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Something was happening and I was trying
to figure out what it was. — Andrew Marantz

INTRODUCTION

Andrew Marantz is a staff writer who has contributed to The New Yorker since 2011. He has
written extensively for the magazine about technology, social media, the alt-right, and the press,
as well as about comedy and pop culture. His work has also appeared in Harper's, New York,
Mother Jones, the New York Times, and many other publications. A contributor to Radiolab and
The New Yorker Radio Hour, he has been interviewed on CNN, MSNBC, NPR, and many other
outlets. His first book, “Antisocial: Online Extremists, Techno-Utopians, and the Hijacking of the
American Conversation,” was released this week.
WHY DO I CARE?
There are two different stories being told in
Andrew’s book, both of which interest me.
The first one explores the various ways in
1 which technology has changed the culturemaking process through which we build a
shared consensus view of “reality,” and the
2 other involves examining various realities
in an attempt to understand how these
different groups of people see the world
differently. There is also one more theme,
which I feel remains largely unexplored in
3 the book, and that is the power dynamic in
society and how a minority of Americans
who have adopted or carry a certain set of
values are in a position to impose those
values onto others. Andrew examines the
flip side of this question, which is a
voyeuristic deep dive into the entrails of
the alt-right. I am not sure if this already
exists, but I would love to read a
companion book written by him or
someone else that credibly goes into and
exposes the social workings and belief
systems of the techno-utopians with the
same type of brutal illumination that
Andrew applies in this book.
Reading this book was not easy. Actually,
the book itself was not so difficult to read.
Rather, it was the process of reading the
parts dealing with the deplorables, and the
inevitable digressions I would take through
Google, YouTube, Twitter, etc., looking for
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the original tweet mentioned or video cited that would always leave me feeling like I had just crawled
through some subterranean, urban dwelling full of pathogens and moldy piping. I can’t imagine
what it must have been like for Andrew to immerse himself into this world for three years, especially
as a progressive Jew spending time with neo-Nazis and anti-Semites. I’d love to probe him on this
a bit and really get a sense of what it was like. I’d also like to understand why he didn’t feel a similar
antipathy towards the surveillance capitalists that he spent time with in Silicon Valley. Was it
because they at least claim to share many of his same beliefs, or is it because they are powerful
and successful? I can’t help but feel that as disgusting as the deplorables are, they are largely
insignificant. The indignity, revulsion, or dark horror that I felt while listening to their pseudoscientific
rants about blood lines and the “white race” were always tempered by the understanding that they
are held by people without much intelligence, charisma, or power. The opposite is true of our
techno-utopian overlords, and even the term “techno-utopian” has embedded in it a laudative or
commendatory bias. Even in Andrew’s own book, you get the sense that he does not see these
two groups as being morally equivalent, because one group seems much more interested in doing
“the right thing” than the other. But as loathsome as these alt-right trolls are they are not “where
the action is.” The action is in the offices of these tech giants, whose motivations are arguably more
closely aligned with aggregating money and power than they are with spreading democracy and
liberal values. To the extent that spreading these things is in alignment with their primary objective
of amassing wealth and power then so much the better. But it seems that we should be focusing
more of our attention on them and less on the Mike Cernovich’s and Milio Yiannopoulos of this
world or any of the other misfits and losers profiled in Andrew’s book.
None of this is to say that the book is not important. It is very important, and I think the contributions
made by Andrew are needed. But we need to go beyond this. We need to focus less on the low
hanging fruit of Nazis wielding tiki torches on social media and begin to confront the power behind
the throne. If Mike Enoch, a pathetic, confused loser from New Jersey deserves to be intimately
profiled by a mainstream American journalist, then more can be done to expose the hypocrisy and
chronical the abuses of power by folks like Mark Zuckerberg, Sergei Brin, etc., in a way that does
not absolve them personally from the damage they continue to cause.

BOOK SUMMARY (From the Publisher)
For several years, New Yorker staff writer Andrew Marantz has been
embedded in two worlds. The first is the world of social-media
entrepreneurs—the new gatekeepers of Silicon Valley—who
upended all traditional means of receiving and transmitting
information with little forethought, but heaps of reckless ambition.
