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INTRODUCTION

and generally more of a headache to digest, people increasingly are going to
turn to narrative as a source of information. ― Matt Taibbi

Matt Taibbi is a contributing editor for Rolling Stone and winner of the 2008 National Magazine
Award for columns and commentary. His most recent book is ‘I Can’t Breathe: A Killing on Bay
Street,’ about the infamous killing of Eric Garner by the New York City police. He’s also the author
of the New York Times bestsellers 'Insane Clown President,' 'The Divide,' 'Griftopia,' and 'The Great
Derangement.'

WHY DO I CARE?

Multi-Media

For someone who has made his career working in and around media – first, on the application
development/UI side and later, on the content and editorial side – I have been impressed by how
long the legacy industry has struggled to keep up with the disruptive forces of innovation wrought
by the Web (blogs, in particular), Google (YouTube included), Apple (podcasting, in particular), and
the large social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, etc.).
Although Craig’s List, Monster.com, and other online list boards were the first to really attack the
business-side of the news industry (print media, primarily), it was blog software that commoditized
journalism and created the first real, online market for alternative news and information. YouTube
began to do the same for the broadcast and cable news markets, and now podcasts are disrupting
everything by taking attention away from written, as well as motion content, particularly for longform, in-depth material.
At the same time, there is a battle going on for who (and how) is going to control the distribution of
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media. Facebook, Google, Apple, etc., have all been vying for this role over the years with varying
degrees of success. What is clear, however, is that publishers are not happy with the bargain, and
are trying to bolster their subscription business and regain independence from the aforementioned
platforms.
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My Goal
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The industry remains very much in flux. From an editorial perspective, the industry seems to be
moving more towards a multi-media model for content creation, where digital media companies are
increasingly using scripted, video, and audio content synergistically (Vox Media is a good example).
From a business model perspective, the subscriptions are very much, back in vogue, while the
sponsorship model has seen a resurgence on account of podcasting, and while native advertising
continues to provide publishers with a way to do an end-run around the ad platforms. From a
distribution standpoint, everyone seems determined to take a piece of the action. The large, social
media platforms like Facebook and Twitter account for a huge chunk of content traffic, but so do
Google (with its Android OS) and Apple (with its podcast platform and apple news products).
Meanwhile, the large news sites are renewing effort to coax readers back towards their own portals.
My goal in this conversation is to help educate my listeners about the forces that have been driving
disruption in media (on the content-side, the revenue-side, and on the distribution-side) since the
mid-1980’s (deregulation of the cable industry and proliferation of the Internet), how the editorial
side of the industry works (how both internal, as well as external incentives drive content creation
and selection), and how distribution fits into the picture.
I would also like to explore what the implications of all of this is for politics and public discourse.

MANUFACTURING CONSENT: Five Filters of Editorial Bias
***The acronym H&C will be used in place of “Herman & Chomsky,” and MC will be used in place of
“Manufacturing Consent.” (Link to the Manufacturing Consent Documentary)
Size, Ownership, and Profit Orientation: The dominant, mass-media outlets are large companies
operated for profit, and therefore, they must cater to the financial interests of the owners, who are
usually corporations and controlling investors. The size of a media company is a consequence of
the investment capital needed for procuring, operating, and maintaining the mass-communications
technology required to reach a mass audience of viewers, listeners, and readers.
***The amount of capital required to create and run a media company today has dropped
substantially relative to where it was when Chomsky and Herman first published their book in 1988.
It is still true however, that the dominant, mass-media outlets are large corporations operated for
profit, and if anything the prioritization of profits over editorial integrity no longer represents the type
of taboo that it did more than
thirty years ago.
The Advertising License to Do
Business: Since the majority of
the revenue of major media
outlets derives from advertising
(not from sales or subscriptions),
advertisers have acquired a "de
facto licensing authority". Media
outlets are not commercially
viable without the support of
advertisers. News media must
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Shift from Advertisers to Ad Platforms

