
Ready to learn about media manipulation? This article traces how sensationalist techniques started from Jack 
the Ripper coverage to modern social media algorithms, examining how profit motives shaped manipulative 

media practices. I’ve analyzed Victorian newspapers, reality TV's rise during writers' strikes, regulatory 
differences between Europe and America, algorithmic manipulation mechanics, and documented societal 

impacts including addiction, polarization, and critical thinking decline.

From Jack the Ripper to TikTok: How Sensationalist 
Media Created the Manipulated Society
The path from Victorian penny dreadful papers to algorithmic manipulation wasn't accidental, it was a 
deliberate evolution driven by commercial incentives that prioritized profits over public welfare. Today's 



"sheep society" one that is addicted to divisive content and sucked-in to mass manipulation, represents the 
culmination of 135 years of media innovation designed to exploit human psychology for financial gain.

The Victorian blueprint for mass manipulation

The Jack the Ripper murders of 1888 didn't just terrorize London, they revolutionized journalism forever. 

When the killings began that autumn, newspapers discovered something extraordinary: fabricated 
sensationalism sold papers like nothing before; the penny dreadful was born. The Star newspaper's circulation 

exploded from 125,000 to nearly 300,000 copies daily, while over one million newspapers with Whitechapel 
murder coverage sold daily at the investigation's height.

The techniques pioneered during the Ripper coverage created the foundational DNA of modern media 

manipulation. Journalists routinely fabricated evidence, created false witness accounts, and most significantly, 
invented the iconic "Jack the Ripper" name through the "Dear Boss" letter, widely believed to be written by 

journalists themselves to boost circulation. Police later identified specific reporters as authors of supposed 
"Ripper letters," establishing the template for manufacturing news rather than reporting it.

This wasn't just sensationalism, it was systematic psychological manipulation. Newspapers used supernatural 

language to create an almost mythical figure, employed graphic visualizations showing mutilated bodies, and 
physically restructured their layouts to maximize shocking content. The Illustrated Police News expanded 
crime illustrations from one-third to full-page narratives, while advertisement space increased dramatically as 

businesses sought placement next to sensational content.

The measurable impact was unprecedented: Mrs. Mary Burridge allegedly "dropped dead after reading a lurid 

Ripper account," panic extended across Britain, and the first documented "copycat effect" emerged as men 
across the country claimed to be the killer. The case established that media could create rather than merely 
report reality, a power that would only grow with each technological advancement.

Television strikes and the reality manipulation boom

The transition from print to broadcast media amplified manipulation capabilities, with labor disputes serving 

as unexpected catalysts. The 1988 Writers Guild strike, lasting 153 days and costing the industry $500 million, 
forced networks to discover something revolutionary: unscripted content was cheaper, more profitable, and 

potentially more manipulative than traditional programming.

Fox's "COPS" debuted directly because of the strike—creators had pitched the concept for years until Fox 
desperately needed content requiring "no actors, host, script, or writers." At approximately $200,000 per 

episode compared to $1.5-5 million for scripted shows, reality TV offered extraordinary profit margins. More 
importantly, it normalized surveillance, conflict, and emotional manipulation as entertainment.

MTV's "The Real World," premiering in 1992, perfected the template: 24/7 filming with "confessional" 
interviews that encouraged participants to perform increasingly dramatic versions of themselves. While not 
directly caused by strikes, it emerged from the same economic logic—maximum drama for minimum cost. The 

show's creators explicitly designed scenarios to generate conflict, establishing the psychological manipulation 
techniques that would later be automated through social media algorithms.



The 2007-2008 writers' strike triggered an even more significant transformation. Networks launched over 100 
unscripted shows, including "Keeping Up with the Kardashians," while established reality programs received 

supersized seasons. The strike demonstrated that audiences would accept—and become addicted to—
increasingly artificial "reality" programming that prioritized emotional manipulation over authentic 

storytelling.

Government propaganda gets legal approval

The most significant yet under-examined media manipulation expansion occurred in 2012 with the Smith-
Mundt Modernization Act. For 64 years, the original 1948 Smith-Mundt Act had prohibited the domestic 
dissemination of government propaganda materials created for foreign audiences—a safeguard designed to 

protect Americans from their own government's psychological operations.

The 2012 modification, signed by President Obama with bipartisan support, removed this prohibition 

entirely. While maintaining weak "upon request" language, legal experts noted that the restrictions were 
"rendered irrelevant by carve-outs" that allowed information about "operations, policies, programs, or program 
material" to be made available to "media, public, or Congress."

Northwestern University Law Review's analysis found the act "stripped the Smith-Mundt Act of all meaningful 
restrictions on domestic dissemination" and created potential for "enormous power to anonymously 
disseminate programming within the United States." The change occurred with minimal public debate, 

representing a fundamental shift from the Cold War principle that American citizens should be protected from 
their own government's propaganda.

This legal framework enables covert influence through third-party distribution—government materials can be 
rebroadcast by private media without attribution, while subscription agreements circumvent "upon request" 
requirements. The timing was crucial: just as social media was creating unprecedented manipulation 

capabilities, legal restrictions on government information warfare were quietly eliminated.

European accountability versus American manipulation

The contrast between European and American media regulation reveals how different legal frameworks shape 
manipulation potential. European countries maintain significantly higher financial liability for journalists 

through both civil and criminal penalties, creating natural deterrents to false reporting.

In Germany, journalists face up to five years imprisonment for defamation, while France imposes fines up to 
€75,000 plus potential imprisonment. The UK's libel system places the burden of proof on defendants to prove 

truth, with "loser pays" legal costs creating powerful incentives for accuracy. These systems demonstrate that 
journalist accountability is technically feasible but was deliberately avoided in the American context.

