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To my wife, Sabine, who stopped reading the news long before I did.


And to our twins, Numa and Avi, who thankfully are still too young for all that.










You Could Have Heard a Pin Drop


On 12 April 2013 I was invited by the Guardian to talk about my book The Art of Thinking Clearly, which had just been published in English. Each week an author is given the opportunity to briefly present his or her latest book to the editorial staff, and that week the honour was mine. Then editor-in-chief Alan Rusbridger gathered his staff. The room slowly filled with journalists, until roughly fifty of them were standing in front of me with their morning coffee in their hands, murmuring and waiting for Rusbridger to introduce me. My wife had come with me, and I was squeezing her hand as I tried to keep my nerves in check. These were the brightest minds at one of the world’s most prominent newspapers, and I had been given the unique privilege of sharing with them a few of my aperçus from the world of cognitive science in the hope that one of them would write about my book. After clearing his throat, Rusbridger got to his feet and said dryly, ‘I was just on your website and noticed your new article. I’d like you to speak about that, not about your new book.’


I wasn’t prepared for this. On the tip of my tongue were various practised, hopefully convincing, well-formulated observations on The Art of Thinking Clearly, which ideally would find their way unaltered into the pages of the Guardian. I swallowed them. The article Rusbridger had found on my website listed the most important arguments against consuming precisely what these internationally respected professionals spent their days producing: the news. Throwing caution to the wind, I began to talk, serving up reason after reason for why it’s best to avoid the news. Now, instead of standing in front of fifty people well disposed to me, I was confronted by fifty opponents. Caught in the crossfire of their stares, I tried to stay as calm as possible. After twenty minutes I’d reached the end of my argument, concluding with the words, ‘Let’s be honest: what you’re doing here, ladies and gentlemen, is basically entertainment.’


Silence. You could have heard a pin drop. Rusbridger narrowed his eyes, glanced around and said, ‘I’d like us to publish Mr Dobelli’s arguments. Today.’ He turned around and left the room without saying goodbye. The journalists followed him. Nobody looked at me. Nobody said so much as a word.


Four hours later there was an abridged version of my article on the Guardian website. Before long it had accrued 450 comments from readers – the maximum the website would allow. My piece, ‘News is bad for you’, was paradoxically one of the most-read newspaper articles of the year.


 


The book you hold in your hands is based on this controversial article. But it contains far more: more reasons not to consume the news, more research on the impact of reading the news, and more tips on how we can kick the habit. Digitalisation has turned the news from a harmless form of entertainment into a weapon of mass destruction, and it’s aimed straight at our mental health. We need to get out of the way.


One thing is crucial to note here: restricting your consumption of the news doesn’t have to be a sacrifice. You’ll be richly rewarded – with more time and fresh eyes for what truly matters, what truly makes you happy.
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How I Gave Up the News: Part 1


‘Hello, my name is Rolf, and I’m a news-aholic.’ If there were self-help groups for news junkies like there are for alcoholics, that’s how I would have introduced myself to the group, hoping they would understand. That was more than ten years ago.


It all started so normally. Born into a middle-class family, I grew up with the usual news routine. If you, too, were young in the seventies, you’ll probably recognise it. Every weekday at half past six in the morning I listened as the paperboy dropped the newspaper into the letterbox by the front door. Moments later my mother opened the door a crack and snatched the paper out of the box with a practised flick of the wrist – she didn’t even have to step outside. On her way into the kitchen she divided the paper into two sections, placing one in front of my father (she decided which one) and keeping the other for herself. While we enjoyed our breakfast, my parents leafed through their respective sections, then swapped. At seven o’clock on the dot, we listened to the news bulletin on the Swiss national radio station DRS. Not long after that, my father set off for work and we children were dispatched to school. At noon the whole family gathered around the table for lunch. Afterwards, around 12.30 p.m., it was time for more radio news. Ditto at dinnertime, around 6.30. At half past seven came the highlight of the evening: Tagesschau, a current affairs programme on Swiss National TV (the BBC of Switzerland).


The news was as much a part of my life as Ovaltine at breakfast. Yet, even then, I had the vague feeling that something wasn’t right. It baffled me that the newspaper arrived in the same thickness and format every single day. The local paper, to which my parents subscribed, Luzerner Neuste Nachrichten, consisted of a one-page foreign affairs section, a one-page financial section, a two-page section on the city of Lucerne and so on. It didn’t matter how much or how little had happened the day before. In those days there were no Sunday papers in Switzerland, but the Monday edition was the same length (thirty-six pages) as the others, even though it covered two days – Saturday and Sunday. I thought that was odd. If something happened on an uneventful day it would be treated as important and given centre stage, even if on a busy day it would have been treated as unimportant. ‘I guess that’s just the way it is,’ I thought – and put it out of my mind.