therefore, cater to the political prejudices and economic desires of their advertisers. This has
weakened the working class press, for example, and also helps explain the attrition in the number
of newspapers.
***It is still true that advertising serves as
the dominant source of revenue for the
media industry as a whole, but it may be
less true that companies “cater” as H&C
put it, to the prejudices and desires of their
advertisers. The new symbiosis between
behavioral psychology, search algorithms,
and social media trending behavior may
create pressure to cater to the political
biases of targeted subgroups, as such
content seems to perform better in
secondary market auctions, which is how
ads are assigned today.
Q: Do you think that modern forms of
distribution (i.e. “the platforms”) have altered the advertisers’ influence on the content or have they
simply altered how the parameters of the debate are set? Q: In other words, because the
companies creating the content are no longer in control of how most of that content is monetized
for advertising purposes, do advertisers have less control over the “macro messaging?” Q: Can
corporations with large advertising budgets exert similar pressure on Facebook in order to throttle
certain types of content in exchange for continued advertising? Facebook has shown its ability and
willingness to censor certain types of content (e.g. crypto-related content beginning in 2018).
Sourcing Mass Media News: Herman and Chomsky argue that “the large bureaucracies of the
powerful subsidize the mass media, and gain special access [to the news], by their contribution to
reducing the media’s costs of acquiring [...] and producing, news. The large entities that provide
this subsidy become 'routine' news sources and have privileged access to the gates. Non-routine
sources must struggle for access, and may be ignored by the arbitrary decision of the gatekeepers.”
Editorial distortion is aggravated by
the news media’s dependence upon
private and governmental news
sources. If a given newspaper,
television station, magazine, etc.,
incurs disfavor from the sources, it
is subtly excluded from access to
information. Consequently, it loses
readers or viewers, and ultimately,
advertisers. In order to minimize
such financial danger, H&C argue,
news media businesses editorially
distort their reporting to favor
government and corporate policies
so as to stay in business.
I think it is largely still true that a
select, relatively small group of
insiders (i.e. large public and private
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Has “Regurgitation Model” diminished importance of sourcing?
“Flak Amplifying Mechanism”
War Against White Oppression

entities) “become 'routine' news sources and have
privileged access to the gates.” This is particularly
true in the case of sourcing where legacy news
outfits cite or trot out some correspondent or paid
contributor who was once an employee of XYZ
company or government agency. However, I think
the value of “degreed contributors,” so to speak,
is less than it used to be, as readers generally
seem less interested in credibility and more
concerned with having their biases confirmed,
and then reconfirmed.
Q: You devote a good deal of time and attention
in Hate, INC., dealing with the subject of
sycophancy in media. How valuable is having
such access today vs. thirty years ago? Q: Hasn’t
the Huffington Post model of regurgitating news
from other outlets diminished the importance of
original reporting and thus sourcing?
Flak and the Enforcers: "Flak" refers to negative responses to a media statement or program (e.g.
letters, complaints, lawsuits, or legislative actions). Flak can be expensive for the media, either due
to loss of advertising revenue, or due to the costs of legal defense or defense of the media outlet's
public image. Flak can be organized by powerful, private influence groups (e.g. think tanks). The
prospect of eliciting flak can be a deterrent to the reporting of certain kinds of facts or opinions,
which manifests as self-censoring.
Q: Do you believe that flak is a more powerful tool for censorship today, given the “flack amplifying
mechanism” of social media, and the fear of being “thrown to the mob?”
Organizing Religion: This was included as a filter in the original 1988 edition of the book, but
Chomsky argues that since the end of the Cold War (1945–91) anticommunism was replaced by
the "War on Terror" as the major social control mechanism.
Antiterrorism no longer seems to be the dominant organizing religion. Instead, there seems to be
emerging a “War on White Supremacy,” which is to say a
“War Against Oppression,” but only of officially sanctioned
groups deemed worthy of protection.
Q: What do you think is the organizing religion of today?
Worthy vs. Unworthy Victims: A propaganda system will
consistently portray people abused in enemy states as
worthy victims, whereas those treated with equal or greater
severity by its own government or clients will be seen as
unworthy. The evidence of worth may be read from the
extent and character of attention and indignation. While this
differential treatment occurs on a large scale, the media,
intellectuals, and public are able to remain unconscious of
the fact and maintain a high moral and self-righteous tone.
Though the “worthy vs. unworthy victims” paradigm is not a
filter, I have included it because it is highly robust and is
something that we see today in terms of officially sanctioned
4

