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Author’s Note

This book is based on interviews with hundreds of people who have studied, combated, exploited, or been affected by social media, as well as with workers and executives in Silicon Valley. In some cases, for readability, a source’s name and title may appear in the Notes section rather than in the narrative. All interviews were conducted on the record save one, with a third-party moderator who asked to remain pseudonymous. I reviewed pay stubs and corporate files that confirm his account.

The book also draws heavily on academic research, court records, and many other primary sources, which are listed in the Notes as supporting evidence for every figure or assertion presented in the narrative, as well as for any quote that I did not report myself. A handful of statements draw on scholarly research that has not yet been published outside this book. In these cases, a brief overview of the findings, methodology, and authorship appear in the Notes section.




prologue

consequences

WALKING INTO FACEBOOK’S headquarters can feel like entering the Vatican: a center of power shrouded in secrecy and opulence that would shame a Russian oligarch. The company had spent $300 million alone on building number 21, an airy steel and glass playground of gardens, patios, and everything-is-free restaurants that I visited in late 2018. Between meetings, a two-story mural on a back wall caught my eye, reminding me of a famous Chinese artist who’d recently been featured at the Guggenheim Museum. I asked the PR rep who was minding me if it had been deliberately painted in his style. She laughed politely. It was no mimicry; the artist had been flown in to do an original on Facebook’s walls. So had dozens of other artists. All around me fabulously paid programmers hustled down hallways adorned by priceless murals.

In my bag, stuffed between notepads, was my ticket in: 1,400-plus pages of internal documents, from regions across the globe, that revealed Facebook’s unseen hand in setting the bounds of acceptable politics and speech for two billion users worldwide. To the insider who’d leaked them to me, the files were evidence of the company’s sloppiness and shortcuts in trying to stem the growing global turmoil that he believed its products exacerbated, or even caused. To me, they were even more than that. They were a window into how Facebook’s leadership thought about the consequences of social media’s rise.

Like many, I had initially assumed social media’s dangers came mostly from misuse by bad actors — propagandists, foreign agents, fake-news peddlers — and that at worst the various platforms were a passive conduit for society’s preexisting problems. But virtually everywhere I traveled in my reporting, covering far-off despots, wars, and upheavals, strange and extreme events kept getting linked back to social media. A sudden riot, a radical new group, widespread belief in some oddball conspiracy — all had a common link. And though America had yet to explode into violence, the similarities to what was happening back home were undeniable. Every week there was another story of a Twitter conspiracy overtaking national politics, a Reddit subculture drifting into neo-Nazism, a YouTube addict turning to mass murder.

And Donald Trump’s unexpected victory in 2016 had been attributed, in part, to social media. Though the role of the platforms remained poorly understood, it was already clear that Trump’s rise had been abetted by strange new grassroots movements and hyperpartisan outlets that thrived online, as well as Russian agents who’d exploited social media’s reality-distorting, identity-indulging tendencies. This global pattern seemed to indicate something fundamental to the technology, but exactly what that was, why it was happening, or what it meant, nobody was able to tell me.

At the other end of the world, a young man I’ll call Jacob, a contractor with one of the vast outsourcing firms to which Silicon Valley sends its dirty work, had formed much the same suspicions as my own. He had raised every alarm he could. His bosses had listened with concern, he said, even sympathy. They’d seen the same things he had. Something in the product they oversaw was going dangerously wrong.

Jacob, slight and bookish, had grown up in love with the internet and had been tinkering with computers for years. The technologies seemed to represent the best of the United States. He’d looked up especially to web moguls like Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook’s CEO and founder, who argued that connecting the world would make it better. When Jacob landed a job with an outsourcing agency that reviewed user content for Facebook and Instagram, one of several that the company employs worldwide, it felt like becoming part of history.

Every day his team clicked through thousands of posts from around the world, flagging any that broke a rule or crossed a line. It was draining but necessary work, he felt. But over some months in 2017 and 2018 they had noticed the posts growing more hateful, more conspiratorial, and more extreme. And the more incendiary the post, they sensed, the more widely the platforms spread it. It seemed to them like a pattern, one playing out at once in the dozens of societies and languages they were tasked with overseeing.

Moreover, they believed that their ability to constrain this rising hate and incitement was hamstrung by the very thing that was supposed to help them: the dozens of secret rulebooks dictating what they were to allow on the platforms and what to remove. To Facebook’s more than two billion users, those rules are largely invisible. They are intended to keep the platforms safe and civil, articulating everything from the line between free expression and hate speech to the boundaries of permissible political movements. But as the rulebooks proved inadequate to stemming harms that were often ginned up by the platform itself, and as corporate oversight of this most unglamorous part of the business drifted, the worldwide guides had sprawled to hundreds of confusing and often contradictory pages. Some of the most important, on identifying terrorist recruitment or overseeing contentious elections, were filled with typos, factual errors, and obvious loopholes. The sloppiness and the lacunae suggested a dangerous disregard for a job that Jacob saw as a matter of life and death, and at a time when the platforms were overflowing with extremism that increasingly bled into the real world. Just months earlier, in Myanmar, the United Nations had formally accused Facebook of allowing its technology to help provoke one of the worst genocides since World War II.

Jacob recorded his team’s findings and concerns to send up the chain. Months passed. The rise in online extremism only worsened. He clocked in and out, waiting at his terminal for a response from headquarters, far away in America, that never came. He had an idea. It would mean cracking the security system at work, secreting confidential files abroad, and convincing the media to broadcast his warnings for him — all in the hope of delivering them to the screen of one person: Mark Zuckerberg, founder and CEO of Facebook. Distance and bureaucracy, he was sure, kept him from reaching the people in charge. If only he could get word to them, they would want to fix things.

Jacob first reached me in early 2018. A series of stories I’d worked on, investigating social media’s role in spinning up mass violence in places like the small Asian nation of Sri Lanka, struck him as confirmation that the problems he’d observed on his screen were real — and had growing, sometimes deadly consequences. But he knew that his word alone would not be enough. He would need to siphon Facebook’s internal rulebooks and training documents from the computers at his office. It wouldn’t be easy — the machines were heavily locked down and the office closely monitored — but it was possible: a year earlier someone had managed to pass some of the files to The Guardian, and more were later leaked to Vice News. Jacob built a program to secrete the files out, encrypting and washing them to remove digital fingerprints that might trace back to him or even the country where his office was located. He transferred some to me through a secure server. A few weeks later I flew out to gather the rest and to meet him.

Facebook, on learning what I’d acquired, invited me to their sleek headquarters, offering to make a dozen or so corporate policymakers available to talk. All were tough-minded professionals. Some had accrued sterling reputations in Washington DC, in fields such as counterterrorism or cybersecurity, before joining the Silicon Valley gold rush. Others had impressive backgrounds in human rights or politics. They were hardly the basement hackers and starry-eyed dropouts who had once governed the platforms — although it would later become clear that the dorm-room ideologies and biases from Silicon Valley’s early days were still held with near-religious conviction on their campuses, and remained baked into the very technology that pushed those same ideals into the wider world.

A strange pattern emerged in my conversations at Facebook’s headquarters. An executive would walk me through the challenge that consumed their days: blocking terrorists from recruiting on the platform, outmaneuvering hostile government hackers, determining which combinations of words constituted an unacceptable incitement to violence. Nearly any question I posed, however sensitive, yielded a direct, nuanced answer. When problems remained unsolved, they acknowledged as much. No one ever had to check their notes to tell me, say, Facebook’s policy on Kurdish independence groups or its methods for distributing hate-speech rules in Tagalog.

