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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I very much believe that Luigi is innocent until proven guilty, and I condition any speculation in the following pages on that righteous legal scruple.







CHAPTER 1 MAGIC ISLAND


Let’s start with Luigi Mangione on that beach near Waikiki in the fall of 2022. Staring at the waves he couldn’t surf, back in pain, big hungry brain swimming with ideas. He posted one online and pinned it to the top of his feed:


7 years ago, I gave my hs senior speech on this topic: “Today, I will be talking to you about the future, about topics ranging from conscious artificial intelligence to human immortality…”



This was the speech he gave as his class’s valedictorian, literally speaking for his generation. Changes were coming like nothing the world had ever seen, he promised. “When we understand just how fast the rate of human progress is increasing, a revolutionary near future isn’t unbelievable, it’s actually the only logical conclusion.”

His advice: “Be excited for what the future holds for us.”

Seen from two and a half years later, this was a moment of touching optimism. He still believed in the power of knowledge to change things, still had a sense that history was moving forward in positive ways. He had a six-figure job too, working as a data engineer at an online car dealer called TrueCar.com. There, according to his LinkedIn page, he “spearheaded the transition and integration of lease / loan payments to a new API [a software interface], expanded pricing data sources, and improved call frequency and conditions, resulting in a 34% increase in new vehicle payments populated and more up-to-date payments.”

He spent his first six months in Hawaii in a shared living space called Surfbreak, a high-rise right by the water, with surfboards on a rack and communal spaces filled with attractive young people, then rented an apartment in another high-rise along with an office nearby. He spent his spare time hiking, rock climbing, working out and doing yoga. He even started a book club with his Surfbreak friends that focused on social issues, reading books like Tim Urban’s What’s Our Problem? A Self-Help Book for Societies and Steve Stewart-Williams’s The Ape That Understood the Universe: How the Mind and Culture Evolve. They’d spend afternoons talking them through out on Magic Island, a stunning beach that takes in the curve of Waikiki Beach with its hotels and Diamond Head crowning above. Luigi was a thoughtful reader, club members said later, gifted at parsing the nuances of an argument.

Then that book club decided to read Theodore John Kaczynski’s Industrial Society and Its Future, also known as the Unabomber Manifesto. It wasn’t even Luigi’s idea, and there are so many reasons that a person with his background should have hated it, from his degrees in computer science to the robot- and video game–designing clubs he started in high school and college to any higher ambitions he might ever want to pursue in the field he had studied. This is how it begins:


The industrial revolution and its consequences have been a disaster for the human race. They have greatly increased the life-expectancy of those of us who live in “advanced” countries, but they have destabilized society, have made life unfulfilling, have subjected human beings to indignities, have led to widespread psychological suffering (in the Third World to physical suffering as well) and have inflicted severe damage on the natural world.



Written in 232 numbered sections, like an instruction manual for some immense tool, the manifesto has two main themes. First, technology’s dark momentum can’t be stopped. With each improvement, the graceful schooner that sails our shorelines becomes the hulking mega-tanker that takes our jobs. Cars are a blast when bouncing along dirt roads at the reckless speed of twenty miles per hour, but pretty soon we’re stuck in rush-hour traffic, producing our license and registration and paying down car loans. We doze off while exploring a fun new thing called social media and wake up to Big Data, fake news and Total Information Awareness. And that isn’t even getting started with massive existential bureaucracies like the health care system. It’s all too big, too fast, too much.

The manifesto’s second theme is that we’ve become so dependent on technology that the real decisions about our lives are made by unseen forces like corporations and market flows that feel like conspiracies even when they’re not. Our lives are modified to fit the needs of these forces and the diseases of modern life are the result: “Boredom, demoralization, low self-esteem, inferiority feelings, defeatism, depression, anxiety, guilt, frustration, hostility, spouse or child abuse, insatiable hedonism, abnormal sexual behavior, sleep disorders, eating disorders, etc.”

As many have said, these ideas aren’t new. They’re in movies like The Matrix, I Am Legend, Avatar, and Wall-E, even FernGully: The Last Rainforest. They’re in books like The Road and Parable of the Sower. We live in a world where tech tycoons build bugout estates in New Zealand, smartphone executives refuse to let their kids use smartphones and data miners find ways to hide their own data. But Kaczynski wasn’t a filmmaker or a novelist or a climate scientist with carefully expressed concerns. He was a math genius who went to Harvard at sixteen and made breakthroughs in “boundary functions,” which has something to do with measuring curves in three dimensions. He joined the mathematics department at UC Berkeley when he was just twenty-five, the youngest hire in the university’s ninety-nine-year history. With economic prose and a ruthlessly matter-of-fact tone, he looks at the facts and comes to the logical conclusion, which he offers with the serene detachment of HAL, the computer in 2001: A Space Odyssey:


The bigger the system grows the more disastrous the results of its breakdown will be, so if it is to break down it had best break down sooner rather than later. We therefore advocate a revolution against the industrial system.



He doesn’t mince words on methods, either:


Power depends ultimately on physical force. By teaching people that violence is wrong (except, of course, when the system itself uses violence via the police or the military), the system maintains its monopoly on physical force and thus keeps all power in its own hands.



This was too much for the book club. Most of the other readers hadn’t wanted to read Industrial Society and Its Future in the first place. The club broke up.

