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Praise for ANGERTAINMENT


‘For years, we’ve watched in horror as the manosphere has moved from our screens into our classrooms and our most intimate moments. In Angertainment, Ed Coper delivers a masterful and unflinching exposé of the intentional, profit-driven machine behind online misogyny, divisiveness and hate—eviscerating the lie that online toxicity is just “human nature”. With clarity and urgency, this book brilliantly diagnoses the machine radicalising our feeds and provides the definitive manual for dismantling them. Angertainment is essential reading for anyone committed to building a safer, saner and more cohesive world.’

CHANEL CONTOS, Founder of Teach Us Consent and author of Consent Laid Bare

‘Ed Coper makes sense of so much that seems broken in the world through understanding the corrosive impact of social media outrage. Then he thinks about fixing it. Angertainment explains the insidious reach of rage bait with both urgency and humour.’

LENORE TAYLOR, Walkley-Award-winning journalist and former editor, Guardian

‘Both a vital field guide and survival guide to our ever more strange and scary world. A must-read writ large.’

NICK BRYANT, former BBC Washington correspondent and author of History Never Ended

‘Read this: it’s urgent, vivid, informative and a powerful call to arms against the virus of “angertainment”.’

LUCINDA HOLDFORTH, author of Going On and On

‘Coper takes the basic building blocks of human nature and combines them with a frank assessment of new tech to build an (ironically) enraging picture of how we have been manipulated en masse. It is devastating to read about how year after year our capacity for critical thinking plummets in proportion to our willingness to simply tune in and rage. Malicious characters have shaped this new world in symbiotic relationships with the corporations that profit from our attention. This book is required reading for every engaged citizen and thankfully, the final hundred pages are Coper’s ‘antidote’ to these ills. It should be considered mandatory—for young and old alike—to get a crash course in media literacy like this. The landscape of how people get and give information has completely transformed over the last decade. Whether you run a community garden or a Fortune 500, whether you’ve got a ten-year-old son or a ninety-year-old grandfather, you need to read this book.’

BRI LEE, author of Eggshell Skull

‘Clever. Frightening. Gripping. Only now that Ed Coper has given it a name—ANGERTAINMENT—and offered a compelling strategy to deal with the divisive malevolence of social media, can I fully understand my long-held fears and discomfort about this existential threat to civility.’

PAUL DALEY, author of The Leap and Guardian writer

‘From tradwife gurus to manosphere rage-baiters, the world’s most dangerous actors are gaming your brain for profit. Angertainment is a gripping, darkly funny and utterly essential unmasking of the viral mechanics the MAGA outrage machine has spent a decade perfecting. Ed Coper decodes their digital playbook: read this before the MAGA machine tries to cancel it.’

TAYLOR LORENZ, technology journalist and author of Extremely Online
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To my mum, and Otis





AI AUTHOR STATEMENT

Yes, we have reached that point in human history where one of these is necessary… No artificial intelligence (AI) was used to write this manuscript, it’s all me and my organic intelligence, my words and bad jokes witty repartee. I did use NotebookLM to summarise some of the lengthier academic articles quoted throughout—academics, bless them and their invaluable work, can drone on and on, and I do have a very busy day job—but fear not, I read all the relevant parts myself and the robots (for now) are there to serve us and I thank them for the time they saved me. I also used Google Gemini running 2.5 Pro to format the references and help me collate the final chapter structure (it was making me go cross-eyed). Fair’s fair after all, my last book was stolen to illegally train these models so I might as well get some use out of them in return. But throughout the process, as AI’s tide rose ever higher around us, I couldn’t shake the nagging thought: will this be the last book written by a human?





INTRODUCTION


‘May not an ass know when the cart draws the horse?’

– The Fool, King Lear, Act I, Scene iv



‘This is a BIG win in the culture war for America,’ a social media influencer told her millions of followers in August 2025, celebrating the decision of a restaurant chain to not simplify its logo.

A logo change could destroy America? Now that’s an idea you wouldn’t have heard a few years ago. But in it, we can dissect all the ugly parts of a beast that has become the dominant political force of our time: we are living deep in an era of manufactured outrage.

A mainstay of highway rest stops in the American South, with a rustic, old-timey ‘general store’ aesthetic, the restaurant chain Cracker Barrel had been struggling with declining patronage. In order to turn things around it announced a refresh of its brand: dropping the drawing of old ‘Uncle Herschel’ and updating ‘Cracker Barrel’ to a clearer font.

The internet lost its mind, as if the chain had declared it was closing its doors to redneck truckers and instead recruiting Hillary Clinton to sell vegan rainbow kitty litter for trans youths identifying as feline.

‘Cracker Barrel CEO should face charges for this crime against humanity,’ wrote ‘End Wokeness’, with no hint of hyperbole. ‘This is about a power structure built to tell us that we are somehow backwards, embarrassing or bigoted… A Christian cannot give their money to Cracker Barrel,’ implored another. Tucker Carlson chimed in with ‘I will not eat at Cracker Barrel again until the Woke CEO resigns!’, echoing verbatim scores of other users on X.

