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			For Jesse and Orion

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I love social media. Not only is it a welcome distraction during life’s many dull hours, but it’s also a world-historically essential archive of our recent history. This is both a very obvious, uncontroversial position and an uncomfortable one. One of the first things I learned when I started researching social media use in 2016 was that talking about it made a lot of people uncomfortable. We use social media all the time, and we do it in public, but we’d rather not talk about what we’ve been doing. “Your research is so cringe,” a dear friend once admitted to me. “No one wants to talk about what they do in their feeds.” Which seems like a good reason to keep asking.

			So I did. In 2022, I completed a doctorate in sociology, for which I researched momfluencers. Part of why I chose to do this research was that in momfluencers—women who turn their domestic lives into content, for which they are paid by corporate sponsors—I saw traces of what I had begun seeing among everyday people: a disciplinary sort of storytelling, freighted with meaning and intentionality, that was taking the place of other kinds of experiential accounting.

			Studying momfluencers was good preparation for writing this book. I learned to suspend judgment (for the most part) and wait for the data to come in. Toward the end of my PhD, I started building out a research plan for this undertaking, and once I completed my degree, it was time to break free of the constraints of academic writing and apply some of the skills I’d gained to a bigger, weirder, more ambitious project.

			Steeped in momfluencer and influencer content, I found that the everyday people I followed were sounding more and more like people with brand partnerships. The lines between how brands were telling stories and how individuals were telling stories had been steadily blurring for a decade—to the point that they eventually fused entirely. Understanding how that happened, and how it might be making all of us feel, is what I set out to do in this book.

			

			• • •

			We’ve all heard that “social media is the highlight reel,” and we all know it’s true. But I’ve never been quite satisfied with that line. Just because it’s a highlight reel doesn’t mean it isn’t full of meaningful information. What are the highlights trying to tell us? If we scratch at the enamel, what will we find beneath?

			I have always been in awe of the power that storytelling has to shape the directions of our lives. I don’t mean the gather-round-little-children kind of storytelling. I mean the everyday stories we tell about ourselves and our surroundings, the stories that accumulate and come to define our realities. These stories aren’t always told deliberately. They accrete through gossip and observation and reputation, and in the last twenty years, they have coalesced in people’s telling of their lives on social media, on their highlight reels.

			People’s ideas about themselves, and the way they express those ideas, have always seemed as significant as—if not more so than—their material circumstances. The power of storytelling is what ennobles grifters and the sad delusions of liars. It’s what fuels motivation and romance and keeps grudges alive. It’s how we are given identities by our parents and how, as we grow up, we negotiate new identities of our own.

			

			• • •

			You probably understand my reverence for storytelling if you grew up in an intentional community, or perhaps a close-knit faith community. These are places where storytelling forms the scaffolding for reality. I was raised on a southern Vermont commune that was once called Total Loss Farm. The stories of the farm and its cast of characters were what held the place together through its fifty years (and counting) of existence. Here we had a canon of tales that were told time and again, reminding us who we were, how we were different from most other people in the community, and why we needed one another. Even after most of the communards had moved away, the stories lived on among those who remained. As a teenager, I became known around the farm’s kitchen for a snide remark I made about the place’s history being “the story that never dies.” Even my critique was swallowed by the narrative river. Someone repeats it back to me every time I’m in that kitchen. There’s no escape.

			To grow up in a commune is to experience narration as an existential necessity. Without our stories, we were just a group of random people sharing a filthy living space. But thanks to the myths spun over decades, I was raised with the belief that I was born among visionaries who had the courage to approach life as an art project, while most other people settled for nine-to-five drudgery. In hindsight, and with the perspective of adulthood, I can see that there was more than a little bit about this narrative that was self-serving. But I don’t begrudge the old commune its stories and delusions; when I grew up and moved away, I realized that all families, not just chosen communal ones, share this practice.

			The way we tell our stories is part of how culture manifests. In stories, the outlines of collective aspirations, fears, and fantasies emerge. The commune taught me that how we tell the stories of our lives is a choice. There are infinite narrative frames to choose from.