Luigi’s reaction to the manifesto didn’t seem especially positive either. At least that’s the take from R. J. Martin, another member of the club: “Nothing that stood out at the time. No anger. No special affinity towards it. Just, you know, thought-provoking discussion.”

Kaczynski’s manifesto actually has a lot in common with What’s Our Problem? Tim Urban, also the creator of a popular blog called Wait But Why, opens his book on an even more alarming version of Kaczynski’s premise—that technology is not just growing but growing exponentially, moving faster and faster as it gets bigger and bigger. After 240,000 years as hunter-gatherers surviving on the fruits of nature and another 12,000 years developing agriculture, he says, we spent just 250 years developing modern technology, and all of a sudden we’ve got the internet, cell phones and modern medicine but also the atomic bomb, bioweapons, genetic engineering and AI so powerful it could destroy the world. If we get things right, Urban says, life could be “unfathomably awesome.” If not, “this might be the last page of the story.”

Urban’s book ends on a cheery note, trusting in the eternal power of human courage and ingenuity. Luigi gave it the ultimate rave: “I believe this book will go down in history as one of the most important philosophical texts of the early 21st century.”

But he couldn’t stop thinking about Kaczynski’s manifesto, and changes were coming at him one after another. A surfing accident aggravated his long-standing back problems, putting him in frequent pain for over a year. He quit his job at TrueCar early in 2023, telling a friend it was mind-numbingly dull. In July, he flew to the East Coast for back surgery.

By this time, his reading list included books like Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth on Issues from Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming, by Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway, and Bill Gates’s How to Avoid Climate Disaster: The Solutions We Have and the Breakthroughs We Need. One day, he reposted a photo of an old, yellowed newspaper clipping from 1912:


The furnaces of the world are now burning about 2,000,000,000 tons of coal a year. When this is burned, uniting with oxygen, it adds about 7,000,000,000 tons of carbon dioxide to the atmosphere yearly. This tends to make the air a more effective blanket for the earth and to raise its temperature. The effect may be considerable in a few centuries.



He retweeted posts about AI, which he had studied at Penn and taught to high school students at Stanford in the summer of 2019. AI worried him, but it was amazing too. He retweeted a thread about the fall of Rome that blamed it on an “unsustainable welfare state” where people ate for free and spent all their time at the Coliseum. “Out of 365 days, more than 200 were public holidays and 93 were ‘devoted to games at the public expense.’ ” The thread ended on a cliff-hanger: “As welfare states expand around the world today, and entertainment options get ever more immersive, we are forced to ask a question: Is this Post-Industrial Civilization Rome, Part II?”

He worried about men. His reading list included Richard V. Reeves’s Of Boys and Men: Why the Modern Male Is Struggling, Why It Matters, and What to Do About It. He retweeted a video from a British online influencer named Jess Gill: “It’s sad that the question of ‘are men important?’ can’t be answered with a simple ‘yes.’ What message does this send to young boys when society says that they’re good at nothing?”

On X, he retweeted a lengthy post by a woman calling herself Daughter of Wolves:


If you want to understand men better, just look at all the movies they’ve made, books they’ve written, and games they invent when they’re young.

Almost every single one is about a young man being thrust into a position or situation he doesn’t know if he can overcome. Many times he actually believes he can’t, so he initially refuses the challenge…

In the end, he rises above, he wins, he conquers. He conquers first himself and then he conquers the threat.



Her conclusion: Men are made for impossible heroic feats, and women should encourage them.

On January 23, 2024, Luigi finally posted his review of the Unabomber Manifesto:


Clearly written by a mathematics prodigy. Reads like a series of lemmasI on the question of 21st century quality of life.

It’s easy to quickly and thoughtless [sic] write this off as the manifesto of a lunatic, in order to avoid facing some of the uncomfortable problems it identifies. But it’s simply impossible to ignore how prescient many of his predictions about modern society turned out.

He was a violent individual—rightfully imprisoned—who maimed innocent people. While these actions tend to be characterized as those of a crazy luddite, however, they are more accurately seen as those of an extreme political revolutionary.



Then he quoted an “interesting” post he had found online by a Reddit user called Bosspotatoness:


Had the balls to recognize that peaceful protest has gotten us absolutely nowhere, and at the end of the day he’s probably right. Oil barons haven’t listened to any environmentalists, but they feared him…

These companies don’t care about you, or your kids, or your grandkids. They have zero qualms about burning down the planet for a buck, so why should we have any qualms about burning them down to survive?…

“Violence never solved anything” is a statement uttered by cowards and predators.



Talk like this explains why YouTube once banned the use of “Uncle Ted,” a nickname often seen online and in graffiti. Reading Kaczynski has been shaking people up for years, from computer pioneers like Bill Joy (who almost lost his faith in technology) to public intellectuals like Paul Kingsnorth (who started to doubt his commitment to nonviolence) to the restless young men who want to start blowing things up as soon as they put the manifesto down. There’s a predictable sequence. Sometimes all at once, from reading, or more gradually just from living in the twenty-first century, the pieces come together, the picture shifts, and everyone else seems to be living in a dreamworld. That’s the Kaczynski Moment, Part One: Why are they talking about binge TV and the latest media outrage when we’re turning the goddamn atmosphere into a vast tanker of Zyklon B? Were we all gelded and put into harness without knowing it? Are we trapped in the Matrix for real?