In the MAGA outrage machine’s telling, the modernising of the logo was destroying everything virtuous and traditional about America, sacrificed on the altar of diversity, inclusion, pride and other liberal city values. And so it sprang into action: flipping the switch on a sophisticated web of internet influencers, social media creators, conservative media outlets and political leaders to provoke a coordinated hysteria about something that, let’s be frank, was a storm in a Stanley mug.

Within days, Cracker Barrel had lost US$143 million in market value, reversed course on the logo, deleted the ‘Pride page’ from its website, and made a grovelling phone call to the White House thanking President Trump for his ‘feedback’. The outrage machine had won a complete victory.

Cracker Barrel is no bastion of ‘woke’ lefty ideals—as late as the 1990s, the company still had an official policy to fire anyone who ‘failed to demonstrate normal heterosexual values’. In the 2000s it had to pay out millions to Black customers they’d been racist to. But to focus on the subject matter of this culture war flashpoint is to miss what was really happening: this was merely the latest flexing of a new form of cultural and political power.

By manufacturing and weaponising outrage, these actors are gaming a system that is built to sell us flashy products, and to distract us with shiny objects: social media. They take our ancient emotions and use modern technology to activate them. They are remaking our society with this fearsome new power that few understand. This power has been behind the rise of populist far-right movements across the globe, who were the first to realise how to use manufactured social media outrage to hijack our attention economy.

The right-wing influencer Rogan O’Handley said as much, when celebrating the kowtowing of Cracker Barrel, posting as ‘DC Draino’ on X: ‘We boycotted Bud Light and made them lose billions for going woke. We boycotted Target and made them lose billions for going woke. Then we boycotted Cracker Barrel and they brought back the southern gentleman within a week. MAGA is the most dominant political movement in our lifetimes. And we’re just getting started.’

He’s right. Those who can hijack and then weaponise our attention through social media outrage are the new kings and queens of our shared destinies.

The collision of anger with entertainment not only makes the portmanteau word that titles this book, it also creates a perfect storm for those who have cracked the code: of how we now get our opinions from platforms that reward viral outrage. Angertainment is my attempt to help us understand this new power, how those who commoditise our grievances do so to reshape our world for the worse, and what we can do to stop it. How culture now trumps the political. How our old understandings of power, people and progress can only get us so far when our new ecosystem rewards the most divisive and the most extreme.

To do so, I have tried to distil complex and emerging concepts from multiple disciplines—politics, sociology, psychology, neuroscience, computer science, marketing, evolutionary biology and more—into a digestible treatise. And as you will discover, my theory is that the more entertaining something is, the more likely you are to pay attention to it—so stand by for some gonzo journalism sprinkled with dad jokes along the way.

We are assaulted with so much information now that only the most entertaining things cut through, on platforms that can be gamed with cheap attention tricks. In our new reality, power lies with those who can best harness your attention. Unfortunately for us, the first to grasp this have been all the wrong types of people, using it for all the wrong reasons. As a consequence, school kids are in the grips of a mental health crisis, young men are adopting the attitudes of your sexist old grandpa and young women are following health advice that will literally kill them. Crises are no longer contained by national borders, and the biggest of all—the crisis of the climate—we get only one urgent shot at, and we can’t afford to miss. Angertainment stands in our way.


All Gas, No Brakes

What exactly, then, is angertainment? You might see its discrepant snippets—a UFC fight in the White House, a cry to cancel some innocuous college professor, the latest public act of misogynist violence by a lonely teen—but in reality it is an entire ecosystem, whipping up hysterical attention on the outrage of the day.

Like the 48 brief hours it cared intensely about home stovetops.

It was an innocuous, throwaway line by Richard Trumka, a commissioner from the US Consumer Product Safety Commission. In January 2023, Trumka sat down for an interview with Bloomberg, who asked him what the commission planned to do about new research on household gas cooktops, which showed they were responsible for at least 12 per cent of childhood asthma cases (fun fact: cooking with gas on your stove is akin to living with a pack-a-day cigarette smoker).

‘Any option is on the table. Products that can’t be made safe can be banned,’ Trumka offered off the cuff.

What happened next is a blistering lesson in how angertainment can stop any idea dead in its tracks, regardless of the rational arguments and peer-reviewed research—in this case, showing that something in our homes is literally killing kids.
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Bloomberg published the interview on the morning of Monday 9 January with a headline seizing on Trumka’s offhand comment, which was not at all the main focus of the interview: ‘US Safety Agency to Consider Ban on Gas Stoves Amid Health Fears’. By that afternoon, Fox News was all over the ‘ban’, with celebrity guest chef Andrew Gruel (yes, MAGA even has its own chefs, and yes, this one shares a name with Dickensian porridge) taping himself to his kitchen stove in protest.

‘I’ll NEVER give up my gas stove. If the maniacs in the White House come for my stove, they can pry it from my cold dead hands. COME AND TAKE IT!!’ thundered Texas Congressman and Trump diehard Ronny Jackson the next day.

