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Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold

—W. B. Yeats
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Foreword

In December 2018, a young man sent me a short email that included this text:


I’m a designer/technologist, and have been specifically working on the reduction of outrage propagation in social media. I’ve been developing a working group focused on ways of addressing it with colleagues in Silicon Valley and NYC. Many of my friends are early Twitter/FB employees who are also deeply concerned with recent trends.



He included a link to an essay he had published a few months previously, titled, rather hopefully: “Facebook’s Problems Can Be Solved with Design.” The article began with this simple image that the writer had created, which changed the nature of my thinking and research.

[image: image]
The writer, of course, was Tobias Rose-Stockwell, and you’ll see this image again in chapter 9.

The image didn’t say anything new; we all know about “virality” and the ways that social media can rapidly amplify anger and bad but emotionally evocative ideas. But what Tobias had done was capture a set of complex ideas and research findings about social dynamics into a single image that one can get, intuitively, in about two seconds, without even reading the few embedded words. This is one of Tobias’s great strengths, and you’ll benefit from that strength throughout this book. Tobias is a master of metaphor and intuition, which makes it easier and far more enjoyable to learn from him.

I am a social psychologist who has been studying morality and politics since the 1990s. I thought I had a pretty good grasp on things up through 2012. But by 2015, when I published an essay with my friend Greg Lukianoff, titled “The Coddling of the American Mind,” I felt that there had been a sudden change in the basic operating system of society, flooding us with outrage, misinformation, fear, and just plain weirdness. It hit us first on college campuses, but it soon spread out to the rest of American society, and other societies, too. What the hell happened to us in the 2010s?

I continued to struggle with that question as things got weirder and weirder. The election of Donald Trump in 2016 did not cause the weirdness but amplified it and made researching it harder. How much of America’s social and political insanity was caused by Trump’s Twitter-based presidency and the intensely emotional reaction to him, and how much was a preexisting condition?

In early 2019 I was invited to write an essay on the weirdness for The Atlantic magazine. I accepted the invitation and began to outline my psychological arguments when I realized: I don’t know enough about the technology to pull this off on my own. By that time Tobias had become an advisor to a nonprofit organization I had co-founded to promote constructive dialogue. He continued to impress me with his understanding of how social media interacted with human psychology in ways that could hinder or help authentic communication, so I invited him to join me as a co-author. By combining my knowledge of social and moral psychology with his deep understanding of technology and design, we produced an essay titled “The Dark Psychology of Social Networks: Why It Feels Like Everything Is Going Haywire.” That essay laid out the story of how a few small design changes implemented between 2009 and 2012 led to the social and political chaos that began to engulf us all around 2014.

The essay was a preliminary statement of the charge that social media as it is now constituted is incompatible with the kind of liberal democracy and constitutional machinery that James Madison and other founding fathers had designed. We showed how social media inflamed “faction” or tribalism, and how it was now breaking society, civility, shared meaning, and democracy. This book, Outrage Machine, backs up that charge with a comprehensive presentation of the case, a review of the scientific evidence, and a wealth of stories to make the entire case vivid and unforgettable. We are now drowning in outrage. It wasn’t always like this, it didn’t have to be this way, and we can’t go on like this.

This is a very important book. By the end of it you’ll understand what the hell happened to us in the 2010s, and you’ll see what we need to do, collectively and individually, to make it through the 2020s with our democracy and our sanity intact. We have to shut down the machine, or at least change its design.

Jonathan Haidt




The Time of Cruel Miracles

Imagine that one day a freak blast of cosmic rays hits the earth.

Spewed by a dying star millions of light years away, a barrage of gamma radiation blankets the planet and percolates through the atmosphere, exposing everyone on earth to a rapid mutation. In Marvel-movie fashion, this blast causes everyone on the planet to suddenly achieve superhuman status. Everyone gets the same new power.

As the sun rises that morning, all of humanity wakes up with the ability to snap their fingers and instantly make themselves invisible. The planet is still the same, plus one miraculous new human power. The day is punctuated by sheer amazement, awe, and wonder. Scientists and pundits spend their time marveling at this cosmic miracle. Introverts rejoice.

But by the evening, the world is in chaos. A looting spree overtakes the world’s malls and banks. The worst actors, able to wander around and commit crimes with impunity, begin stealing whatever they can. Paranoia takes hold. People become afraid of what they cannot see. The National Guard is called in to protect businesses and government and much of the social order writ large begins to break down. The laws, rules, and institutions created to manage a visible society are suddenly rendered impotent as a small minority of awful, invisible actors wreak havoc on the system.

