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Chapter 5
You'lube as a
counterfeit university

here’s a man on YouTube who can teach you to fix a

washing machine, perform emergency surgery on a goldfish,

and explain why the moon landing was obviously staged in a
Nevada car park.

He has seventeen million subscribers and the confidence of a univer-
sity chancellor announcing the cricket results.

The fact that he’s wrong about roughly eighty-seven percent of every-
thing he says has not diminished his authority one jot.

This, I suspect, tells us something important about our current relation-
ship with knowledge. Something that would make Terry Pratchett
chuckle darkly whilst Douglas Adams reached for his towel.

Welcome to the counterfeit university, where confidence has been
successfully rebranded as competence, and the algorithm has appointed
itself Dean of Everything.
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THE SEDUCTIVE INTELLIGENCE OF
ALGORITHMS

The first time YouTube suggested a video I actually needed to watch, I
felt a small thrill of recognition. How did it know I was renovating my
bathroom? How did it divine that I required precisely this tutorial on
grouting technique at exactly this moment?

It felt like intelligence. It felt like a mind that understood my mind.

Of course, it wasn’t intelligence at all. It was pattern matching dressed
up in the evening wear of artificial wisdom. A cosmic game of Snap,
played with my digital breadcrumbs and the aggregated bathroom
disasters of millions of other humans.

But here’s the peculiar thing—knowing this didn’t make the feeling go
away.

The algorithm continued to feel intelligent because it was doing some-
thing that intelligence appears to do: it was making useful connections
between disparate pieces of information. The fact that these connec-
tions were made by statistical probability rather than understanding
seems, from a practical standpoint, almost irrelevant.

This is where things start to get philosophically wobbly.

I’d spent decades learning to distinguish between genuine expertise
and mere authority, between knowledge and information, between
understanding and regurgitation. But YouTube’s algorithm bypassed all
these careful distinctions by doing something much more primitive and
effective.

It gave me what [ wanted before I’d quite realised I wanted it.

This creates a fascinating cognitive illusion. When something antici-
pates your needs accurately, your brain mistakes this anticipation for
insight. When something provides solutions to problems you haven’t
yet articulated, it feels like wisdom.
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But here’s what I didn’t immediately grasp: the same mechanism that
made YouTube feel intelligent when recommending grouting tutorials
was also at work when it suggested videos about chemtrails, vaccine
conspiracies, and the secret lizard people running the Melbourne
Cricket Ground.

The algorithm doesn’t distinguish between useful knowledge and
attractive nonsense. It only cares about engagement—how long you
watch, how often you click, how thoroughly you tumble down what-
ever rabbit hole it’s constructed for your particular psychological
profile.

This is how YouTube became a counterfeit university: by feeling
educational whilst systematically undermining the basic epistemolog-
ical hygiene that makes education actually useful.

THE CONFIDENCE TRAP

There’s a particular type of YouTube educator who speaks with the
unwavering confidence of a GPS device directing you into a lake.

You know the type. They never use qualifiers like ‘might be’ or ‘it’s
possible that’ or ‘the current evidence suggests’. They don’t acknowl-
edge uncertainty or complexity. They speak in declarative sentences
that brook no argument, delivered with the crisp authority of someone
reading the evening news.

“The truth about coffee will shock you!’
‘This one exercise will fix your back forever!’
“‘Scientists hate this simple trick!’

The curious thing is how convincing this confidence feels, even when
your rational mind knows it’s performing confidence rather than
demonstrating competence.

I wonder if this taps into something quite primitive in our psycholog-
ical wiring. For most of human history, confident people often were
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competent people—or at least, competent enough to be worth listening
to in a crisis. Doubt and hedging were luxuries you couldn’t afford
when the sabre-toothed tiger was bearing down on the campfire.

But we’re no longer living in a world where confidence correlates reli-
ably with competence. In fact, we might be living in a world where
confidence correlates more reliably with the willingness to oversim-
plify complex problems for algorithmic consumption.

Real experts tend to be annoyingly aware of the limitations of their
knowledge. They hedge. They qualify. They say things like ‘it
depends’ and ‘we’re still learning about this’ and ‘more research is
needed’.

None of which makes for particularly engaging YouTube content.