All through the following day, social media was awash with outrage, linking the imaginary gas stove ban to everything from guns to genitals. ‘An American parent can chop their child’s genitals off but can’t expose them to a gas stove,’ wrote one user. ‘You ain’t gettin my guns, my dog, my gas lawn mower, my gas stove, my gas grille!’ wrote another. Microsites like ‘SaveTheStoves.com’ materialised, alongside ‘gotcha’ photos of prominent Democrats like Jill Biden and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez in their kitchens with gas stoves clearly visible in the background.

MAGA leader Jim Jordan, however, said it best. In a simple four-word statement that captured the entirety of the US culture wars, he posted:

‘God. Guns. Gas stoves.’
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Before Tuesday had even ended, the CPSC Chair made a public statement declaring they had no plans for a ban on gas stoves. On Wednesday, the Biden White House joined them: ‘The President does not support the banning of gas stoves—and the CPSC, which is independent, is not banning gas stoves.’ Brave would be the politician now willing to take up the cause.

And just like that, within 48 short but painful hours, the idea of a gas stove ban in America was born, died and then cremated (we assume with a gas flame).

This is the brutal blunt force power of angertainment in full flight. It can kill any idea dead before you can say ‘fact check’. But outbursts like these aren’t spontaneous. This is carefully planned choreography: the weaponisation of noise and outrage to hijack the usual interplay between public opinion and political outcomes. It can conjure up an angry mob, real or imagined, and spread so far and fast that reason hides in shame.

Our political systems are—rightly—set up to be sensitive to outrage. Outrage, in a traditional setting, is a good thing. We regularly measure our outrage in opinion polls, then collectively give our outrage readings at the ballot box every few years. Step outside the bounds of what society reasonably expects and you draw the ire of the masses, get booted out of office. Or elicit more immediate effects—protests, riots, media meltdown.

But now, that outrage is hijacked. Vested interests can exploit the political system’s sensitivity to outrage and trip the wires our democracy has set by getting the internet to yell loudly in unison. All proportion is lost—noise is mistaken for volume. Ignore the merits of any policy, and instead make it an emotional culture-war issue, and these systems go into overdrive. Unleash a torrent of emotive hysteria, and the volume and intensity overwhelm the sensors of public opinion.

And that’s a real problem. We are reaching the point where we need to ask whether evidence-based policy debate is even possible anymore, given the new balance of power lies with those who want to drown it out. Steve Bannon said this part out loud in 2018, with his infamous admission of disorienting the political system by ‘flooding the zone with shit’.

This is exactly what happened in Australia in 2023 during the Voice to Parliament referendum, when hysteria, outrage and culture-war noise drowned out the usual forces of opinion-forming. Change became impossible under the weight of a torrent of manufactured noise on social media (which we’ll cover in detail in Part 3).

If anyone can kill an idea with floods of angry noise, then angry noise is our new political capital. Ideas matter, because they are the only thing that will actually save us from human extinction. When Los Angeleños faced unprecedented fires that destroyed entire suburbs in 2025 the rational response to such events would be: holy shit, we really need to radically reduce our fire-causing emissions.

The actual response? Woke lefty diversity programs and Governor Gavin Newsom’s hair gel are to blame. We need to end any mention of gender.

This is the ‘angertainment’ machine in action. It went into overdrive to flood the zone with outrage at anything but the real culprit, blaming: ‘far left woke policies’; ‘trying to protect a tiny little fish called a smelt’; ‘initiatives in indoctrinating our children in child mutilation’; ‘the Indians wanting some of their river back so they could catch salmon’; ‘the fire department donating surplus supplies to Ukraine’; and ‘70% of our hires being based on DEI not muscularity.’

Yes, it’s funny. But look at the targets they attack. The smelt? Environmental regulations. The salmon? Indigenous programs. The DEI initiatives? Preventing discrimination. The surplus supplies? Containing Putin. These are the same targets of MAGA’s Project 2025 platform.

Starting to make sense yet?

Every meme you share to ridicule the hysteria is another conversation that wasn’t had about the fact that there are no memes on a dead planet. Every column inch dedicated to debunking conspiracy theories is a column inch not dedicated to the real conspiracy: a network spreading noisy outrage to distract us from addressing the actual crisis.



Yelling Fire in a Crowded Reichstag

We all carry within us, as a core part of our human biology, powerful emotions like anger. As with petroleum, anger is an ancient substance that can be refined by smart humans into an explosive fuel. We also all have background filters constantly at work in our brains, telling us what to stop and notice. The ‘attention economy’ is the term for the system advertisers and others have built to hack those neurological processes. It treats human attention as a commodity and rewards things that catch it. When they do, our attention engine fires by liking, clicking, sharing and commenting.

The pistons that previously drove this engine were our peers, pundits and professors, but now there’s a new class of drivers: cultural influencers, political provocateurs and content creators on social media.

Our brains’ sensors, just like the sensors of democracy, are finely tuned to be responsive to outrage. But these have been tripped haywire. Neither was designed to deal with social media outrage, which overwhelms both into responding to outrage we should rightfully ignore.

There is no more important task before us than understanding this phenomenon—how the strategic use of anger as a form of entertainment is used to direct public will. How it is radicalising young men. Demonising vulnerable communities. Killing political reform. Destroying the essential nexus between an informed public and our collective best interest.

