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In January 2017, George Orwell’s futuristic dystopian novel 
1984 was brought back to life. The reason this 70-year-old 
classic all of a sudden became a no. 1 bestseller on Amazon is 
likely to be found in the White House. But in focusing too 
much on the dangers forecast in 1984, we should not forget an 
older and less famous vision, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New 
World (1932). It is at least as relevant as the Orwellian dysto-
pia. Its content easily translates to today’s criticisms of tech-
nology, as it describes how people will love the very same 
technology that deprives them of their ability to think clearly 
and critically. Both visions of the future have been put face- 
to- face by cultural and media critic Neil Postman: “What 
Orwell feared were those who would ban books. What 
Huxley feared was that there would be no reason to ban a 
book, for there would be no one who wanted to read one. 
Orwell feared those who would deprive us of information. 
Huxley feared those who would give us so much that we 
would be reduced to passivity and egoism. Orwell feared that 
the truth would be concealed from us. Huxley feared the 
truth would be drowned in a sea of irrelevance. Orwell feared 
we would become a captive culture. Huxley feared we would 
become a trivial culture, preoccupied with some equivalent of 
the feelies, the orgy porgy, and the centrifugal bumble 
puppy.”1 Postman’s presumption, that Huxley’s future vision 

1 Postman, N (1989) p. 11–12.
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was not the least relevant of the two, rings truer today than 
ever before. In the Information Age, there is an abundance of 
information and competition over our attention. This has cre-
ated an attention economy in which tech giants compete for 
harvesting the most attention and reselling it to third party 
advertisers.2 But this war over attention has its victims. First, 
it has led tech giants to develop still smarter designs whose 
purpose it is to create dependence. The idea is for users to 
spend as much time as possible on the platforms and click, 
like, share as often as possible—to engage. Second, compa-
nies add targeted, usually secret, ingredients to their algo-
rithms, which then reward the content that attracts the most 
attention and traffic. This has led to a knowledge deficit in an 
online world dominated by emotions. We have long been 
blind to the negative consequences of this attention-based 
infrastructure and have come to love a technology that gob-
bles up our ability to think reflectively.

Information has never been as easily available and all- 
embracing in its offerings as it is today. As IT guru Mitchell 
Kapor once put it: “Getting information off the Internet is 
like taking a drink from a fire hydrant.”3 Such an overwhelm-
ing amount of available information has caused a deficit of 
attention. All the way back in 1971, a Nobel Prize winner in 
Economics, Herbert Simon, warned of this: “[I]n an 
information- rich world, the wealth of information means a 
dearth of something else: a scarcity of whatever it is that 
information consumes. What information consumes is rather 
obvious: it consumes the attention of its recipients.”4

Today, attention should be considered a limited resource. 
The Internet has become a chaotic marketplace, where the 
price of information is not paid with dollars and cents, but 
with attention. Unlike financial means, however, attention is 

2 “Attention economy” became a widespread concept after Davenport 
and Beck cam out with their book The Attention Economy in 2001.
3 Hansen and Hendricks (2011) p. 13.
4 Simon (1971) p. 40–41.
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distributed more evenly among people.5 Furthermore, atten-
tion cannot be accumulated like money. We are constantly 
more or less attentive to something. But the common denom-
inator between attention and money is that if the resource is 
used on one thing, it is at the expense of something else.6 
Philosopher and psychologist William James pointed to this 
back in 1890, with his well-known definition of attention: 
“[Attention] is the taking possession by the mind, in clear and 
vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously 
possible objects or trains of thought. […] It implies with-
drawal from some things in order to deal effectively with 
others.”7 The brain, of course, has a limited capacity to handle 
information. Many perceptions are eliminated, if they take 
place outside one’s field of attention. The phenomenon is 
called ‘inattentional blindness’ and has been exposed by 
Daniel Simons and Christopher Chabris in a famous psycho-
logical experiment, “The Invisible Gorilla”.8 The participants 
watched a video where some basketball players threw two 
balls around among each other. Participants were asked to 
count how many times the balls were thrown by one team 
and at the same time say if they discovered anything unusual. 
The interesting thing was that while they were busy focusing 
their attention on the ball and on the players, about one in 