The chaos is contained only after an enormous collective effort to update how society should act with this new power. Within the turmoil, new rules for when invisibility can be used are put in place. Governments and companies begin deep research into thermal imaging systems, updating every security camera to try and account for invisible intruders. Phones are modified to be able to detect the unseen. Laws are passed to regulate when and where people can use their power. The new gift is frowned upon by many. It soon becomes morally unacceptable to use it in certain circumstances—a shameful thing to do if you’re in a store or a church. A few religions ban it outright as sinful.

Yet invisibility becomes useful for those who don’t wish to be beholden to the gaze of others. Some introverts begin rallying for a “right to be unseen.” Certain stores, nightclubs, and cafés open only for the invisible. Some people begin whole relationships with others while never revealing their visible selves—citing the ability for their partners to discern their true nature without the material distraction of their bodies on display.

After a few years of chaos and turmoil, civilization adapts and begins to return to a peaceful state, with tight guardrails put in place to keep people from abusing their gifts. Collectively, humanity breathes a sigh of relief, remembering the first years of the miracle of invisibility as the “dark time.” The fear slowly abates.

Then, a few years later, just as things seem to be returning to normal, it happens again.

Once again, a blast of radiation blankets the earth, and again all of humanity is given a new power.

This time every human on earth is now imbued with telepathy—the immediate capacity to beam one’s thoughts to any and every other human in their own language. You can hear what people are saying almost everywhere.

This power is much more intimate, and at first, it’s barely used. People use it for small thoughts updating their whereabouts, or modest requests for help. Others use it for sharing interesting news. But some activists realize they can capture nearly everyone’s attention if they “say” things just the right way. If something is expressed with enough urgency and anger, it might gain the attention of the entire population.

Journalists soon find enormous value in this new superpower. They can report better on what’s happening in the world—and it’s soon a mandatory requirement of the job. Before long, politicians begin losing elections if they decide not to use their telepathy to ask for votes and criticize their opponents.

People realize their thoughts alone can make them celebrities. Ideas can make people famous, regardless of their accuracy. Rumors and falsehoods are sprayed with abandon. Emotions become instantly contagious. For most who choose to use telepathy, it becomes a regular addiction, something they can’t imagine living without. Some are driven toward madness as they become ever more desperate for the approval of strangers. But many more are simply lost, overcome by falsehoods and confusion. Before long, there is an ever-expanding, overwhelming cacophony of opinions, commentary, and ideas.

Society again feels the stress, unprepared for the clamor of everyone’s loud, explosive thoughts. The loudest, most vitriolic voices become those with the largest influence. False information outcompetes the truth. Confusion reigns. But no one can go back to the old ways. Many hate telepathy’s influence, but collectively people are unwilling to give it up. It won’t go away.

Studying this disruption, the astronomers look to the cosmos, and calculate a shocking truth: The dying star spewing these cosmic rays is actually increasing in speed. Every few years, with escalating frequency, all of humanity will now be imbued with new superpowers. How will society adapt to these rapid transformations? How will civilization endure?

Our ancestors would look at today’s inventions, the internet and social media, and call them magic. They would marvel at our superhuman ability to spray our thoughts and feelings instantly anywhere on earth, coupled with the ability to communicate with impunity, invisible and hidden from view. A few of the many incredible gifts given to us with increasing frequency by our technology.

Today, as individuals, we’re excited and eager to receive these gifts. We want the miracles to continue. We enjoy the benefits these new technologies bring. Yet with every iteration, every fresh power, the liabilities increase dramatically. These powers are given to us with increasing frequency, faster and faster. Without enough time, preparation, and foresight to adapt, society struggles to cope, until it does. But there is a deep darkness in the intervals between.




Introduction

This book is about a machine designed to make you angry.

The machine has a purpose: to inform you of what is happening in the world. Its job is to get you to pay attention, and it has become exceptionally good at this task. So good, in fact, that it has found out what makes you—specifically you—very mad.

In the process, it has divided you. It has fractured you into opinions. It has asked you to be for or against each new issue it has served.

This machine is our modern media system. It includes print media and digital media working in concert. It includes the device in your pocket. It includes newspapers and news feeds, algorithms and activists, politicians and pundits.

But the machine is not just made up of professionals. It also includes your neighbors, friends, and family members too. Without their knowledge, they have become participants in a continuous spectacle of news production and consumption. Many of them are so enmeshed in its gears that they cannot see it for what it is. Instead, they see outrages that must be shared, and threats that must be addressed.

When our minds fill up with threats, something strange happens. Instead of perspective, we see plots against us. Instead of people, we see enemies. We draw lines around our communities to defend the values we hold dear.

The new technology hardwiring us to this machine is social media. It has distilled, streamlined, and accelerated our participation in this spectacle of news better than anything that came before it.