The 2024 EU Anti-SLAPP Directive and Media Freedom Act represent recognition that accountability 
frameworks had gone too far, but they maintain the principle that journalists should face meaningful 
consequences for harmful false reporting. Meanwhile, the US First Amendment's "actual malice" standard, 

while protecting legitimate journalism, also shields systematic manipulation operations that exploit 
constitutional protections.



This regulatory gap becomes critical in the digital age, where American social media platforms operate globally 
while avoiding the accountability mechanisms that constrain traditional media in most developed nations. The 

result is a system where manipulation is legally protected as long as it's distributed through digital 
platforms rather than traditional broadcast or print media.

The algorithmic manipulation revolution

Social media platforms completed the transformation from passive consumption to active behavioral 

modification. Unlike previous media that influenced opinion through content, algorithmic systems directly 
manipulate behavior by exploiting psychological vulnerabilities at unprecedented scale and precision.

The technical capabilities are extraordinary: Meta's Facebook uses over 100 prediction models analyzing 

thousands of behavioral signals to determine content visibility. Google's advertising ecosystem harvests search 
queries, location data, purchase history, and social connections to create detailed psychological profiles. These 

systems enable what Harvard's Shoshana Zuboff terms "surveillance capitalism"—the systematic extraction of 
human behavioral data for conversion into prediction products sold to advertisers and influence buyers.

The manipulation operates through several documented mechanisms:

PRIME content amplification: Algorithms systematically promote Prestigious, Ingroup, Moral, and 
Emotional information because it generates higher engagement, regardless of accuracy
Engagement optimization: Platforms prioritize content that provokes anger, outrage, and fear because 
these emotions drive continued usage
Microtargeting: Psychographic profiles enable personalized manipulation messages delivered to specific 
demographic segments
Intermittent reward schedules: Variable reinforcement patterns create addiction-like engagement 
behaviors

Research confirms these systems' effectiveness: when Facebook users switched from algorithmic to 
chronological feeds, political and untrustworthy content exposure increased, but user engagement 

significantly decreased—proving the algorithms were successfully manipulating consumption patterns.

The manufactured crisis of democratic discourse

The current societal impacts represent the culmination of this 135-year evolution. Research documents 
measurable degradation across every aspect of civic society:

Social Media Addiction: 210 million people worldwide suffer from social media and internet addiction, with 

40% of young adults reporting addiction-level usage. Users spend an average 2 hours 31 minutes daily on social 
media, with 46% of teens online "almost constantly"—doubled from 24% in 2014.

Political Polarization: Only two news sources are trusted by more than 33% of Republicans, while 13 sources 
reach that threshold among Democrats. No single source is trusted by more than 50% of all adults, creating 
completely separate information ecosystems. Facebook experiments proved that platform abstinence 

"significantly reduced polarization of views on policy issues."



Critical Thinking Decline: Meta-analysis of 60+ studies shows a 10-15% average decline in deductive reasoning, 
inference making, and evaluating arguments over 30 years. Forty-five percent of college students show no 

significant gains in critical thinking over four-year degrees, while 25% fewer youth engage in critical thinking 
activities compared to a decade ago.

Social Fragmentation: Mathematical models identify critical thresholds where increased connectivity 
paradoxically increases fragmentation through social balance dynamics. Users now engage with 6.7 different 
platforms monthly, increasingly moving to ideologically compatible environments that reduce cross-group 

interaction.

The attention economy's endgame

Today's manipulation ecosystem represents the maturation of techniques pioneered during the Jack the 
Ripper coverage. Where Victorian newspapers fabricated letters to sell papers, modern platforms use artificial 

intelligence to create personalized manipulation campaigns. Where reality TV normalized surveillance and 
conflict as entertainment, social media algorithms automatically generate the most divisive content possible.

The business model remains identical: exploit human psychology to capture attention, then monetize that 

attention through advertising and influence sales. However, the scale and precision have achieved levels the 
Victorian sensationalists never imagined.

Modern influence operations demonstrate the system's capabilities: Russian campaigns during the 2016 

election reached 140 million Americans monthly through content specifically designed to exploit algorithmic 
amplification. The 2024 "Operation Overload" used AI-generated content and impersonation of trusted media 

organizations to inject false narratives into mainstream discourse. Oxford Internet Institute research found 
organized social media manipulation campaigns in 81 countries, with 76 using disinformation for political 
campaigns.

Breaking the manipulation cycle

The evidence reveals a deliberate progression from Victorian sensationalism to algorithmic behavioral 

modification. Each technological advancement—from penny papers to television to social media—increased 
manipulation capabilities while reducing public awareness of the techniques being used.

The solution requires recognizing that current media manipulation isn't a byproduct of technological 
progress but its intended outcome. Platforms could easily prioritize accuracy over engagement, implement 
meaningful transparency, and design systems that enhance rather than degrade democratic discourse. 

European accountability frameworks prove that journalist responsibility is achievable without destroying 
press freedom.

The choice facing society is stark: continue accepting manipulation systems designed to exploit cognitive 
vulnerabilities for commercial profit, or demand media technologies that serve human flourishing rather than 
corporate surveillance capitalism. The Jack the Ripper coverage taught us that fabricated sensationalism sells 

papers. 135 years later, we're still buying what they're selling, only now the product being sold is our own 
capacity for rational democratic participation.



The "sheep society" wasn't created by accident. It was engineered through systematic exploitation of human 
psychology, refined across generations of media innovation, and perfected through algorithmic systems that 

would astonish the Victorian newspaper publishers who started this manipulation revolution. Understanding 
this history is the first step toward reclaiming agency in an information environment designed to eliminate it.