So the algorithm, in its relentless pursuit of engagement, gradually
selects for people who are willing to sound certain about uncertain
things. It rewards oversimplification. It punishes nuance. It turns the
normal relationship between confidence and competence completely
upside down.

This creates what I can only describe as an epistemological Gresham’s
law: fake certainty drives out real knowledge.

The YouTube educator who admits they don’t have all the answers gets
buried in the search results. The one who promises to reveal ‘the
shocking truth they don’t want you to know’ gets millions of views and
a verified checkmark.

Which brings us to a rather uncomfortable possibility: What if the
problem isn’t just that YouTube rewards confidence over competence?
What if it’s that we’ve collectively become unable to distinguish
between the two?
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THE EMOTIONAL MECHANICS OF
CLICKBAIT

Let me share a small confession. I once spent forty-three minutes
watching a video titled “Why Everything You Know About Sleep Is
Wrong’, presented by a man whose qualifications appeared to consist
entirely of having a very expensive camera and the ability to speak
without blinking.

I knew, even as | was watching, that this was probably nonsense. My
rational mind was firing off little warning flares: ‘Citation needed!’
‘Where’s the peer review?’ ‘This sounds suspiciously like the sort of
thing someone would say if they were trying to sell you a sleep optimi-
sation course!’

And yet, I kept watching.

This is the peculiar genius of clickbait—it doesn’t need to convince
your rational mind. It only needs to hijack your emotional one.

The title ‘Why Everything You Know About Sleep Is Wrong’ is doing
several things simultaneously, all of them rather sneaky.

First, it’s creating intellectual insecurity. It’s suggesting that you,
despite being a reasonably intelligent adult who has successfully oper-
ated your own sleep cycle for several decades, have been doing it
incorrectly this entire time.

Second, it’s promising resolution. Not only are you wrong about
sleep, but this video will reveal the secret that will make you
right.

Third, it’s implying conspiracy. The reason everything you know is
wrong isn’t because sleep science is complex and evolving—it’s
because ‘they’ (whoever ‘they’ are) have been deliberately misleading
you.

And fourth, it’s offering social differentiation. By watching this video,
you’ll know something that most people don’t. You’ll be part of the
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enlightened minority who have seen through the conventional sleep
wisdom.

All of this happens below the threshold of conscious reasoning. Your
prefrontal cortex might be sceptical, but your limbic system is already
reaching for the mouse.

This is why clickbait works so effectively, even on people who ought
to know better. It’s not trying to convince you of anything specific—
it’s trying to create an emotional state in which clicking feels like the
most natural thing in the world.

The emotional formula is remarkably consistent across different types
of content:

Anxiety + Promise of Resolution + Hint of Forbidden Knowledge +
Social Differentiation = Click.

What makes this particularly insidious is that it mimics the emotional
experience of learning something genuinely important. The feeling you
get from clicking on ‘This Ancient Grain Will Revolutionise Your
Health’ is remarkably similar to the feeling you might get from reading
about a genuine medical breakthrough.

Your nervous system can’t tell the difference between useful knowl-
edge and attractive misinformation—they both trigger the same reward
pathways, the same sense of intellectual satisfaction, the same little hit
of dopamine that says, ‘good job, you learned something today’.

Which raises a rather disturbing question: If fake knowledge feels the
same as real knowledge, how do we know when we’re learning and
when we’re just being entertained?

WHEN YOUR NERVOUS SYSTEM STAGES A
REBELLION

There’s a particular feeling you get about twenty minutes into a
YouTube rabbit hole. A vague sense that something isn’t quite right. A
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growing unease that sits somewhere between your chest and your
stomach, like intellectual indigestion.

Your conscious mind might still be engaged with the content—nodding
along to the presenter’s confident assertions about the hidden dangers
of tap water or the secret history of the Federal Reserve. But some
deeper part of you has started to fidget.

This, I think, is your nervous system staging a quiet rebellion.

Your rational mind has been temporarily overwhelmed by the algo-
rithmic equivalent of a sonic boom—so much information, delivered
with such confidence, supported by so many apparently credible
graphs and statistics and testimonials. But your body, which has no
investment in intellectual consistency or social signalling, has begun to
register that something is amiss.