This machine is a hard problem, because it also provides real value to us and society. It offers meaningful gifts of connection, ideas, and insight. But to use it, we must play by its rules. The rules are currently rigged against us.

This book is about how this machine came to be, and what we must do to adapt to its new intrusion into our lives. I know about this machine because I was there when it was modified. I know some of the people who helped change it. I know it was an accident—they didn’t mean for it to turn out this way.

It doesn’t need to be like this. We have a choice. Because we have been here before.

[image: image]
In these pages you’ll find a story about the future, wrapped in a tale about the past. It is an exploration of what has been happening to society over one very strange decade: the 2010s.

Tracing the origin of our crisis of attention, I looked to the past for answers. I dug deep into the history and sociology of news, trying to understand the preceding eras of disruption brought about by new media technologies. I moved backward in time from the present day, to the beginning of the internet, to television, to radio, to the telegraph, to the postal service, to the printing press, and before.

On this journey I found something very surprising: Despite how fractured and dystopian this moment feels, it isn’t fundamentally new. It is instead the most recent phase in a lengthy cycle of disruption and renegotiation spanning centuries. Yes, the technologies built to capture human attention at scale are more powerful today than they have ever been. Yes, their influence feels more threatening than ever. But their invention follows a historical path that has been well traveled by our species. This path follows a process of increased amplification of viral ideas and speech, accompanied by an explosion of unintended consequences, then followed by controls and guidelines placed to try to maintain a kind of epistemic balance—a balance of good information over bad. As groups of people begin observing the harms of these new tools, they push to renegotiate their implicit contract with them. They learn to demand more from their media. We are in the midst of one of these cycles now, a period that feels like we are trapped in a dark valley.

Each of these periods of major disruption are punctuated by confusion, disorder, and violence as small groups of activists and innovators exploit these tools to advance an agenda. Adaptation eventually comes, but at a cost to some small fraction of amplified speech. Not all speech is curtailed, but the speech that exploits our natural tendency to engage with the extreme, the inaccurate, and the inflammatory. Society recovers as it figures out how to establish a semblance of accountability, tolerance, and cohesion based on who has access to the most minds. To those of us born into the age of modern journalism, this most recent disruption feels like a slide into chaos. But there is a pathway out.

This book focuses on social media, the newest tool to initiate this cycle. Throughout its pages, you’ll find research, diagrams, principles, and sketches of solutions to the problems we’re facing. These resources are cataloged in a living appendix which will be kept updated at http://outragemachine.org. The book is divided into five parts, each exploring different pieces of our relationship with it:

Part I, Making the Machine, sets up the major components of the modern viral internet—smartphones, social media, and news—and how they work together to command our attention often against our better judgment. It follows the story of how I found myself at a strange intersection of online activism and the earliest social media.

Part II, Powering the Machine, defines the elements that keep it in motion—algorithms, metrics, and moral emotions—and how they combine to create cascades of outrage and cancellation that have come to define our culture today. This system is now dominated by groups looking to advance agendas, from activists, to politicians, to conflict entrepreneurs. We’ll also explore how every new technology goes through a period that I call a dark valley, when the harms caused by tools are obscured by their mass-adoption.

Part III, History of the Machine, goes into detail about the original attentional process that makes the machine work—our desire for news. Here we’ll learn how journalism began as a salacious system of mass-attention capture, maturing into an organ of semi-objective truth-finding that all democracies need to work.

Part IV, The Cogs in the Machine, focuses on the three main gears that need to be kept in good working order for the machine to run smoothly: truth, trust, and freedom of speech.

Part V, Rewiring the Machine, explains what’s at stake for democracies if we don’t make tactical adjustments. I end with sketches of solutions, and ways that we might start designing these tools to serve us, rather than the other way around.

Let’s begin.
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Chapter 1

Empathy Machine

It’s strange to start a story about technology in a rice field in Cambodia, but that’s where it began for me.

I was sitting under the shade of a big thorny bush looking at a sad little stream splitting two massive mounds of earth in half. Water buffalo roamed in the fields below me, rummaging among dry rice stalks. It was over a hundred degrees, just past noon, and I had been up since four a.m.

The mounds formed a squat embankment that stretched into the distance in both directions away from this lonely little stream, which pooled beneath us, marking where an ancient irrigation system once stood. A young Cambodian monk—whom I’d met just the day before—stood next to me, wrapped in a loose saffron robe. He spoke in short, emphatic bursts of broken English. “You see? The dam. It broke!”

If I squinted, I could almost see it. At one point, these two piles of earth connected, and blocked this little stream, causing the water to pool. Judging by how overgrown this thing was, that point was a very long time ago.