I found myself wondering: with such conscientious, ultra-qualified people in charge, why do the problems for which they articulate such thoughtful answers only ever seem to get worse? When rights groups warn Facebook of impending danger from their platform, why does the company so often fail to act? Why do journalists like me, who have little visibility into the platforms’ operations and an infinitesimal fraction of their staffing or budget, keep turning up Facebook-born atrocities and cults that seem to take them by surprise? But at some point in each interview, when I would ask about dangers that arose not from bad actors misusing the platform but from the platform itself, it would be like a mental wall went up.

“There’s nothing new about the types of abuse that you see,” the company’s global-policy chief said when I asked about the platform’s consequences. “What’s different here is the amplification power of something like a social media platform,” she said. “As a society, we’re still quite early in understanding all the consequences of social media,” the company’s head of cybersecurity said, suggesting the primary change wrought by the technology had simply been to reduce “friction” in communication, which allowed messages to travel faster and wider.

It was a strangely incomplete picture of how Facebook works. Many at the company seemed almost unaware that the platform’s algorithms and design deliberately shape users’ experiences and incentives, and therefore the users themselves. These elements are the core of the product, the reason that hundreds of programmers buzzed around us as we talked. It was like walking into a cigarette factory and having executives tell you they couldn’t understand why people kept complaining about the health impacts of the little cardboard boxes that they sold.

At one point, talking with two employees who oversaw crisis response, I dropped out of reporter mode to alert them to something worrying I’d seen. In countries around the world, a gruesome rumor was surfacing, apparently spontaneously, on Facebook: that mysterious outsiders were kidnapping local children to make them sex slaves and to harvest their organs. Communities exposed to this rumor were responding in increasingly dangerous ways. When it spread via Facebook and WhatsApp to a rural part of Indonesia, for instance, nine different villages had separately gathered into mobs and attacked innocent passersby. It was as if this rumor were some mysterious virus that turned normal communities into bloodthirsty swarms, and that seemed to be emerging as if from the platform itself. The two Facebookers listened and nodded. Neither asked any questions. One commented vaguely that she hoped an independent researcher might look into such things one day, and we moved on.

But versions of the rumor continued to emerge on Facebook. An American iteration, which had first appeared on the message board 4chan under the label “QAnon,” had recently hit Facebook like a match to a pool of gasoline. Later, as QAnon became a movement with tens of thousands of followers, an internal FBI report identified it as a domestic terror threat. Throughout, Facebook’s recommendation engines promoted QAnon groups to huge numbers of readers, as if this were merely another club, helping to grow the conspiracy into the size of a minor political party, for seemingly no more elaborate reason than the continued clicks the QAnon content generated.

Within Facebook’s muraled walls, though, belief in the product as a force for good seemed unshakable. The core Silicon Valley ideal that getting people to spend more and more time online will enrich their minds and better the world held especially firm among the engineers who ultimately make and shape the products. “As we have greater reach, as we have more people engaging, that raises the stakes,” a senior engineer on Facebook’s all-important news feed said. “But I also think that there’s greater opportunity for people to be exposed to new ideas.” Any risks created by the platform’s mission to maximize user engagement would be engineered out, she assured me.

I later learned that, a short time before my visit, some Facebook researchers, appointed internally to study their technology’s effects, in response to growing suspicion that the site might be worsening America’s political divisions, had warned internally that the platform was doing exactly what the company’s executives had, in our conversations, shrugged off. “Our algorithms exploit the human brain’s attraction to divisiveness,” the researchers warned in a 2018 presentation later leaked to the Wall Street Journal. In fact, the presentation continued, Facebook’s systems were designed in a way that delivered users “more and more divisive content in an effort to gain user attention & increase time on the platform.” Executives shelved the research and largely rejected its recommendations, which called for tweaking the promotional systems that choose what users see in ways that might have reduced their time online. The question I had brought to Facebook’s corridors — what are the consequences of routing an ever-growing share of all politics, information, and human social relations through online platforms expressly designed to manipulate attention? — was plainly taboo here.

The months after my visit coincided with what was then the greatest public backlash in Silicon Valley’s history. The social media giants faced congressional hearings, foreign regulation, multibillion-dollar fines, and threats of forcible breakup. Public figures routinely referred to the companies as one of the gravest threats of our time. In response, the companies’ leaders pledged to confront the harms flowing from their services. They unveiled election-integrity war rooms and updated content-review policies. But their business model — keeping people glued to their platforms as many hours a day as possible — and the underlying technology deployed to achieve this goal remained largely unchanged. And while the problems they’d promised to solve only worsened, they made more money than ever.

The new decade brought a wave of crises. The Covid-19 pandemic, racial reckoning and backlash in the United States, the accelerating rise of a violent new far right, and the attempted destruction of American democracy itself. Each tested the platforms’ influence on our world — or revealed it, exposing ramifications that had been building for years.

In summer 2020, an independent audit of Facebook, commissioned by the company under pressure from civil rights groups, concluded that the platform was everything its executives had insisted to me it was not. Its policies permitted rampant misinformation that could undermine elections. Its algorithms and recommendation systems were “driving people toward self-reinforcing echo chambers of extremism,” training them to hate. Perhaps most damning, the report concluded that the company did not understand how its own products affected its billions of users.

But there were a handful of people who did understand and, long before many of us were prepared to listen, tried to warn us. Most began as tech-obsessed true believers, some as denizens themselves of Silicon Valley, which was precisely why they were in a better position to notice early that something was going wrong, to investigate it, and to measure the consequences. But the companies that claimed to want exactly such insights stymied their efforts, questioned their reputations, and disputed their findings — until, in many cases, the companies were forced to acknowledge, if only implicitly, that the alarm raisers had been right all along. They conducted their work, at least initially, independently of one another, pursuing very different methods toward the same question: what are the consequences of this technology? This book is about the mission to answer that question, told in part through the people who led it.

The early conventional wisdom, that social media promotes sensationalism and outrage, while accurate, turned out to drastically understate things. An ever-growing pool of evidence, gathered by dozens of academics, reporters, whistleblowers, and concerned citizens, suggests that its impact is far more profound. This technology exerts such a powerful pull on our psychology and our identity, and is so pervasive in our lives, that it changes how we think, behave, and relate to one another. The effect, multiplied across billions of users, has been to change society itself.

Silicon Valley can hardly be blamed for the psychological frailties that lead us to do harm or to act against our own interests. Nor for the deep cultural polarization, in America and elsewhere, that primed users to turn these new spaces into venues of partisan conflict, destroying any shared sense of welfare or reality. Even its biggest companies cannot be blamed for the high-tech funding model that gave rise to them, by handing multimillion-dollar investments to misfit twentysomethings and then demanding instant, exponential returns, with little concern for the warped incentives this creates. Still, these companies accrued some of the largest corporate fortunes in history by exploiting those tendencies and weaknesses, in the process ushering in a wholly new era in the human experience. The consequences — though in hindsight almost certainly foreseeable, if someone had cared to look — were obscured by an ideology that said more time online would create happier and freer souls, and by a strain of Silicon Valley capitalism that empowers a contrarian, brash, almost millenarian engineering subculture to run the companies that run our minds.