Then you realize you’re sympathizing with a serial killer. That’s Part Two, the one that lands the hook. An odd but surprisingly common reaction often follows:

If this is all true, don’t I have a responsibility to do something?

This is a book about getting to that reaction. It’s about Luigi and his kindred spirits. It’s about the dark magic in extreme measures. And there’s some real darkness ahead, because Kaczynski’s ideas have also been taken up by radical right groups that range from neo-Nazis to a growing tribe of “accelerationists” and eco-fascists, who think we should destroy society by speeding it up instead of bringing it down and don’t mind throwing in a little race war while they’re at it. In the words of Pool Re Solutions, an insurance company that specializes in covering damages from terrorist attacks, “The eco-fascist narrative draws on an eclectic range of sources, though the writings of Theodore Kaczynski are especially prominent… This has potentially serious consequences in a context of increasingly serious impacts of climate change going forward.”

But here’s the crucial detail: Luigi gave the manifesto only four out of five stars. As with many people who read Kaczynski, he bought the analysis but balked at the cure. A long, secretive campaign to send mail bombs to people in science and technology wasn’t his style, and Kaczynski’s more considered solution was for a brilliant leader like Lenin or Mao to organize a guerrilla force to bring down technological society by crippling vital systems like refineries and power plants. Even for many of Kaczynski’s sympathizers, that never seemed like a realistic goal.

So what would work?

At the end of the summer, Luigi Mangione caught a plane back to the mainland and disappeared.


	
I. Lemma is a math term for a kind of proposition.









CHAPTER 2 DEAR TED


When the news about the shooting broke, my mind went straight to Kaczynski. If he were still alive, I’d be sitting down to write him a letter:


Dear Ted,

Did you see the news about Luigi? What do you think? Is he the one you’ve been waiting for?



And he would have written back, telling me I’d misunderstood him once again, not that he ever expected anything more from a journalist. He’d have explained why I was wrong, mocked my mistakes, lectured me about the difference between tactics and strategy, asking me to do a favor or two before wrapping his letter up with some version of Storm the barricades! and ¡Viva la revolución! I could imagine most of his arguments, starting with “improving health care is an irrelevant lefty cause that will only make the system function better instead of hastening its collapse.” But Ted was never great at the human side of things. He was one of those rare people who are capable of being motivated by logic alone. Luigi would have been a new argument to try on him, a different take on tactics and maybe strategy, too—Ted was a fan of B. H. Liddell Hart, a renowned twentieth-century military theorist best known for championing out-of-left-field tactics like surprise attacks to throw the enemy off-balance, and less well known as a colleague of my father’s. A CIA station chief who kept Liddell Hart’s classic Strategy on his bookshelf all his life, my dad at one point commanded the U.S. Special Forces in Vietnam. He organized indigenous Montagnards in the mountains as a guerrilla force. He duped a planeload of North Korean spies into landing at the wrong airport. Indirectly and reluctantly, he even participated in a political assassination. I was a feckless hippie, don’t get me wrong, but this was the background for my world. In our house, the Great Game and the domino theory were ordinary topics of dinner conversation.

But that didn’t have anything to do with Ted. At least, I didn’t think so way back in the innocent days of 2004, when I was just a reporter chasing stories and I met a kid named Zach Fredell, who kept talking about him like he was some kind of prophet. The Unabomber story was already eight years old then and I hadn’t followed it while it was happening. In my notes, I spelled Ted’s last name “Koszinski,” that’s how little I knew about the guy. But Zach put the name into my head, and as the years passed, another mention of it would drift through my consciousness. I liked Billy Bragg’s cover of a song about the Diggers, which got me interested in the Luddites, which led me to a website called the Ludd–Kaczynski Institute of Technology. That kind of thing.

Meanwhile, the magazine I worked for was sending me out to do stories about current events. I interviewed Craig Venter about his work decoding the human genome. I spent time with some of the guys who invented Siri as they studied ways to make machines talk. I did a story about a scientist from General Electric with an amazing and well-developed project for small, “fourth-generation” nuclear plants that could make clean energy out of nuclear waste. I covered the 2009 UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen, when India and China refused to commit to ambitious reduction goals and all the grand hopes fizzled out in a whimper. I covered the 2015 Climate Change Conference in Paris, tagging along after Dr. James Hansen, the scientist famous for first sounding the alarm on rising CO2 levels back in 1988. After that, I followed him to China for a meeting with the world’s top nuclear scientists. I traveled along the Keystone Pipeline from the tar sands of northern Canada to the refineries of Port Arthur, Texas. At that moment, I was working on a story about a dot-com tycoon who was trying to build a brain implant to download skills like martial arts—not Elon Musk, but playing in the same arcade.

