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The Dark Pathology of Social Networks 
 
In 2009 both Facebook and Twitter made what seemed a benign change to their 
platforms...the like button and the retweet.  It has had dark pathological effect on 
community psychology.  One of the most visible illustrations come from the climate 
debate... 
 
From about 2003-2004 the advent of social media on the Internet was a benign 
friendly place to keep in touch with friends and family. My Space and The Facebook 
led the rapid rise of connectivity.  The introduction of the IPhone by Apple soon made 
the social connections easier and mobile. 
 
But something in 2009 happened to change the psychological dynamic of the 
connected society.  The coming of the "like" button and the retweet.  By 2012 the 
trends were obvious across the world. Serious psychological phenomena were starting 
to appear in the social behavior of society at large.  Teenage depression and suicide 
rates soared.  Community polarization appeared on issues.  Mob and herd mentalities 
developed.  Public discourse become toxic and offensive. 
 
The social media groups had started to find a way to monetize the social networks.  
They seemed free but people did not realize that they were the product for sale. Their 
eyeballs and their attention span and most importantly their likes and dislikes were 
elicited and analyzed by enormous algorithms designed to sell advertising to targeted 
audiences. 
 
The like button and the retweet were diabolically clever in their design and execution.  
They appealed to the basic human hunger for importance and appreciation, for 
recognition and attention.  It started a sort of Pavlovian stimulus-response feedback 
loop.  You say something and hope to get a "like".  You tweet something and hope 
many will retweet your opinions.  You get social affirmation, importance, attention. 
This spread to Youtube and the age of the teen influencers who could now monetize 
their Youtubes by the number of followers who followed their advice on clothes, 
make-up, movies, games.... 
 
The social phenomenon that has emerged from this is a toxic environment of group 
think on all sorts of topics. In ages past information travelled slowly by word of 
mouth or community newspaper or three network channels on TV.  There was little 
peer pressure to take particular stances on issues.  But as social media spread rapidly 
news and opinions spread like wild fire. Coupled with the all important "like" it 
became very difficult to "not like" because there was no such option.  Social pressure 
mounted to like what others like.  It became easy to "shame" in public the doubters 
the counter voices the sceptics. 
 



What is now evident is that a mob psychosis has developed around any particular 
issue.  There are no nuances, there is little debate there is only "like" or 
shunning...exile from the group think. 
 
The media groups soon picked up on these social trends with their algorithms used to 
determine what is trending in the social media...that is what would be the headline 
news the next day. That in turn set up a re-enforcement cycle that would validate the 
dominant cultural memes. 
 
The effect has been toxic on the university campuses.  The Academy, the place young 
minds are sent to learn to explore, debate, be exposed to multiple ideas, to research 
and come to some sort of reasonable conclusion that allows others to differ...that 
intellectual space has been shut down. 
 
The reason for this is that words and ideas have been weaponized.  They determine 
whether you are with the "in crowd" or you are banished as divisive and counter 
culture.  This has had traumatic effect on the mental stability of young people who 
desperately want to belong and feel important and validated. 
 
I have noticed this toxic irrationality in especially two important public debates on the 
social sphere....the climate debate and the gender debate. 
 
Let me give you examples from the climate debate.... 

Few have underscored the climate threat more than student climate activist Greta 
Thunberg and Green New Deal sponsor Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. The latter 
said, 

“The world is going to end in 12 years if we don't address climate change.”  

Says Thunberg in her new book, 

“Around 2030 we will be in a position to set off an irreversible chain reaction 
beyond human control that will lead to the end of our civilization as we know it.”  

Sometimes, scientists themselves make apocalyptic claims. 

“It’s difficult to see how we could accommodate a billion people or even half of that,” 
if Earth warms four degrees, said one earlier this year. “The potential for multi-
breadbasket failure is increasing,” said another. If sea levels rise as much as the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change predicts, another scientist, “It will be an 
unmanageable problem.” 

Apocalyptic statements like these have real-world impacts. In September, a group of 
British psychologists said children are increasingly suffering from anxiety from the 
frightening discourse around climate change. In October, an activist with Extinction 
Rebellion (”XR”) — an environmental group founded in 2018 to commit civil 
disobedience to draw awareness to the threat its founders and supporters say climate 
change poses to human existence — and a videographer, were kicked and beaten in a 
London Tube station by angry commuters. And last week, an XR co-founder said a 



genocide like the Holocaust was “happening again, on a far greater scale, and in plain 
sight” from climate change. 