5 An important measure of attention is of course time—how much time 
does a user spend on a website and how many ads can the user deal with 
in that period of time? Attention as a resource, however, is not entirely 
evenly distributed, as different people can process different amounts of 
content in the same amount of time, and experienced and intelligent 
Internet users can visit a lot more websites in a given period of time than 
less skilled users. Tech giants take this into account by sometimes using 
other measuring sticks than time, especially the number of sites visited 
and the number of clicks made; thus, ads can be paid for according to 
number of visitors and number of clicks.
6 Wu, T. “Attention Brokers” NYU Law. 10-10-15.
7 James, W. (1890) The Principles of Psychology. Chapter 11: Attention. 
Classics in the History of Psychology, Green, C.D. (ed.) Last visited: 
05-08-18: http://psychclassics.yorku.ca/James/Principles/prin11.htm.
8 Simons, D. J. & Chabris, C. F. “Gorillas in our midst: sustained inatten-
tion blindness for dynamic events” Perception, vol. 28. 05-09-99.
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two test subjects completely overlooked something: a person 
in a gorilla costume walked straight through the middle of the 
group of players, stopped in the middle, beat his chest and 
wandered off. The experiment shows spectacularly how atten-
tion is a scarce resource. There is a lot we sense but do not 
actually see.

On tech platforms there is high demand for attention. To 
advertisers, attention is a valuable resource because it is nec-
essary in order to nurture demand for a product, raise aware-
ness about a certain news story or gain political influence.9 
The advertisers’ high interest in this scarce resource has led 
to fierce competition between the tech giants over who can 
harvest the most attention. Facebook, Twitter, Google and 
other tech companies can be seen as middle men locked in 
rivalry, wedged in between the attention economy and the 
monetary economy, because what they resell is user attention. 
In a way, the attention economy is no new thing. Studies from 
as early as the 1970s saw ad-driven American TV networks 
through a similar lens: their business concept is selling their 
clients’ attention to advertisers. A parallel to this are free 
newspapers: they also lure clients to give away their attention 
free of charge, only for it to be capitalized in the form of ad 
sales. But on the Internet, the attention economy is taken 
much further, with the help of new means such as addiction 
and personalization.

Google started this game early, in 2000, by applying the 
rather obvious idea of offering ads associated with keywords 
entered by users. Facebook seems to have had significantly 
more trouble finding out how their accumulated data about 
users, their likes, their posts and their networks could be used 
for advertising purposes. According to Facebook insider 
Antonio García Martínez, it was only in 2013 that the com-
pany really cracked the code by opening up a user’s news 
feed to ads that could be targeted to that individual user.10 
That was the result of a combination of ideas. These included: 

9 Wu, T. “Attention Brokers” NYU Law. 10-10-15.
10 Martínez (2016) p. 292, 384–88, 394.
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extracting user behavior in many general categories (e.g. “hip 
hop music” instead of the more specific “Eminem”); supply-
ing Facebook’s own data with massive amounts of external 
personal data purchased from data brokers, who had—since 
the 1960s—built a large industry of targeted print ads via the 
postal system in the US; identifying the user across indicators 
such as name, address, phone number, email and IP-address; 
and retargeting, i.e. continuously following browser and shop-
ping behaviors in real time and registering not only whether 
they clicked on or merely looked at the ads, but also whether 
they actually acted upon them.

In this race for attention, the winner is the tech giant who 
is able to exploit a user’s time and attention to the maximum. 
Therefore, the giants fight to keep the user glued to the 
screen. Google’s former product manager, Tristan Harris, has 
become a strong critic of the methods his former employer 
and others deploy to keep user attention. In his opinion, the 
giants’ computer engineering designs have become so sophis-
ticated that they actually hijack the users’ brains.11 Or to put 
it less dramatically, the systems have become better at 
exploiting the users’ instincts than the users themselves are at 
controlling them.

