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On a quiet afternoon in December 2013, a woman named Justine Sacco boarded a flight from London to Cape Town. Before turning off her phone for the eleven-hour journey, she opened Twitter and posted a short message to her followers.

The tweet was meant as a joke. A clumsy one, perhaps, but the sort of remark people had been tossing around casually on social media for years.

Then she switched off her phone, and the plane took off.

Somewhere far below that aircraft, a stranger saw the message and shared it with a critical comment. Others began reposting it, expressing shock and anger. Within minutes, hundreds of people were reacting. Within an hour, thousands had joined the conversation.

By the time Sacco’s flight crossed the equator, the tweet had become a global spectacle.

Users across several continents were reposting the message, condemning it, debating it, and competing to produce the sharpest denunciation. Journalists began writing articles about the growing backlash. A hashtag began trending worldwide. Millions of people who had never heard of Justine Sacco were suddenly discussing her name.

All of this happened while she sat in seat 12A, somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean, completely unaware that anything unusual was taking place.

When the plane finally landed and passengers switched their phones back on, Sacco was greeted by hundreds of messages. Her employer had already issued a statement distancing the company from her comment. News outlets were reporting that she had been fired.

The internet had decided her fate before she even touched the ground.

At the time, the episode felt shocking, almost surreal. A single message written in seconds had travelled across the world in a matter of hours. Millions of strangers had participated in a collective wave of outrage directed at a person most of them had never met.

Yet what made the story memorable was not just the speed of the backlash. It was the strange sense that something larger had taken place, something beyond the control of any one participant.

No editor had selected the story for the front page. No television producer had chosen it as the headline of the evening news. The reaction seemed to organise itself, growing larger and louder as more people encountered the post and responded to it.

The internet had found the story on its own.

In the years that followed, similar moments began appearing with unsettling regularity. A short video posted online would trigger a sudden storm of criticism. A poorly worded comment would ignite days of argument. A photograph, stripped of its original context, would travel across the world accompanied by waves of outrage.

The pattern rarely changed.

A piece of content appeared online. Someone reacted strongly to it. Others joined the reaction. The attention expanded rapidly, often reaching audiences far removed from the original moment. Within hours, the story became a global conversation.

To the people caught at the centre of these storms, the experience often felt overwhelming and bewildering. Careers were damaged. Reputations collapsed. Entire communities sometimes became targets of online anger.

What transformed these incidents into worldwide spectacles was not simply human emotion. Anger has always been part of public life. What changed was the mechanism that distributed it.

Behind every viral controversy sits a system quietly deciding what millions of people will see next.

When someone opens a social media app, they do not encounter a neutral stream of information. Instead, they are shown a carefully ranked feed of posts selected from an enormous pool of possible content. Photos from friends compete with breaking news, political commentary, jokes, and videos from strangers.

Some posts rise to the top. Others vanish almost immediately.

The sorting happens automatically, guided by algorithms designed to keep people engaged with the platform for as long as possible. These systems learn by watching how users behave. They measure which posts attract attention, which ones provoke comments, and which ones inspire people to share them with others.

Over time, the patterns become clear.

Posts that trigger strong emotions tend to travel further than calm or neutral material. Stories framed as conflicts generate longer discussions. Content that provokes anger often spreads quickly through networks of strangers who feel compelled to respond.

From the perspective of an algorithm trained to maximise engagement, these reactions look like success.

The system does not understand the meaning of the content it promotes. It simply recognises behaviour. If a post causes people to stop scrolling, react emotionally, and pass it along, the algorithm learns that similar posts deserve greater visibility.

Little by little, the feed begins to favour the material most likely to spark a reaction.

What emerges is not a deliberate plan to promote outrage. It is a feedback loop between human instincts and machine optimisation. People respond strongly to certain kinds of content. The algorithm notices. The next wave of users sees more of the same.

Each reaction feeds the cycle.
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