Using anger to incite people is nothing new, especially in politics, but we are inhabiting a completely new expression of this ancient art: it has leapt from politics into culture, where whipping crowds into a hysteria of ignorance, fear and hate is the new currency of our attention economy.

Ignorance, fear and hate: easy to evoke, but hard to suppress.

We still fight the last war—one fought in newspapers, policy papers and opinion polls—while those who wield the power of angertainment capture the attention of the apolitical and the disengaged, where they inhabit: their suggested social media reels, Spotify playlists and YouTube recommendations. Power, through the attention of those least paying it.

We decry how young people are shifting rightward, as if they have taken a rational look at the various political systems on offer and chosen a populist right-wing version. This trend is not the result of competing ideologies, it is a result of a new information system that creates incentives for radical outrage that is then mistaken for populism. Young people, men especially, are simply the product of their information environment.

We misdiagnose it by trying to put old labels on it. Populism. Authoritarianism. Fascism. Nationalism. Neo-Nazism. Protectionism. Patriotism. We usually reach for our existing library of ‘isms’ to misdescribe what does not follow any coherent ideology, an agnostic playbook where the means is the end itself: engagement.

Engagement is now power. Any engagement will do, positive from those who agree or negative from those who disagree. By using anger to gain our attention, our emotions are hijacked to keep us divided, irrational and distracted. That’s all part of the plan. Angertainment lurks in the everyday experience of our information diet, seamlessly mapped onto our doomscrolling and suggestion algorithms. It can be hard to discern, as we are completely and constantly enveloped in it every day.

When Charlie Kirk—one of the main characters of angertainment—was assassinated as I was in the process of writing this book, it tragically demonstrated my thesis. Both Kirk and his assassin are manifestations of the system that incentivises agitators who use anger to entertain.

Kirk’s burgeoning career was built on the premise that voicing extreme opinions and baiting emotional conflict over them was a form of entertainment purpose-built for the social media algorithms of the 2020s. Kirk toured conflict on campuses and packaged it into social media fodder; his shooter repaid the artform in kind, a perverse form of angertainment knowingly captured live in a multi-angle theatre of public violence.

Ambitious social media creators and influencers then mined the tragedy for their own cultural angertainment capital, in an economy of infinite outrage. Internet critic Ryan Broderick called it ‘9/11 for social media’: ‘I am someone who writes about and thinks about the internet every day, and I am unnerved by how effectively this killing has hijacked the shape of the internet.’

If this system produces Kirks and killers, then we must focus not on their particular motivations and opinions, but on the system that creates and rewards them. That is the focus of this book, lest the cycle of angertainment turns us all into vectors of the partisan divisions and political violence it manifests.

Kirk’s assassination also revealed a widespread lack of understanding of the themes in this book: the social media outrage system. In all the mainstream media accolades—sure, grieve away at the death of a public figure and the shock of political violence of any flavour—was completely absent any acknowledgement of the harm he was fomenting with his racist, misogynistic, homophobic and transphobic broadcasts in the name of ‘entertainment’. Absent was any acknowledgement of how he monetised telling kids that being gay was a sin and Black people shouldn’t have civil rights, and incubating an entire generation of radicalised hatemongers through his MAGA youth wing. How he profited from forcing another generation back into the closet and back into churches that reject them. From forcing another generation of Muslim Americans to walk the streets in fear. From forcing another generation of African Americans to justify their right to partake in society and the economy. From forcing another generation of schoolkids to piss their pants while a classmate hunts them down with military-grade weapons. From forcing another generation to hate their enemies—not ‘engage them in polite debate’.

This is not political debate, it’s angertainment—and it is incredibly destructive. Attempts to soberly reflect on these harms were instead weaponised into that other great tool of angertainment—cancellation. Kirk’s story became he was a beacon of listening to and respecting those who disagree with you, and he had kids, instead of a cautionary tale of the predictably harmful results of saying harmful things.

As with the Reichstag fire in the 1930s, it was used as a pretext for a violent crackdown on political opponents in order to consolidate power in America—policing speech in the name of free speech.

Just by writing the above ideas—exercising my ‘free speech’—some of you reading this right now will put the book down, look up my social media profiles, and send me death threats via direct message. Know that your actions are as predictable as your grammatically poor verbiage about where you fantasise to string me up from. Your reaction is the sad manifestation of the efforts of others to profit from your rage.

The vast majority of you reading this, however, will agree (let’s be frank, I get way more death threats following appearances on commercial TV than at libraries—though the number is not zero). To you I invite action.

The challenge is to not be a passive consumer of this analysis but an active participant in creating a better system. One where ideas win on their merits, not their ability to reinforce our worst impulses. Angertainment has its antidote, and you are the key ingredient.



Think Global, Outrage Local

Political scientists used to marvel at how much more partisan division there was in America compared to other Western democracies. Now, they scratch their heads as to why American-style culture-war divisions are taking these other countries over.