Then I met another young man who talked about Kaczynski, but in updated language, calling him Uncle Ted and using expressions like “Tedpilled,” which is like taking the red pill from The Matrix that opens people’s eyes to the real horror behind their virtual reality dreamworld. This was in 2015, more than ten years after I met Zach, but like Zach this new Ted fan was really smart, a serious scholar and a dogged researcher who’d compiled an impressive contact list of Tedpilled revolutionaries around the world. Both of them seemed good-hearted, too, despite their enthusiasm for violence. At least I think so. Anyway, a good story. So I went looking online and found websites with names like Feralculture, the r/tedkaczysnki subreddit and Facebook groups like Anti-Civilization, some attracting more than one hundred thousand followers. I found books like John Zerzan’s Against Civilization, a 2005 compendium of anti-civ thinking that ranges from Jean-Jacques Rousseau to Ursula K. Le Guin to, yes, the Unabomber. I found a Fox News piece from 2013 called “Was the Unabomber Correct?” by Keith Ablow, the network’s resident psychiatrist, who said the Unabomber was in fact “precisely correct in many of his ideas” and even something of a prophet. There was a group down in Mexico called Individualistas Tendiendo a lo Salvaje (ITS), which translates as “Individuals Tending to the Wild.” Founded around 2011 by a group of Kaczynski fans who got their start by translating his manifesto into Spanish, ITS took credit for bombs at technology departments of universities and government agencies such as the country’s Federal Electricity Commission, along with various shootings and stabbings. There were other groups with similar agendas and florid names, like Conspiracy of the Cells of Fire and Wild Indomitables.

Crazy stuff. Perfect for me. An editor at Esquire thought so too. He gave me the go-ahead to research the story, and finally I read Industrial Society and Its Future. In its worst moments, it has a chilly superiority that verges on the inhuman, and Kaczynski pounds so hard on leftists that it gets weird, especially when you know his parents had progressive political views. His arguments against modern life didn’t resonate with me much either. I like cities. I like theaters and nightclubs. I kept mixing up Industrial Society and Its Future with Sigmund Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents, and not just because of their similar cadence. Freud was diagnosing neurosis, Ted was trying to cure it and both offered their own versions of a happy unhappy ending. And I didn’t buy Ted’s argument that art is a dismissible “surrogate activity” either. I think it’s essential and primal, something humans have been driven to since we painted deer and horses running across the walls of caves.

But, yeah, the Kaczynski moment happened to me—not all at once, but gradually, over the course of all that reporting, most of which was assigned to me. I am not generally an ideological or political kind of journalist. I like telling stories. Often, they’re about obsessive men doing extreme things that border on ideology or politics, but that just seemed like a natural result of looking for good stories. I was primed for Ted’s message by the culture around me, by the apocalyptic possibilities hammered into my consciousness year after year with the same growing intensity that brought those two young Uncle Ted fans into my life. When I read his manifesto, lines like this jumped out: “Let us postulate that the computer scientists succeed in developing intelligent machines that can do all things better than human beings can do them,” he wrote. “Eventually a stage may be reached at which the decisions necessary to keep the system running will be so complex that human beings will be incapable of making them intelligently. At that stage the machines will be in effective control. People won’t be able to turn the machines off, because they will be so dependent on them that turning them off would amount to suicide.”

Ted published that in 1995, long before most of us had ever heard of an algorithm.

I already knew how to find prisoners on the Bureau of Prison’s new Web-based search tool, Inmate Locator, having used it to get in touch with various prisoners over the years. So I looked up “Theodore John Kaczynski” and got his register number and address at the federal supermax in Florence, Colorado, where he shared a cellblock with Oklahoma City bomber Timothy McVeigh and Ramzi Yousef, who killed six people with a bomb at the World Trade Center in 1993. In a short letter of introduction, I told Kaczynski I found most of his manifesto convincing. If I had a single criticism, it would be that his argument was too abstract, too mathematically perfect. “I’m still hoping fuzzy logic will save us, that maybe nuclear power can stave off global warming’s worst consequences and we can move to the stars and keep working this out,” I said. He told me to read his last two books, Technological Slavery and Anti-Tech Revolution: Why and How. “After you’ve read them, I invite you to write to me again.”

So I read the books and wrote back to him, this time five single-spaced letters of dogged, earnest persuasion. Yes, I admitted, his books anticipated most of the questions I asked in my first letter. He was a long-term thinker and probably not too interested in the day-to-day concerns of a news reporter. But I did find his analysis of the big picture persuasive. There seemed to be no way to stop technology or even to slow it down much, and something with the power to destroy the world could slip out of a lab at any time. I told him about the tech stories I’d been writing. I said I was worried about climate change and asked how he was doing and what he thought of Donald Trump. Maybe he thought Trump was good in a bad way, like some anarchists I heard about who voted for him because Hillary Clinton would have made a much better president. Trump was the candidate most likely to bring down technological society. But I told Ted that reading his writing actually made me look at right-wingers with a little more sympathy—they were trying to hold on to old ways of living, trying to keep their sense of independence and agency. Then Trump arrived as almost a trickster figure, both globalist and nationalist, old-world and hypermodern, authoritarian but also an outlaw. I mentioned a line from Kelefa Sanneh’s New Yorker story “Intellectuals for Trump”: “His reliance on his own intuition is part of what Trumpists love about him, because it frees him from the tyranny of technocracy.”

Kaczynski asked me not to write again for a year. With Trump in office, he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. They might cut off his mail. But he did want to clear up one misconception. He didn’t prefer the right to the left, he just figured leftists were more likely to latch on to the anti-tech idea, and he didn’t want any partisan group taking over the revolution. “Since an influx of rightists was unlikely anyway, it was mainly the left I had to drive away.”

Before signing off, he added another intriguing statement: “It’s certainly an oversimplification to say that the struggle between left & right in America today is a struggle between the neurotics and the sociopaths (left = neurotics, right = sociopaths = criminal types), but there is nevertheless a good deal of truth in that statement.”