Blue Collar vs. White Collar Journalism

identity groups or explicitly “protected categories.” It is important to note that white men still maintain
worthy victim status in certain framings (for example, stories about violent burglaries or terrorist
incidents), in cases of sexual misbehavior, racial bias, abuse of power, etc., white men are targeted
by the media as raw material for news stories that fit an already established narrative paradigm.
Q: What are some current cases in
foreign affairs (Syria vs. Yemen or
Venezuela vs. France) where we see a
clear bias in terms of one victim seen as
worthy whereas the other is not? Q:
How would this new “victim hierarchy”
concept (intersectionality and white
male privilege) fit into the paradigm of
worthy vs. unworthy victims?
No Room for Subversives ― One of
the things that comes across early in
reading your take on the media is its
institutional culture. Media institutions
are corporation, after all, and people
who climb their ranks tend to be good at
internal politicking and knowing how to
color within the lines. Iconoclasts are
not rewarded at Fortune 500 companies. You make the further point that this was not always true,
and that there came a point where news organizations began to become populated by yuppies and
more highly educated, wealthy people from coastal cities. Q: Do you think that it is harder for
dissenters, subversives, or even people who are just critical thinkers (people who question
“conventional wisdom”) to advance in media companies today than was the case forty years ago?
Q: What has contributed to the change in the constitution of journalists from being working-class,
blue-collar types to being made up largely of upscale professionals with graduate degrees? Q: How
much of this shift is cultural (after “All the President’s Men” made journalism cool similar to how the
movie “Wall Street” made finance cool) and how much of it is just the consequence of a more
competitive labor pool where everyone is generally better educated? Q: What are the qualities that
make a media company more or less amenable to freethinkers?

NEWS’ EVOLUTION (DEVOLUTION)
Network Era → Cable Era (CNN, then
FOX) → Internet Era (Blogs, then
Platforms…and Now What?)
By the early 1960’s or so, the news
industry in America had matured into
the monolithic institution that we would
later see portrayed in movies like “All
the President’s Men” and “Network.”
It would remain so until at least the
1980’s, after which time cable news
channels (most notably CNN) would
begin to take market share away from
the evening newscasts of the major
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broadcast works. Conservative talk
radio also began its ascent at this
time, getting a huge boost with the
94’ Republican Revolution and the
passage of the Telecommunications
Act of 1996. This was also the year
(1996) that Rupert Murdoch’s News
Corp. would launch its 24-hour news
channel on cable & satellite systems
(The Fox News Channel) and hire
political strategist Roger Ailes to run
it. Ailes reportedly demanded five
months of 14-hour workdays and
several weeks of rehearsal shows
before its launch on October 7 th,
1996. Whereas CNN’s break with
network news was one of style and
saturation (all news, all the time),
Fox’s innovation was editorial, and in retrospect, far more significant. Ailes’s great insight was to
reangle the news business from one of editorial objectivity (within the bounds of “the propaganda
model” detailed earlier) to one of political bias, riding (and amplifying) the wave of political
polarization that would subsume American society over the coming decades (see the rise of
Neoconservativism and a new values-driven politics post-McGovern). The attacks of 9/11 would
give Fox news a lead over CNN (and lowly, MSNBC) that it would never relinquish. In fact, 2018
was the highest-rated year yet for prime-time programing in the network's history.
The print news media did not experience its decline until the Web began to eat away at its business
model (specifically, classifieds, which Craig’s List first began to steal from). It has struggled ever
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Devil’s Bargain
Third-Party Media