As the years passed I turned into a voracious newspaper reader. At the age of seventeen this hunger for news from across the world reached its first apex. I would read any newspaper I could get my hands on from cover to cover, omitting only the sports section. As my friends whiled away their time in the woods, on the football pitch, with model aeroplanes or with girls, I spent whole Saturdays in the reading room at the library in Lucerne. The newspapers were clamped into a wooden stick so that you could hang them up on a peg and the pages wouldn’t fall out. Most of them were so big and the sticks so long and heavy that my wrist would start aching if I sat in one of the armchairs and tried to hold them, so instead I’d settle at one of the enormous desks and read it like a priest turning the pages of a Bible on the altar. I’d even have to keep standing up and leaning across the table to read the articles printed at the very top.


Every day at the same hour I’d see the same elderly gentlemen in horn-rimmed glasses and suits and ties – in arch-conservative Lucerne, people still dressed that way on the weekend – avidly reading the newspapers. These gentlemen struck me as infinitely clever, and I hoped one day I’d look as wise and well-read as them. And when I read the newspapers, that’s exactly how I felt. I fancied myself an informed young man, unimpressed by the banalities of everyday life – a high-flying intellectual. Presidents shaking hands, natural disasters, attempted coups: this was the wide world, the world that really mattered – and I felt a part of it.


When I started university my obsession with the news got pushed into the background; as a student I simply had too many books to read. But as soon as I started my first job, the news-reading urge returned with a vengeance. As financial controller for Swissair, I spent nearly every day on a plane. When the flight attendant came round with a stack of newspapers, I’d grab the lot. If I couldn’t ‘process’ all of them during the flight, I’d stuff the ones I hadn’t read into my briefcase (an angular thing with a combination lock on either side of the handle, the kind you only see these days in low-budget crime dramas, used to transport bundles of dollar bills) and finish them later in my hotel room. Reading all these international newspapers and magazines gave me a sense of near euphoria. It felt like I was shining a light on every single facet of the world every single day. I was ecstatic.
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How I Gave Up the News: Part 2


I hadn’t just fallen for newspapers, magazines, TV and radio. With the advent of the internet in the 1990s, suddenly there was even more to know. Suddenly there was everything. News poured in from every corner of the earth, comprehensive, immediate and free. I remember my first screensaver. Rather than displaying some boring bouncing triangle, it showed the latest headlines. It was called PointCast, and I could spend hours sitting in front of it: the headlines scrolled non-stop like in Times Square, but on my very own screen! Meanwhile the major newspapers and magazines were busy setting up their own websites, and many local papers followed suit. By now you were never really finished reading the news; you couldn’t be, there was always another headline to read, and by the time you had exhausted those ones, the others already had new headlines and new news.


The second and third generations of internet browsers enabled push notifications and RSS feeds. I subscribed to the lot. The newspapers offered daily newsletters. I signed up to those, too. News podcasts appeared. Couldn’t let myself miss those, could I? It felt like I had my finger on the pulse. I was ardent, intoxicated, drunk. It was like alcohol. Only, I thought, it didn’t dull your mind – it sharpened it.


In fact, the news is every bit as dangerous as alcohol. Even more so, actually, because the obstacles to boozing are much harder to overcome. Or, to put it more accurately, there are obstacles to drinking, whereas you are actively encouraged to read the news. It takes effort to buy alcohol. Time, money. Alcohol will not be delivered free to your home. If you do become an alcoholic and you’re (still) in a relationship, you may have to get creative in hiding the bottles from your partner and getting rid of them when they’re empty. Frankly, it’s a hassle. The news, however, is not. The news is everywhere, the majority of it is free, and it sidles automatically into your brain. You don’t have to store it anywhere, and there’s nothing to dispose of afterwards. These ‘negative obstacles’ are what make the news so insidious. I didn’t realise this until much later, by which time I’d spent tens of thousands of hours consuming the news. I asked myself two questions: do you understand the world better now? And: do you make better decisions? The answer in both cases was no.