By the time those companies were pressured into behaving at least somewhat like the de facto governing institutions they had become, they found themselves at the center of political and cultural crises for which they were a partial culprit. You might charitably call the refereeing of a democracy bent on its own destruction a thankless task — if the companies had not put themselves in positions of such power, refused responsibility until it was forced on them at the point of a regulatory gun, and, nearly every step of the way, compromised the well-being of their users to keep billions of dollars in monthly revenue flowing. With little incentive for the social media giants to confront the human cost to their empires — a cost borne by everyone else, like a town downstream from a factory pumping toxic sludge into its communal well — it would be up to dozens of alarmed outsiders and Silicon Valley defectors to do it for them.




One

Trapped in the Casino

1. The Sky Is Falling

RENÉE DIRESTA HAD her infant on her knee when she realized that social networks were bringing out something dangerous in people, something already reaching invisibly into her and her son’s lives. No one in her immediate circle had children, so she had joined online groups for new parents, looking for counsel on sleep training or teething. But the other users, though mostly friendly, she said, occasionally slipped into “flame wars” that were thousands of posts long, and all over a topic she’d rarely encountered off-line: vaccinations.

It was 2014, and DiResta had only recently arrived in Silicon Valley, there to scout startups for an investment firm. She was still an analyst at heart, from her years both on Wall Street and, before that, at an intelligence agency she hints was the CIA. To keep her mind agile, she filled her downtime with elaborate research projects, the way others might do a crossword in bed.

Her curiosity provoked, she began to investigate whether the antivaccine anger she’d seen online reflected something broader. Buried in the files of California’s public-health department, she realized, were student vaccination rates for nearly every school in the state — including the preschools she was considering for her son. What she found shocked her. Some of the schools were vaccinated at only 30 percent. “What on earth is going on?” she asked herself. She downloaded ten years’ worth of records. The trend during that period — a steady increase in opt-outs — was clear, she told me. “Holy shit,” she thought, “this is really bad.”

With rates so low, outbreaks of diseases like measles or whooping cough became a grave danger, putting everyone’s children at risk. She called her state senator’s office to ask if anything could be done to improve vaccination rates. It wasn’t going to happen, she was told. Were vaccines really so hated? she asked. No, the staffer said. Their polling showed 85 percent support for a bill that would tighten vaccine mandates in schools. But lawmakers feared the extraordinarily vocal anti-vaccine movement — comprising young California parents gripped by paranoia and rage — that seemed to be emerging from Twitter, YouTube, and Facebook.

“That was what really sent me down this rabbit hole,” DiResta said. “For six months, no joke, from 8:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m., this was what I did.” In time, that rabbit hole led her not to any secret hand behind the anti-vaccine movement but, rather, to the very social networks on which it had arisen. Hoping to organize some of those 85 percent of Californians who supported the vaccination bill, she started a group — where else? — on Facebook. When she bought Facebook ads to solicit recruits, she noticed something curious. Whenever she typed “vaccine,” or anything tangentially connected to the topic, into the platform’s ad-targeting tool, it returned groups and topics that were overwhelmingly opposed to vaccines. And something else: when she targeted her ads to display for California moms, the users who received them responded with a flood of anti-vaccine invective. It was as if her real-life community’s pro-vaccine views had been inverted online.

Curious, she joined a handful of anti-vaccine Facebook groups. Their users seemed to live and breathe social media, circulating YouTube clips and coordinating Twitter hashtag campaigns. Most expressed genuine anguish over what they believed to be a vast conspiracy to pump their children’s arms with dangerous shots. But if they represented only 15 percent of Californians, why were they so dominant here? Soon, DiResta noticed Facebook doing something strange: pushing a stream of notifications urging her to follow other anti-vaccine pages. “If you joined the one anti-vaccine group,” she said, “it was transformative.” Nearly every vaccine-related recommendation promoted to her was for anti-vaccine content. “The recommendation engine would push them and push them and push them.”

Before long, the system prompted her to consider joining groups for unrelated conspiracies. Chemtrails. Flat Earth. And as she poked around, she found another way that the system boosted vaccine misinformation. Just as with the ad-targeting tool, typing “vaccines” in Facebook’s search bar returned a stream of anti-vaccine posts and groups. Even though mainstream health and parenting pages often had groups with many more members, those results showed up farther down.

DiResta had an inkling for what was going on. She’d held a fascination with computers since childhood, when her father, a biomedical engineer who worked in cancer research, had taught her to code at age nine. She’d owned an early-1980s Timex machine that played simple games. In high school in New York, engineering engaged her love of creative problem-solving as well as the clean absolutes of math. She interned at MRI labs, helping to program computers for processing brain-scan imagery.

“I really liked the idea that you could build your way to a solution,” she said. “I like the rigor. I like the logic.” And computers were fun. Freewheeling chat rooms on America Online, the dial-up internet service, provided thrillingly randomized connections. Forums for esoteric shared interests, like DiResta’s favorite band, Nine Inch Nails, felt like real communities. In college she majored in computer science but decided against a graduate degree, opting instead for work in intelligence and finance. Still, when the dust from the financial crisis settled, she got in touch with friends at Google. Come out West, they said.

Though her investment work in Silicon Valley focused on hardware, she’d picked up enough about social media to understand what she’d found in her Facebook searches. The reason the system pushed the conspiratorial outliers so hard, she came to realize, was engagement. Social media platforms surfaced whatever content their automated systems had concluded would maximize users’ activity online, thereby allowing the company to sell more ads. A mother who accepts that vaccines are safe has little reason to spend much time discussing the subject online. Like-minded parenting groups she joins, while large, might be relatively quiet. But a mother who suspects a vast medical conspiracy imperiling her children, DiResta saw, might spend hours researching the subject. She is also likely to seek out allies, sharing information and coordinating action to fight back. To the A.I. governing a social media platform, the conclusion is obvious: moms interested in health issues will come to spend vastly more time online if they join anti-vaccine groups. Therefore, promoting them, through whatever method wins those users’ notice, will boost engagement. If she was right, DiResta knew, then Facebook wasn’t just indulging anti-vaccine extremists. It was creating them.

“I felt like Chicken Little, telling people the sky was falling,” she said. “And they were looking at me like, ‘It’s just some social media post.’ ” But what DiResta had discerned was that there was something structurally wrong with the platform. Friends in the Valley got in touch with her to say they were noticing strangely similar disturbances across all sorts of online communities. She sensed a common set of dynamics at play, perhaps even a common origin point somewhere in the bowels of the social web. And if this was the effect on something narrow like school vaccination policy or video game discussions, what would happen when it reached politics or society more broadly?

“I was looking at it and saying, ‘This is going to be such a disaster,’ ” she recalled.

It was a journey that would eventually take her to the trails of the Islamic State and Russian military intelligence. To State Department meeting rooms and a congressional witness table. And to a set of shocking realizations about social media’s influence on us all. But it started in California, fighting an online fringe she did not yet realize represented something much deeper and more intractable.

Almost certainly, no one at Facebook or YouTube wanted to promote vaccine denial. The groups represented such a tiny slice of their empires that any ad money they brought in was likely trivial. Zuckerberg, in a tacit response to the problem, wrote in 2015 that “the science is completely clear: vaccinations work and are important for the health of everyone in our community.” But the technology building this fringe movement was driven by something even the company’s CEO could not overcome: the cultural and financial mores at the core of his entire industry.