			Yet even as storytelling offers us myriad possible frames for thinking about ourselves, the stories we choose and the way we choose to tell them can also narrow the frame around what we consider desirable, acceptable, and even possible. Once a narrative takes hold, it can draw the very boundaries of your life—he’s the joker, she’s the good girl, all Johnstons play sports, “that’s not the way we do things around here.”

			

			• • •

			The first form of social media I ever used was a spiral-bound notebook kept on the big cluttered coffee table in the commune’s living room. It was a group journal, open to anyone who happened to be sitting idle on the couch. Starting in fifth grade, I became an enthusiastic contributor, complaining about school and crowing victoriously about snow days and birthday parties. I would test out new slang to see what people thought. I would also comment in the margins of other people’s notes, and they would comment in mine. Little threads sometimes went on for months like this. In a lot of ways, it was an analog Facebook, but with the bonus of revealing what everyone’s handwriting looked like.

			So it was with great pleasure—glee might be the truer word—that I greeted social media in 2003, when I first encountered it in college, in the form of Friendster. This was stuff I’d already been doing for years: creating a persona in writing for my friends to enjoy. Early social media was gamified “personal branding,” a term that had been coined only about five years before. These new tools taught people how to begin telling their own stories publicly.

			Friendster’s basic self-branding features were training wheels for what would come to replace it for the general public in 2006: Facebook. What was fun about Friendster, MySpace, and early Facebook was the emphasis on tending the garden of one’s profile. It was here that many millennials learned to start mediating the stories of their lives. With the early Facebook newsfeed, you’d receive notifications if your friends had updated their profiles: “Kathryn has added a new hobby.” Personal branding was the entire activity.

			When Facebook launched its algorithmic newsfeed, the rules of our personal-branding storytelling game changed, and there was no turning back. The stories of our lives were being sorted based on criteria that had nothing to do with us. But we persevered with the telling, adapting to the arrival of likes and the emerging rules for maintaining visibility. Our stories adapted to new tools as they were rolled out.

			

			• • •

			Whether we prefer to admit it or not, social media is where our history lives now, and the platforms have shaped how that history is told. Of course, the impact of storytelling on us humans and our identities predates the age of Facebook and Instagram. Thousands of years ago, we told our stories through epic poems, which were memorized. Today, our attention spans are short, and our stories reflect that, as do the types of events that we consider worth sharing and the aspects of our lives that we think hold lesser importance. As we’ve racked up our years on social media, we’ve started, without necessarily realizing it, to allow these online forums to shape the ways we talk about ourselves, our relationships, and our communities.

			I began to really notice the change around 2013, when people I knew increasingly referred to themselves as though they, their partners, and their kids were public figures or perhaps the owners of small companies. There were ups and downs in the stories I saw people telling, but the trajectory I observed most frequently was an upward one. Growth, expansion, improvement, overcoming. Vacations as burnishments to the image. Illnesses as stress tests, ways of ultimately proving fitness.

			The profile-building games of the early years had given way to an era in which the logic of personal branding was simply how we talked about ourselves publicly. Progress, stability, the lure of the new and shiny—these are the narrative tropes of consumer capitalism, the way brands seek to inspire confidence and loyalty among their shareholders. I began to wonder if sharing our stories on social media was becoming a bit like communicating to our shareholders. “You can believe in us.”

			To test my theory and learn more, I spoke with people about their relationships to digital storytelling. I sat at kitchen islands, in strip-mall Starbucks stores, in the passenger seats of minivans, and on the sidelines of kids’ soccer games, and I listened as my interview subjects sorted out their feelings about how social sharing has shaped their ideas about joy, belonging, and identity.

			

			• • •

			I should explain how I went about gathering data for this book. On the internet, we are all, to a certain degree, amateur anthropologists; we’re observing one another’s behavior over sometimes long periods of time and developing theories based on the content we see posted. But I knew that to break out of my own preconceptions and biases, I needed to talk with strangers, face-to-face, about their posting habits and their intimate relationships to social media. I wanted to know what went through their heads as they scrolled.

			When I first began my research, I connected with people through my existing networks—people who were familiar with the writing I had done on momfluencers while earning my doctorate. These early exploratory conversations were fun, but I suspected that the people who already read my writing shared a lot of cultural common ground with me. They were people who thought critically about social media in much the same way I did, so their observations were very similar to mine. It quickly became clear that I had to step outside my social media silos and find some bona fide strangers to talk to.

