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There are many ways to read history, and
Share SNS
the human interactions that are woven into
the stories of the past are never easy to
dissect. There has long been a dance in
literary circles between two camps: those
who believe that individuals primarily drive history, and gather forces around
them, and those who believe that individual agency is often caught up in the
overwhelming tides of the era (Tolstoy, anyone?). While both are likely partly
true at varying times, today we’re going to cover an emerging narrative that could
better describe the modern era: while much of the world works toward relatively
common goals, a handful of ill-intentioned individuals work to break everything.
Those of us who grew up on the playgrounds of public schools, or going to the
beach with other youngsters, likely remember countless examples of this “tyranny
of the minority.” One bad apple, as they say, can kick over 100 sandcastles in
minutes, or ruin a perfectly good game. Of course, most children do not try to
ruin what others have created for their satisfaction. The same is true of adults.
In fact, the vast majority of human beings spend their days trying to build things.
Whether we examine criminality or simply antisocial behavior, the negative
examples are usually notable in that they are, well, notable.
The novelist Stephen King wrote in The Dead Zone: “Ninety-five percent of
people who walk the earth are simply inert. One percent are saints, and one
percent are assholes. The other three percent are people who do what they say
they can do.” As many of you know, one of the things we celebrate most about the
SNS community is that its members tend to fall into that 3 percent.
But what about that 1 percent? While we are clearly speculating here, if we
imagine that 1 percent of the human population really are “assholes,” then many
of that percentage are also clearly “misbehaving” in more minor ways, and often
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for reasons with which we can empathize, if not appreciate. A smaller percentage,
however, are truly working hard to break things on purpose. (Dark Knight fans
will recognize another relevant quote from fiction: “Some men just want to watch
the world burn.”)
I propose that we can call those people the “half-percent.” Imagine the most
destructive, the most obstructionist, and the most difficult and antisocial among
us. This week’s issue is about them: getting louder, stronger, and more
unmanageable.

The Power of the Internet
Before diving in, it is critical that we look at one other piece of this puzzle. While
it’s always been possible to identify the asymmetric ways in which the most
damage to many can be wrought by one, we live in a new era. With the notentirely-thought-out deployment of the public internet, one of society’s most
notable changes is that these days nearly every instance of anything is reachable.
Thus we have entered the era of:
Did a single human pass away from a bizarre circumstance 9,000 miles away
from me? I can find out. Is someone in a basement across the planet writing
that dogs are cats, up is down, and no one else knows what they’re talking
about? I can read it now, every morning, with my coffee. Is there a
Nigerian scam artist who tries to grift money from people in Lagos? Yes, and
now he’s directly contacting Grandma by email, and they talk.
Gone are the days when most of us were blissfully ignorant about the banal and
irrelevant evil of the global half-percent. These days, Uncle Norm in the kindest
small neighborhood in the kindest small town is just as likely to be reading racial
hate speech from a Russian troll farm as someone in Moscow. Uh-oh.