At the time, this seemed like evidence of a lively mind. Now I see something I didn’t see before—how Ted assumed a godlike posture, far above the human fray.







CHAPTER 3 DEAR LUIGI


Now I’m writing to Luigi.


Dear Luigi:

I don’t know if you got my first letter. Some of the things I wrote about might have raised alarms with the prison guards, especially the references to my long correspondence with a famous prisoner at the Federal Supermax in Colorado. But before I get into all that, I want to say this—I know you’re a real person who sacrificed a promising young life. I saw you plead not guilty at your arraignment. I heard your voice, I saw your face and that dazed, stony expression of someone being stared at by the world. That made all this real. Your attorney touching you on the shoulder, saying “This is a young man,” that made it real. And you might actually be innocent. The prosecution has been acting strangely, stalling on discovery while the cops share some of the materials for an HBO documentary. There seems to be some question about where the cops found the physical evidence. But if it was you, you pulled your mask down to smile at that hostel clerk. You left the bullet casings saying Deny Defend Depose. You threw away a backpack filled with Monopoly money. So I figure on some level you wanted people like me to tell the tale.



I went on from there, trying to keep it professional, but also being honest about my motives, just like when I wrote to Ted. My set point as a reporter is curious outsider, and usually that’s not a problem, but this time I was down there in the cheap seats just like everybody else, mesmerized by the explosion of glee and sympathy that swept the world. I felt it, too, that sudden, almost delirious reversal of values, the dizzying cliff’s-edge lurch when “deny delay depose” flew like hail in a digital hurricane and another flurry of messages issued a correction—no, it’s deny, delay, defend. “Thoughts & prayers,” someone said, and a minute later, a thousand people repeated it. Then someone upped the ante: “Thoughts & prayers out of network.” Then someone else raised it again: “I’m sorry, prior authorization is required for thoughts and prayers.” And when UnitedHealth Group posted an official statement on Facebook, just hours after the shooting, that their “hearts go out to Brian’s family and all who were close to him,” people replied with so many laughing emojis, a reporter tallied the day’s total: Out of 46,000 responses, 41,000 were laughter. “All jokes aside,” one commenter finally said, “no one here is the judge of who deserves to live or die. That’s the job of the AI algorithm the insurance company designed to maximise profits on your health.”

You’ve indulged in doomscrolling? This was shockscrolling, thrillscrolling, almost crimescrolling. Reading the messages felt illicit, laughing marked you as a co-conspirator. On TikTok, the young woman huddling under a blue blanket: “All of the CEOs out there being like, ‘I’m so scared, violence is not the answer,’ ” she snickered. “Gen Z is really sitting here like, ‘Oh my god, y’all really raised the school shooter generation and now you’re asking us for sympathy?’ ” Lawmakers are so callous about violence toward students, she pointed out, they’ve actually suggested bulletproof backpacks as a solution. “Welcome to a regular Tuesday at school in America.”

A mug shot of Brian Thompson with the caption “I killed 400,000 people by denying them needed healthcare,” and next to that, Luigi’s mug shot: “I shot and killed a guy who killed 400,000 people.”

The three options when UnitedHealthcare denies your insurance claim? “Give Up,” “Try Again” and “Call Luigi.”

The “alibis” meme came in a thousand versions, all very badly photoshopped. “It was great seeing my friend Luigi Mangione in Tulsa on 12-4-2024 between 6am and 6pm.” “I had great time with a very good friend of mine named Luigi Mangione and his family from December 3rd (Tuesday) to December 10th (Tuesday) of 2024 at the Taj Mahal. I remember him telling me how much he absolutely hates murdering CEOs and he would never do that…”

Was it ghoulish of me—of us—to enjoy this? We’re talking about the life of a man, Brian Thompson, the CEO of UnitedHealthcare, father to two sons. Of course it is. But in situations like this, the ghoulish insensitivity of any commentary has to be discounted by the hyperreality of media events, in which everything is real and nothing is real. Here the border between the two was especially porous. Transgression was the point, humor just the form it took. In New York City on the morning after the shooting, anonymous activists put up signs with CEO mug shots on them. WANTED! DENYING MEDICAL CARE FOR CORPORATE PROFIT. Brian Thompson got his own poster with his face crossed out by an X. In Seattle, someone reprogrammed a couple of electronic highway signs: ONE LESS CEO… MANY MORE TO GO. The day after Luigi was arrested, a forty-two-year-old woman named Briana Boston was on the phone with Blue Cross Blue Shield when they denied her claim. Furious, she muttered, “Delay, deny, depose—you people are next.” The cops showed up within hours. Boston apologized and said she didn’t own any guns but saw no reason to withhold her personal opinion, which was that health insurance companies were evil and “deserved karma.” The cops charged her with threats to conduct a mass shooting or incident of terrorism. Her bail was set at one hundred thousand dollars. This was in Ron DeSantis’s Florida and the charges were dropped, but still.

Which just inspired more internet anger. “The police won’t follow up on domestic violence or death threats but they’ll follow up on those three words?”