since, despite its attempt to focus exclusively on content creation by making a devils’ bargain with
platforms like Facebook to help distribute its content to readers with whom individual “papers” would
no longer have any direct relationship. That lasted for about “a minute,” before large publications
like the New York Times and the Washington Post realized that they would need to reestablish
relationships with their readers and put more emphasis into their subscription business
(subscription revenue rose 20 percent to $99 million in the second quarter of 2018 compared with
the same period a year before, while digital ad revenue dropped 7.5 percent, to $51 million over
the same period).
Another interesting phenomenon during the last decade has been the rise of new, third-party multimedia outlets that are natively digital like Vox Media, Axios, FiveThirtyEight, Breitbart News, etc.,
ideologically extreme (by MSM standards) video networks like Democracy Now, Blaze TV, Info
Wars, etc., as well as state-sponsored outlets that have brought more subversive voices into the
debate like RT News, Al-Jazeera, Press TV, etc. The third-party, multimedia outlets are the closest
in evolutionary lineage to the blogs, which dominated the early days of alternative news on the Web
(Drudge Report, Talking Points Memo, Zero Hedge, etc.).
Everyone seems to hate the
WHY DO THEY HATE US?
media. Nobody in the media
seems to understand why.
An oft-cited Gallup poll taken just after the 2016 election showed
– Matt Taibbi
that just 20% of Americans expressed “a great deal” or “quite a lot”
of confidence in newspapers. An 80% no-confidence vote would be cause for concern in most
professions. Reporters, however, have been unimpressed with the numbers. Some of this surely
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Logic of Journalists for Why We Hate Them

has to do with the fact that the media business, at least at the higher end, has been experiencing
record profits since Donald Trump identified them as the “enemy of the people.”
Here’s the argument espoused by most working reporters on the why the public hates them,
according to Taibbi:
By 2012 I had a theory of the presidential campaign
It’s just Conservatives, Stupid! ― Most
as a complex commercial process. On the plane, two
distrust of the media is found among
businesses were going on in tandem. The candidates
conservatives. Statistician/poll guru Nate
were raising money, which mostly entailed taking
Silver, summed it up in simple terms.
cash from big companies in exchange for policy
“Republicans hate the media a lot, and
promises. In the back, reporters were gunning for hits
Democrats hate the media a little.”
and ratings. The candidate who most quickly found
Conservatives are Angry and Stupid ― the middle ground between these two dynamics
Those discontented Republican voters are would become the nominee. Any candidate who was
really upset because they just can’t deal both good at raising money and deemed a suitable
with reality. This is because, as comedian lead actor for the media’s campaign reality show –
Stephen Colbert and enlightened press who was “likable” and “nuanced” but also not too “left”
figures like Paul Krugman of the New York or “weak on defense” or espousing of “fringe” politics
Times alike have been quick to point out, like Nader or Ron Paul – would be allowed to move
reality has “a well-known liberal bias.”
on to the general. ― Matt Taibbi
Conservatives don’t hate us! They hate
reality!! ― Therefore, ordinary people “don’t really hate us. They just hate reality.” This is a version
of a depressingly common journalistic trope: “People just suck.” It’s the line journalists reach for
when they run out of real explanations for things.

MANUFACTURING HATE
Instead of manufacturing consent, the media is now in the business of manufacturing hate and
anger. Here is the process, according to Taibbi:
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Let’s Get Ready to Rumble!