The presenter sounds authoritative, but there’s something slightly off
about their cadence. The information feels important, but it’s being
delivered in bite-sized chunks that don’t quite connect to each other.
The promises are grand, but they’re always just vague enough to avoid
specific falsification.

Your nervous system, evolved over millions of years to detect when
something claiming to be helpful might actually be dangerous, starts
sending up subtle warning signals.

The trouble is, we’ve been trained to override these signals in favour of
rational analysis. We tell ourselves that our uneasiness is just close-
mindedness, that our scepticism is just intellectual snobbery, that our
gut instinct is less reliable than the confident man on the screen with
his impressive-looking charts.

But what if our gut instinct is picking up on something our rational
mind has missed?

What if that vague unease is your nervous system correctly identifying
the difference between information that’s designed to help you under-
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stand something and information that’s designed to keep you
watching?

I’ve started paying attention to this feeling—this subtle sense that
something is performing knowledge rather than sharing it. And I’ve
noticed something curious: it shows up most reliably when I'm
watching content that feels educational but is actually optimised for
engagement.

Real educational content often makes you work a bit. It presents infor-
mation that connects to other information. It acknowledges complexity
and uncertainty. It might even be slightly boring in places because it’s
prioritising accuracy over entertainment.

Counterfeit educational content, by contrast, is relentlessly stimulating.
Every sentence is designed to keep you hooked. Every fact is presented
as mind-blowing. Every revelation builds toward the next click, the
next video, the next thrilling exposure of conventional wisdom.

Your nervous system, bless it, can tell the difference. It knows when
it’s being educated and when it’s being sold something, even when
your conscious mind has been temporarily dazzled by confident
presentation and impressive graphics.

The question is whether we’re willing to listen to it.

THE DEMOCRATISATION PARADOX

Here’s where things get properly complicated, in the way that makes
philosophers reach for strong coffee and contemplate career changes.

Because YouTube isn’t entirely wrong about traditional education
being flawed. Universities can be elitist, expensive, and remarkably
resistant to innovation. Textbooks do cost a fortune and become obso-
lete before the ink is dry. Professors can be brilliant researchers who
couldn’t explain quantum mechanics to a quantum physicist, let alone
to someone trying to understand it for the first time.
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The promise of democratised knowledge is genuinely appealing. Why
shouldn’t a carpenter in Cairns be able to learn advanced mathematics
from someone who actually knows how to teach it? Why shouldn’t a
grandmother in Geelong have access to the same historical insights that
cost university students thousands of dollars and three years of their
lives?

And indeed, some of the most brilliant explanations I’ve ever encoun-
tered have come from YouTube educators who care more about clarity
than credentials, who’ve thought deeply about how to make complex
ideas accessible without making them simplistic.

The problem is that YouTube can’t distinguish between these genuine
educators and the confidence merchants who’ve learned to mimic the
surface features of educational content whilst hollowing out everything
that makes education actually useful.

This creates what [ can only call the democratisation paradox. The
same technology that makes genuine expertise more accessible also
makes fake expertise more convincing. The same algorithm that can
connect you with brilliant teachers can also lead you down increasingly
elaborate paths of misinformation.

And here’s the really maddening part: the fake expertise often looks
more professional than the real thing.

The genuine university professor, recording lectures in their cluttered
office with questionable lighting and audio quality, competes for atten-
tion with the wellness guru in their professional studio, complete with
branded graphics and dramatic music stings.

The algorithm, being fundamentally indifferent to truth but highly
attentive to production values and engagement metrics, gradually tilts
the playing field toward content that looks and sounds authoritative
rather than content that actually is authoritative.

We end up with a counterfeit university that’s more polished, more
confident, and more entertaining than the real thing—but which
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systematically undermines the basic epistemological habits that make
education valuable in the first place.

It’s like having a fake Ferrari that goes faster than a real Ferrari but has
no brakes and occasionally explodes.

THE ATTENTION ECONOMY’S
RELATIONSHIP WITH TRUTH

I need to tell you about a moment that crystallised something impor-
tant for me about how YouTube shapes our relationship with
knowledge.

I was researching treatments for depression—not for any client, just
trying to stay current with developments in my field. I’d found several
excellent videos by actual psychiatrists and psychologists, presenting
current evidence-based approaches with appropriate hedging and
acknowledgment of uncertainty.

They were getting a few hundred views each.