Consumers have always been convinced and persuaded by 
a variety of sellers, town criers or advertisers. But what is new 
about the attention economy is that the tech platforms are 
designed to cause outright dependence. That way they har-
vest the maximum amount of the users’ attention in what 
turns out to be a very unequal struggle because the individual 
user is up against corporate programmers and psychologists 
using advanced personalized data, all of whom work hard to 
predict how the individual user is likely to respond to differ-
ent temptations. Take for example YouTube’s auto-play fea-
ture. It is designed to make users spend as much time as 
possible on the platform by placing—immediately after the 
end of the video chosen by the user—a related video not 

11 Thompson, N. “Our Minds have been Hijacked by Our Phones. Tristan 
Harris Wants to Rescue Them” Wired. 07-06-17.
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chosen by the user. It is undoubtedly entertaining when 
YouTube sucks the user into a current of lol cats, finding ever 
funnier and crazier versions. But YouTube is not preoccupied 
with the fact that this can divert users not only from attending 
to their personal wellbeing in the form of sleep, family time 
and work, but also from serious news, debates and public life. 
In similar fashion, the teaser clickbaits work by holding back 
interesting information in order to make users click through 
more ads in order to reach the wanted information.

In line with Tristan Harris, Facebook co-founder Sean 
Parker has revealed that Facebook was developed from the 
idea of maximum exploitation of users’ time and attention. 
Parker explains how the Facebook like button is designed to 
give the user “a little dopamine hit”, which motivates the user 
to upload more content and spend more time on the website. 
The same hit is released by comments to posts and images. 
Parker elaborates: “It’s a social-validation feedback loop … 
exactly the kind of thing that a hacker like myself would 
come up with, because you’re exploiting a vulnerability in 
human psychology.”12 This makes “liking” the fundamental 
connection made between “friends”: it is all about social 
acceptance. But what if the button instead said “important” 
and referred to something a person found important for his 
“friends” to see?

There is an interesting myth about the like feature — that 
it supposedly can be traced back to French philosopher René 
Girard, who is even referred to as the “Godfather of the like 
button”. The element of truth to this myth has to do with Peter 
Thiel, Facebook’s first big investor, board member and one of 
the most prominent opinion leaders of Silicon Valley. Thiel is 
famous for his libertarian critique of government in all its 
forms and for his vision of stateless societies forming on inde-
pendent islands, ships and the like. Thiel is claimed to have 
based his early investment in Facebook on an analysis of the 

12 Solon, O. “Ex-Facebook president Sean Parker: site made to exploit 
human ‘vulnerability’” The Guardian. 11-09-17.
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business concept’s opportunities built on René Girard’s the-
ory of “mimetic desire”.13

The idea is that unlike human needs, human desires are 
not spontaneous or given but mediated through other people, 
as they are largely directed at what the person observes oth-
ers to desire. People want what others have. Facebook is 
designed to do exactly that, mediate between people’s desires: 
you continuously update your knowledge of what others 
“like” and respond to it by hitting “like” yourself  — and 
exposing to your “friends” an image of yourself as someone 
who has attained the coveted objects of desire. Thiel himself 
took Girard’s classes when Girard was a professor at Stanford 
University. Thiel saw Facebook as a technology that was 
based on the mimetic nature of humanity and which gave 
mimetic desire new ways to flourish and spread.

In the year Facebook was founded, 2004, Thiel sponsored 
a symposium with and about Girard, entitled Politics and 
Apocalypse. It was held at Stanford near Silicon Valley, and 
Thiel himself participated with his talk “The Straussian 
Moment”, referring to the German-American political thinker 
Leo Strauss.14 That talk showed Thiel’s awareness of the mul-
tiple components of Girard’s theory. The mimetic desire 
implies that everybody wants what others have. That of 
course leads to infinite strife and conflict between people—
occasionally culminating in a “mimetic crisis”, gang battles, 
rebellion, persecution, civil war, revolution, war, etc. Girard 
now claims that the traditional way of overcoming such a 
crisis and re-establishing peace is to designate a scapegoat 
who is then obliged to bear all responsibility for the crisis and 
who is consequently imprisoned, exorcised, killed or other-
wise sacrificed and pacified, so peace can prevail. But, of 
course, peace does not last because the war was never really 
the scapegoat’s fault, and the constant crises require a 