The second is the world of the people he calls the gate-crashers—
the conspiracists, white supremacists, and nihilist trolls who have
become experts at using social media to advance their corrosive
agenda. Marantz weaves these two worlds together to create a
sweeping, unsettling portrait of today’s America—online and in real
life.
In the book, Andrew reveals how the boundaries between technology,
media, and politics have been erased, resulting in the deeply broken
informational landscape in which we all now live. In candid conversations
B.S.B.s—or Big Swinging Brains—of Silicon Valley, Marantz discovers a
community of techno-utopians who took Mark Zuckerberg’s motto,
Fast and Break Things,” to heart. Viewing their role as disruptors to be
any responsibility to actually monitor the tools they have built, they
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choose not to police their users’ actions It offends their paternalistic, basic-bitch egos to hear it,
or, in many cases, don’t know where to but, sorry, this is what a truly democratic media looks
begin. In fact, such policing is often seen like. They used to be able to control the narrative. Well,
as antithetical to the nature of our one fuck you, motherfuckers. The barbarians are at the
true democracy—the internet. Marantz gate. Everyone has a voice now. — Mike Cernovich
discussed these issues with Eli Pariser,
co-founder of UpWorthy; Alexis Ohanian and Steve Huffman, co-founders of Reddit; and Emerson
Spartz, founder of MuggleNet and the viral media company Dose, among others. Spartz’s words
in his first meeting with Marantz would appear to be prophetic: “If you could make ideas go viral,
you could tip elections, overthrow dictators, start movements, revolutionize industries. The ability
to spread a meme to millions of people, is the closest you can come to a superpower.”
In the lead-up to the 2016 presidential election, it became apparent that something was happening
online. On Facebook for instance, while many of the traditional gatekeepers to information—like
Reason, Foreign Affairs, the Nation, and more—were seeing less engagement with readers, other,
darker corners of the platform were thriving. Most people view social media as a reflection of
popular will and interest, but the virality industry is built on a large number of small human choices.
At every step, there are people behind the curtain, and ahead of the election, someone was
attempting to drag the notion of a Trump presidency from the fringes into the realm of the
imaginable. But who were these new virologists?
Enter the gate-crashers. Marantz spent years analyzing how alienated young people are led down
the rabbit hole of online radicalization, and how fringe ideas spread—from anonymous corners of
social media to cable TV to the President's Twitter feed. Along the way, he met with the men and
women responsible for it all. He ate breakfast at the Trump SoHo with self-proclaimed “internet
supervillain” Milo Yiannopoulos; toured a rural Illinois junkyard with freelance Twitter propagandist
Mike Cernovich; drank in a beer hall with white nationalist Mike Enoch; and shadowed histrionic
far-right troll Lucian Wintrich during his first week as a White House press correspondent. Marantz
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also spent hundreds of hours talking to people who The leaders of the Deplorable movement
were ensnared in the cult of web-savvy white were deeply wrong on many fundamental
supremacy—and to a few who managed to get out. questions, both empirical and ethical, but
When Marantz returns to the new gatekeepers in they weren’t guileless or stupid. They
Silicon Valley, and witnesses them trying to reckon were deft propagandists who, recognizing
with the forces they’ve unleashed, he wonders: Will that social media was creating an
they be able to solve the communication crisis they unprecedented power vacuum, had set
helped bring about, or are their interventions too little out to exploit it. — Andrew Marantz
too late?
Antisocial is political reporting at its finest, a chilling, deeply sourced, rivetingly told account of how
a few fringe figures saw the potential of the internet as a vehicle for mass disinformation and seized
upon it to corrupt our national conversation. It is necessary reading if we are to understand our
current political moment—and to prepare for the 2020 election, and beyond.
Sometimes, even for
a journalist, there is
CONTEXT & PERSONAL EXPERIENCE
no such thing as not
The Book’s Origins — Q: Is your thesis that unwitting tech nerds picking a side. —
combined with a fringe minority managed to destroy American democracy? Andrew Marantz
Q: How and why did you come to write such a book?
Unapologetically Biased — There are a number of instances in the book where you take a timeout to deliver a clear, morally formed opinion. It’s unusual, and refreshingly transparent, actually.
You’re basically saying “I think what I witnessed here is wrong, I think many of you will find it wrong,
and I want you understand why I’m presenting it without contrast.” Q: Why did you feel that it was
important to be so explicit about your own views and opinions? Q: Did you feel it was necessary
given the fact that many of your subjects disputed even your own right to exist, as you are, in this
country? (e.g. Mike Enoch phone call).