He had brought me here, to this sad spot under the sticky Southeast Asian sun with an agenda: He wanted me to fix this broken dam. For some reason, he thought I could do it.

I certainly didn’t.

I was not an engineer, a hydrologist, or a trust-fund kid. But this monk wanted me to rebuild a reservoir and was looking for $15,000 to do it. I barely had enough money to finish my backpacking trip.

What began that day was a very strange chapter of my life.

Nearly seven years later, I would stand in that exact spot and watch the gates close on a massive concrete spillway I had built with the help of dozens of engineers, hundreds of volunteers, thousands of donors, and hundreds of thousands of dollars I had raised. As the water slowly pooled into what would become an enormous irrigation system, providing water to over five thousand poor rice farmers in the middle of nowhere, a single thought bounced around my head:

Thank you, internet.

Let me back up for a moment.

Today, it’s particularly difficult to speak about a subject without first addressing one’s personal history. So let me start by taking a moment to tell you a bit more about where I came from. My name is Tobias. I grew up in a suburb of the Bay Area in northern California in a modest middle-class home. My father is a journalist, programmer, and musician, and my mother is a librarian who became a college professor. My family’s background, according to 23andMe, is “broadly northern, western, and southern European,” with a dash of Japanese that somehow weaved its way into my distant family tree. I come across as a pretty standard white guy. My nephews are Black, my nieces are ethnically Jewish, my partner is Chinese American, and our children and their cousins will be unmistakably intermixed. My family’s genetic lineage is a converging reflection that might best be simply called American.

I struggled in school and was diagnosed with ADHD as an adult. I made it through my degree studying art and psychology by doing some subversively creative projects for my senior thesis, spreading viral memes across campus in an era before most people even knew what a meme was.

When I turned twenty-two, I worked for a year to save money for a solo backpacking trip through Southeast Asia. During this trip, I was compelled to immerse myself in new cultures as a tourist exploring beaches and hidden villages, but also spent almost half my trip volunteering, including doing administrative work at a home for HIV-positive kids in Thailand. Toward the end of my travels, I found myself in Cambodia exploring the temples of Angkor Wat. Over a thousand years old, they’re an iconic jungle temple complex—and the largest religious monument in the world.

After a week of exploration, I returned one evening to my guest house, a small, creaky old place with wooden rooms that cost two dollars per night. The door of my room had some commonsense guesthouse rules: “We are not responsible for gold and gems left in your room.” And, “Please keep your guns and explosives with the management, thank you.”

As I wandered out for dinner (seventy-five cents for the best rice and chicken of your life), I found a saffron-robed monk sitting at a table speaking to one of the other guests. He was a small man who spoke so fast in broken English that it was a struggle to keep up. Curious, I joined his conversation, and before I knew it, he had invited me to visit his village in the countryside. It was a simple offer that resembled local kindness: Come to my home, meet my relatives! After a moment of hesitation, I agreed to go. It ended up being one of the most consequential decisions of my life.

The next morning, at five a.m., a parade of six motorbikes showed up on the dirt road in front of the guesthouse. Four were occupied by orange-robed monks and their chauffeurs. Two other motorbikes had drivers, and one of their tiny back seats was reserved for me.

As we drove on pockmarked sand roads into the dry countryside away from the touristy city, we moved a step back in time. Rice farmers resided in tiny houses built on sticks, and water buffalo plowed the fields. We quickly became the attraction as we putt-putted through the rutted roads.

After several hours, we reached a large, dusty wooden pagoda set back among coconut palms. The monks sat me down on a bamboo mat on the tiled floor, and instead of meeting their families, I found myself surrounded by dozens of locals: the village elders, the commune council, and a huge group of farmers. They began a presentation. One by one, each village elder stood up and said a permutation of the following: “Thank you for coming! We have been waiting for you. We appreciate that you’ve agreed to help us rebuild our reservoir.”

What reservoir? This all came as a surprise for a number of reasons. The monk hadn’t mentioned any reservoir in our initial conversation, just a community visit. He also didn’t tell me that there would be so many other people from the surrounding villages anticipating our arrival with bated breath.

After the confusing presentation, I sat there quietly, looking at them wide eyed. I tried to gently explain that they had the wrong person. But that message was either intentionally ignored or lost in translation. They smiled, fed me coconuts, and forced me to lie down and take a nap.

When I awoke in the early afternoon, they smiled more, put me back on a bike, and drove me out to that sad-looking hillside under the baking Cambodian sun where a tiny river snaked through a mound of old earth. It didn’t appear to be anything close to a reservoir. It looked like an overgrown pile of dirt, rising above a sprawling field of dusty rice stalks.