In this book I will use ‘MAGA’ to explain angertainment because the forces that created it are not uniquely American, they are global. Two big themes—cynical political opportunism and the emergence of angry social media clickbait—come together at the very same point: Donald Trump. With his bombastic, headline-generating style, whether you love or hate him, Trump is the most clickable topic for news-consuming audiences globally. Had I written this book by focusing on Nayib Bukele’s networks of social media outrage that propelled him to the El Salvadorian presidency, you might have skipped over it on the bookshelf for the MAGA-obsessed covers either side of it. But just by talking about Trump in this book, I knew you would read it.

Through the study of MAGA, we can understand its driving force: angertainment.

And if you doubt that MAGA’s angertainment is truly global, just ask the Met Police in London, some of whom were seriously injured after hundreds of thousands of anti-immigration protestors, many adorned in MAGA hats and American flags, were stirred into a violent frenzy by far-right American agitators including Elon Musk and Steve Bannon.

Ask those Australians who switch on Murdoch’s Sky News After Dark and could be mistaken for thinking they’d stumbled upon a Trump paean bent on reshaping Australia into Alabama. Hats at anti-immigration protests in Australia are emblazoned with ‘MAGA—Make Albo [the prime minister] Go Away’.

Ask the Europeans who wade into the comments section of any Facebook post talking about renewable energy and encounter MAGA bots complaining about the ‘écotyrannie’ in France, or the ‘#KlimaatHoax’ in the Netherlands, or ‘#KlimaDiktatur’ in Germany. No translation needed.

Ask the Hungarians, Brazilians or Argentinians who lived through populist victories, and the subsequent social and economic turmoil built on MAGA playbooks and the lyrical theme of ‘making their countries great again’. ‘Make Germany Great Again’ is the refrain of the far-right Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), by which they mean back to the glory days of 1933–1945, if ya know what I mean.

Check through the global membership of fossil fuel-backed think tanks who drive the Trumpian agenda globally and you will find homegrown MAGA mouthpieces in your own country—with innocuous names like ‘The Institute for Democracy’ or ‘The Foundation for Economic Freedom’—all singing from the same song sheet (usually that catchy ditty ‘It’s a Long Long Way to Net Zero’ or ‘Last Night a DJ Used the Wrong Bathroom’).

The MAGA movement is one enormous, global, interconnected barking pack of angertainment.

It is also useful as a global cautionary tale.

The United States, long at the cutting edge of innovation and entertainment, is further evolved towards the nightmare scenario of the full realisation of angertainment—social division to the point of impending civil war. A lot of my work in Australia uses the American example to warn of the consequences if we don’t fix the problems already happening across the Pacific. I write books to prevent my country burning them—as Moms For Liberty, the MAGA wing taking over school boards, would have us do. I offend my American in-laws so their Australian grandkids can sleep at night (sorry, Mom).

Angertainment is so established in America that day after day young people are picking up the microphone and picking an extreme opinion to strive for attention as a career. I wanted to grow up to be one of my sporting heroes; they want to grow up to livestream a visit to Mar-a-Lago to millions of paying followers.

America has been at the forefront of entertainment since Hollywood took over global culture. It has been at the forefront of culture since everyone started wearing blue jeans. It has been at the forefront of infotainment since Fox News made rage profitable. It has been at the forefront of influencer culture since Silicon Valley made us scroll-addicts. Is it any wonder they are at the forefront of angertainment?

As America owns global culture, so too do they own the global culture wars. So if it seems at times I am a little MAGA-obsessed, it is not because of my acute case of ‘Trump Derangement Syndrome’ (angry letter writers can be assured I have begun treatment), it is because MAGA is shorthand for the art of angertainment.

Likewise, for clarity I use political labels like ‘left’ and ‘right’, even though viewing politics through this lens can distort our understanding of it, because unfortunately we don’t have better terms for our current tribal polarisation. It’s true that the people who have grasped how to weaponise the modern information system for political ends come chiefly from what most would term the ‘right’—hence the rise of fascist authoritarianism and far-right populism globally. When I label them ‘right’ or ‘MAGA’ it is as the best shorthand for those who think facts and science are irrelevant, and that human rights are limited to certain groups (heterosexual white Christian men); who use politics to make people’s lives worse, and who polarise to the point of violence in order to achieve these ends.

This book is for people who think the opposite: that facts and science do matter, that politics should be the art of making everyone’s lives better, that rights are intrinsic to being human, not restricted by race or gender, and that being polarised to the point of violence prevents the first three from being possible.

If that’s you, read on.






PART 1 ANGER


Anyone can become angry… That is easy. But to be angry with the right person, to the right degree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and in the right way—that is not easy.

– Aristotle







ANCIENT ANGER


Where is the Love?

I’m angry. Angry that I’m sitting here typing this sentence severely caffeine-deprived while every other jerk who ordered after me seems to be getting their coffee first.

Angry that the referee clearly only has one working arm, are you blind mate?

Angry that despite doing everything right in life I still can’t afford a house in Sydney, thanks to a bunch of entitled boomers who already own five.

Ooh. I got even angrier just typing that one.

I’m not a habitually angry person, by any stretch of the imagination. In fact, on the spectrum of angriness from ’roid rage hothead to giggling Dalai Lama, colour me Tibetan. That I am known to generally maintain good cheer as the world implodes around us is a matter of public record.