Case Studies in the Half-Percent
I hope you trust me (or am I, too, a half-percenter?), but you don’t have to take
my word for it. Here are some simple case studies from today’s world that prove
out this concept, and the danger it poses to all of us.
Anti-Vaccination Misinformation
This March, in its The Disinformation Dozen, the Center for Countering Digital
Hate found that in a sample of content posted 812,000 times on social media
platforms, just 12 individual anti-vaxxer accounts on Facebook and
Twitter were responsible for a full 65% of anti-vaccine content.
The report also describes that many of these individuals are doing so simply to
encourage skepticism because they have “snake oil” to sell, noting:
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Living in full view of the public on the internet are a small group of
individuals who do not have relevant medical expertise and have their own
pockets to line, who are abusing social media platforms to misrepresent
the threat of Covid and spread misinformation about the safety of
vaccines. According to our recent report, anti-vaccine activists on
Facebook, YouTube, Instagram and Twitter reach more than 59 million
followers, making these the largest and most important social media
platforms for anti-vaxxers. Our research has also found anti-vaxxers using
social media platforms to target Black Americans, exploiting higher rates
of vaccine hesitancy in that community to spread conspiracies and lies
about the safety of Covid vaccines.
These 12 individuals account for 73% of vaccine misinformation on Facebook, are
personally featured in 17% of anti-vaxx content on Twitter, and regularly feature
sales attempts for alternative products that they claim can cure Covid-19.
So, too, does this apply – unsurprisingly – to anti-masking content generators.
One of the individuals identified in the report, an osteopath named Sherri
Tenpenny, regularly tweets misinformation about masks and even discourages
followers from getting tested, with unexplained statements such as, “If you get
tested, you’re part of the problem.” Another, Kelly Brogan, posted a video stating
that “there is potentially no such thing as the coronavirus” because “it’s not
possible to prove that any given pathogen has induced death.”
To the discerning eye, this is simply weird. The problem, unfortunately, is that for
many reasons, and in the midst of an incredibly difficult year, large numbers of
people may want to believe such nonsensical claims for their own reasons. That is
not the issue, so much as the fact that in the era of the “connected everything,”
these 12 people are regularly influencing the opinions of 59 million across
multiple platforms that live on the smartphones in their pockets and purses.
Never in history have so few ill-intentioned people been able to lie to so many so
quickly and continually.
Police Reform in America
Another topic where the destructive dynamic of the half-percent is clearly visible
is in the extremely sensitive, important national discourse about police reform
currently taking place in the United States. Amid the ongoing rash of police
killings of unarmed people of color, a tiny crowd with an outsized voice has
intervened in the obvious and necessary conversation about how to fix issues of
systemic racism in policing: the police abolitionists.
Many of you, depending on your stances, are probably already feeling the tension
that arises when this topic even comes up, apprehensive about what the next
sentence will bring. By polling numbers, however, most of you agree with the
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statement “It would not make sense to get rid of all police departments and
personnel permanently.”
In fact, almost no one thinks it would. According to Tuesday’s Financial Times:
An Ipsos/USA Today poll released last month found 18 per cent of Americans
support defunding, and 11 per cent support abolition. About 57 per cent
support fully funding their local police, while 43 per cent favour redirecting
some of that money to social services.
In other words, everything you’ve seen in news coverage about police reform that
discusses a movement to abolish police entirely refers to a base of support of 11
percent of the country’s population. However, we also know that Russian
disinformation groups have been extremely active in using police issues and race
baiting to attempt to sow additional division in the United States. How many
social media ads and fake articles any extreme fringe group in the country have
been fed by foreign operatives is the subject of ongoing study, and truly difficult
to measure.
If we need a multiplier number for how much amplification was applied to the
voices of a few operatives at the Kremlin’s favored Internet Research Agency or
the TV network Russia Today, we can start with the fact that according to
Facebook’s own, likely underestimated, numbers, Kremlin operatives created
roughly 80,000 pieces of organic content during the 2016 election cycle. All of
this from just a few trolls in a government lab. The half-percent.