13 Shullenberger, G. “Mimesis and Violence Part I: Peter Thiel’s French 
Connection” Cybergology. 08-02-16.
14 The symposium was later published as a book, cf. Hamerton-Kelly 
(2007).
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 constant supply of scapegoats. Girard, who was a Catholic, 
claimed that Christianity, in its right interpretation, is the only 
cure against ongoing strife and exorcism of scapegoats, since 
the Crucifixion of Jesus is the last and definitive sacrifice, 
which is why Christians must turn the other cheek. This is 
where Thiel strays away from his master. In his essay, combin-
ing Girard with Carl Schmitt, Thiel rages against Enlightenment 
ideas which he accuses of hiding the true, violent nature of 
humanity—and which, nevertheless, are in the process of 
being exposed in a disclosure that will once and for all over-
throw modernity itself. In this view, the Enlightenment proj-
ect is mistaken in that “... the whole issue of human violence 
has been whitewashed away by the Enlightenment.”15 
Enlightenment, according to Thiel, caused a shutdown of all 
discussion of human nature (which is actually pretty inaccu-
rate, seen from the point of view of intellectual history).16 He 
also blames the Enlightenment movement for the vulnerabil-
ity of the West when up against terrorist violence, because 
Western principles stand in the way of a hard and efficient 
response from the West. We therefore need “...to awaken from 
that very long and profitable period of intellectual slumber 
and amnesia, that is so misleadingly called the 
Enlightenment.”17

Thiel then considers what a Christian prince or statesman 
is supposed to do, once the Enlightenment project runs dry. 
But he comes up with no clear answer other than that leaders 
must be prepared to bravely lead a world completely differ-
ent from the Enlightenment version of the modern world, 
with its peaceful but entirely elusive and ineffective discus-
sions which Thiel so adamantly mocks the Enlightenment 
project for having promoted. With his martial preference for 
Schmitt and his insistence on a society that can only be politi-
cally united if it singles out a common enemy, Thiel does not 

15 Thiel (2007) p. 209.
16 The eight conceptions of humanity currently at odds with each other, 
as mapped out in David Budtz et al. (2018) are all to varying degrees 
rooted in Enlightenment ideas.
17 Thiel (2007) p. 198.
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seem to share Girard’s pacifism. They do share, however, the 
drive to expose humanity’s true nature. Thiel compares Leo 
Strauss to Girard, pointing to time as what separates the two. 
While Strauss is hesitant to reveal the dark side of humanity, 
Girard is more impatient as to how quickly modernity should 
be overthrown by the disastrous revelation of humanity’s 
violent nature. On this matter, Thiel is on Girard’s side: as 
soon as possible!

A month after Thiel’s symposium on Girard, he went on to 
invest the decisive 500,000 dollars in Facebook. Why this 
investment? Empirically, it is true that the existence of 
Facebook actuates the next steps of Girard’s theory: battle 
and strife are coming thick and fast, tribalization is increasing, 
not least because the attention economy naturally focuses on 
the most striking and click-amassing aspects: fear, anger, 
hatred, rage, balkanization, violence, etc. It is also evident that 
the scapegoat logic thrives on the platform, in the form of 
more or less organized social media shitstorms directed at 
select victims. As noted by writer Geoff Shullenberger, these 
somewhat violent Facebook phenomena might be more than 
simply unexpected side effects; they may in fact be Facebook’s 
key defining “features”.

Did Thiel consider Facebook an opportunity to start an 
enormous mimetic crisis, so that the Enlightenment project 
could end as soon as possible? In the essay he references 
Girard: “However, the new science of humanity must thrive 
the idea of imitation, or mimesis, much further than it has in 
the past.”18 In Thiel’s short 2014 manifesto, Zero to One, 
Girard’s name is absent  — but not his theory. In the final 
chapter, the heroes and idols of different cultures are ana-
lyzed through Girard’s theory—inherent in these persons are 

18 Thiel (2007) p. 209. It is a thought-provoking fact that several of the 
tech giants’ principles seem to be traceable to more or less well-under-
stood humanistic and philosophical doctrines, e.g. political communitari-
anism, Mauss’ gift economy and Girard’s theory of desire. Although the 
effects of humanists on the Internet might come off more as “grimpact” 
than impact, they can hardly be held responsible for the use of half-
baked versions of their doctrines.
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both potential gods and scapegoats. The heroes of our times 
are the founders of technological start-up companies, notes 
Thiel with little modesty. At the same time, he warns against 
“The Founder’s Paradox”: the fact that the heroic status of 
the founders may quickly be reversed and turned against 
them, resulting in scapegoat persecution.19 In Shullenberger’s 
eyes, Thiel thinks of Facebook—in the absence of effective 
authorities—as an effective way to channel mimetic violence. 
This gives Facebook a powerful arsenal of violent means in its 
battle against the authorities, which would also protect the 
heroic tech entrepreneurs like himself from being singled out 
as scapegoats.20 Such a perception of Facebook is, needless to 
say, in some contrast to his friend Zuckerberg’s rosy ideas of 
“a global community”.21