They began to explain. The average member of this community lived on two dollars per day, they said. The reservoir could double or triple the income of the community living there: all five thousand of them, spread across several villages. They estimated it would cost about $15,000 to purchase enough rice so that they could feed the community while they rebuilt the earthen embankment, dug out the old canals, and flooded the rice fields. This was the real ask—the real reason the monk had brought us here.

Ahhh, I thought. I’m playing the role of the wealthy foreigner who they think can pay for their project! Yeesh. Feeling skepticism rising in my throat, I again tried to explain the confusion, and that they must have the wrong guy. I was a young backpacker living on rice and noodles. This was not something I knew how to do.

The monks smiled and happily kept ignoring my attempt to clear up the confusion.

After the broken reservoir, the monks led me to a trail nearby and shared a local secret—a beautiful ancient temple sitting on the hill above the pagoda. Walking among the ruins of this thousand-year-old sandstone structure, they spoke about how they grew up in this community and how they’d narrowly escaped being killed during the fighting of the civil war that had happened there. They showed me a bomb crater that one of the monks had hidden in as a child to save his life during some especially intense fighting. They showed me where the remnants of an antiaircraft gun had been placed adjacent to an old schoolhouse. They pointed to a spot where one of their siblings had lost a leg to an American-made land mine.

As the sun lowered and we began our long journey back, I reflected on what had happened to that country, and the world these young monks had grown up in. Civil war had come to this place and left its mark everywhere. The number of missing limbs among the villagers, the water-filled blast craters, and the bullet-hole pockmarks in ancient walls spoke to the struggle that happened here. Suffice it to say, these people had endured a lot.

As the parade of saffron-robed monks dropped me off back at the guesthouse, something stirred in my chest. I was feeling a pang of empathy and sadness observing the plight of these villagers. Touched, I told them: “OK. Let’s meet back here tomorrow and talk some more.”

I decided to stay and help. Over the next few weeks, feeling connected to the monks’ desire to rebuild their community and fascinated by the history of civil conflict in this place, I dug in. I spent time with the monks, trying to help figure out how to raise capital for the project while learning all I could about the history of the area, the tradition, and the decline of this once-thriving country. I did dozens of interviews with local members of the community and heard their stories.

What I learned was unquestionably horrific.

Cambodia suffered through one of the most violent and deadly periods of the last century. The year was 1969, and the Vietnam War was in full force, supported by widespread panic about the expansion of communism. The Nixon administration intensified a secret bombing campaign on the eastern portion of Cambodia in a vain attempt to hobble Vietnamese troops hiding there. The results were disastrous for civilians.1

A small group of radical communist idealogues called the Khmer Rouge used the chaos to their advantage. Over several years, they steadily captured territory, and in 1975, after years of fighting through the countryside, they captured the capital city of Phnom Penh and toppled the US-backed government.2

Within a year, they had established what one academic called a political religion—a combination of religious and political doctrine. It was radical, extreme, and ultimately genocidal.3

Those who challenged the orthodoxy of the party weren’t simply ostracized or condemned. They were often taken away and murdered. Through forced rituals of public humiliation and brutal practices (like killing and defrocking every monk in the country), the Khmer Rouge made a cult out of a political movement. It became an ideological, rather than ethnic, genocide: Believe or be killed.4

In just ten years, this gentle land descended into chaos, brutality, and slaughter. In the period between 1975 and 1979, Cambodia saw the largest per capita loss of life in any nation in modern times.5 Scholars estimate that more than a million Cambodians were systematically starved or murdered by self-inflicted political extremism, eliminating anyone the regime suspected to be sympathizers with the outside.6

Neighboring Vietnam invaded in 1979 and deposed the Khmer Rouge, thrusting Cambodia into another long and violent period of guerilla warfare. Until the late 1990s, Cambodia was still an extremely dangerous destination, with regular bombings, kidnappings, and random outbreaks of violence.7

Every Cambodian I spoke with above the age of thirty had a horrific story of survival, losing a loved one, or narrowly avoiding death. Listening to these stories, I was touched, frustrated, and outraged. A moral fire had come alive in my chest. These earnest monks were trying their best to rebuild after a terrible tragedy. They were quite honestly asking for help. The best I could do was try.

So, I turned to the internet. I drafted an email to my friends and family about my experience meeting them. It included an impassioned reference to the difficulties they’d endured and a focus on the suffering they had faced. I had a mailing list—one that I’d used to send out regular updates about my journey through Asia in long missives that read like journal entries about my adventures. A simple list of all my closest friends and acquaintances.