For any readers worried that highlighting the lack of popularity for police
abolition here smacks of one-sidedness, RT focused heavily on amplifying
divisive police voices as well. According to VOA,
RT contacted lawofficer.com seeking permission to republish an essay by
Tulsa, Oklahoma Police Major Travis Yates about the frustration he and
many of his police colleagues have been feeling as a result of the protests
of police practices, titled, “America, We Are Leaving.”
RT also booked Yates for an on-air interview through its London bureau.
“If I had any idea whatsoever, I obviously never would have done it,” Yates
told VOA when asked if he knew about RT’s Russian connection.
Since Yates’ essay was first published, it has been shared thousands of
times on social media and even helped get him an appearance on Fox
News’ “Tucker Carlson Tonight.”
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YouTube: Amplifying Trash
For any of you who were concerned that this issue would also fail to identify
problems on platforms beyond Facebook and Twitter, fear not. While all social
media platforms use algorithms to amplify content that often trades “valid” for
“sensational,” YouTube has found a role as a new fake TV outlet for the halfpercent that fully enables the wrecking-ball mentality we’ve been discussing.
In a recent New York Times article about extreme content on the platform,
former anti-immigration activist Caolan Robertson describes his work with farright activist Tommy Robinson, who assaulted an African immigrant on the street
while Robertson helped film the interaction, then edited the video to make it
appear that the innocent man had been the aggressor. This sort of content, of
course, fed very well to European audiences already primed against growing
immigrant populations. While the video made it appear that the man had
assaulted Robinson, in reality he continuously protested as Robinson shoved him
into an oncoming vehicle before declaring that he was going to punch him, which
he then did.
According to the article:
“It can create these very radical people who are like gurus,” said Guillaume
Chaslot, a former YouTube engineer who has been critical of the way the
company’s algorithms pushed people to extreme content. “In terms of
watch time, a guru is wonderful.”
Over the more than two years he helped produce and publish videos for
Mr. Robinson and others, Mr. Robertson learned how making clever edits
and focusing on confrontation could help draw millions of views on
YouTube and other services. He also learned how YouTube’s
recommendation algorithm often nudged people toward extreme videos.
“It meant that we did more and more extreme videos,” Mr. Robertson said.
QAnon
For a fuller briefing, any SNS members who missed the QAnon-themed issue of
the Global Report last July can find it here; and attendees can video-review our
FiReSide session “QAnon and the Fight for Global Truth” (9/24/20). Needless to
say, the conspiracy group has proven out the half-percent issue in spades. While
the spread of the bizarre, half-cocked theories associated with the “movement”
was startling, more startling still was the fact that most of the original content
was coming from just a few sources. While YouTubers eager to join the fray and
earn money making controversial video content (the “gurus” of Mr. Chaslot’s
virality comments above) jumped aboard, the people driving the conversation
were often, literally, few and far between.
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In HBO’s new documentary series on the subject, Q: Into the Storm, filmmaker
Cullen Hoback finds himself tracking the otherwise unremarkable Ron Watkins
and his father, Jim. The elder Watkins is a former porn-site operator who
purchased online posting board 8chan from its founder, Fredrick Brennan.
Brennan eventually left his role out of disgust, as the Watkins duo built a
following of conspiracy theorists and allegedly posted “anonymously” on the site
and others.
So two unsavory US citizens can run a small site from their homes in Southeast
Asia that helps to enable the indoctrination of millions of people worldwide into a
cultlike, nonsensical conspiracy community. The half-percent.
Clubhouse
The power of radio is not that it speaks to millions, but that it speaks intimately
and privately to each one of those millions.
– Hallie Flanagan, American theatrical producer (1890-1969)
Another example of the amplification of the power of the half-percenters has
emerged with the new social media application Clubhouse. The app, backed by
Silicon Valley veteran venture firm Andreessen Horowitz (a16z), has begun its
large-scale beta test amid much buzz across media. Its invitation-only format and
intimate real-time voice settings quickly had people across the world sharing all
sorts of details with one another. The first half-percenters into the platform
mostly appeared to be scammers and the misinformed, with an explosion of
groups focused on the sale of Non-Fungible Tokens for some odd products and
the kind of advice that is extremely free.