With stunning speed, the undercurrent of defiance became a flood. People started getting tattoos: DELAY DENY DEPOSE inked over red roses, images of Luigi flashing that smile at the hostel clerk. They sang songs for him on TikTok, made playlists on Spotify, wrote fanfiction on Archive of Our Own. “After committing the perfect crime, Luigi Mangione flees to the Outer Banks to start over, adopting a quiet life as a pool cleaner…” Within the week, more than a hundred souvenirs went up for sale on Etsy and eBay, from T-shirts to votive candles, even Christmas ornaments. eBay gave a statement saying that while the platform had a policy prohibiting items that glorified or incited violence, they were allowing the sale of items with the phrase “deny defend depose.” When the media connected the inscription on the shell casings to the title of a book by Jay M. Feinman from 2010, Delay, Deny, Defend: Why Insurance Companies Don’t Pay Claims and What You Can Do About It, every copy on Amazon got snapped up, and the price of used copies on eBay shot to $315.

A story that Anthem Blue Cross Blue Shield was going to put a limit on how long anesthesia would be covered during a surgical procedure suddenly went viral, too, throwing another jolt into the mix. If the surgeon takes too long, we’re on the hook for the drugs that keep us sleeping? Do they wake us up? Are you fucking kidding me?

Even before Luigi was arrested, a group of about fifteen people calling themselves the December 4th Legal Committee started a fundraiser to help with the unknown shooter’s legal bills, setting their target at $500,000. If the person charged with the shooting didn’t want the money, they said, they would donate it to “other U.S. political prisoners and defendants facing politicized charges.” After Luigi’s arrest, contributions took off:


$1000 For my mother. A victim of the insurance industry. RIP. To Mr. Mangione: thank you for your sacrifice. May others follow in your footsteps of bravery and justice.

$100 Thousands of people are put to death for insurance company profits legally each year. How is that system not terrorism?

$50 Luigi Thank you for being a benevolent catalyst for change that we’ve so desperately needed. You are an angel.

$10 I’ve never had so much love in my heart for an inmate before!! Beautiful soul!!!



By the end of the first week, the fund raised more than $110,000.

In my own life, some of my closest friends and loved ones responded to Luigi with an enthusiasm that startled me. A friend who teaches middle school in Oregon sent a picture of himself from the gym, flexing in a Mario Kart Luigi T-shirt. The caption: “Luigi Strong!”

A college buddy who works in a grocery store in upstate New York said his coworkers were cheering Luigi on and putting up stickers that said FREE LUIGI! Not everybody in the produce department, but almost everybody in the meat department—especially Angel, one of the head negotiators for a fair union contract. “We need more Luigis,” she said.

A former investment banker named Ali Flint got in touch, too. She’s as kind a soul as I’ve ever met, so her reaction really surprised me: “The day after the shooting was the first time I understood the phenomenon of cutting. There’s so much pain and powerlessness then bam, a hot guy takes out a CEO in cold blood, the stockholders walk on the bloodstained sidewalk to get to the meeting on time, and the press goes to work denouncing the Americans cheering with relief, the same relief cutting brings.”

In her imagination, Ali found a way to participate in the pain. Her portfolio was Big Pharma in Europe, so she studied all the health care companies and learned that, basically, the United States is the global health insurance profit center. Then she helped a few loved ones through cancer and cancer-related insurance problems. Throw in the opioid epidemic and the Sacklers—she’d just finished reading Empire of Pain, Patrick Radden Keefe’s account of the billions the Sackler family made off the lie that OxyContin wasn’t addictive—and Ali won’t admit to full-on sympathy for Luigi, just gratitude that the system finally snapped. “Was the CEO a good guy?” she asked. “Yeah. I’ve worked in banking, they’re great people. When they say ‘thoughts and prayers,’ they actually do mean it. That’s part of the cutting.”

A pharma banker reading Empire of Pain. There’s a tension, then a release.



No wonder mainstream publications began to try to tamp down enthusiasm. They used photographs of Luigi sparingly, told us he had a “manifesto” but wouldn’t print it. Trying not to glamorize killers is standard media practice, but some people found this suspicious. Here’s the muckracking filmmaker Michael Moore: “On Monday, the mainstream media was breathlessly reporting about Luigi’s ‘manifesto.’ On Tuesday, though the manifesto was leaked, the mainstream media refused to publish it. By Wednesday, with the whiff of a perfectly choreographed PR move, the mainstream media stopped calling it a ‘manifesto’—now it was ‘a letter’ or ‘a confession’ or ‘rantings.’ ”

In The Washington Post, the job of dousing the flames was given to the former head of Planned Parenthood Dr. Leana Wen: “The brazen public murder of Brian Thompson, the 50-year-old UnitedHealthcare CEO who leaves behind a wife and two sons, should have prompted an outpouring of grief,” Wen wrote on December 12. “Instead, far too many people responded with glee.”

The Post’s readers weren’t having it.


And what would be the appropriate reaction to the murder of a mob boss?

I am so sick of the media scolding the American people for their feelings about this tragedy. As Luigi shouted: we are more intelligent than you think.

CEOs should be directly and personally liable when their corporation, by policy or by intentional negligent inaction, violates the law in a way that any other “person” would be. No more “corporation pays a big fine” and the CEO gets a bonus for high profits.



In the same paper on the same day, the conservative columnist Megan McArdle dismissed the whole controversy with an airy wave: “What is it about the American health-care system that deranges so many people? I’m not just talking about the man who allegedly murdered UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson. I’m also concerned about the performative sociopaths” on social media.