2. American Galápagos

LESS THAN A century ago, the Santa Clara Valley, in central California, was a sleepy expanse of fruit orchards and canneries, specked by the occasional oil derrick. That began to change in 1941, when the Japanese navy struck Pearl Harbor, setting in motion a series of events that remade this backwater into one of the greatest concentrations of wealth the world has ever known.

The story of that transformation, which bears little resemblance to the hacker legends or dorm-room tales that pass for Silicon Valley’s mostly self-invented lore, instilled the Valley with cultural and economic traits that were built into the products that increasingly rule our world. And it began with a wave of pioneers who played a role as crucial as any of the engineers or CEOs who came after them: the military-industrial complex.

After Pearl Harbor, the Pentagon, preparing to push into the Pacific but fearing another surprise attack, dispersed military production and research across parts of the West Coast that still had a touch of the frontier to them. One such location was Moffett Field, a largely disused air-base on a protected bay, shielded by the Santa Cruz Mountains. When the war ended, the war machine stayed, repurposed for the ever-escalating standoff with the Soviet Union. Planning for nuclear war, the Pentagon encouraged contractors to shift vital projects away from major population centers. The aerospace giant Lockheed complied, moving its missiles and space division to the quiet Santa Clara Valley, just behind hangar three on Moffett Field. Much of the Cold War arms race was conducted from its campus. Apple co-founder Steve Wozniak, like many of his era, grew up watching a parent head to Lockheed every morning.

Equally important was an unusual new academic research center, just a few miles away. Frederick Terman, the son of a psychology professor at then-unremarkable Stanford University, spent World War II at Harvard’s labs, overseeing joint military–academic research projects. He returned home with an idea: that this model continue into peacetime, with university scientists cooperating instead with private companies. He established the Stanford Research Park, where companies could work alongside academic researchers.

With Cold War contractors already next door, there were plenty of takers. The arrangement drew talented scientists and graduate students from back East, offering them the chance to get in on a lucrative patent or startup. University research departments usually toil, at least in theory, on behalf of the greater good. Stanford blurred the line between academic and for-profit work, a development that became core to the Silicon Valley worldview, absorbed and propagated by countless companies cycling through the Research Park. Hitting it big in the tech business and advancing human welfare, the thinking went, were not only compatible, they were one and the same.

These conditions made 1950s Santa Clara what Margaret O’Mara, a prominent historian of Silicon Valley, has called a silicon Galápagos. Much as those islands’ peculiar geology and extreme isolation produced one-of-a-kind bird and lizard species, the Valley’s peculiar conditions produced ways of doing business and of seeing the world that could not have flourished anywhere else — and led ultimately to Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter.

The chance migration that seeded much of the Valley’s technological DNA, like an adrift iguana landing on a Galápagos shore, was a cantankerous engineer named William Shockley. At Bell Labs, perhaps the most prestigious of the East Coast research firms, he’d shared a 1956 Nobel Prize for pioneering new semi-conductive transistors. The tiny devices, which direct or modify electrical signals, are the building blocks of modern electronics. Shockley became convinced he could beat Bell’s methods. When his mother’s health declined, he returned home, the same year as his Nobel, to care for her and start his own transistor company. His hometown just happened to be Palo Alto, five miles from Moffett Field. His transistor design called for replacing the conventionally used germanium with silicon.

Shockley, who had a reputation for being difficult and arrogant, struggled to convince Bell engineers to follow him. Besides, even with money flowing from the Pentagon, few scientists with any pedigree wanted to relocate to the backwater of San Jose. So he hired talented engineers with backgrounds that limited their opportunities in Boston: nongraduate, immigrants, Jews. Some, like Shockley, were brilliant but difficult to work with. It established Valley startups, forever after, as the domain of self-starter misfits rising on raw merit — a legacy that would lead its future generations to elevate misanthropic dropouts and to excuse toxic, Shockley-style corporate cultures as somehow essential to the model. Within a year of Shockley’s launch, though, his talent all quit. His “fondness for humiliating his employees,” his knee-jerk rejection of any idea not his own, and his inclination toward extremes — he later embraced eugenics and called Black people genetically inferior — was too much to endure.

For the defectors, the easy and expected thing would’ve been to bring their innovations back East, where the rest of the industry still lay. Instead, perhaps for no better reason than California weather, they got East Coast financing and stayed put. Because they happened to be based in the Santa Clara Valley, that was where future semiconductor investment and talent came as well. The little industry thrived thanks to the mass of engineers already in town for Lockheed, ensuring top-flight recruits for any promising startup. And the Stanford Research Park put cutting-edge research within easy reach.

That pool of talent, money, and technology — the three essential ingredients — would be kept in the Valley, and the rest of the world kept out, by an unusual funding practice: venture capitalism. Wall Street money mostly stayed away. The products were too esoteric and the market too opaque for outside financiers. Seemingly the only people able to identify promising ideas, the engineers themselves, provided startup funding. Someone who’d made some money on their own project would hear about a new widget getting designed across town and grant seed money — venture capital — for a percentage stake.

The arrangement went beyond money. An effective venture capitalist, to safeguard an investment, would often take a seat on the company’s board, help select the executive team, even personally mentor the founder. And venture capitalists tended to fund people whom they trusted — which meant people they knew personally or who looked and talked like them. This meant that each class of successful engineers reified their strengths, as well as their biases and blind spots, in the next, like an isolated species whose traits become more pronounced with each subsequent generation.

As semiconductors developed into the circuit board, then the computer, then the internet, and then social media, each technology produced a handful of breakout stars, who in turn funded and guided the next handful. Throughout, their community remained a commercial-cultural Galápagos, free to develop its own hyper-specific practices for how a business should work, what constitutes success, and what responsibilities a company has to its customers and the wider world.

The consequences of their model, in all its peculiarities, would not become apparent until Shockley’s successors assumed, in the form of social media giants, indirect control over us all. But the first indications were already emerging by the mid-2000s, as Silicon Valley began tinkering with a bit of hardware more complex than any semiconductor or computer: the human mind.

3. Against News Feed

IF YOU HAD to pinpoint the dawn of the social media era, you might pick September 2006, when the operators of a dorm-grown website, Facebook.com, made an accidental discovery while trying to solve a business problem. Since launching the site two and a half years earlier, they’d run a modestly successful entry in the modestly successful social media industry, in which users maintained personalized profile pages and did little else. At the time, Facebook had 8 million users, impressive for a bunch of kids barely old enough to drink, but not enough to guarantee survival. Even Friendster, already seen by then as a catastrophic failure, had about 10 million. So did LiveJournal. Orkut had 15 million. Myspace was nearing 100 million.

Facebook’s two competitive advantages were coming to look like liabilities. Its clean design made it visually appealing but less lucrative than ad-stuffed LiveJournal or Myspace. And its exclusivity to college campuses had won it a large share of a market that was both limited and cash-poor. The company had tried expanding to workplaces, but few workers signed up. What self-respecting adult would put their professional life on a website for college kids?

User growth had stalled when, that summer, a life raft appeared: Yahoo offered to buy Facebook for $1 billion. The internet giant was bringing in at least that much in revenue every quarter. But its web-portal business was growing obsolete and the company was casting around for new growth markets. Social media seemed promising. But to much of the industry’s surprise, after months of negotiation, Zuckerberg turned it down. He did not want to get off the startup roller coaster and, at age twenty-two, become a cog at ossifying, unhip Yahoo. However, denying employees pulling all-nighters a chance to retire rich in their twenties left Zuckerberg under tremendous pressure not only to turn Facebook around but to succeed so wildly that Yahoo’s billion would seem small.