Exhausting Trolls — Q: Was it exhausting hanging out with these trolls for so many years?
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Intimidation — You got yelled at and sometimes physically Of all that I resented about the
intimidated. Q: How did those types of instances feel for you, a Deplorables, one of their most
grown adult? Q: Did they feel like you were back in high-school? irksome qualities was that
Relatability — At one point in the book, while chronicling the they forced me to think like an
case of Mike Enoch, you seem to empathize with him, and establishment shill. — A.M
wonder aloud what might have happened to you or other kids
like you who didn’t fit in at school, but who were determined to stand out in some way. Q: What did
you find relatable in some of the deplorables? Q: were some more relatable than others?
Radicalization — It seems there are certain traits or characteristics that young men, in particular,
who become radicalized share, irrespective of the ideology that they adopt. Q: Did you find any
similarities in your research between folks like Mike Enoch or the Samantha character and say
those who are radicalized by ISIS online? Q: What is alluring about these various ideologies? Q:
How much is this about finding community, how much of it is about finding easy answers, and how
much is about indulging in the types of rapturous emotions that come with feeling like you’ve arrived
at some forbidden truth?
Something was happening online: a new kind of
invisible primary, an attempt, either coordinated
ALT-RIGHT EXEGESIS
or spontaneous, to stretch the Overton window
Alt-Right: What is it? — Q: How has the so radically as to drag the notion of a Trump
media been describing the alt-right? Q: What presidency into the realm of the imaginable.
are they getting wrong, and how would you Who was doing it? — Andrew Marantz
describe it?
Message Resonance — Q: Why do feel that the message of these malcontents has resonated
with so many Americans to begin with?
Doesn’t Add Up — This book is voyeuristically enrapturing but whenever I stepped away to reflect
upon what I’d been reading, I would soon find myself thinking that something doesn’t add up. The
facts don’t add up. The explanation doesn’t suffice to explain the discontent feeding the algorithm.
Q: What is causing the discontent? Q: Is it
really that just half the country is racist? Q:
Also, how much of this is just the coastal elite
“who run the country” not understanding that
this what America is? (i.e. more traditional roles
for men and women are popular and make
sense to millions of Americans who may lead
otherwise happy lives). Q: Could it be that these
trolls have tapped into a frustration with popular
culture? (e.g. is this growing fascination with
“token masculinity” a reflection of the
suppression by popular culture of traditionally
male roles and archetypes?)
Alt-right Females — There seems to be a
certain “type” for women that are active in the
alt-right or its subcultures that is hard to
quantify or breakdown, but which, nonetheless
is identifiable. They often seem somehow
androgynous or tomboyish (e.g. Cassandra
Fairbanks, Laura Loomer, etc.). Many of the
women who are married to guys who are
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wrapped up in these various communities come across as I told her about an analogy I’d recently
remarkably understanding, and in some cases, bizarely heard: that this election was like the
supportive (e.g. Mike Cernovich’s wife, Mike Enoch’s wife, article running against the comments
etc.) It’s heartbreaking. Q: Why do you think this is? Q: section. — Andrew Marantz
What is it that a lot of these women have in common? Q:
Why are they so gross?
Alt-right Guys — Like the women, the guys you write about in the book are also very gross and
pathetic. They remind me of that scene in Space Balls where Dark Helmet’s forces capture the
cast’s stunt doubles. Q: Aren’t these guys just losers who can’t get laid? Q: Why does it need to
be more complicated? *** They feel juvenile and sexually repressed or developmentally stunted.
Message — Q: Why is it that anyone should be concerned about ideas that seem to be so
unappealing to me and you? Q: What would cause
such messages to become popular to the point that Spartz, in his speeches, sometimes referred
we should worry about gas chambers and to himself as a “growth hacker.” In practice,
though, he was more like a day trader,
dictatorships? Q: What is REALLY concerning you?
investing in memes that appeared to have
momentum. — Andrew Marantz
TECHNO-UTOPIONS
Gracious Depictions — Your depiction of the Silicon Valley elite was WAY more gracious. You
seem to see them as “just making money.” Q: What do you really think of the “techno-utopians”
and how do you compare them to the trolls and deplorables?