When I clicked Send on that email, something extraordinary happened. Friends forwarded it to their friends, and their friends, and so on. It caught fire online, becoming a small viral sensation among my extended network. It did so because of one remarkable connection.

One of my email recipients was a larger list-serve, sitting inside a website that a programmer friend back home had built. This server had about two hundred friends-of-friends on it, linked together with simple profile pictures, bios, and a common forum fed by our emails. The list included mostly young twenty-somethings (like me), who were connected to the underground music scene back in California. This site, hand-built to serve our community, was a bespoke piece of technology that barely had a name: it was a social network.

This online community blasted my email out well beyond its natural range, into the mailboxes of a vast number of third-degree connections. Before I knew it, I found a broad swath of interest in helping this unknown group of Cambodian villagers. Friends and strangers alike would email me with interest, asking in numerous ways: This is amazing. How can I help?

And quite suddenly, there was support. People wanted to be involved. It soon seemed plausible that I could actually do something for this group of monks. Using a powerful story and a simple social network, I’d manifested a viral cascade of compassionate interest for struggling, rural farmers living at the edge of nowhere. Something had clicked.

At that moment, I was told by the monks that it would take roughly two months to help them complete the reservoir. OK, I thought. Two months. And $15,000. That is basically the cost of a car. I can do this. I flew back to the States, and back to my job building websites. I saved up a little more money for my travel expenses, and after a few months boarded a plane back to Cambodia.

Upon my return to the country, I was dealt a slow and steady stream of blows to my optimism. What I learned was that the project was huge, far larger than I thought it would be both in terms of physical size and effort required. The reservoir was more like a lake; the embankment alone was half a kilometer long, a fact obscured by the dilapidated nature of the weathered old structure. It would require a huge concrete spillway for water management, with engineering schematics, hydrological plans, and detailed mapping—a sizable infrastructure project for any local municipality. I also learned the whole area had land mines and unexploded ordnance scattered throughout the countryside.

Those two months, through an ever-increasing escalation of commitment, fascination, setbacks, and persistence, turned into nearly seven years of my life in Cambodia.

Through that initial viral cascade of attention to the project, I was able to leverage support from friends and strangers alike. I bought a domain, built a website, and called the effort the Human Translation Project, because I knew this new capacity for connection using the internet could increase people’s compassionate ties to previously hidden causes. This connectivity, I felt, transcended language and traditional geographical barriers.

I incorporated a nonprofit entity, recruited a board to help run local fundraisers, and collected hundreds of small donations to implement the project. Before I knew it, I was running a small organization with a dozen employees and volunteers working to help the area rebuild.

We recruited a number of experts to work on the reservoir, namely a volunteer group called Engineers Without Borders, to help design the spillway, the embankment, and manage construction while I worked with local staff. We partnered with another organization to remove unexploded land mines, and cleared dozens of acres where farmers had regularly been losing limbs after accidentally triggering them planting rice.

Over the years, that poorly scoped $15,000 estimate from the monks ballooned to more than $250,000 in construction costs. After a steady stream of successful fundraisers and a flurry of grant writing, we secured enough money to start construction. By 2009, and after years of setbacks, profound complexity, and arduous work, the reservoir was completed. As I watched the reservoir fill for the first time, I felt a deep and abiding sense of potential. I knew a project like this could be duplicated. I knew more people deserved this kind of support. I knew more people could get involved with projects like this if they just knew they existed. This kind of viral attention could change lives.

Ready for a new challenge after nearly seven years, I wrapped up my involvement, handed the reins over to local staff and community, and transitioned out of the country to return to the Bay Area to figure out how to scale up efforts like this. I carried a few key lessons with me as I went:

The first was the recognition that a viral cascade of connectivity, leveraged by the internet and a simple social network, had given me power and resources I hadn’t previously had, to solve a problem that otherwise wouldn’t have been visible. In short, the internet was a powerful force for raising awareness and increasing emotional attention to unknown causes. There was an opportunity here to do more of this.

The second was that moral extremes often have terrible outcomes for societies. A radical political ideology had wrecked Cambodia, and it was taking generations to pick up the pieces. This experience informed my worldview about the potential of peaceful societies to quickly go from tolerance to tragedy when their politics turn to extremism and violence.

Last, I lost faith in the ability of good intentions alone to solve problems. I had begun to feel the first stirrings of skepticism towards my own righteousness. None of the simple narratives about the project had turned out the way I expected. Almost every single expectation I had about how to help turned out to be wrong: My idealized assumption of the monks’ capacity to execute on the project’s needs. The cost overruns. The land mines. None of it was easy. The reservoir was a hugely complex task, and my righteousness could take me only so far before it met the hard earth of reality.