Part two of his two-part plan was to eventually open up Facebook to anyone. But the failed expansion to workplaces made it uncertain that would succeed, and might even be counterproductive if it drove out college kids, which was why so much rested on part one. He would overhaul Facebook’s homepage to show each user a personalized feed of what their friends were up to on the site. Until then, you had to check each profile or group manually for any activity. Now, if one friend changed her relationship status, another posted about bad pizza in the cafeteria, and another signed up for an event, all of that would be reported on your homepage.

That stream of updates had a name: the news feed. It was presented as a never-ending party attended by everyone you knew. But to some users it felt like being forced into a panopticon, where everyone had total, unblinking visibility into the digital lives of everyone else. Facebook groups with names like “Students Against Facebook News Feed” cropped up. Nothing tangible happened in the groups. Joining signaled your agreement; that was it. But because of the site redesign, each time someone joined, all of that person’s friends got a notification on their feed alerting them. With a tap of the mouse, they could join, too, which would be broadcast in turn to their friends. Within a few hours, the groups were everywhere. One attracted 100,000 members on its first day and, by the end of the week, nearly a million.

In reality, only a minority of users ever joined. But proliferating updates made them look like an overwhelming majority. And the news feed rendered each lazy click of the “join” button as an impassioned shout: “Against News Feed” or “I HATE FACEBOOK.” The appearance of widespread anger, therefore, was an illusion. But human instincts to conform run deep. When people think something has become a matter of consensus, psychologists have found, they tend not only to go along, but to internalize that sentiment as their own.

Soon, outrage became action. Tens of thousands emailed Facebook customer service. By the next morning, satellite TV trucks besieged Facebook’s Palo Alto office, as did enough protesters that police asked the company to consider switching off whatever had caused such controversy. Some within Facebook agreed. The crisis was calmed externally with a testy public apology from Zuckerberg — “Calm down. Breathe. We hear you” — and, internally, with an ironic realization: the outrage was being ginned up by the very Facebook product that users were railing against.

That digital amplification had tricked Facebook’s users, and even its leadership, into misperceiving the platform’s loudest voices as representing everyone, growing a flicker of anger into a wildfire. But, crucially, it had also done something else: driven engagement up. Way up. In an industry where user engagement is the primary metric of success, and in a company eager to prove that turning down Yahoo’s billion-dollar overture had been more than hubris, the news feed’s distortions were not just tolerated, they were embraced. Facebook soon allowed anyone to register for the site. User growth rates, which had barely budged during the prior expansion round, exploded by 600 or 700 percent. The average amount of time each person spent online grew rapidly, too. Just thirteen months later, in the fall of 2007, the company was valued at $15 billion.

I have come to think of this as Silicon Valley’s monolith moment, akin to the scene at the beginning of Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, when a black pillar appears before a clan of chimpanzees, who suddenly learn to wield tools. The breakthrough sent Facebook leaping ahead of competitors it had previously lagged far behind. Others went extinct as a new generation arose in their place.

When the news feed launched in 2006, 11 percent of Americans were on social media. Between 2 and 4 percent used Facebook. Less than a decade later, in 2014, nearly two thirds of Americans used social networking, among whom Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter were near-universal. That year, halfway through the second Obama term, a significant threshold was crossed in the human experience. For the first time, the 200 million Americans with an active Facebook account spent, on average, more time on the platform (forty minutes per day) than they did socializing in person (thirty-eight minutes). Just two years later, by the summer of 2016, nearly 70 percent of Americans used Facebook-owned platforms, averaging fifty minutes per day.

These systems hooked so many users so effectively that, by then, the market value of Facebook, a free-to-use web service with almost no physical products or consumer services, exceeded that of Wells Fargo, one of the world’s largest banks. That same year it also surpassed General Electric and JPMorgan Chase, then, by the end of 2017, ExxonMobil. Ever since, two of the world’s largest companies have been Facebook and Google, another mostly free web service that makes much of its money from ads, particularly on YouTube, its subsidiary.

Long after their technology’s potential for harm had been made clear, the companies would claim to merely serve, and never shape or manipulate, their users’ desires. But manipulation had been built into the products from the beginning.

4. The Casino Effect

“WHEN FACEBOOK WAS getting going, I had these people who would come up to me and they would say, ‘I’m not on social media,’” Sean Parker, who had become Facebook’s first president at age twenty-four, recalled years later. “And I would say, ‘Okay, you know, you will be.’ And then they would say, ‘No, no, no. I value my real-life interactions. I value the moment. I value presence. I value intimacy.’ And I would say, ‘We’ll get you eventually.’ ”

Parker prided himself as a hacker, as did much of the Silicon Valley generation that arose in the 1990s, when the term still bespoke a kind of counterculture cool. Most actually built corporate software. But Parker had cofounded Napster, a file-sharing program whose users distributed so much pirated music that, by the time lawsuits shut it down two years after launching, it had irrevocably damaged the music business. Parker argued he’d forced the industry to evolve by exploiting its lethargy in moving online. Many of its artists and executives, however, saw him as a parasite.

Facebook’s strategy, as he described it, was not so different from Napster’s. But rather than exploiting weaknesses in the music industry, it would do so for the human mind. “The thought process that went into building these applications,” Parker told the media conference, “was all about, ‘How do we consume as much of your time and conscious attention as possible?’ ” To do that, he said, “We need to sort of give you a little dopamine hit every once in a while, because someone liked or commented on a photo or a post or whatever. And that’s going to get you to contribute more content, and that’s going to get you more likes and comments.” He termed this the “social-validation feedback loop,” calling it “exactly the kind of thing that a hacker like myself would come up with, because you’re exploiting a vulnerability in human psychology.” He and Zuckerberg “understood this” from the beginning, he said, and “we did it anyway.”

Throughout the Valley, this exploitation, far from some dark secret, was openly discussed as an exciting tool for business growth. The term of art is “persuasion”: training consumers to alter their behavior in ways that serve the bottom line. Stanford University had operated a Persuasive Tech Lab since 1997. In 2007, a single semester’s worth of student projects generated $1 million in advertising revenue.

“How do companies, producing little more than bits of code displayed on a screen, seemingly control users’ minds?” Nir Eyal, a prominent Valley product consultant, asked in his 2014 book, Hooked: How to Build Habit-Forming Products. “Our actions have been engineered,” he explained. Services like Twitter and YouTube “habitually alter our everyday behavior, just as their designers intended.”

One of Eyal’s favorite models is the slot machine. It is designed to answer your every action with visual, auditory, and tactile feedback. A ping when you insert a coin. A ka-chunk when you pull the lever. A flash of colored light when you release it. This is known as Pavlovian conditioning, named after the Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov, who rang a bell each time he fed his dog, until, eventually, the bell alone sent his dog’s stomach churning and saliva glands pulsing, as if it could no longer differentiate the chiming of a bell from the physical sensation of eating. Slot machines work the same way, training your mind to conflate the thrill of winning with its mechanical clangs and buzzes. The act of pulling the lever, once meaningless, becomes pleasurable in itself.