‘For a man so full of bad news, Ed Coper has a very sunny disposition,’ said one journalist after interviewing me about my last book, before going on to provide a graphic description of how joyfully I devour a chicken parmigiana.

So how can a man so full of cheer be so angry all the time, at everything?

Turns out we all are. And for very good reason.

Anger is one of our most fundamental emotions, tied to the feeling that we have been wronged—by a person, a situation, every jerk in the coffee shop. It is also, as we shall see, one of our most useful emotions.

Those who can manipulate our emotions hold the power to make us do silly things, or things against our best interests. Why do we cede so much power to those who can make us feel something? And I’m not just talking about MAGA rage-baiters, we do it all the time: to our romantic love interests, salespeople, cult leaders, bullies.

This question has vexed scientists and philosophers for millennia. Plato, writing well before characters like Donald Trump upended the notion, thought that we are rational beings led by reason. In fact, he assumed all the elements of being human are stacked vertically in our body, in descending order of importance. The highest was ‘logos’ or reason and yes, lucky guess Plato, we do host cognition in our brain. Stacked under reason and located around the chest somewhere was ‘thymos’—feelings and emotions. You may recognise that some of Plato’s notions have survived to our day: the head and the heart are still viewed by everyone other than surgeons as where common sense and emotions live, respectively.

Below these were some inferior features of our soul, ‘epithymetikon’ or desire. Plato put that somewhere near the liver, which coincidentally is often needed to process many objects of our desire.

This Ancient Greek idea that reason is separate from and superior to emotion is stubbornly persistent. Researchers have only just begun to challenge that divide, something I can confirm as someone who spends his days explaining that ‘showing people facts will not overcome their feelings’ on repeat to stunned faces.

Plato’s student Aristotle saw things as much closer to what a modern psychologist or neuroscientist would say: emotions are essential components of decision-making. Much like your author does, Aristotle focused more on how a speaker can effectively persuade an audience by appealing to their emotions, a concept he termed ‘pathos’. By understanding the emotions of your audience, you could evoke feelings to persuade them to agree with whatever outcome you desired. I think Trump gets this, though I doubt he’s ever read Aristotle.

Philosophers kept on this search for our emotions for centuries. René Descartes, in the Enlightenment era, perceived of a mechanical body and a thinking soul, with emotions caused by animal spirits that met at the pineal gland in the brain (which modern science has told us is actually our body clock). Descartes was dancing around some pretty accurate neuroscience—we do have two modes of cognition, living in different parts of our brain, one of which is instinctual and the other deliberative. Our amygdala drives our emotional response, and our prefrontal cortex largely regulates it (although not, as far as modern science has been able to ascertain, by animal spirits tickling our body clock).

He also presaged part of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution by a few hundred years, arguing that emotions ‘dispose our soul to want the things that nature decides are useful to us’. Understanding emotions as an evolutionary tool will be key to our understanding of angertainment. Descartes’ thinking flipped a negative view of emotions which had persisted since antiquity—that emotions get in the way—into a positive view that they serve a useful purpose, even when we sometimes don’t understand what that purpose is. It is this view of emotions that we will journey through.

All this philosophical debate eventually made way for something else entirely. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, people started to search for emotions through scientific measurement. I’ll fast-forward through a century of scientific theories, because the key thing to understand is where we landed: integrated advances in biology, medicine and psychology have led to a sophisticated understanding of interconnected brain networks that support emotional processing in a triangular system of body, brain and emotion.

Oh shit, that’s basically where Plato started.

Now we know that an emotion is actually the way we perform a full-system reboot to reconfigure our thinking when necessary—responding to a threatening neighbour; not abandoning our newborn babies; persuading us to not eat the rotten carcass. All very useful and necessary reboots. Emotions are high-level programs that interrupt whatever we are doing to kick off a whole host of other bodily processes—attention, motivation, even physiology—to make sure we respond to a challenge in the right way, and communicate that response to others.

Every emotion—positive or negative—has its purpose, particularly anger which is a very powerful program when ‘loaded’ to reboot us. There is no part of us that did not have some evolutionary advantage (even the appendix, which science has now decided is useful after all). That’s why every part of us—physically and emotionally—has survived evolution. Even anxiety has its uses, no matter how misdirected it is these days, priming us to cope with potential future threats. Fear’s utility to survival is obvious—telling us to run or fight, in a cascade of physiological changes.

In our attempts to avoid negative emotions, we usually misunderstand their purpose. The primary goal of our emotional architecture is not to make us feel good, but to ensure that our actions adapt to the situation. The unpleasantness of negative emotions is a crucial feature of our human condition, not a bug. It is the part of us that powerfully grabs our attention and compels us to address the problem at hand.




The Formula

Every thought, action, belief and emotion you have is rooted in millennia of cognitive evolution.

Your brain is a host for just one part of a massive collective organism: society. You feel like an individual, but every decision you make is driven by primal forces urging you to ensure your DNA survives through new hosts into the future.

For hundreds of thousands of years, the way humans did this changed little. Small groups banded together, protected each other from external threats and reproduced. We got more sophisticated in how we did this (like making religion, laws, music and writing), but the fundamental purpose never changed.