There are Only Two Ideas ―
There are only two baskets of
opinions that are allowed:
“Republican or Democrat,”
“Liberal or Conservative,” “Left
or Right.” This is drilled into
voters at a young age, so that
by the time most of us arrive at
college, we will have already
chosen a political identity to
stick with for the rest of our
lives. It’s Boolean Politics: blue
or red, true or false, zero or
one.
The Two Ideas are in Permanent Conflict ― Crossfire solidified the idea that politics is a fight
and Democrats and Republicans not only must not come to an agreement about things, but debate
to the end in a sports-like forum. There are no conversations. There are only arguments.
Hate People, Not Institutions ― Once you accept the “two and two
only” idea, we basically have you. The only trick from there is The two most taboo lines
preventing narrative-upsetting ideas from getting onscreen too often. in all media in America
are I don’t know and I
Q: What is an example of a “narrative-upsetting idea?”
don’t care. ― Matt Taibbi
Everything is Someone Else’s Fault; Nothing is Everyone’s Fault
Root, Don’t Think ― Election coverage is now indistinguishable from sporting matches.
No Switching Teams ― Once you are on a team, you can’t leave. If you do, you are worse than
the enemy. (case of Liz Spayd vs. case of Luís Figo) Q: Is there any way to explain this other than
relying on evolutionary biology and tribalism?
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The Other Side is Literally Hitler
(Goodwin’s Law) ― There is us
and them, and they are Hitler.
Demonize the other side. They
are inhuman, immoral. There is no
reasoning with them. They must
be defeated!!!
In the Fight Against Hitler,
Everything is Permitted ― Fuck
civility. Meanness and vulgarity
build political solidarity, but they
also build audience solidarity. In
the Trump age, political and
media objectives align. “During
the race, I kept trying to imagine
how someone like Martin Luther King would have responded to Trump. I don’t think the answer
would have been, “We need to start saying fuck more.”
Feel Superior ― Anger is part of the rhetorical promise, but so are feelings righteousness and
superiority. “When you look back at the generation of Heathers-style coverage, the evolution toward
Trump starts to make sense. We can excuse almost anything in America except losing. And we
love a freak show.”
Q: You make the point that “the news is like smoking.” It’s a consumer product. You don’t need to
watch much of it. We are not informing you (we can’t, actually). We sell identity. We’re selling safe
spaces. What do you mean by “we can’t inform you?”
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TRUMP PHENOMENON
Q: How do we look to explain the Trump
phenomenon? Why is he held to a totally
different ethical and moral standard than
any prior candidate?
Q: What is with Trump’s speaking style? Is
there any logic or method to his not
completing sentences?
Q: What was it like covering the primaries
and the general election this time around
and how does it compare to prior elections
that you have covered up-close?
Q: What do you think is responsible for Trump’s appeal with voters? How much of his support
comes from a combination of rage and insecurity, where voters just want someone to “put the
brakes on” and stop things from getting worse for them (especially for older voters).

CHANGING MEDIA
Q: Do you have any thoughts about the recent layoffs in media (I’m thinking particularly of Buzzfeed
and the Huffington Post) and how this speaks to the larger, persistent challenges of making a living
in this business?
Q: What do you know about the growth of podcasting and what is the significance of this new
content medium?
Q: What do you think is the future of media? What types of organizations do you think will be most
successful? What do you think the great opportunities are?
Q: Where do you see your place in this evolving ecosystem?
Q: You recently wrote that, “As news reporting becomes more politicized, more negativistic, less
trustworthy, and generally more of a headache to digest, people increasingly are going to turn to
narrative as a source of information .” What do you mean by “narrative as a source of information?”
How does this compare to
the use of comedy as a
source of information during
the George W. Bush years?
(John Stewart and Stephen
Colbert).

CHANGING POLITICS
Q: In a recent interview
that you did with Senator
Bernie Sanders, you said
he is “experimenting with
the use of public pressure
and journalism-like tactics
– including the launch of a
series of video testimonials
about workplace conditions
at companies like Disney
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and Amazon – to try to augment legislative efforts at reform.” Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, has taken
such tactics to an entirely new level, and has really left congressional leaders, ranking members,
and pretty much everyone, scrambling. She has done a total end-run around the media. This, of
course, is what Trump did to incredible effect. Is this a new normal for politicians now, where anyone
who doesn’t have the charisma and social media presence to speak directly to his or her
constituents cannot seriously compete in electoral politics anymore?
Q: Given the success of Donald Trump and the popularity of Bernie Sanders, was the real winner
in 2016 Populism? What is the future of populism in American politics? What about in European
politics?
Q: You talk a lot about “electability” and how it is basically bullshit. What is electability, what are
the historical roots of the term, and how do you think it is being applied today? Who do
establishment Democrats think is most “electable” vs. who you think actually has the best shot to
win in 2020? Who do you like the most?
Q: What do you think of Elizabeth
Warren? How has the media covered
her? Is there a media favorite?
Q: What do you think of Tulsi Gabbard?
Why has the media seemed so
opposed to her candidacy? Is it
because of her more pacifist views on
American foreign policy?
Q: Who else can we discuss on the
democratic side? What about Beto
O’Rourke?

