turn, Palantirians were intensely devoted to him. This partly reflected faith in his judgment—a belief, born of experience, that Karp’s instincts, on subjects ranging from geopolitics to product development to project assignments, were almost unerring. But his colleagues were also loyal to Karp because working for him was a blast. One company executive, who had more than enough money to retire on, told me he couldn’t bring himself to walk away because being around Karp was simply too much fun. “It’s just a wild ride,” he said with a satisfied smile. When Palantirians met for drinks or dinner, Karp was frequently the topic of conversation. It was often said that the company had a cultish vibe, and there was some truth to this. Certainly, there was a cult of personality around Karp. In the mid-2010s, several French employees hired a cartoonist to produce a graphic novel about Karp (it was never publicly released, but the cartoonist later got a job at Palantir).

Karp kept his private life walled off from even his closest associates at the company, which added to the fascination with him. (It wasn’t until 2017 that he told his colleagues that his mother was black, and this was only because a reporter had learned that he was biracial.) He took pleasure in the aura that he enjoyed inside Palantir and was convinced that it helped make the company functional. In a workplace full of headstrong iconoclasts, he was the glue that held everything together. “You need a way you can bond, and my eccentric, nonstandard character is the bonding mechanism,” he explained.

But Karp also believed that his managerial acumen was tied to his dyslexia. From his point of view, the key variable in his life was not his racial or ethnic identity but, rather, dyslexia, which had turned out to be a burden and a blessing, although he liked to put it more colorfully: dyslexia, he said, “fucked me but also gave me wings to fly.” Even though Karp ended up doing well in school, his formative years were marked by his struggle with dyslexia. But along the way, he developed certain attributes that would prove useful in business. He couldn’t process as many details as other people, so he learned to get by on less information, which he believed gave him an advantage in situations that called for quick, decisive judgments. Dyslexia also taught him the power of collaboration; it is a disability, and those who have it need the help of others. In an environment that required team-building and delegating responsibility, Karp found that he had an intrinsic advantage. Dyslexics, he said, aren’t raised on an ethos of self-reliance and tend to excel in situations in which it is important to get people to understand that “maybe if we work together it would be more powerful than if we don’t.”

As Karp later discovered, a number of well-known CEOs and entrepreneurs were dyslexic. In 2002, Fortune ran a cover story titled “The Dyslexic CEO,” which drew attention to this phenomenon: the piece noted that Richard Branson, Charles Schwab, Cisco’s John Chambers, the celebrated trial attorney David Boies (whose firm represented Palantir in a landmark lawsuit that it brought against the Army), and Paul Orfalea, the founder of the Kinko’s chain, all suffered from dyslexia. A few years later, Julie Logan, a professor at the City University of London’s Cass Business School, published a study in which she reported that 35 percent of the entrepreneurs she surveyed were dyslexic. “We found that dyslexics who succeed had overcome an awful lot in their lives by developing compensatory skills,” Logan told The New York Times. “If you tell your friends and acquaintances that you plan to start a business, you’ll hear over and over again, ‘It won’t work. It can’t be done.’ But dyslexics are extraordinarily creative about maneuvering their way around problems.” She also noted their collaborative skills: “The willingness to delegate authority gives them a significant advantage over nondyslexic entrepreneurs, who tend to view their business as their baby and like to be in total control.”

All that said, Karp was hardly a pushover boss. His jocular manner belied a driven and demanding personality. While he understood that employees had lives outside Palantir, he got frustrated if he sensed they were not putting the company first. In the wake of the pandemic, he was often irritated by how it had changed attitudes and mores—the rise of remote work, the desire for greater work-life balance. There was some irony in this (perhaps some hypocrisy, too), in that the way he chose to work and live imposed unusual burdens on the people who answered to him. Employees often had to travel to various Karp homes to see him. During the summer, a steady flow of Palantirians would head to his place in New Hampshire. Sometimes they had to go to Alaska to meet with him at his house near Anchorage. A group once went to Northern Sweden with Karp because the first cross-country trails of the season had opened and he wanted to mix business with his own recreation (they stayed in heated huts while there). “It could be said that this is a company that works around the CEO’s lifestyle,” one Palantir executive drolly commented.