Then YouTube suggested a video titled ‘The Depression Cure Big
Pharma Doesn’t Want You to Know’, which turned out to be forty-
seven minutes of a former accountant explaining why depression was
actually caused by insufficient exposure to morning sunlight and could
be cured entirely through breathing exercises.

It had 2.3 million views.

Now, I want to be clear here. Morning sunlight and breathing exercises
can indeed be helpful for some people dealing with depression. But the
gulf between ‘potentially helpful as part of a comprehensive approach’
and ‘the cure Big Pharma doesn’t want you to know’ is roughly the
size of the Bass Strait.

What struck me wasn’t just that the misinformation was getting more
views than the accurate information. It was that the misinformation
was more engaging precisely because it was misinformation.
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The real experts couldn’t promise a simple cure because no simple cure
exists. They couldn’t demonise pharmaceutical companies because the
evidence on antidepressants is complex and nuanced. They couldn’t
offer revolutionary insights because the current understanding of
depression, while constantly evolving, doesn’t contain any shocking
secrets that psychiatrists are hiding from the public.

In other words, the truth was handicapped in the attention economy by
being true.

This is where YouTube’s model becomes genuinely problematic for the
health of public knowledge. It’s not just that false information can
spread quickly—that’s always been true. It’s that false information has
structural advantages over true information in an environment opti-
mised for engagement.

False information can be simpler, more dramatic, more emotionally
satisfying, and more socially bonding than true information. It can
offer certainty where genuine expertise can only offer probability. It
can promise transformation where science can only suggest gradual
improvement.

And because YouTube’s recommendation algorithm is essentially opti-
mised to keep people watching rather than to help them learn, it gradu-
ally selects for content that’s engaging rather than content that’s
accurate.

The result is a kind of epistemic Darwinism—but one where fitness is
determined by clicks rather than correspondence to reality.

Which brings us to perhaps the most unsettling aspect of YouTube’s
role as a counterfeit university: it’s not trying to teach us false things.
It’s simply indifferent to the distinction between true and false, in
much the same way that water is indifferent to the distinction between
valuable objects and worthless objects when it’s flowing downbhill.

The algorithm follows the gradient of human attention, and it turns out
that gradient doesn’t necessarily lead toward truth.
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THE NEW DIGITAL DEFERENCE

Something curious has happened to the way we relate to authority in
the age of YouTube. We’ve replaced the old deference to institutional
credentials with a new deference to algorithmic recommendation.

I used to respect information because it came from universities, peer-
reviewed journals, or recognised experts in their fields. Now I find
myself giving credence to information because it appeared in my
recommended videos, or because it has a certain number of views, or
because it was presented with sufficiently confident production
values.

This shift happened so gradually I didn’t notice it at first. But at some
point, my unconscious reasoning changed from ‘this must be reliable
because it’s published in a reputable journal’ to ‘this must be valuable
because YouTube’s algorithm thought I should see it’.

Which is, when you think about it, completely barmy.

YouTube’s algorithm knows nothing about truth, accuracy, or my
actual educational needs. It knows about my clicking behaviour, my
viewing patterns, and my demographic profile. It knows what I’ve
watched and what people similar to me tend to watch. But it has no
idea whether any of this information will make me wiser, happier, or
better informed.

And yet, there’s something seductive about algorithmic curation that
institutional curation never quite managed. When YouTube recom-
mends a video, it feels personalised. It feels like the algorithm under-
stands my specific interests and learning style in a way that, say, a
university curriculum never could.

The old institutions said: ‘Here’s what an educated person should
know.” YouTube says: ‘Here’s what someone like you might find inter-
esting.” And in our individualistic age, the second message feels more
respectful, more democratic, more aligned with our personal
autonomy.
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But what if personalisation and education are fundamentally at odds
with each other?

What if learning things that challenge your existing beliefs, that force
you outside your comfort zone, that require sustained effort rather than
immediate gratification, is precisely what makes education valuable?

What if the algorithm’s attempt to give us what we want is systemati-
cally preventing us from discovering what we need?

This is perhaps the most subtle way that YouTube functions as a coun-
terfeit university. It mimics the experience of learning whilst gradually
training us to confuse preference with knowledge, comfort with
understanding, and algorithmic recommendation with educational
value.