This kind of extreme rhetoric is manufactured on social media by successive loops of 
positive re-enforcement "likes" with more extreme emotion getting more likes. 

The facts are no credible scientific body has ever said climate change threatens the 
collapse of civilization much less the extinction of the human species. 

“‘Our children are going to die in the next 10 to 20 years.’ What’s the scientific basis 
for these claims?” BBC’s Andrew Neil asked a visibly uncomfortable XR 
spokesperson last month. 

“These claims have been disputed, admittedly,” she said. “There are some scientists 
who are agreeing and some who are saying it’s not true. But the overall issue is that 
these deaths are going to happen.” 

“But most scientists don’t agree with this,” said Neil. “I looked through IPCC reports 
and see no reference to billions of people going to die, or children in 20 
years. How would they die?” 

It’s not like climate doesn’t matter. It’s that climate change is outweighed by other 
factors. Earlier this year, researchers found that climate “has affected organized armed 
conflict within countries. However, other drivers, such as low socioeconomic 
development and low capabilities of the state, are judged to be substantially more 
influential.” 

Last January, after climate scientists criticized Rep. Ocasio-Cortez for saying the 
world would end in 12 years, her spokesperson said,  

 "We can quibble about the phraseology, whether it's existential or cataclysmic.” 
He added, “We're seeing lots of climate change-related problems that are already 
impacting lives." 

That last part may be true, but it’s also true that economic development has made us 
less vulnerable, which is why there was a 99.7% decline in the death toll from natural 
disasters since its peak in 1931.  

In 1931, 3.7 million people died from natural disasters. In 2018, just 11,000 did.  And 
that decline occurred over a period when the global population quadrupled. 

What about sea level rise? IPCC estimates sea level could rise two feet (0.6 meters) 
by 2100. Does that sound apocalyptic or even “unmanageable”? 

Consider that one-third of the Netherlands is below sea level, and some 
areas are seven meters below sea level. You might object that Netherlands is rich 
while Bangladesh is poor. But the Netherlands adapted to living below sea level 400 
years ago. Technology has improved a bit since then. 



What about claims of crop failure, famine, and mass death? That’s science fiction, not 
science. Humans today produce enough food for 10 billion people, or 25% more than 
we need, and scientific bodies predict increases in that share, not declines.  

The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) forecasts crop yields 
increasing 30% by 2050. And the poorest parts of the world, like sub-Saharan Africa, 
are expected to see increases of 80 to 90%. 

Nobody is suggesting climate change won’t negatively impact crop yields. It could. 
But such declines should be put in perspective. Wheat yields increased 100 to 300% 
around the world since the 1960s, while a study of 30 models found that yields would 
decline by 6% for every one degree Celsius increase in temperature. 

Rates of future yield growth depend far more on whether poor nations get access to 
tractors, irrigation, and fertilizer than on climate change, says FAO. 

All of this helps explain why IPCC anticipates climate change will have a modest 
impact on economic growth. By 2100, IPCC projects the global economy will be 300 
to 500% larger than it is today. Both IPCC and the Nobel-winning Yale economist, 
William Nordhaus, predict that warming of 2.5°C and 4°C would reduce gross 
domestic product (GDP) by 2% and 5% over that same period. 

We Christians need to guard our hearts and minds from the toxic culture of 
confrontation and divisiveness of this world civilization. 

Climate debate is just one of many divisive debates going on.  Others are in politics 
and gender and economy and so many more. 

The Lord has sent us into this world to reconcile all things to Christ.  We are His 
ambassadors to bring peace and healing.  We do this not only through the gospel of 
the Kingdom but we also need to do our own independent study on issues and bring 
not just love to the debate but facts and understanding. 

Above I only bring small facts about the climate debate that need to be considered... 
there are many more, far more than can be marshalled in this short blog.  The point is 
this...scripture warns us  "where there is strife there is every evil work". 

In a world of strife, don't be part of it or be influenced by the cultural memes of our 
times.  The Bible encourages us to "study", to seek knowledge and understanding and 
wisdom. 

The world culture is increasingly angry, irrational and mob driven. We cannot shut 
ourselves completely off from it but we can follow this good advice: 

Romans 12:2 "And be not conformed to this world but be ye transformed by the 
renewing of your mind that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and 
perfect will of God"  

 



     