Strategic News Service™ LLC

www.stratnews.com

Copyright © 2021

SNS: The Half-Percent

Week of April 19, 2021

7

Controversy emerged, however, when it became clear that the platform stored
data using Agora, which routed through servers in the People’s Republic of China.
Given the draconian national security laws in the country, this was always a
worry, and one that any Valley entrepreneur worth their salt would know was a
major data and privacy risk.
While the folks who made the decision to store data in China may have just been
sloppy, it became clear that unique user IDs stored in plaintext and raw audio
were also potentially exposed to the Chinese government’s whims. As it became
clear that whoever made these calls at the company may be half-percenters
themselves, an explosion of fear took over the political channels of the app.
Meanwhile, the Chinese government noticed the large number of Uyghur, Hong
Kong, Taiwan, and pro-democracy groups and discussions taking place and
began to make its move. The country banned the app in February, but also took
full advantage of the situation being presented to them. A different kind of halfpercenters – employees of China’s Ministry of State Security (MSS) – had begun
joining groups, either watching and tracking the users and what they said or
making themselves known in an attempt to silence dissidents.
After a Clubhouse interview between myself and Frank Montoya, former Special
Agent in Charge of the FBI’s Seattle Field Office, in the Q&A a young woman
raised her hand and, in tears, begged for advice. She and her friends, she said,
were Hong Kong pro-democracy protestors and had been discussing far too much
in detail about their pro-democracy leanings on the app. She and members of her
social group were now being pursued by secret police, newly enabled by the
removal of the last semblance of judicial independence in Hong Kong.

What Now?
As the digital age has opened up the world and built roads and doorways never
before possible, the global half-percent is no longer spread out, disaggregated,
and as manageable as it had been. In an era in which the MSS is listening to your
conversation on a US app, a Russian troll is convincing your family members to
hate their fellow citizens, and the Watkins duo in Manila has ditched the hosting
of porn sites in favor of convincing your neighbor that a crew of Satanworshipping pedophiles operating out of pizza parlors is taking over the world
and must be stopped at all costs, we have a problem.
The half-percenters are gaining strength.
As a world, we already have much work to do if we are to heal the wounds already
caused by this tiny subsection of our number. A serious and genuine conversation
needs to be had about why we are tolerating their presence inside our phones,
laptops, homes, and daily lives. There are no simple answers for how to identify
and root out the half-percent from the digital realm, but as it stands, the average
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global citizen is likely already affected by the half-percenters’ ability to spread
bad ideas from just a few minds to the masses.
If human society intends to move forward toward an informed, compassionate,
and sane future, we will first need to address the half-percent and the giddy
newfound digital nightmare they are building for us.
Otherwise, we are all at their mercy.
On this particularly challenging topic, we’d love to hear your thoughts about
potential solutions.
Evan Anderson
CEO
INVNT/IP
evan@stratnews.com

Strategic News Service, the first paid subscription newsletter on the internet, was started 25 years ago.

To arrange for a speech or consultation by Mark Anderson on subjects in
technology and economics, or to schedule a strategic review of your company,
email mark@stratnews.com.
For inquiries about Partnership or Sponsorship Opportunities and/or
SNS Events, please contact Berit Anderson, SNS Programs Director, at
berit@stratnews.com.
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EVENTS
TOMORROW! JOIN US FOR FIRESIDE
~ FREE to SNS members with member code FUTUREPROOF ~
Note: In deference to our European speakers,
this event will be held earlier than usual.
Includes 2 short closing breakouts & a group social for those who choose to stay.
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OUR PARTNERS
Global Platinum Partner

Global Silver Partner

Silver Academic Partner

Global Bronze Partner

Focus Channel Partners
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Exhibitor

FiRe Academic Partner

FiReSide Event Partners

FiReSide Alliance Partners

FiReStarter Companies
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WHERE’S MARK?
On Thursday, April 22, at 12-2 PT / 3-5 ET, Mark will be opening the next the
SNS FiReSide virtual intelligence event, on “Germany’s Pivotal Role in Global
Democracy: Will China and Russia Dictate Germany’s Future?” with guests
Reinhard Bütikofer, European Green Party Co-Chair, and Sascha MüllerKraenner, CEO, Environmental Action Germany. Free to SNS members using
the member code futureproof at registration. (Friends and colleagues can
purchase tickets for $49.99 at the same link.)
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