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Industrialising wisdom in the attention economy




There’s a particular tension that many people feel now. You unlock your phone to understand the world, and the world tries to provoke you. Every headline feels like a test. Every story demands a stance. News isn’t something we receive anymore. It’s something that demands a reaction.




We scroll not to know, but to feel: quickly and strongly. And that shift shapes everything.




It’s more than cultural anxiety. It’s architectural. We built a system that keeps us activated, but rarely helps us understand.




Why outrage took over




Outrage offers instant moral certainty. It lets us skip the uncomfortable space between not knowing and needing to act.




“The story is complex” becomes “I know exactly who the villain is.”




That speed feels powerful. But the faster we judge, the less we learn. Outrage narrows the world to a single emotional point. It gives us energy without direction.




The old brain in a new world




Long before platforms existed, our nervous systems were already wired for problems that looked like threats:





	Bad news must be noticed




	Belonging keeps us safe




	Thinking slowly is costly






These instincts kept our ancestors alive. The human brain isn’t flawed. It’s simply old. But then the systems we built learned how to exploit those instincts. Not through a grand plan. Through incentives.




Where the platforms stepped in




Social networks discovered the most efficient fuel for engagement: high-arousal emotion.




Fear. Disgust. Humiliation. Outrage.




The business model is blunt: If it keeps you reacting, it gets amplified. Truth is optional. Arousal is everything. Zuckerberg didn’t set out to divide the world. He just built a machine that doesn’t know how to stop.




How media learned to survive




Journalism entered the same arena and found the rules had changed.





	Patience looks like invisibility.




	Balance looks like weakness.




	Uncertainty looks like failure.






So headlines sharpened. Angles hardened. Complexity thinned. What media frames, platforms accelerate. And the stories that remain in circulation are the ones that inflame.




Drama wins. Context loses.




What the system did to us




We used to speak to communicate. Now we speak to signal.




Which side are you on? How harshly will you condemn?




We perform ourselves publicly, and outrage becomes the easiest proof of loyalty.




Anger is armour. Anger gets applause. The more we react, the less we relate.




A system running too hot




Step back far enough and the behaviour is obvious:





	Platforms amplify




	Media intensifies




	People escalate






Everything accelerates. Nothing integrates. This is life lived in the top gear of the nervous system: fast, loud, reactive. No one designed the chaos, but chaos is profitable.




So it persists.




The real damage




A constant diet of outrage changes how society sees itself:





	Empathy collapses: people become categories




	Complexity disappears: stories are stripped to sides




	Trust erodes: institutions can’t repair fast enough






The feed teaches us to experience others as threats, not neighbours. Societies do not fracture from disagreement but from disconnection.




How we slow the spiral




A system in overdrive cannot be repaired at the same speed. We must downshift. A healthier information culture follows three steps: always in this order.




1: Contain




Slow the spread of the most inflammatory content. Not censorship. Proportion.




2: Clarify




Context before conflict. What’s known? Unknown? What matters most here?




3: Connect




Only once grounded do we engage. Human first, opinion second. This is how we move from reaction to reflection. From volatility to coherence.




Wisdom is not passive. It must be deliberately designed.




The work we can’t outsource




We want technology to fix the problems technology created. It can’t.





	Understanding takes effort.




	Patience takes discipline.




	Curiosity takes courage.






We decide whether outrage owns us. We decide how our attention behaves. We decide if staying human is more important than staying certain.




The choice in front of us




If platforms industrialised outrage, we can industrialise wisdom.




We can build systems that reward calm. That protect nuance. That treat disagreement as a signal to listen, not a reason to fight.




Staying curious when certainty is easier: that’s how people remain people. None of us opted into constant combat. But we can opt out of it: slowly, deliberately, together.




That is how societies stay alive. Not through alarm but through wisdom made public.




Further reading




The Chaos Machine — Max Fisher
How social platforms evolved into outrage accelerators — and why engineers lost control.




The Righteous Mind — Jonathan Haidt
Why tribal psychology makes moral certainty feel safer than complexity or doubt..




Irresistible — Adam Alter
How behavioural design exploits our attention and keeps us scrolling.




Breaking News — Alan Rusbridger
First-hand account of journalism reshaped by the attention economy’s rules.




How to Do Nothing — Jenny Odell
A humane, hopeful argument for reclaiming attention as an act of resistance..
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