Regardless of how well the tech giants have or have not 
understood the basic nature of human beings, they have 
indeed obtained large, data-driven psychological powers. Dan 
Ariely, a Professor of Psychology and Behavioral Economics, 
believes that irregular reward systems such as likes, tweets 
and comments can be seen as an updated version of American 
behavioral psychologist B.F. Skinner’s work from the 1930s.22 
Skinner placed rats in specially built boxes, where they 

19 Thiel (2014) p. 173ff.
20 Schullenberger, G. “Mimesis and Facebook Part 2: Harnessing 
Violence” Cyborgology. 08-09-16.
21 Thiel’s connection to people like Steve Bannon has aggravated 
Facebook’s current image problems. Cambridge Analytica whistle-
blower Christopher Wylie claims that top men from Thiel’s intelligence 
tech giant Palantir took active part in processing the leaked Facebook 
data at Cambridge Analytica, without any official contract between the 
two companies. Thiel has publicly declared his support for Trump, but 
Palantir denies having had any collaboration with Cambridge 
Analytica—cf. Karpal, A. “Palantir worked with Cambridge Analytica 
on the Facebook data it acquired, whistleblower alleges” CNBC.com. 
03-27-18. Palantir does, however, admit that their company’s analyst 
Alfredas Chmieliauskas collaborated with Cambridge Analytica, alleg-
edly as a private individual, cf. Lomas, N. “Palantir confirms a staff link 
with Cambridge Analytica” TechCrunch. 03-28-18.
22 Ariely, D. “Apple should use the iPhone to stop distracting us” Wired. 
04-17-18.
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learned to press buttons to get food as a reward. Skinner dis-
covered that the most effective way of maintaining a particu-
lar behavior is by giving out the rewards randomly. One might 
think that the rat in Skinner’s box would press the button less 
if reward was not certain. But in the experiment, it turned out 
that the rat pressed harder and longer than when the reward 
followed automatically. Even when the reward disappeared, 
the rat would continue to press. Today, users hammer the 
keyboard or drum on the touch screen hoping for virtual 
reward in the form of recognition through new emails, 
retweets and likes. Similarly, the rat would hammer the but-
ton on the Skinner Box hoping for food. The information that 
ticks in on a phone may often be uninteresting—and only 
rarely is it indispensable. But suddenly something important 
or useful could pop up. Therefore, the phone must be checked 
100 to 150 times a day. Deducting six to seven hours of sleep, 
that equals six to eight times an hour.23 The same technique is 
known from the classic slot machines, or one-armed bandits: 
the player never knows if the next move will trigger nothing, 
pennies, or maybe the big jackpot. There is still no clear defi-
nition of smartphone addiction. But some countries have 
begun, little by little, to recognize the problem: In France, a 
total ban on smartphones in schools has been introduced, cit-
ing public health as an argument. The United States now has 
rehabilitation centers for children who cannot let go of the 
screen. Spain recently recognized the phenomenon as disor-
der requiring treatment on par with ludomania and alcohol-
ism—that is, a pathological condition that restricts the users’ 
freedom and prevents them from acting and expressing them-
selves freely.

It is tempting to believe that the huge amounts of freely 
available information have made the world a wiser place. 
After all, information may be a source of learning. In 2007, 
Clive Thompson from tech magazine Wired even blessed the 
new opportunities that Silicon Valley memory equipped the 
very act of thinking with: “[…] the cyborg future is here. 