We end up more confident about our beliefs but less capable of exam-
ining them. More informed about topics that confirm our existing
worldview but less curious about perspectives that might challenge it.

It’s education without education’s most important feature: the system-
atic cultivation of intellectual humility.

THE LIBERATION AND THE TRAP

And yet—and this is where | have to be honest about my own compli-
cated relationship with YouTube’s educational ecosystem—there’s
genuine liberation in being able to learn about things that traditional
institutions never thought to teach.

Where else could I have learned to repair a vintage camera, understand
the history of Vietnamese coffee culture, or appreciate the mathemat-
ical beauty of fractals—all in the same afternoon, all taught by people
who clearly love their subjects and have spent years figuring out how
to explain them clearly?

YouTube has democratised not just access to information, but access to
passionate, skilled teachers who might never have found their way into
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traditional educational institutions but who have profound knowledge
and genuine gifts for communication.

The craftsman who’s spent thirty years perfecting traditional wood-
working techniques. The autodidact historian who’s become an expert
on obscure medieval trade routes. The former engineer who can
explain complex physics concepts with clarity that puts most university
lecturers to shame.

These voices add genuine richness to the educational landscape. They
represent forms of knowledge and ways of knowing that the formal
academy often overlooks or undervalues.

But here’s the trap: YouTube makes no distinction between these
genuine educators and the enthusiastic amateurs who’ve confused
having an opinion with having expertise. The algorithm treats them all
equally, because it’s optimising for engagement rather than for the
quality or accuracy of the information being shared.

So alongside the brilliant woodworker and the insightful historian, you
get the confident charlatan explaining why everything mainstream
medicine knows about nutrition is wrong, why climate scientists are
part of a global conspiracy, why you can cure cancer with positive
thinking and essential oils.

And because the charlatans often understand engagement better than
the genuine educators—they’ve studied the emotional mechanics of
clickbait, they know how to create parasocial relationships with their
audiences, they’re willing to make bold claims that genuine experts
can’t ethically make—they often get more views, more subscribers,
more algorithmic amplification.

This creates a particularly modern form of Gresham’s law: in an atten-
tion economy, bad information drives out good information because
bad information is often more entertaining than good information.

We’re left with a peculiar educational landscape where genuinely valu-
able learning sits side by side with elaborate misinformation, where
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brilliant insights compete for attention with dangerous nonsense, where
the same platform that can teach you advanced calculus can also
convince you that vaccines contain microchips.

And the algorithm, bless its silicon heart, can’t tell the difference.

WHAT WE'VE LOST AND WHAT WE'VE
GAINED

Living through this transformation has been like watching the demoli-
tion of a familiar building whilst simultaneously marvelling at the
fascinating architecture taking its place.

What we’ve lost is a shared sense of what constitutes reliable knowl-
edge. The old gatekeepers—universities, peer review, traditional media
—were flawed and often exclusionary. But they did provide a kind of
epistemic stability. You might disagree with the experts, but you gener-
ally knew who the experts were.

We’ve also lost the experience of sustained, sequential learning.
Universities, for all their faults, did insist that you learn algebra before
calculus, that you understand historical context before historical inter-
pretation, that you grapple with basic concepts before moving on to
advanced ones.

YouTube’s model of learning is more like intellectual fast food: imme-
diately gratifying, endlessly varied, but lacking the nutritional value
that comes from sustained engagement with difficult ideas.

What we’ve gained is accessibility, variety, and personalisation on a
scale that would have been unimaginable twenty years ago. We’ve
gained access to forms of knowledge that traditional institutions never
thought to preserve or share. We’ve gained the ability to learn at our
own pace, in our own time, about things we’re genuinely curious
about.

We’ve also gained something more subtle but perhaps more important:
evidence that learning doesn’t have to be boring, that complex ideas
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can be explained clearly, that education can be joyful rather than
dutiful.

Some of the most creative, engaging, and genuinely educational
content I’ve ever encountered has come from YouTube creators
who’ve spent years figuring out how to make difficult concepts acces-
sible without dumbing them down.

The challenge is learning to navigate this landscape without losing our
epistemic bearings. How do we take advantage of the genuine educa-
tional opportunities that YouTube offers whilst avoiding the intellectual
quicksand of misinformation and overconfident nonsense?