The reason is a neurological chemical called dopamine, the same one Parker had referenced at the media conference. Your brain releases small amounts of it when you fulfill some basic need, whether biological (hunger, sex) or social (affection, validation). Dopamine creates a positive association with whatever behaviors prompted its release, training you to repeat them. But when that dopamine reward system gets hijacked, it can compel you to repeat self-destructive behaviors. To place one more bet, binge on alcohol — or spend hours on apps even when they make you unhappy.

Dopamine is social media’s accomplice inside your brain. It’s why your smartphone looks and feels like a slot machine, pulsing with colorful notification badges, whoosh sounds, and gentle vibrations. Those stimuli are neurologically meaningless on their own. But your phone pairs them with activities, like texting a friend or looking at photos, that are naturally rewarding.

Social apps hijack a compulsion — a need to connect — that can be even more powerful than hunger or greed. Eyal describes a hypothetical woman, Barbra, who logs on to Facebook to see a photo uploaded by a family member. As she clicks through more photos or comments in response, her brain conflates feeling connected to people she loves with the bleeps and flashes of Facebook’s interface. “Over time,” Eyal writes, “Barbra begins to associate Facebook with her need for social connection.” She learns to serve that need with a behavior — using Facebook — that in fact will rarely fulfill it.

Soon after Facebook’s news-feed breakthrough, the major social media platforms converged on what Eyal called one of the casino’s most powerful secrets: intermittent variable reinforcement. The concept, while sounding esoteric, is devilishly simple. The psychologist B. F. Skinner found that if he assigned a human subject a repeatable task — solving a simple puzzle, say — and rewarded her every time she completed it, she would usually comply, but would stop right after he stopped rewarding her. But if he doled out the reward only sometimes, and randomized its size, then she would complete the task far more consistently, even doggedly. And she would keep completing the task long after the rewards had stopped altogether — as if chasing even the possibility of a reward compulsively.

Slot machines leverage this psychological weakness to incredible effect. The unpredictability of the payout makes it harder to stop. Social media does the same. Posting on Twitter might yield a big social payoff, in the form of likes, retweets, and replies. Or it might yield no reward at all. Never knowing the outcome makes it harder to stop pulling the lever. Intermittent variable reinforcement is a defining feature of not only gambling and addiction but also, tellingly, abusive relationships. Abusers veer unpredictably between kindness and cruelty, punishing partners for behaviors that they had previously rewarded with affection. This can lead to something called traumatic bonding. The victimized partner finds herself compulsively seeking a positive response, like a gambler feeding a slot machine, or a Facebook addict unable to log off from the platform — even if, for many, it only makes them lonelier.

Further, while posting to social media can feel like a genuine interaction between you and an audience, there is one crucial, invisible difference. Online, the platform acts as unseen intermediary. It decides which of your comments to distribute to whom, and in what context. Your next post might get shown to people who will love it and applaud, or to people who will hate it and heckle, or to neither. You’ll never know because its decisions are invisible. All you know is that you hear cheers, boos, or crickets.

Unlike slot machines, which are rarely at hand in our day-to-day lives, social media apps are some of the most easily accessible products on earth. It’s a casino that fits in your pocket, which is how we slowly train ourselves to answer any dip in our happiness with a pull at the most ubiquitous slot machine in history. The average American checks their smartphone 150 times per day, often to open social media. We don’t do this because compulsively checking social media apps makes us happy. In 2018, a team of economists offered users different amounts of money to deactivate their account for four weeks, looking for the threshold at which at least half of them would say yes. The number turned out to be high: $180. But the people who deactivated experienced more happiness, less anxiety, and greater life satisfaction. After the experiment was over, they used the app less than they had before.

Why had these subjects been so resistant to give up a product that made them unhappy? Their behavior, the economists wrote, was “consistent with standard habit formation models” — i.e., with addiction — leading to “sub-optimal consumption choices.” A clinical way of saying the subjects had been trained to act against their own interests.

5. The Sociometer

A YEAR AFTER launching the news feed, a group of Facebook developers mocked up something they called the “awesome button” — a one-click expression of approval for another user’s post. Zuckerberg nixed the idea several times, believing it would divert users from more engaging behaviors like posting comments. It became “considered a cursed project because it had failed so many Zuck reviews,” wrote Andrew Bosworth, one of the developers of the news feed, who later became a Facebook vice president. After a year and a half in limbo, a new team took over what was now the “Like” button. In user tests, Bosworth wrote in a post recalling the episode, they found that the button increased the number of comments. When Zuckerberg saw that, he relented.

In early 2009, a product manager named Leah Pearlman, who’d worked on the feature since shortly after joining Facebook at age twenty-three, published a post announcing it as “an easy way to tell friends that you like what they’re sharing on Facebook with one easy click.” Traffic surged immediately, well beyond internal expectations. But user behavior changed, too. For all the Nir Eyals and Sean Parkers deliberating about addict users, this was, as with the news feed and so many developments to come, another episode of social companies stumbling into even more powerful psychological hacks they did not understand.

That little button’s appeal, and much of social media’s power, comes from exploiting something called the sociometer. The concept emerged out of a question posed by the psychologist Mark Leary: what is the purpose of self-esteem? The anguish we feel from low self-esteem is wholly self-generated. We would not have developed such an unusual and painful vulnerability, Leary reasoned, unless it provided some benefit outweighing its tremendous psychic costs. His theory, now widely held, is that self-esteem is in fact “a psychological gauge of the degree to which people perceive that they are relationally valued and socially accepted by other people.”

Human beings are some of the most complex social animals on earth. We evolved to live in leaderless collectives far larger than those of our fellow primates: up to about 150 members. As individuals, our ability to thrive depended on how well we navigated those 149 relationships — not to mention all of our peers’ relationships with one another. If the group valued us, we could count on support, resources, and probably a mate. If it didn’t, we might get none of those. It was a matter of survival, physically and genetically.

Over millions of years, those pressures selected for people who are sensitive to and skilled at maximizing their standing. It’s what the anthropologist Brian Hare called “survival of the friendliest.” The result was the development of a sociometer: a tendency to unconsciously monitor how other people in our community seem to perceive us. We process that information in the form of self-esteem and such related emotions as pride, shame, or insecurity. These emotions compel us to do more of what makes our community value us and less of what doesn’t. And, crucially, they are meant to make that motivation feel like it is coming from within. If we realized, on a conscious level, that we were responding to social pressure, our performance might come off as grudging or cynical, making it less persuasive.

Facebook’s “Like” feature, some version of which now exists on every platform, is the equivalent of a car battery hooked up to that sociometer. It gives whoever controls the electric jolts tremendous power over our behavior. It’s not just that “likes” provide the social validation we spend so much of our energy pursuing; it’s that they offer it at an immediacy and scale heretofore unknown in the human experience. Off-line, explicit validation is relatively infrequent. Even rarer is hearing it announced publicly, which is the most powerful form of approval because it conveys our value to the broader community. When’s the last time fifty, sixty, seventy people publicly applauded you off-line? Maybe once every few years — if ever? On social media, it’s a normal morning.

Further, the platforms added a powerful twist: a counter at the bottom of each post indicating the number of likes, retweets, or upvotes it had received — a running quantification of social approval for each and every statement. This was how even LinkedIn, a résumé-hosting bulletin board, became a networking site and sold to Microsoft for a deal worth $26.2 billion. It had added badges to users’ profiles indicating the size of their network. “Even though at the time there was nothing useful you could do with LinkedIn, that simple icon had a powerful effect in tapping into people’s desire not to look like losers,” B. J. Fogg, the head of Stanford’s Persuasive Tech Lab, has said. But by 2020, even Twitter’s co-founder and then-CEO, Jack Dorsey, conceded he had come to doubt the thinking that had led to the Like button, and especially “that button having a number associated with it.” Though he would not commit to rolling back the feature, he acknowledged that it had created “an incentive that can be dangerous.”