Spartz’s Workshop — Q: What was it like spending time at Emerson Spartz’s headquarters? Q:
Was it like some kind of Dickensian workplace where reams of humans were putting words together
to form sentences and paragraphs that algorithms wanted but that would be considered garbage
by humans? Q: Did it feel like a factory floor?
BSB vs. BSD — When references Big Swinging Brains, you write that their “fondest wish was to
be considered luminaries, Renaissance men, the smartest guys in the room.” Q: Who came up with
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this term? Q: What are some of the differences between a “Big
Swinging Brain (BSB) and a Big Swinging Dick (BSD)? Q: How
does this relate to Wall Street?
Journalism in Crisis — Your description of the F.ounders
conference was so familiar. From the plate of shrimp dumplings to
the wacky job titles. Most importantly, that it was journalists trying
to figure out how to stay ahead of the curve. I remember these
conferences. They were sad. I remember what it was like to be at
these events with Silicon Valley types who kept stroking
themselves with assurances that they were doing God’s work. It felt
impossible to question them. You were afraid of being openly
ridiculed or ostracized as a ‘party pooper.’ This quote of Emerson
Spartz pretty much sums up the disconnect: “Imagine that the
vocals are mediocre in an otherwise amazing song. What if you
could have forty people record different vocals, and then test it by
asking thousands of people, ‘Which one is best?’ To me, that’s a trickle in an ocean of possible
ways you could improve every song on the radio.” Q: Did you take offense when people like this
would offer advice to you as a journalist? Q: What about the words “impact” and “disrupt” as being
universally good? *** The chapter on Emerson Spartz made me want to vomit.

“THE MEDIA”
Hypocritical Media — Q: Isn’t the media a bit
of a circle jerk that willingly participated in this
circus? Dr. Oz had Roosh V on because it was
good for ratings, and I’m sure that some of the
women that showed up to yell at him are
narcissists. The rest of us (the ones with
principals who cringe at what he says and love
our friends who are overweight) are the victims
in all of this bullshit. Q: I wonder how many in
establishment media who are outwardly
“hamish” would resort to the same types of
tactics that these disgusting characters do if they
didn’t have the talent, connections, Ivy League
educations, etc., to climb the media ladder? ***
The reverse is also likely to be true
Coastal Elite — Your chapter “Meta Post Script”
does a great job of capturing the disillusionment
of the coastal elite. You guys weren’t just
confident that HRC would win, you seemed
gleeful, as though she were something exciting.
Q: What are the rest of us missing? Q: Why
were you not only confident, but gleeful?
Best of the Worst — It seems like you conclude
that a system of gatekeepers is certainly flawed,
but that it may be the best system we’ve ever
come up with. Q: Is a system of gatekeepers a
flawed system, but the best of the worst?
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TROLL CULTURE
Becoming a Troll — Q: What makes someone a troll? Q: Do you need to have really thick skin?
Q: Do you need to lack empathy? Q: What are the tell signs or characteristics?
Memeing into Existence — There is a lot of reference to “memes” in the book. One of the. Most
appalling scenes in the book is when you spent a day with Mike Cernovich where he got things –
entirely made-up things – to get picked up by legitimate news outlets. I believe he also said at one
point that all you need is to find a “meme with momentum.” Q: Can you help us understand what
all this is about? Q: Also, how powerful are these folks, really?
Memes/Gestures — One of the things that I thought about while reading the book had to do with
all these different memes, words, and gestures that have become associated with various ideas
within the alt-right, but which often also mean other things, and which many of us use in our daily
lives unsuspectingly. Some of them are almost comical like the “OK” sign. Still others, like Pepe
the frog, are used in different contexts, by different people, in different ways (e.g. Hong Kong
protestors, vs. alt-right). Q: Does the use of certain symbols or words by one group make them
unsanitary or inappropriate for use by everyone else?
I’m not a Racist — It seemed important to many of the people you embedded with that you and
your readers not seen them as “Nazis” or “racists.” Q: Why do you think that is?
Dispossessed Masses — I think a lot of this is about envy. A smaller number of people seem to
be living the good life, and there are more people willing to make that life miserable for them. People
are empowered by social media to try and hurt those in power, who feel further and further
disconnected from the mass of humanity. In other words, people are less empowered than ever to
DO something, but they are more empowered than ever to SAY something. Q: How much of all of
this is a result of the lopsided distribution of ownership in the country? Q: How much of this sense
of ‘dispossession’ is driving the phenomenon you chronicle?