How do we distinguish between creators who are sharing genuine
expertise and creators who are performing expertise? Between infor-
mation that’s designed to help us understand something and informa-
tion that’s designed to keep us clicking?

Between education and infotainment wearing educational drag?

These questions matter because YouTube isn’t going away. If anything,
it’s becoming more sophisticated, more persuasive, more adept at
mimicking the surface features of real education whilst systematically
undermining the deeper habits of mind that make education valuable.

Which brings us to the bigger question lurking behind all of this: if
YouTube is a counterfeit university, what does that make us? And what
are we actually learning in its digital halls?

THE STRANGE ALCHEMY OF AMATEUR
EXPERTISE
There’s a particular moment that occurs somewhere around video

number seven of any YouTube research session. You start to feel like
an expert.

Not a real expert, obviously. But a sort of YouTube expert. Someone
who’s absorbed enough surface-level information about a topic to hold
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their own in casual conversation, to identify the key terms and
concepts, to recognise the major schools of thought.

It’s a seductive feeling. You’ve gone from knowing nothing about
quantum computing to having opinions about quantum computing in
less than two hours. You can now explain the basic principles to
someone else, recommend specific videos, even spot obvious miscon-
ceptions when you encounter them.

This is YouTube’s most impressive magic trick: the speed with which it
can transform complete ignorance into confident familiarity.

But here’s what’s interesting—and slightly alarming—about this trans-
formation. The knowledge you’ve gained is real, but it’s also funda-
mentally different from the knowledge you might gain through more
traditional educational methods.

YouTube knowledge tends to be broad rather than deep, confident
rather than cautious, impressive rather than useful. It’s knowledge
that’s optimised for social sharing rather than practical application.
Knowledge that makes you feel smart rather than knowledge that actu-
ally makes you smarter.

It’s also knowledge without context. You know that quantum
computers use superposition and entanglement, but you have no sense
of how long it took scientists to develop these concepts, what false
starts and dead ends they encountered, why certain approaches were
abandoned, how current understanding connects to broader theoretical
frameworks.

In other words, you have information about quantum computing, but
you don’t have the kind of deep, connected understanding that would
allow you to think creatively about quantum computing problems, to
spot genuine breakthroughs, to distinguish between promising research
and hyped nonsense.

This distinction matters more than you might think. Because the
feeling of understanding something and actually understanding some-
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thing are remarkably similar from the inside. Both produce confidence,
both create a sense of intellectual satisfaction, both make you feel like
you could explain the topic to someone else.

The difference only becomes apparent when you try to use your knowl-
edge for something beyond social conversation—when you try to solve
actual problems, make practical decisions, or evaluate new information
in the field.

This is where YouTube’s educational model runs into its deepest limi-
tations. It’s excellent at creating the experience of learning, but much
less reliable at creating the reality of learning.

And because most of us never get the chance to test our YouTube-
acquired knowledge against real-world problems, we can go years
feeling like we understand things that we actually only understand at
the most superficial level.

This creates a kind of intellectual inflation—we feel more knowledge-
able than we actually are about an increasingly wide range of topics.
Which might not matter much if we stick to dinner party conversations
about quantum computing.

But it becomes problematic when we start making decisions based on
this pseudo-expertise. When we feel confident enough to ignore
medical advice, dismiss scientific consensus, or vote based on our
YouTube-informed understanding of complex policy issues.

The counterfeit university doesn’t just give us counterfeit knowledge.
It gives us counterfeit confidence in that knowledge. Which might be
the most dangerous thing of all.

THE ALGORITHM’S UNINTENDED
CURRICULUM
If YouTube is a university, what exactly is it teaching us? Not just in

terms of explicit content, but in terms of the deeper patterns of thinking
and relating that we absorb through repeated exposure?
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I suspect YouTube’s hidden curriculum includes some lessons we
might not have consciously signed up for.

Lesson one: Complex problems have simple solutions that experts
don’t want you to know about. This is the foundational myth of
YouTube education—the idea that every field contains obvious truths
that have been overlooked or suppressed by people with vested inter-
ests in maintaining the status quo.

Lesson two: Confidence is more important than competence. The most
successful YouTube educators are often not the most knowledgeable,
but the most willing to speak with absolute certainty about uncertain
things.