The responses noted McArdle’s “bewildering” cluelessness about the realities of the health care bureaucracy: “I’m a family physician,” one reader wrote. ‘Delay, deny, and defend’ is not just a slogan, but a widespread strategy to avoid paying for care. Our office spends several hours a day submitting paperwork or talking on the phone to get coverage for our patients.”

In The New York Times, Bret Stephens took on the gatekeeping job. Luigi was just “Raskolnikov with a silver spoon,” he argued. “Angry rich kids jacked up on radical, nihilistic philosophies can cause a lot of harm, not least to the working-class folks whose interests they pretend to champion.” A more somber alarm came from University of Chicago professor Robert A. Pape, a longtime scholar of political violence, who thought the shooting could turn out to be “a threshold-breaking attack” that would normalize political violence for young people. He urged political leaders at all levels to condemn violence in general and Luigi in specific, concluding with a sentence that seemed very much like an anguished plea: “The ballot box, not guns, is the right way to settle disputes in America.”

Fox News tried to make it a partisan issue, of course. Laura Ingraham said that “liberal wackos are treating suspected killer Luigi Mangione as a folk hero.” Sean Hannity accused a Luigi fan of “putting a smiley face on assassination.” So reporters went out to gather response quotes from liberals like Elizabeth Warren (“This is a warning that if you push people hard enough, they lose faith in the ability of their government to make change”) and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (“This is not to say that an act of violence is justified, but I think for anyone who is confused, or shocked or appalled, they need to understand that people interpret and feel and experience denied health insurance claims as an act of violence against them”). In the world of male influencers, the reaction ranged from Joe Rogan’s skeptical shrug (“It’s like you feel cool saying it,” but nobody really wants someone to get assassinated) to Ben Shapiro’s furious fifteen-minute defense of traditional social standards in a podcast called “The EVIL Revolutionary Left Cheers Murder!”

Even the radicals at Jacobin magazine demurred. “Mangione’s murder of Thompson hasn’t saved any lives, nor will it; it won’t make UnitedHealthcare any less rapacious or lead to the establishment of Medicare for All in the United States. Its only effect has been the death of Thompson.”

Then something shifted in the Matrix.


I’m a MAGA Trump supporter who listens to almost every single Ben Shapiro episode, but I completely disagree with Ben’s bad take and how he is spinning this. He shouldn’t be making this about left vs. right. I hope Ben sees the immense backlash and wakes up.

Ben, I really don’t care about the left vs right movement anymore and [it’s] evident most people here don’t. I’d like proper healthcare for my family for once. I’m starting to realize at the end of the day it was never a right vs left battle but the elites vs the common man.

THIS IS NOT LEFT VS RIGHT BEN THIS IS RICH VS POOR



Rogan’s fans felt the same:


After listening a bit, I disagree about the Luigi thing. That’s not a left vs right issue. It’s a class issue. Not that I condone the murder but don’t Americans always talk about revolution as a last resort? Hence the Second Amendment? Our leaders aren’t giving us many options.

This will continue to happen when money is prioritized over human lives. Sounds like a good time to change the system.



I don’t want to skip over all the “drooling,” as the New York Post put it. Here’s a TikToker going by @imanaturalblondeiswear grinning into her camera: “I just sent Luigi a letter does this mean we’re going to be together?” Another woman gave a little shiver of excitement: “Honestly, it feels cathartic and sexy to want to do something and then do it—hhnnmmff—I mean writing a letter.” Jonathan Van Ness from Queer Eye said the show’s tenth season should be all Luigi all the time. “I would not touch those gorg curls,” he promised. Jimmy Kimmel called Luigi “Time’s Sexiest Alleged Murderer of the Year.” Daily Show correspondent Michael Kosta asked if he was really even hot. “I mean, take away the hair, and the abs, the face, the arms, that easy smile, the way his eyes light up—wait, I’m sorry, what were we talking about? Syria?”

Funny. But these responses also edge up to a disturbing truth: Handsome outlaws are an act of magic. Somehow, their good looks give us permission to celebrate their violation of the rules we follow. Although never quite like this, with such open enthusiasm and T-shirt sales outside the courtroom, not in the America we thought we knew. This was the energy of a culture changing, of old ideas being questioned and new ones gaining traction, of a new consensus gathering. At the Network Contagion Research Institute in New Jersey, a spokesman named Alex Goldenberg issued an alarmed warning. “The dynamic we are observing is eerily similar to the activity on platforms like 4chan, 8chan, Discord, and in other dark corners of the internet, where mass shootings are often met with glee,” he said. Luigi’s popularity was “a catalyst for the normalisation of political violence that was once confined to extremists on the fringes.”

Even a magazine as mainstream as The American Prospect, cofounded by Robert Reich, a former U.S. secretary of labor, marked the day of Luigi’s arrest by printing an excerpt from a 2019 novella by Cory Doctorow in which a grief-stricken father bombs his daughter’s insurance company. “Someone in that building made the decision to kill my little girl,” he says, “and every one else went along with it. Not one of them is innocent, and not one of them is afraid. They’re going to be afraid, after this.” His example inspires a movement called #HeShouldBeAfraid, a series of additional bombings and shootings and, finally, when the bloodshed becomes too much, a universal health care law called Americare. The story ends with a dangerous question: “Who says violence doesn’t solve anything?”