I certainly didn’t know that within a decade these three lessons would converge into a strange dystopian vision of the world—one we’re becoming increasingly familiar with today.

From Empathy to Outrage

In 2009, I wrapped up my projects in Asia and moved home to the San Francisco Bay Area, where I had grown up. Back in the United States, the social web was just coming online. Friendster, Myspace, then Facebook and Twitter had begun their rapid, tendrilous expansion into the personal lives of Americans. Even living overseas, it was hard to ignore their emerging ability to capture our collective attention. Within the first few months of being back in the States, I was invited as a guest of honor to a luncheon in San Francisco co-hosted by one of my donors. The luncheon was memorable because it was co-hosted by His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama who was there to bestow awards for humanitarian work on a select group of social entrepreneurs and nonprofit workers. While I was one of the award recipients, I was far from the most notable person there. Among the many distinguished guests, at my table, sitting next to me, I found a young man named Cox with kind eyes who had been invited as an attendee. He would soon become one of the most quietly influential people in the world.

Chris Cox (known by most around him just as Cox) was Facebook’s VP of Product, and the man responsible for many of the company’s critical design decisions. We found ourselves in a long conversation about the transformative power of social media. I shared my story about the viral beginnings of my work in Cambodia, which he found thrilling. He espoused a vision of leveraging social media for social good, and the inherent power of connectivity online. We became friends on Facebook, and a few weeks later I would travel to Palo Alto to visit Facebook’s early offices and discuss the emerging potential of these tools.

In the months following, fascinated by this promise of activism amplified by social media, I linked up with a cohort of young social entrepreneurs, documentarians, and programmers who also saw this technology’s tremendous capacity to connect humans in the most positive ways. For those of us interested in fixing humanitarian issues at scale, these platforms looked like a gift. Our assumption was simple: Global problems would be solved if people knew about global suffering. If we could make the invisible plights of those in need visible, we thought, we could imbue others with the sort of righteous empathy we felt every day.

And in many ways, it worked. In the following years, entrepreneurs and activists in my cohort were responsible for campaigns that attracted billions of page views and pioneered a new type of advocacy online. We built projects that catalyzed moral action at scale. Several friends made a short film called Kony 2012 that, at the time, became the most viral piece of content in human history—that is, before exploding spectacularly in a cloud of conspiracy and online scorn.8 My friend Ben began a platform called Change.org that helped people sign petitions online, becoming one of the largest social activism sites on the planet, helping to mobilize thousands of movements locally and globally. Another friend in Chicago ran the technology infrastructure that propelled President Barack Obama to two terms in the White House.

We built our efforts on the back of a series of digital products that exponentially increased our reach: the news feed and the Like button at Facebook; the launch of the Retweet button on Twitter; and a ranking algorithm that began to increase the reach of emotionally charged content. With these specific new features—most of them created with positive intentions—these efforts became more viral than ever.

As these various projects dominated headlines, galvanizing philanthropic and political action, we learned much about what worked and what didn’t when it came to motivating people en masse. We became more and more interested in the psychology underpinning empathetic responses, the things we could do to trigger people’s emotive attention using social media.

Like many social entrepreneurs at the time, we were obsessed with the idea of empathy as a tool to change human behavior. I was convinced that any increase in the quantity of empathy would make the world better, that empathy was literally one of the most important feelings humans could feel. A popular refrain of that era was Obama’s speech on the so-called empathy deficit, and how, in itself, empathy is “a quality of character that can change the world.”9

Social media was the most important new tool we had for triggering empathy. Though it’s hard to see today, the optimism around these tools was palpable and infectious in the first years of their use. We assumed that this technology was virtuous in itself. A notable example of this was during the sustained protests of the Arab Spring, when we watched the real-time upending of brutal authoritarian regimes, and we, along with most of the Western world, praised the roles that Facebook and Twitter played in facilitating them.10

Social media appeared to be a liberator, a one-way street toward more liberty. More democracy. More visibility. More information. A popular refrain throughout Silicon Valley during this era could be summarized as: “Don’t overthink the purpose of products you build. Mark Zuckerberg created Facebook to get girls, and now it’s toppling dictators in the Middle East.” The subtext here was that these tools had their own kind of hidden agenda—one that was inherently beneficial for humanity—regardless of intent.

And while we were right about the significance of social media’s impact, we were very, very wrong about its inherent goodness.