In the past ten years, however, the powerful machine (your brain) that has been so well suited to the needs of the previous 300,000 years is all of a sudden much less fit for purpose. It can’t distinguish between threats from woolly mammoths and threats from logo changes. It can’t understand whether that rage you feel is because your village is being invaded by Vikings or because your social media feed is being invaded by anti-immigrant rhetoric.

Can you feel that? You are living on one of those precipices between epochs, not a comfortable place to be. There are decades where nothing happens, and there are weeks where decades happen, as Lenin (apocryphally) said—or, in our case, there are millennia where nothing happens, and decades where millennia happen. Congratulations, you are one of a tiny portion of humans in history to experience the latter.

I have boiled down all of our evolutionary journey into this simple equation for you: emotion + attention = intention.

Something that catches our eye and makes us feel something will drive our opinions and behaviour. If you can penetrate a person’s attention filter (how they decide what to pay attention to) by triggering an emotional response, then they will be receptive to your message. Understanding this formula is essential to understanding how angertainment works.

This happened in my house just yesterday. A nice young man knocked on our door and engaged my wife—baby on hip—in conversation. She, as with all mothers, is incredibly time poor. She has limited bandwidth and must allocate it judiciously. Her attention filter is thus finely tuned with ruthless efficiency; I can confirm as her distractor-in-chief.

In a smart red polo and with clipboard in hand, the young man began his pitch. His father, at just fifty-one years old had recently died from a heart attack, leaving him and his younger siblings bereft—and while it was too late to help his father, it wasn’t too late for others. With a small monthly donation, he suggested, my wife could help fund more heart research to prevent other sons from losing their dad.

It worked.

Only five minutes earlier, my wife—fatherless herself from a young age and married to a rapidly aging man with a family history of heart disease—had possessed no intention to give a regular monthly donation to fund heart disease research. The assumption that humans are rational and logical would dictate that to create such an intention would require other inputs: information on the prevalence of the problem and its impacts; assessment of the best means to find a cure; consultation of the charities regulator to confirm the legitimacy of the young man’s charity. None of this she did.

She could feel, in real time, both modes of her brain in action: her upstairs brain knew it was a tired old canvassing routine, possibly a scam, designed to emotionally manipulate her into responding—all the while her heart ached for the boy. We know which mode of thinking, the rational or the emotional, won. It always does. Evolution has ensured that our emotions trump our deliberative logic, so we don’t stop to assess the pros and cons of leaping out of the way of an oncoming bus.

We receive these sorts of emotional appeals every day, repeatedly, because they work. The world of advertising has long accepted that emotional triggers are one of the best shortcuts to the intent to buy. In order to make you receptive to an emotional trigger, brands must first capture your attention—a celebrity, a stunt, humour, a flashing neon sign, a catchy jingle… You are exposed to these efforts relentlessly, literally thousands each day (up to 10,000 by some counts). The more we are exposed to, the harder they have to work to cut through our attention filter.

In the angertainment context, the formula works like this:

Emotion: make people feel angry, fearful, aggrieved, and hateful towards other groups.

Attention: gain and hold their attention in the competitive marketplace of infinite and constant content by being more outrageous and by gaming the algorithm.

Intention: have people engage with and spread your inflammatory messages, divisive content, and their anger, to others.

It is this simple formula that has reshaped nations, brought down governments, started conflicts, killed millions from preventable disease, divorced entire political tribes from reality and cancelled countless public figures. Mastery of the formula, in our new attention and outrage economy, creates power.

Anger, it turns out, is really useful for creating mobs and using them for political ends—good or bad.



Righteous Anger

Barack Obama was often criticised for his lack of anger in public office. A constitutional law professor by trade, his foes and allies alike bemoaned how he brought his professorial style to the White House. It earned him the mocking nickname of ‘lecturer-in-chief’.

After a historic 2008 election campaign based on firing up collective emotion—namely, hope—Obama instead began his presidency with all the emotional intensity of Ferris Bueller’s notoriously dry economics teacher. The New York Times reported, the day after Obama’s first major prime-time press conference as president, not on the speech’s content but on its tone: ‘placid and unsmiling… sounding like the teacher speaking in the stillness of a classroom where students are restlessly waiting for the ring of the bell’. Then came the dagger blow: ‘At a time of anger and anxiety in the country [the US was in the depths of the global financial crisis], Mr. Obama showed little emotion.’

What the journalists were really saying was a concept rooted in evolutionary psychology: emotions are a collective social tool of communication. Without any emotion from Obama, how could we be expected to glean his meaning?

Words alone are not enough. Emotional meaning adds another layer in politics. We listen for signals to indicate how we should feel about the information being conveyed.

Obama demonstrated this the few times he did display emotion in office. His time as president—and indeed all presidents since—was marked by mass shootings occurring with depressing regularity. As you would expect, a mass shooting usually precipitates a statement from the president: details on what is known, condolences and more than a fair share of every scoundrel’s refuge—‘thoughts and prayers’. But if you map Obama’s appearances at the podium, such shootings elicit an emotional evolution over time. If he was solemn at the first, contemplative at the second, sombre at the third… by the time the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth roll around he is something else entirely: pissed off.