And the public rage kept building. On X and Instagram, people posted Bugs Bunny in a tuxedo captioned “I wish all CEOs a healthy fear of the working class.” Hashtags like #EatTheRich went viral. “The press is calling me to ask, ‘Why are people angry, Mike? Do you condemn murder, Mike?’ ” Michael Moore said at the end of an epic jeremiad. “Yes, I condemn murder, and that’s why I condemn America’s broken, vile, rapacious, bloodthirsty, unethical, immoral health care industry.”

After nine days of this, the CEO of the UnitedHealth Group tried to wave the white flag in a Times opinion piece headlined “The Health Care System Is Flawed. Let’s Fix It.” This was Andrew Witty, Thompson’s boss, UnitedHealthcare (UHC) being a subsidiary of the UnitedHealth Group (UHG), which also owns Optum, which owns Optum Health and Optum Rx, which own lots and lots of medical practices and pharmacies. “No one would design a system like the one we have,” he implored. “And no one did. It’s a patchwork built over decades. Our mission is to help make it work better.”

Times readers couldn’t believe his gall.


I’ll start listening when Witty’s $23 million compensation package is directly linked to patient outcomes.

Perhaps start by prohibiting any lobbying by the insurance or for-profit healthcare industry, and then we can talk about things that are in or are not in his control.

Who is he kidding? Insurance companies like his will continue to deny and delay if it affects the bottom line. His business is all about profit.

The solution is a single payer system like that which exists in most advanced countries.



After 2,468 repetitions of these themes with almost none in Witty’s defense, the Times turned the comments off.



Here’s another disturbing truth: Signs of the shooting’s impact came immediately, not just in the huge national conversation it sparked. Congress announced a couple of bills to force insurers to sell off their “pharmacy benefit managers,” another legal fiction UHC used to wring a few more dollars out of drug prescriptions. Evan Nardone, the chief technology officer at St. Moritz Security Services, reported CEOs’ requests for security more than doubled overnight, to the sardonic amusement of many. Two days after Luigi’s arrest, Reuters sent out a story headlined “Health Care Executives Reckon with Patient Outrage After UnitedHealthCare Killing.” Amid the usual denunciations of murder, Pfizer’s “chief sustainability officer” admitted deeper impacts: “I think all of us are taking a step back and trying to understand what’s happening with patients and their experiences.” Anthem Blue Cross Blue Shield scuttled backward so fast, it changed time zones. “To be clear, it never was and never will be the policy of Anthem Blue Cross Blue Shield to not pay for medically necessary anesthesia services,” their sacrificial PR rep said before eviscerating herself on live TV. “The proposed update to the policy was only designed to clarify the appropriateness of anesthesia consistent with well-established clinical guidelines.”

Yeah, right.

Reaction stories came out in waves, each explanation edging dangerously close to an endorsement. ProPublica ran a piece about UHC’s efforts to cut back on childhood autism treatments—just by kicking doctors off their approved list to force parents to find a new doctor, the corporation found it could trim back as much as 19 percent of its autism patients. This despite its having been fined $14.3 million in 2021 for employing similar tactics by illegally denying mental health care to twenty thousand New Yorkers. CNN did a piece about a woman arguing with her insurer on the phone as she was getting chemo for her leukemia. Her copay was $13,000 a month, so she skipped three months of treatment. “It’s such a cruel system. We live in a country where people are truly kicked down when they are at their weakest and most vulnerable, both physically and emotionally.” The Washington Post published “Deny and Delay: The Practices Fueling Anger at U.S. Health Insurers”: “Every year, health insurance companies deny tens of millions of patient claims for medical expense reimbursements, and the tide of those denials has been rising.” Worst are the preapproval demands, which nine out of ten doctors have said caused treatment delays. In 2024 alone, ten states passed laws trying to cut down on the constantly expanding list of treatments requiring approval. And the news of rapacious profit seeking by UHC kept coming. According to the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, the denial rate in the company’s Medicare Advantage program went from 8 percent in 2019 to 22.7 percent in 2022. A Federal Trade Commission study showed that over a five-year period ending in 2022, UHC had been overcharging wildly for drugs and treatments that addressed conditions like cancer and HIV. Along with CVS and Cigna, UHC used overcharges like this to bring in a profit of $7.3 billion.

By January, the lines had blurred even more. Pro-Trump influencers like the Wall Street Apes were posting lurid stories on X about bad actors in health insurance: An employee in the UHC claims department said she was taught “thousands” of ways to deny claims; another told of garnishing a widow’s wages to pay off her dead husband’s pancreatic cancer bills. On more left-leaning social media platforms like Threads and Bluesky, people alternated between their new enthusiasm for non-nonviolence while posting and reposting a meme of one of Luigi’s last likes on Goodreads, a quote from Dr. Seuss’s classic children’s book about an environmental apocalypse, The Lorax:


Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot

Nothing is going to get better. It’s not.



On December 17, just two weeks after the shooting, Emerson College released a stunning survey of one thousand registered voters: 41 percent of eighteen-to-twenty-nine-year-olds thought killing that CEO was “somewhat” or “completely” acceptable. YouGov conducted a survey with another one thousand people and got similar results. The next day, Newsweek published a story saying jury nullification could make it hard to convict the shooter. Former federal prosecutor Neama Rahmani gave the money quote: “I’ve never seen an alleged murderer receive so much sympathy.”
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