In fact, the incentive is so powerful that it even shows up on brain scans. When we receive a Like, neural activity flares in a part of the brain called the nucleus accumbens: the region that activates dopamine. Subjects with smaller nucleus accumbens — a trait associated with addictive tendencies — use Facebook for longer stretches. And when heavy Facebook users get a Like, that gray matter displays more activity than in lighter users, as in gambling addicts who’ve been conditioned to exalt in every pull of the lever.

Pearlman, the Facebooker who’d helped launch the Like button, discovered this after quitting Silicon Valley, in 2011, to draw comics. She promoted her work, of course, on Facebook. At first, her comics did well. They portrayed uplifting themes related to gratitude and compassion, which Facebook’s systems boosted in the early 2010s. Until, around 2015, Facebook retooled its systems to disfavor curiosity-grabbing “clickbait,” which had the secondary effect of removing the artificial boost the platform had once given her warmly emotive content.

“When Facebook changed their algorithm, my likes dropped off and it felt like I wasn’t getting enough oxygen,” Pearlman later told Vice News. “So even if I could blame it on the algorithm, something inside me was like, ‘They don’t like me, I’m not good enough.’ ” Her own former employer had turned her brain’s nucleus accumbens against her, creating an internal drive for likes so powerful that it overrode her better judgment. Then, like Skinner toying with a research subject, it simply turned the rewards off. “Suddenly I was buying ads, just to get that attention back,” she admitted.

For most of us, the process is subtler. Instead of buying Facebook ads, we modify our day-to-day posts and comments to keep the dopamine coming, usually without realizing we have done it. This is the real “social-validation feedback loop,” as Sean Parker called it: unconsciously chasing the approval of an automated system designed to turn our needs against us.

“It is very common for humans to develop things with the best of intentions and for them to have unintended, negative consequences,” Justin Rosenstein, a former Facebook engineer who’d also worked on the Like button, told The Guardian. “If we only care about profit maximization, we will go rapidly into dystopia,” he warned. “One reason I think it is particularly important for us to talk about this now is that we may be the last generation that can remember life before.”

6. The Slingshot

FOR ALL THE weight that attention and approval exert over users like Pearl-man, and all the addictive pull of casino-like badges, the single most powerful force on social media is identity. It’s the stimulus that performs best on the technology’s systems and that its systems are therefore engineered to activate and engender above all else. Expressing identity, sharpening identity, seeing and defining the world through its lens. This effect remade how social media works, as its overseers and automated systems drifted toward the all-consuming focus on identity that best served their agendas.

To understand identity’s power, start by asking yourself: What words best describe my own? Your nationality, race, or religion may come to mind. Maybe your city, profession, or gender. Our sense of self derives largely from our membership in groups. But this compulsion — its origins, its effects on our minds and actions — “remains a deep mystery to the social psychologist,” Henri Tajfel wrote in 1979, when he set out to resolve it.

Tajfel had learned the power of group identity firsthand. In 1939, Germany occupied his home country, Poland, while he was studying in Paris. Jewish and fearful for his family, he posed as French so as to join the French army. He kept up the ruse when he was captured by German soldiers. After the war, realizing his family had been wiped out, he became legally French, then British. These identities were mere social constructs — how else could he change them out like suits pulled from a closet? Yet they had the power to compel murderousness or mercy in others around him, driving an entire continent to self-destruction.

The questions this raised haunted and fascinated Tajfel. He and several peers launched the study of this phenomenon, which they termed social identity theory. They traced its origins back to a formative challenge of early human existence. Many primates live in cliques. Humans, in contrast, arose in large collectives, where family kinship was not enough to bind mostly unrelated group members. The dilemma was that the group could not survive without each member contributing to the whole, and no one individual, in turn, could survive without support from the group.

Social identity, Tajfel demonstrated, is how we bond ourselves to the group and they to us. It’s why we feel compelled to hang a flag in front of our house, don an alma mater T-shirt, slap a bumper sticker on our car. It tells the group that we value our affiliation as an extension of ourselves and can therefore be trusted to serve its common good.

Our drive to cultivate a shared identity is so powerful that we’ll construct one even out of nothing. In one experiment, researchers assigned volunteers one of two labels by a simple coin toss, then had them play a game. Each showed greater generosity to others with the same label, even though they knew the division was meaningless. The same behavior has emerged in dozens of experiments and real-world situations, with people consistently embracing any excuse to divide between “us” and “them” — and showing distrust, even hostility, toward those in the out-group. During lunch breaks on the set of the 1968 movie Planet of the Apes, for instance, extras spontaneously separated into tables according to whether they played chimpanzees or gorillas. For years afterward, Charlton Heston, the film’s star, recounted the “instinctive segregation” as “quite spooky.” When the sequel filmed, a different set of extras repeated the behavior exactly.

Prejudice and hostility have always animated this instinct. Hunter-gatherer tribes sometimes competed for resources or territory. One group’s survival might require the defeat of another. Because of that, social-identity instincts drive us to distrust and, if necessary, rally against out-group members. Our minds compel those behaviors by sparking two emotions in particular: fear and hate. Both are more social than you might think. Fear of a physical threat from without causes us to feel a greater sense of camaraderie with our in-group, as if rushing to our tribe for safety. It also makes us more distrustful of, and more willing to harm, people whom we perceive as different. Think of the response to the September 11 attacks: a tide of patriotic flag-waving fervor and an alignment of fellow feeling, but one that was also followed by a spike in anti-Muslim hate crimes.

These are deeply social instincts, so social media platforms, by turning every tap or swipe into a social act, reliably surface them. And because the platforms elevate whatever sentiments best win engagement, they often produce those instincts in their most extreme form. The result can be an artificial reality in which the in-group is always virtuous but besieged, the out-group is always a terrifying threat, and virtually everything that happens is a matter of us-versus-them.

Social media’s indulgence of identity wasn’t obviously harmful at first. But it was always well known. In 2012, a left-wing activist raised money from co-founders of Facebook and Reddit to start Upworthy, which produced content tailored to spread on social media. By continuously testing what traveled most widely, Upworthy reverse-engineered a formula for virality. Numbered lists did well. So did “curiosity gap” headlines that begged to be clicked: “You’ll Never Guess What This Coach Said to Cheer Up His Players.” But one formula proved especially effective: headlines promising to portray the user’s implied in-group (liberals, usually) as humiliating a reviled out-group (creationists, corporations, racists). “A Man Slams a Bigoted Question So Hard He Brings Down the House.”

Meanwhile, scores of newspapers were downsizing or shuttering, their business models gutted by the internet. Upworthy, on almost no budget, had gained an audience several times as large as any newspaper’s. A desperate industry took note. Entire organizations rose or reorganized around chasing virality. BuzzFeed became an internet giant on list-based articles indulging users’ desire for social-identity affirmation: “28 Signs You Were Raised by Irish Parents” or “31 Things Only People from a Small Town Will Understand.”