Karp took up cross-country skiing during his first trip to the World Economic Forum, in 2016. He didn’t want to go to Davos—he generally avoided conferences and crowds. As an inducement, a colleague mentioned that Davos was renowned for its cross-country skiing trails. Karp gave it a try while there and was hooked. According to Karp, as his skiing improved, members of his security detail had trouble keeping up. He also worried that they wouldn’t be able to help him out if a heavy snowstorm struck while he was skiing; this was a particular risk if one went off-trail, as he sometimes did. A friend suggested that Karp try to recruit ex–Norwegian soldiers to serve as his skiing companions—they were often very accomplished skiers and were trained to operate in difficult winter weather. Karp was eventually introduced to a former member of the Norwegian special forces, a unit known as the FSK. He agreed to join Karp’s security team and became his regular skiing partner. In time, Karp hired several other FSK veterans. He referred to them collectively as “the Norwegians” and also referred to them that way individually. “You should talk to the Norwegian,” he would say to me, pointing to whichever handsome Nordic guy happened to be with him at that moment. The Norwegians took turns traveling with Karp; they would rotate in every two or three weeks, although sometimes two of them would overlap.

Karp claimed to have no interest in competing; he said his goal was simply to keep improving and to build a foundation that would allow him to ski into his later years. But he liked to boast of his Nordic skiing prowess. Maybe the happiest I ever saw him was after a Norwegian newspaper published an article that noted the impressive time he had logged on one of the country’s most demanding cross-country skiing courses (he was, however, annoyed that the story included an unauthorized photo of the house he owned a few hours from Oslo). The only genuflecting that he seemed to expect from his colleagues was about his skiing: in my presence, he would periodically ask his assistants to attest to his aptitude, and they would dutifully oblige him. His videotaped messages to Palantir shareholders often opened with scenes of him skiing.

During the pandemic, the Norwegians introduced him to the so-called Norwegian method, which combines endurance, interval, and strength training. While Karp was already in good shape, he says that the conditioning program gave him even greater stamina. His VO2 max—a measure of oxygen uptake during physical exertion and widely regarded as the premier gauge of cardiovascular fitness—became a source of particular pride for him: he now clocked in at around 65, a stellar number, particularly for someone his age. He supplemented his workouts with several dozen vitamins and antioxidants each day. He enjoyed wine but rarely drank. During the Covid lockdowns, he gave up the cupcakes and eliminated all sugar from his diet.

When I first met Karp, in 2019, he was spending most of his time in Europe. Living in Europe agreed with him (especially when snow was on the ground), and Palantir’s business there was flourishing; indeed, London had become its largest office, with over five hundred employees. Unlike in the United States, Palantir was not weighed down by controversy in Europe. Its connection to the Cambridge Analytica scandal made headlines in the UK, but the ICE imbroglio didn’t seem to register. The CIA link spooked some people, but even that wasn’t usually a deterrent to winning business. On both the government and the commercial side, Palantir’s European operations were thriving, helped in part by the European media, which found Karp very compelling.

But during the pandemic, Palantir’s center of gravity shifted back to America. After winning a bruising legal fight with the Army over its procurement process, Palantir had landed a number of deals with the Pentagon and was becoming a major defense contractor. The critical role that the company played in helping the federal government track Covid-19 and distribute vaccines had burnished its reputation in Washington, and as war raged in Eastern Europe and conflict loomed in Asia, Karp was suddenly in wide demand on Capitol Hill and elsewhere. He was now in Washington so much of the time that he had recently purchased a home in the Maryland suburbs. He bought it for around $8.5 million, which was much more than he was normally willing to spend. For years, he had made it his policy to never pay more than $1 million for a home; he figured that was what the average Palantirian could afford, and he had made it his own limit as a way of affirming the company’s democratic ethos. But while $1 million could get you a lot of house in Alaska, it wouldn’t get you very far in the Washington area.

Palantir’s Washington office was located in Georgetown, close to the Potomac waterfront. It occupied two floors, and on the morning that he greeted me with the “schmattes factory” quip, Karp visited both. On the lower floor, a team working on military projects showed him the latest version of the “augmented reality” glasses they were developing: on the “screen” was a meticulously detailed map of a Taiwanese island, along with real-time drone footage and live data streams. The glasses didn’t completely cover your head—you could see your “real” surroundings. But they would give a soldier in the field a 360-degree view of the battlefield literally on the end of his nose. Nearby was the classified room, where top-secret U.S. government documents and other sensitive materials were held, accessible only to Palantirians who had security clearance. Karp was not one of them: he said that he never applied for security clearance because he feared that it would inhibit his ability to speak candidly in public and private.

Later that morning, Karp was meeting with former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, who was stopping by the office to see him (Karp would change into business attire beforehand). Two decades after cofounding Palantir, Karp had become a Washington wise man, a sought-after figure in foreign policy and defense circles. It was another improbable twist in an unlikely career. Certainly, nothing about his upbringing suggested that he was destined for the business world, let alone at the helm of a company serving as an instrument of American power. Karp says that the idea would have horrified his parents and that even after all the success he has enjoyed, they still wish he had done something else with his life.
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