Yet I still felt inexorably drawn to the overwhelming, garish parade of news, even though it was clearly making me anxious. Fragments of news reports were constantly intruding into my reality, and I was suddenly finding it difficult to read longer texts in one go. It was as though somebody had carved up my attention into tiny pieces. I started to panic that I’d never be able to recover my attention span, that I’d never again be able to assemble these fragments into a whole. Slowly, I began to detach myself from the theatre of news. I deleted the newsletters and the RSS feeds and tried to restrict myself to only a few websites. Yet even that was too much. So I scaled it down further – five sources, then four, then three, then two – and allowed myself only three visits to news sites per day. That didn’t work either. I swung from link to link like an orangutan, rapidly getting lost in the endless jungle of news. I needed a radical solution, and I needed it now. And so one day I decided: no more news. Full stop. The decision was drastic and immediate, and it worked.


Liberating myself from a news addiction took time, willpower and a readiness to experiment. Above all, I was seeking answers to the following questions: what is the news? What makes it so irresistible? What happens in our brains when we consume it? How can we be so well informed yet know so little?


Renouncing the news in such a drastic manner was particularly tough because many of my friends are journalists. They are some of the most intelligent, funny and sophisticated people I know. Moreover, they chose their profession mainly on moral grounds – to make the world a little bit better and hold those in power to account. Unfortunately, they are now trapped in an industry that has virtually nothing to do with real journalism. All this juggling of the news has made it meaningless.


Today, I’m ‘clean’. Since 2010 I’ve been entirely news-free, and I can see, feel and report first-hand the effects of this freedom: improved quality of life, clearer thinking, more valuable insights, and vastly more time. I’ve cancelled my newspaper subscriptions, stopped watching TV news, tuned out of the radio bulletins and stopped exposing myself to online news. It started out as a personal experiment, but now it’s a philosophy of life. When I ask you to give up the news, I can do so with a clear conscience. It will make your life better. And trust me: you’re not missing anything important.
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News is to the Mind What Sugar is to the Body


What exactly is the news? This is the most basic definition: ‘information on events from across the world’. A bus accident in Australia. An earthquake in Guatemala. President A is meeting President B. Actress C has divorced celebrity D. A cabinet reshuffle in Italy. A missile launch in North Korea. A record-breaking app. A man from Texas eats five kilos of live worms. An international corporation fires its CEO. An awkward tweet from a politician. There’s a new Secretary-General of the United Nations. A man stabs his grandmother. The list of candidates for the Nobel Prize. A peace agreement. A shark bites off a diver’s leg. China is building a new aircraft carrier. A bribery scandal. The European Central Bank warns of a recession. Summits of the G7, G20. Argentina is bankrupt. A businessman ends up in jail. A prime minister steps down. A coup. A shipping accident. The closing price of the Dow Jones.


Sometimes the media rather grandiosely calls these snippets of information ‘breaking news’ or ‘top world headlines’. This doesn’t change the fact that they’re largely irrelevant to your personal world. You can safely assume that the more ‘breaking’ the news, the less it actually matters to you.


 


In comparison to books, news is a recent invention. The format is barely 350 years old. There is no specific day when the news was invented. Shortly after the invention of the printing press, around 1450, pamphlets with a broad readership came into circulation. For the most part they consisted of opinion pieces, in today’s parlance, and were often religious or political propaganda. Developing in parallel to this was a private newsletter industry, which worked on a subscription basis. These newsletters were very expensive, tailored to an elite class of merchants and bankers. They reported on everything from political upheavals to harvests, both domestically and abroad, and they listed arrival times of merchant trading ships, what cargo they carried and which port they were docking at – the kind of detailed, highly specialised information you might find in a business newsletter today. The first true newspapers, which conveyed information from around the world and were intended for a wide audience, started to be circulated in the early seventeenth century. The very first was a weekly paper in Strasbourg, the Relation aller Fürnemmen und gedenckwürdigen Historien (1605), then one in the Saxon town of Wolfenbüttel. Newspaper mania leapt from Germany to Amsterdam to London and finally across all of Europe. By 1640, there were nine newspapers in Amsterdam alone. The first daily newspaper appeared in 1650, the Einkommende Zeitungen in Leipzig. A few decades later there were hundreds of dailies across Europe. The news had finally become a business. Anything that might pique readers’ interest and boost sales was considered newsworthy by the publishers, regardless of whether it was actually important. This fundamental fraud – the new being sold as the relevant – has persisted to this day. It remains the dominant model in print, online, on social media, the radio and television.
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