Righteousness Is Not Always Right

Yale psychologist Paul Bloom has argued that one of the greatest misconceptions about empathy is that it is a benevolent emotional feature above all else. Instead, he draws a clear line between empathy and what he calls “rational compassion,” noting how many problems can come from feeling empathy. The empathetic impulse to feel another’s pain is very helpful in interpersonal relationships with lovers and friends, he says, but as a guide for moral decision-making, it is flawed, parochial, and inconsistent.11

It’s also frequently manipulated for political gain. Bloom argues that empathy has historically played a role in the lead-up to every major war, supported by a concerted political effort to outline the specific dehumanizing acts of the enemy. In democracies around the world, this is done by describing the atrocities of the opposing regime. The victimization of Yazidis by the Islamic State brought the US into Syria. Highlighting the civilians massacred by Saddam Hussein justified the drive to invade Iraq. The South Vietnamese casualties of Ho Chi Minh were used to validate the Vietnam War. Empathy always plays a distinct role in propaganda, explicitly asking the viewers to feel the suffering of the enemy’s victims and calling on them to respond with condemnation and moral outrage.12

Many in my cohort understood this power implicitly, even if we didn’t recognize these tactics could also be used for ill. We created content for causes that mattered to us the most: ending poverty, bringing war criminals to justice, feeding the hungry, supporting brilliant politicians we believed in.

We knew how to provoke others to care using these new tools and how to call out those who weren’t doing enough. We learned how to elicit strong emotions, to tug at heartstrings and make people feel something. Social media was there to help us share these urgent problems with the world, because these problems needed to be shared.

What we didn’t know was that we were just at the beginning of a very new, very disruptive trend. As a small group of technologists, activists, designers, and filmmakers, we were on the advancing edge of a revolution influencing human behavior at scale.

As we worked to find the triggers and stimuli to create these empathetic responses in others, we were, along with the rest of our cohort, opening a sort of Pandora’s box. We had found a control panel for emotive action, a guaranteed way to extract attention from others. A way to get people to feel something for those they had never met. And these tools would soon be available to anyone.

An example of this can be seen in the massive initial growth of Upworthy, a news site dedicated to sharing positive stories about the human condition started by Eli Pariser and backed by Chris Hughes, one of the cofounders of Facebook. Its success began with an innovative process of aggressively testing dozens of headlines to find a viral “hit”: something that people would see, click, and share rapidly online. During Upworthy’s prime in 2012, these tactics made it one of the most popular news sites in the world, with tens of millions of views per article.13 But others soon took notice. With no barrier to entry, this innovation was quickly copied, and within a year, these kinds of viral headlines were everywhere, adopted by every digital news site looking for a traffic fix. This well-intentioned innovation was the inception of what would come to be known as “clickbait”—the viral scourge that began a race to the bottom of the internet.

By the middle of the decade, these data-driven tactics of extracting emotional engagement had made their way into the mainstream. A new economy of attention had emerged, playing on empathy and outrage, shaping the way we discovered and interacted with information. Many online news organizations were forced to change their journalistic approaches to stay relevant. They were rigorously analyzing audiences for clicks, using hyperbolic headline optimization, and auto-playing emotive clips to suck users in. Moral language began filtering into straight news coverage. At the same time, propaganda from anyone, by anyone, began seeping into our news feeds. Emotional manipulation for profit had become a commonplace practice, available to all, promoted by algorithms—and just in time for the 2016 presidential election.

That year, for the first time that I could recall, political animosity in America began to resemble the fractured extremes of a nation on the edge of civil conflict, not far off from where I began my career. A level of disdain, fear, and moral panic had entered the cultural zeitgeist. I could clearly see the machinery that got us there: a system inadvertently designed to make people outraged. Purity tests. Cancellations. Partisan animosity and manufactured anger. Outright hatred. Fear everywhere. All of it toxic to the foundations of a democratic society.

What my friends and I had failed to understand so many years ago was a strange truth: If you can find the control panel for empathy, you can absolutely push the buttons of outrage. And once this machinery was out in the open, it couldn’t be put back in the box.

IN SUM

We began this chapter exploring how I found myself at a strange intersection of civic activism and the internet. Using a simple social network, it was possible for me to generate a viral cascade of attention focused on an obscure but meaningful cause I was passionate about.

When I arrived in Silicon Valley in the years thereafter, I joined an ambitious new effort to use this new tool—social media—to give anyone the capacity to amplify any cause they cared about. The underlying assumption behind these efforts was that connectivity increased feelings of empathy, and empathy was inherently good for humanity. Empathy, however, as Paul Bloom has shown, is a double-edged instrument that can just as easily be used to evoke outrage.

The creation of these tools coincided directly with something else that was happening in society as we all began to come online: Our emotions were becoming more contagious than ever before. This maps with a remarkable and accelerating trend that we will learn about next—one that is fundamentally changing our species. To understand how we got here, we’ll need to step further into the past.
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