23 Guldager, D.H. ”Du tjekker den 150 gange i døgnet – sådan slipper du 
af med afhængighed” TV2 Nyheder. 01-11-18.
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Almost without noticing it, we’ve outsourced important 
peripheral brain functions to the silicon around us. And 
frankly, I kind of like it. I feel much smarter when I’m using 
the Internet as a mental plug-in during my daily chitchat.”24 
But in the Information Age, it is more important than ever to 
differentiate between knowledge and information. Tech 
giants do not take into account that these two concepts are 
different. Knowledge implies information, but information 
does not necessarily imply knowledge. First, the difference is 
that knowledge is accompanied by a truth requirement. Facts 
must be respected. As a requirement, this cannot be satisfied 
only by being informed about what others like, think, believe, 
hope or feel. Second, there is a difference in the way informa-
tion is processed. Pure information is obtained easily, quickly 
and cheaply. But knowledge cannot simply be collected, it is 
a systematic practice with a given purpose. It is based on 
organizing, processing and formatting information. And it 
requires tools, will, judgment and audacity. Users may be 
fooled by information, but it is harder to be fooled when they 
have knowledge.25

In its abundance, the Age of Information has led to a form 
of knowledge collapse: To the tech giants there is no differ-
ence between content elements. There is nothing but content. 
It’s all about attention and traffic, aimed at something, no 
matter what. But this happens at the expense of truth and 
facts. The user is flooded with information and opinions—
easily produced, sometimes even completely free of charge, 
and they do not have to deal with facts and truths. No distinc-
tion is made between cute cat videos, ISIS propaganda, ads, 
conspiracy theories, scientific insights or breaking news. It 
turns out that since it is only about attention and traffic, pro-
ducing and distributing disinformation has become easier 
than ever before. A well-known example is the by-far most 
virally active piece of online news during the 2016 US presi-
dential campaign: The Pope Supports Trump. It generated 

24 Thompson, C. “Your outboard brain knows all” Wired. 08-25-07.
25 Hansen and Hendricks (2011) p. 11–14.
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960,000 shares, reactions and comments on Facebook. But 
the news was fake, fabricated and produced in Macedonia for 
the purpose of generating ad profits.26 By comparison, the 
most popular piece of mainstream news got 849,000 reac-
tions. It came from The Washington Post and was about 
Trump’s history of corruption charges: “Trump’s history of 
corruption is mind-boggling. So why is Clinton supposedly 
the corrupt one?”27 As early as 2013, the World Economic 
Forum announced that disinformation is the new global chal-
lenge. Citizens, politicians, academics, and reporters can all be 
misled. When misinformed, people believe that factually false 
convictions are in fact true. Disinformation may be distor-
tions of facts, fact-denying conspiracy theories, lies or false 
news stories.28 Obviously, the challenge of navigating through 
this maze has always been there. But on the Internet, it hap-
pens on a new scale and at a new pace.

American professors Jonah Berger and Katherine 
Milkman set out to investigate what types of ads, videos, news 
stories, etc. go viral in the infinite offerings of online informa-
tion. What does it take to win jackpot in this advanced algo-
rithm system? By studying data from all the New York Times 
articles published over a three-month period, they found that 
feelings are what makes content go viral.29 More specifically, 
content driven by activity-mobilizing emotions wins, by elicit-
ing both negative ones like anger and fear and positive ones 
such as awe and fascination. The reason is that they incite 
action in the form of likes, retweets, shares, debates, counter- 

26 Craig Silverman has done a great deal of work mapping out websites 
that fabricate “fake news” in order to attract advertisement traffic; at the 
time of writing his list is comprised of 169 such websites, see 
“BuzzFeedNews/2017-12-fake-news-top-50”. Last visited 07-30-18: https://
github.com/BuzzFeedNews/2017-12-fake-news-top-50/blob/master/data/
sites_2017.csv
27 Silverman, C. “This Analysis Shows How Viral Fake Election News 
Stories Outperformed Real News On Facebook” BuzzFeed. 11-16-16.
28 Hendricks and Vestergaard (2017) p. 98.
29 Berger, J. & Milkman, K.  L. (2012) “What Makes Online Content 
Viral?” Journal of Marketing Research, vol 49: pp. 192–205.
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arguments, etc. They make an effective fuel to activate the 
algorithm system and set an agenda. This explains President 
Trump’s unstoppable viral success: People get excited when 
he tweets that Mexicans are rapists and killers or proposes to 
ban all Muslims from entering the United States. Both sup-
porters and opponents contribute to spreading this on the 
web. On the tech platforms, emotions set the pace. Apart 
from emotions, in his book Contagious: Why Things Catch On 
(2013), Berger points to five other ingredients which help 
accelerate social transmission: A story must give users who 
share it social currency; it must be able to trigger, such as 
when the word “beer” causes one to think of salted peanuts; 
it must be of public interest to the general public; it must have 
practical value, e.g. by saving time or offering something; and 
finally, it must be a good story that is easy to reproduce.30 It is 
worth noting the complete absence of concepts such as true 
and false.