In 2014, I was one of several Washington Post reporters to start Vox, a news site intended to leverage the web. We never shaped our journalism to please social media algorithms — at least, not consciously — but headlines were devised with them in mind. The most effective approach, though one that in retrospect we should have perhaps been warier of using, was identity conflict. Liberals versus conservatives. The righteousness of anti-racism. The outrageousness of lax gun laws. “Identity was the slingshot,” Ezra Klein, Vox’s founder, wrote about digital media in a book on polarization. “Few realized, early on, that the way to win the war for attention was to harness the power of community to create identity. But the winners emerged quickly, often using techniques whose mechanisms they didn’t fully understand.”

Often, that meant hyperpartisan provocateurs, for-profit click farms, outright scammers. Unconstrained by any fealty to fairness, accuracy, or the greater good, they ran up huge audiences by indulging, or provoking, identity conflicts. The consequences might not have seemed, at first, to extend much beyond the internet. But warnings of a most terrible form, and in retrospect of the greatest possible clarity, had been coming in for years, from a part of the world where the stakes could not have been higher and the attention paid to it lower.

7. The Ride of Your Life

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN an entire society goes online at once, transitioning overnight from life without social media to one dominated by it? Such an experiment might sound impossible, but it happened. Its name is Myanmar.

“I’m convinced that you all are in for the ride of your life right now,” Eric Schmidt, Google’s longtime CEO, told a roomful of students in an early 2013 visit to the southeast Asian country. “The internet will make it impossible to go back.”

For decades, this Texas-sized country of tropical forests, paddy-filled river deltas, and Indian Ocean coastline had been shrouded in some of the most complete isolation of any nation on earth. A paranoid military junta imposed near-total bans on the internet, cell phones, foreign media, and international travel. Torture and repressive violence were executed with the worst combination of incompetence and cruelty. In 2011, the aging leader was replaced with yet another dour-faced general, Thein Sein, but Sein turned out to have reformist leanings. He urged exiles to return home, eased media restrictions, and released political prisoners. He distanced himself from China, Myanmar’s increasingly imperious northern neighbor, and opened talks with the United States. Sanctions were lifted and elections scheduled; in 2012, Barack Obama became the first sitting U.S. president to visit.

A supporting but highly visible player in the country’s opening, welcomed by both Myanmar and American leaders, was Silicon Valley. Rapidly bringing the country online would, they promised, modernize its economy and empower its 50 million citizens, effectively locking in the transition to democracy. A few months after Obama’s visit, Schmidt, acting as the Valley’s ambassador-at-large, landed in Yangon, Myanmar’s historic capital, to announce big tech’s arrival. Flanked by the American ambassador, he told the student audience, “The internet, once in place, guarantees that communication and empowerment become the law and the practice of your country.”

Myanmar’s leaders believed in Silicon Valley’s vision as well. A state-run newspaper admonished its citizens that “a person without a Facebook identity is like a person without a home address.” The country moved online almost instantaneously. From 2012 to 2015, internet-adoption rates exploded from 0.5 percent to 40 percent, mostly through cheap smartphones. SIM card prices dropped from $1,500 to $1.50.

Facebook played a prominent role. Through deals with local companies, it arranged for smartphones to come preloaded with a stripped-down Facebook app. In poorer countries like Myanmar, where average incomes are around $3 a day, cell-phone data can be prohibitively expensive. To overcome this obstacle and thereby win the race to capture the world’s poorest two or three billion customers, Facebook and other American tech companies began “zero-rating” — essentially, subsidizing the entire population by striking deals with local carriers to waive charges for any data used via those companies’ apps. Myanmar was an early test case and, for Facebook, a staggering success. A huge proportion of the country learned to message and browse the web exclusively through Facebook, so much so that many there remain unaware that any other way to communicate or read news online exists.

I first arrived in Myanmar in early 2014, landing in Yangon to report on the country’s tenuous transition to democracy. It felt like a place frozen in the early 1960s, when military rulers had cut it off from the outside world. Power outages were common and modern technology rare; the first international ATMs were only just being installed. Crumbling British colonial offices, overtaken by ivy, still dominated the city center. Many downtown streets were unpaved and, in the early mornings, filled with hundreds of barefoot monks. The orange- and crimson-robed clergy, revered by the deeply pious Buddhist majority, are everywhere in Myanmar.

Shuttling between interviews with politicians and activists, I came to see Myanmar’s future as shakier than it had been portrayed. The military still held vestiges of power that it seemed reluctant to surrender. Among the clergy, an extremist fringe was rising. And its newly available social media was filling with racism and conspiracies. Online, angry talk of traitorous minorities felt ubiquitous.

A worrying name kept coming up in my conversations: Wirathu. The Buddhist monk had been imprisoned for his hate-filled sermons for the past decade and had just been released as part of a general amnesty. He’d immediately joined Facebook and YouTube. Now, rather than traveling the country temple by temple to spread hate, he used the platforms to reach much of the country, perhaps multiple times per day. He accused the country’s Muslim minority of terrifying crimes, blending rumor with shameless fabrication. On Facebook especially, his posts circulated and recirculated among users who took them as fact, creating an alternate reality defined by conspiracy and rage, which propelled Wirathu to a new level of stardom.

A Stanford researcher who had worked in Myanmar, Aela Callan, met with senior Facebook managers in late 2013 to warn them that hate speech was overrunning the platform, she later told the reporter Timothy McLaughlin. For a country with hundreds of thousands of users, and soon millions, Facebook employed only one moderator who could review content in Burmese, Myanmar’s predominant language, leaving the platform effectively unsupervised. The managers told Callan that Facebook would press forward with its Myanmar expansion anyway.

In early 2014, Callan relayed another warning to Facebook: the problem was worsening, and with it the threat of violence. Again, little changed. A few months later, Wirathu shared a post falsely claiming that two Muslim tea shop owners in the city of Mandalay had raped a Buddhist woman. He posted the names of the tea sellers and their shop, calling their fictitious assault the opening shot in a mass Muslim uprising against Buddhists. He urged the government to raid Muslims’ homes and mosques in a preemptive strike — a common demand of genocidaires, whose implied message is that regular citizens must do what the authorities will not. The post went viral, dominating feeds across the country. Outraged users joined in the froth, urging one another to wipe out their Muslim neighbors. Hundreds rioted in Mandalay, attacking Muslim businesses and owners, killing two people and wounding many more.

As the riots spread, a senior government official called someone he knew at the Myanmar office of Deloitte, a consulting firm, to ask for help in contacting Facebook. But neither could reach anyone at the company. In desperation, the government blocked access to Facebook in Mandalay. The riots cooled. The next day, officials at Facebook finally responded to the Deloitte representative, not to inquire after the violence but to ask if he knew why the platform had been blocked. In a meeting two weeks later with the government official and others, a Facebook representative said that they were working to improve their responsiveness to dangerous content in Myanmar. But if the company made any changes, the effect was undetectable on its platform. As soon as the government lifted its virtual blockade, hate speech, and Wirathu’s audience, only grew. “From at least that Mandalay incident, Facebook knew,” David Madden, an Australian who ran Myanmar’s largest tech-startup accelerator, told McLaughlin, the reporter. “That’s not 20/20 hindsight. The scale of this problem was significant and it was already apparent.”

Either unable or unwilling to consider that its product might be dangerous, Facebook continued expanding its reach in Myanmar and other developing and under-monitored countries. It moored itself entirely to a self-enriching Silicon Valley credo that Schmidt had recited on that early visit to Yangon: “The answer to bad speech is more speech. More communication, more voices.”
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