After a student killed nine of his fellow classmates on a college campus in Oregon, a markedly different Obama took to the White House podium: ‘Somehow this has become routine! The reporting is routine! My response here at this podium ends up being routine!… I hope and pray that I don’t have to come out again during my tenure as President to offer my condolences to families in these circumstances. But based on my experience as President, I can’t guarantee that. And that’s terrible to say!’

Gone was the dry lecturer; Obama was showing emotion. In his anger lay the meaning: it is not normal to see a president pissed off at the podium. It is not normal to see a president cry. The routineness of mass gun violence massacres is not normal.

Look at me and know this is not acceptable.

Obama’s political message on gun violence is mapped by his public emotions. After Sandy Hook he held back tears. After San Bernardino he let them flow. After Charleston he broke into song—leading a victim’s funeral in an impromptu rendering of ‘Amazing Grace’. But it was his anger that finally cut through.

I remember it vividly. I would often work with C-SPAN on in the background (the cable network for extreme political nerds with blockbuster livestreams like ‘Hearing on Insurance Industry’s Practices After Natural Disasters, Part 2’. Yes, Part 1 was so good they needed a sequel). I’d gone on a similar emotional journey as Obama, having spent the prior year working tirelessly on gun violence prevention campaigns and coming away from the experience with little to show for it other than sadness and frustration.

Political norms in America dictated that only piecemeal measures to address gun violence could be suggested—like making sure crazed incel misanthropes or radicalised terrorists had to wait 24 hours before buying a military-grade assault rifle—whereas I, as an Australian, would try to suggest the obvious solution: just throw all the guns in a big fucking fiery pit and burn them—as we had done twenty years earlier after an Australian mass shooting killed thirty-five people (mass shootings in Australia since: 1). I even printed a picture of a big fiery pit and stuck it on the office wall. To no avail.

[image: Flaming gas crater in a barren desert, glowing with fire; handwritten note and arrow above read “put guns here” pointing into the pit.]
So when Obama got pissed off, I could feel from across the room the raw emotion cut through the dry procedural background hum of C-SPAN—thanks to our magic formula of attention plus emotion. It pierced my attention filter.

The two sides of Obama—the dry lecturer-in-chief and the fired-up orator—reflect the two sides of us all, the rational and the emotional. No doubt a president spends most of their day engaging the prefrontal cortex, the logical ‘upstairs brain’ (the forty-fifth and forty-seventh president being a notable exception), but it is the ‘downstairs brain’, the instinctive and emotional one, that cuts through.

Ultimately, Obama’s anger was no more effective than my homemade poster of a fiery pit, and the nation soon lapsed back into the comfortable ritual of a quick thought, a quick prayer and move on to the shooting range with our hot-pink military bazookas. Trump replaced Obama at the podium, Orlando’s record as the worst mass shooting was soon broken in Las Vegas, and then new place names became synonymous with the tragedies that unfolded there: Parkland, El Paso, Uvalde… it goes on and on and on and on.

But Obama’s anger offers a useful example of how an emotion that we usually view as counterproductive can actually be a force for moral good. We paid more attention to gun control, relative to the attention we paid to the shooting, whenever he showed emotion.



[image: The line graph, titled Interest over time from Google Trends, displays the relative search interest for Gun control and Mass shooting over time, from late 2013 to early 2016.]
When Obama used emotion, gun control interest spiked. Description 1

Anger, in this context, is what Oxford philosopher Amia Srinivasan calls ‘apt’. It’s not only appropriate to the situation (yes, the senseless and preventable killing of twenty first graders and their teachers should make us angry), it’s also a form of social communication—it publicly marks the events as an affront to our shared moral values. It signals we should, together, recognise an injustice and address it.

Without negative emotions like anger or sadness (which likewise communicate an affront to our shared values), it would be difficult for groups to maintain social structures, norms and values. We do so by expressing emotions about what is good and bad, allowed and prohibited.

Shared anger becomes essential for drawing attention to challenges or injustices and motivating collective action. As Srinivasan wrote in her essay on how anger can be productive, ‘What makes anger intelligible as anger, and distinct from mere disappointment, is that anger presents its object as involving a moral violation: not just a violation of how one wishes things were, but a violation of how things ought to be.’

It is right to be angry about the number of women killed by domestic violence. Facts and figures inform us, but when we see public figures angry about those numbers, it sends a strong normative signal that this is not acceptable.

We even have a name for a group of people expressing organised anger in response to an injustice: a protest. Nowhere is the collective role of anger in signalling a response to an injustice more obvious than in the form of protests. It’s why the set piece of every protest is someone yelling. I’ve done it myself—speeches to a protest crowd feel very different to speeches from a lectern in a lecture theatre. Even if I set out to deliver a quick thanks or some formality, I always end up waggling my finger in the air and yelling at the top of my lungs.

Because humans are group creatures, our emotions are linked to the emotions of others. Core to our understanding of angertainment is what happens when we experience anger together: like a virus, it is contagious.
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