Information has been commercialized to such an extent 
that all expressions have become a sort of commodity where 
the user must supply the right elements. Dry and complex 
problems, no matter how important, rarely find an audience. 
The users’ audience can easily press the like button, but no 
one has developed a challenging but really important story 
button and given it the same opportunities for exposure in 
the algorithms’ scoring system. Incited by the company’s 
adversity, Facebook started to offer more expression possi-
bilities. In 2015, a change was made, so the user—in addition 
to liking a post—was also able to hand out a heart, a sur-
prised emoji or a sad face. But overall, all is about making the 
story trend—regardless of whether it is true or false, difficult 
or easy, new or old, relevant or irrelevant.

A consequence of the algorithm systems of the tech giants 
is that your ability to stand out and reach an audience is lim-
ited to your ability to reap and spread attention. Expressions 
with the most attention get the highest degree of exposure 
and thus the most advertising payments, while expressions 

30 Berger (2013) pp. 21–24.

Chapter 6. Attention and Dopamine Hits



57

with less drown in the noise. The limelight-stealing stories are 
short-lived and characterized by fleeting emotions with high 
entertainment value, conflict and sensation. The story of 
35-year-old Twitter user Eric Tucker is a spot-on example. On 
November 9, 2016, he tweeted to his mere 40 followers that 
paid protesters were taken by bus to protest rallies against 
newly elected Donald Trump: “Anti-Trump protestors in 
Austin today are not as organic as they seem. Here are the 
busses they came in. #fakeprotests #trump2016 #austin.” The 
tweet quickly went viral, adding lots of fuel to the national 
conspiratorial fire. It was shared 16,000 times on Twitter and 
more than 350,000 times on Facebook. The dubious origin of 
this piece of “news” was smoothed out little by little. At first, 
Reddit was referenced as a source of this breaking news. 
Then, suddenly the source was conservative debate forum 
Free Republic. Soon after, there were various Facebook 
pages such as the hardliner conservative publisher Robertson 
Family Values with more than a million followers and it was 
eventually promoted in a confirming tweet from the White 
House itself: “Just had a very open and successful presidential 
election. Now professional protesters, incited by the media, 
are protesting. Very unfair!” There was just one small prob-
lem: These buses with paid protesters did not exist. The story 
was simply not true. After two days, when Tucker had realized 
the effects of his provocation, he deleted the original tweet 
and posted a picture of the very same tweet with FALSE 
stamped in red on top of it. But not surprisingly, the correc-
tion notice got minimal attention—only 29 retweets and 27 
likes within the following week, to be exact.31 The truth is 
simply not as entertaining and stimulating as red-hot rumors. 
This is also well known from traditional print media, where 
the correction notice pertaining to a front-page story is usu-
ally written in fine print somewhere deep inside the paper. 
But on the web, the possibilities for the penetration of misin-
formation are multiplied.

31 Maheshwari, S. “How Fake News Goes Viral: A Case Study” New York 
Times. 11-20-16.
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Sociologist Danah Boyd has also noted how certain feel-
ings achieve viral success. She explains how people consume 
content that simply stimulates their minds and senses. That is 
the reason why users are drawn to content that excites, acti-
vates, entertains or otherwise elicits emotional response. This 
content is not always the “best” content  – in the sense of 
acquiring knowledge. But in the same way that the body is 
programmed to crave fat and sugar because they are energy 
boosts and are rarely found in nature, humans are also pro-
grammed to pay attention to things that stimulate and 
awaken passions: Obnoxious, violent or sexual content; 
humiliating, embarrassing or offensive gossip.32 The tech plat-
forms have, in other words, become the dictatorships of emo-
tions—especially negative ones. The algorithm system rewards 
what is fleeting and short-lived. As a consequence, content 
that does not match such uncurbed emotional release simply 
risks drowning in the noise. Again, an infringement upon 
freedom of speech takes place—both in the sense of freedom 
of information and the right to freely express one’s point of 
view.

32 Boyd, D. “Streams of Content, Limited Attention: The Flow of 
Information through Social Media”. Conference: Web 2.0 Expo. 11-17-09.
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