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Nazis vs. Alt-right — Q: How do you go about differentiating between a Mike Cernovich and
someone like Mike Enoch?
I always felt like, whatever narrative
Joe Rogan — Joe Rogan has said that others accuse they’re forcing down my throat, it’s not
his show of being a gateway to the alt-right. You didn’t the whole story. — Cassandra Fairbanks
talk about him much, but when you did, you referred to
him as “hoaxcurious.” Q: Why did you refer to him that way and what did you mean by
“hoaxcurious?” Q: Where do you feel this climate of hyperskepticism falls in the alt-right culture?

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS
Supernatural Explanations? — Q: I wonder if yuppy progressives go looking for supernatural
explanations for the election of Donald Trump, when the answers are more mundane and far less
interesting?
r/Place — “How is Place going?” Huffman asked. “Pretty much as expected,” Slowe said. “A lot of
memes, some Pokémon, and a barrage of dicks.” Q: Can we have a laugh about this, please?
Ithaca and the Suitors — Q: Are we failing the boys in our society? Q: Is there a crisis among
young men and boys? I’m reminded of the Odyssey, and when happens when the men go off to
war. There is no one for the boys to look up to, and they grow to become unruly suitors. Q: I wonder
if our culture has failed to generate the types of stories or role models for men that help them aspire
towards a sort of manhood that they find appealing and which is beneficial to society at large?
People I Know — In some sense, guys like Luke Rudowski are people who were on the right side
of history, but history didn’t pan out like they expected, and in order to remain alive (and relevant)
they had to make concessions or begin to travel in circles that didn’t precisely suit them. This seems
to have happened with Luke. In the case of Stefan Molyneux, when I met him, he seemed like he
was only interested in economics and libertarianism, but it seems that Andrew identifies him more
in the white supremacist camp. Q: Can we talk about these evolutions and the fuzzy lines?
Words — In his 1989 book Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Rorty invoked the concept of
“vocabularies,” by which he meant broad systems of thought — “the moral vocabulary of Saint Paul
versus Freud’s, the jargon of Newton versus that of Aristotle.” According to Rorty, the way a society
talks to itself—through books, through popular films, through schools and universities, through
mass media—determines that society’s beliefs, its politics, its very culture. Q: What did you mean
when you wrote “to change how we talk is to change who we are.”
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EXCERPTS
I understood where he was coming from, almost literally. I, too, grew up in anodyne liberal suburbia.
When I was a teenager, I longed, like teenagers everywhere, for something that might help me
stand out, or at least help my personality cohere. The best I could come up with was a safe
simulacrum of punk-rock rebellion. I tried to grow my hair out like Kurt Cobain, but instead I ended
up with a lamentably bouffant ginger butt cut. I chain-smoked, which gave me heartburn. No one
was particularly impressed with my insufferable shtick; girls certainly weren’t. But I convinced
myself that I was on the side of righteousness. I was standing up to the Man.
The worst kind of person, I decided, was a conformist, an institutionalist, an establishment shill. I
invented principles, retroactively, to justify my convictions, but my only truly consistent principle
was contrarianism. Fatuous bourgeois bullshit was all around me, and I was the only one with
enough integrity to see through it. If everyone else trusted the line they were being fed in the history
text- books, or in The New York Times, then I would be an iconoclast, questioning the dominant
narrative.
It seemed at the time like a matter of ethics, but ultimately it was reducible to aesthetics. All things
being equal, it’s always cooler to be a rebel than an institutionalist. Defy convention. Blow up the
system. Question everything. I never saw a Kurt Cobain poster that said “Some Norms Might
Actually Be Worth Preserving” or “Question Some Things, But Don’t Go Crazy.” — A.M.
Five days later, after reading every alt-right article and watching every alt-right video she could find,
she called Richie. She had looked into it, she said. He was right. She wanted to become an
advocate for the white race, too. … All day, in her car or through her earbuds, she listened to altright podcasts and videos and livestreams. At first she found them shocking; then she found them
engrossing; eventually, the dialogue started to merge with her internal monologue, until she could
hardly tell the difference between what they said and what she thought. — the Red Pilling of
Samantha
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