CHANGING CULTURE
Q: What do you think about the circus surrounding Virginia’s state politics? Both the Governor
(Ralph Northam) and the Attorney General (Mark R. Herring) have admitted to “wearing blackface,”
and the Lieutenant Governor Justin Fairfax is facing a series of sexual assault allegations. First,
what is driving the appearance of these allegations and is there anything deeper happening under
the surface? Also, it seems that “black face” is gaining momentum as a practice that is being
exposed. Is there any reason why this specific practice is in focus?
Q: What do you think about this “call-out” culture? Do you have any thoughts about the new norms
of discourse that have emerged and how Silicon Valley companies are increasingly regulating
speech on the internet?

WALL STREET, 10 YEARS LATER
Q: You spent a number of years writing
exclusively or almost exclusively about Wall
Street after the financial crisis of 2008 hit. Tell
me about that experience. What was that like?
Q: What can you tell us about the 1MDB
scandal involving Goldman Sachs and Lloyd
Blankfein? How serious is this and what does it tell us about the firm’s culture post-2008? Does
this reflect a larger indifference that persists at the rest of large, Wall Street banks? Is this what you
would expect given the lack of accountability for the crisis?
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Q: Where are we today, 10 years after the crash? Are we even more vulnerable to another crash
because consolidation has increased? Or, is the real risk to our government and our politics in light
of the extraordinary levels of wealth inequality that the last three decades (culminating in the GFC)
have generated?
Q: Do you have any thoughts about MMT given how much traction it has gotten among more leftleaning democrats and socialist activists?

INDUSTRIAL MILITARY AND SURVEILLANCE COMPLEX
Q: You recently wrote an article titled, “Has the Government Legalized Secret Defense Spending?”
In the article, you write: “One thing is certain: the taxpayer who opens up a federal financial
statement expecting to find correct numbers will no longer be sure of what he or she is reading.
Bluntly put, line items in public federal financial statements may now legally be, for lack of a better
word — wrong.” Can you elaborate? What was this article about?
Q: Do we still fetishize America? How much better are we than other, corrupt countries, really?

LET THEM EAT CAKE!
Q: Have you been following the events in
France? The MSM seems to be totally
ignoring the yellow-vest protests. Is this
classic worth vs. unworthy victim coverage?
Q: Do you believe that global leaders, as
well as journalists, are out of touch with the
anxieties and concerns of normal, every-day
people whose costs of living are bringing
them closer to some kind of breaking point?
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QUOTES:
Who needs to win elections when you can personally reestablish the rightful social order every day
on Twitter and Facebook? When you can scold, and scold, and scold, and scold. That’s their future,
and it’s a satisfying one: a finger wagging in some vulgar proletarian’s face, forever. – Thomas Frank,
Rendezvous with Oblivion
The mass media serve as a system for communicating messages and symbols to the general populace.
It is their function to amuse, entertain, and inform, and to inculcate individuals with the values, beliefs,
and codes of behavior that will integrate them into the institutional structures of the larger society. In a
world of concentrated wealth and major conflicts of class interests, to fulfil this role requires systematic
propaganda. – Herman & Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent
A propaganda system will consistently portray people abused in enemy states as worthy victims,
whereas those treated with equal or greater severity by its own government or clients will be unworthy.
The evidence of worth may be read from the extent and character of attention and indignation…While
this differential treatment occurs on a large scale, the media, intellectuals, and public are able to remain
unconscious of the fact and maintain a high moral and self-righteous tone. This is evidence of an
extremely effective propaganda system. – Herman & Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent
He has a deadpan, dry sense of humor. If you asked him to sum up all of human history – and now that
I think about it, I should have done this – he would probably say something like, “Unsurprisingly
horrible.” – Matt Taibbi on Noam Chomsky
Manufacturing Consent is a dazzling book. True, like a lot of co-written books, and especially academic
books, it’s written in slow, grinding prose. But for its time, it was intellectually flamboyant, wild even. ―
Matt Taibbi
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