Lesson three: Learning should be entertaining, and if it’s not entertain-
ing, it’s probably not worth learning. This creates an expectation that
education should always be immediately engaging, never difficult or
boring, never require sustained effort or frustrating periods of
confusion.

Lesson four: Your personal interest is a more reliable guide to what
you should learn than any institutional curriculum or expert recommen-
dation. The algorithm teaches us to follow our intellectual appetites
rather than challenging ourselves with ideas that might be nutritious
but less immediately palatable.

Lesson five: The most important knowledge is secret knowledge—
information that’s hidden, suppressed, or ignored by mainstream
sources. This creates a systematic bias toward conspiracy thinking and
contrarian positions.

None of these lessons are explicitly taught, but they’re implicit in the
structure of how YouTube delivers information. They’re what you
learn from the medium, regardless of what any particular video is
trying to teach you.

And these lessons, taken together, create a particular stance toward
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knowledge that’s almost perfectly designed to make people more confi-
dent and less wise.

More confident because YouTube constantly reinforces the idea that
understanding complex issues is easier than experts pretend. Less wise
because it systematically undermines the intellectual virtues—humility,
patience, tolerance for uncertainty—that actually enable good thinking
about difficult problems.

This is perhaps the most troubling aspect of YouTube’s role as an
educational platform. It’s not just that it sometimes spreads misinfor-
mation. It’s that it shapes how we approach the task of learning itself,
often in ways that make us less capable of distinguishing between good
information and bad information.

It trains us to expect quick answers to complex questions, simple solu-
tions to difficult problems, and confident assertions rather than careful
reasoning. It rewards intellectual shortcuts over intellectual discipline.

And because this training happens gradually, through repeated expo-
sure to a particular style of information delivery, we often don’t notice
it happening. We just find ourselves becoming more impatient with
nuance, more attracted to certainty, more suspicious of expertise.

Which is, when you think about it, the exact opposite of what a good
education should do.

WHEN ENTERTAINMENT MASQUERADES AS
ENLIGHTENMENT

Let me tell you about the most seductive video I’ve ever watched. It
was called something like, ‘The Hidden Mathematics of the Universe’,
and it promised to reveal the profound mathematical patterns under-
lying everything from flower petals to galaxy formations.

The production values were extraordinary. Gorgeous visualisations,
sweeping orchestral music, a narrator with a voice like warm honey
reading poetry about the cosmic significance of the golden ratio.
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I watched the entire forty-three-minute video completely transfixed. By
the end, I felt like I’d been granted a profound insight into the funda-
mental nature of reality. I felt educated, enlightened, slightly superior
to people who hadn’t yet discovered these cosmic truths.

It took me several days to realise that I’d learned almost nothing.

Oh, I’d encountered some interesting facts about mathematical patterns
in nature. But the video had presented these facts in such a way as to
suggest mystical significance rather than scientific understanding. It
had confused correlation with causation, pattern-recognition with
profound meaning, mathematical description with mathematical
explanation.

Most importantly, it had made me feel like I understood something
deep about mathematics and nature whilst actually making me less
capable of thinking clearly about either.

This is YouTube’s most sophisticated trick: the creation of educational
entertainment that produces the emotional experience of learning
without the intellectual substance of learning.

It’s not exactly misinformation—most of the facts presented were tech-
nically accurate. But they were arranged in such a way as to suggest
connections and implications that weren’t actually supported by the
evidence.

The result was something that felt profound but was actually just
profoundly confusing. Something that masqueraded as science educa-
tion whilst systematically undermining scientific thinking.

And because the emotional experience was so satisfying—that feeling
of cosmic insight, of hidden patterns revealed, of being let in on the
universe’s secrets—I wanted to believe it. Part of me still wants to
believe it, despite knowing better.

This is where YouTube’s educational content becomes genuinely trou-
bling. Not because it’s deliberately deceptive, but because it’s struc-
tured in a way that makes deception unnecessary. The medium itself
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encourages a particular kind of thinking that privileges emotional satis-
faction over intellectual rigor.

Real education is often somewhat unsatisfying in the short term. It
raises more questions than it answers. It complicates rather than
simplifies. It requires sustained effort and provides delayed grati-
fication.

YouTube education, by contrast, is optimised for immediate satisfac-
tion. It provides answers rather than better questions. It simplifies
rather than complicates. It offers the feeling of understanding without
the work of understanding.

And because the feeling of understanding and the reality of under-
standing are difficult to distinguish from the inside, we can spend years
consuming educational entertainment whilst gradually becoming less
capable of genuine learning.

It’s like intellectual junk food—immediately gratifying, endlessly
available, but ultimately nutritionally bankrupt.

The tragedy is that YouTube could be genuinely educational. The tech-
nology is there, the global reach is there, many of the creators have
genuine expertise and teaching ability.

But as long as the platform is optimised for engagement rather than
learning, for entertainment rather than education, for immediate satis-
faction rather than long-term intellectual development, it will continue
to function as a counterfeit university—offering the appearance of
education whilst subtly undermining the habits of mind that make
education valuable.

THE QUESTION THAT HAUNTS ME
As I write this, sitting in my living room office in Da Lat, with a hard
drive full of digital copies of books that represent the old model of how

knowledge was supposed to work, I find myself haunted by a question
that doesn’t have a comfortable answer.
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What if we’re not the victims of YouTube’s counterfeit university?
What if we’re the willing customers?

What if the reason YouTube’s educational content has become so
successful isn’t that it’s tricking us into consuming intellectual junk
food, but that intellectual junk food is actually what we prefer?

What if we choose confident oversimplification over cautious nuance
because oversimplification is easier to digest, easier to remember,
easier to share with others? What if we prefer fake expertise to real
expertise because fake expertise tells us what we want to hear rather
than what we need to know?

What if the problem isn’t that YouTube’s algorithm is manipulating us,
but that it’s giving us exactly what we’re asking for—and what we’re
asking for isn’t actually education, but the feeling of being educated
without the inconvenience of actually learning?

This possibility is more disturbing than the idea that we’re being
manipulated by corporate algorithms or misled by confidence trick-
sters. Because it suggests that the problem isn’t external—something
being done to us—but internal—something we’re doing to ourselves.

It suggests that we might have collectively decided that the real work
of learning—the frustration, the uncertainty, the intellectual humility—
is too expensive for the benefits it provides. That we’d rather fee/ smart
than be smart, rather seem informed than actually be informed.

And if that’s true, then YouTube isn’t corrupting our relationship with
knowledge so much as revealing something about that relationship that
was always there but remained hidden when access to information was
more limited and curated.

Maybe the counterfeit university isn’t an aberration. Maybe it’s what
happens when you give people unlimited choice about what to learn
and how to learn it.

Maybe the problem with democratised education isn’t that it’s democ-
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ratised, but that education and democracy might be fundamentally
incompatible in ways we’re only beginning to understand.

I don’t know if this is true. I hope it isn’t. But it’s the question that
keeps me awake at night, staring at the ceiling and wondering whether
we’ve created a system that gives us everything we thought we wanted
from education except education itself.

And if that’s the case, what does it mean for the future of human
knowledge? What does it mean for the next generation, who will grow
up entirely within this counterfeit university? What happens to wisdom
in a world where information is infinite but attention is finite and algo-
rithms decide how the finite attention gets allocated to the infinite
information?

These aren’t comfortable questions. But they might be necessary ones.
Because if YouTube is indeed a counterfeit university, and if we’re all
enrolled whether we realise it or not, then perhaps it’s time to start
thinking more carefully about what we’re actually learning there.

And what we’re forgetting how to learn everywhere else.

But even if we could somehow fix YouTube’s educational model—
make it less seductive, more rigorous, better aligned with actual
learning rather than the feeling of learning—we’d still be left with a
deeper problem.

Because YouTube isn’t the only platform that’s transformed our rela-
tionship with expertise and authority. It’s just the most obvious
example of a much broader phenomenon: the democratisation of infor-
mation has created a world where everyone can sound like an expert,
where traditional gatekeepers have lost their authority, where the
boundaries between knowledge and opinion have become increasingly
blurred.

And in this new landscape, a curious thing has happened. We haven’t
just gained access to more information. We’ve somehow convinced
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ourselves that having access to information is the same thing as having
expertise.

Which brings us to perhaps the most destabilising development in our
relationship with knowledge: the moment when everyone became an
expert—and expertise itself began to lose its meaning.
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