			Leaving my bubble was going to be crucial. I booked flights to cities where I had acquaintances or family members whom I hadn’t seen in years, and whose lives I knew very little about. These people—bless them—helped me get started by introducing me to their communities. Once my flights were booked, I joined local Meetup and Facebook groups made up of young professionals and moms to see if anyone would let me buy them a coffee in exchange for an intimate conversation about their relationship to social media. After an awkward start, I got the hang of it. With only one exception, the people I ended up speaking to were ordinary social media users who each had maybe a few hundred followers. They were posting recreationally, not promoting any work. The one person I spoke to who could be considered an influencer—I have given her the pseudonym Melanie—appears in the chapter “Vacations.” She has around one hundred thousand followers. For privacy reasons, I have changed the names of everyone I interviewed for this book, and in a few cases, at their request, I have withheld the specifics about where they live.

			I wound up talking to many strangers in all kinds of contexts. I met people in person wherever they were, so as not to disrupt their days. Usually, we’d talk for about an hour, but our conversations often ran longer. Many times, my interviewees wrote to me after we met, having thought of more things they wanted to share. These tended to be conversations that stuck in people’s heads. More than once, subjects remarked that they had never discussed their social media habits before, and that the act of talking it out had given them an opportunity to reflect on habits and reactions they’d never really considered.

			It’s strange to think that something we spend so much time with, and that has such a powerful effect on our impressions of others, is also something we do largely without thinking. The way we tell the stories of our lives has been completely transformed by our use of social media over the past two decades. How, exactly, have our stories changed? And how might we remake them yet again into something new and different?

		

	
		
			Born to Post

			Ever since I joined Friendster in 2003, social media has been the hobby to which I’ve devoted the most time. Yes, it’s a hobby. We don’t often think of it in these terms, but if you spend so much time doing something that you develop expertise and strong opinions about it, what else should it be called?

			I admit, it feels a little bit shameful to rank social media above pursuits like reading, knitting, or volunteering in my community, but I spend far more hours interacting with my screens than doing pretty much anything else besides working, sleeping, or parenting. If we’re being honest, isn’t that true for you too?

			My friends and I emerged from college into the workforce during the early Facebook years, when social media was a fun new tool with which to self-mythologize. We figured out how to navigate professional and personal identities, how to create and defuse drama. Collectively, early power users of Facebook, mostly millennials like me, turned humblebragging into a highly evolved rhetorical form.

			Today, I still sometimes experience the delight of keeping up with the news of friends and acquaintances whom I otherwise might have lost touch with forever. But everybody knows that social media’s salad days are long gone. Between 2005 and around 2012, the narrative possibilities of these tools felt expansive. Annoying to some, perhaps, but conclusions around social media’s potential for fun were not foregone. Now, all my scrolling and posting feels less like a hobby and more like a quicksand of time and attention from which I struggle to extract myself, shame-ridden, several times a day. The people I care about are posting less, and content creators, desperate to distinguish themselves, are always upping the ante in a bid for my attention. The vibes have been off for years, and yet no compelling alternative way to share stories has emerged, so I keep going back—along with everyone I know—looking for that old feeling, only to be continually disappointed.

			There’s been a calcification of our feeds, brought on by the imperative of constant growth. It’s not a coincidence that the years when social media still felt fun and freewheeling were also the years when the companies behind the apps weren’t expected to make money. Before long, investors backing the platforms demanded ROIs, so the platforms juiced their algorithms for maximum addictiveness and extracted our data to feed us ads of uncanny specificity.

			The current experience of using social media bears no resemblance to that of a decade ago. This is partly by design—all those ads—but it’s also because the content we create has evolved. When I think about the kinds of things I shared on Facebook in 2010, I am struck by how odd these posts would look if I were to share them on Instagram tomorrow. Fashions change, of course. I don’t wear the same jeans I wore in 2010 either. But it’s the quality of the change that strikes me. Back in 2010, I shared an embarrassingly vivid representation of myself on Facebook. It wasn’t so different from the writing I left behind in the collective journals at the commune, come to think of it. I had not yet learned to paper over my self-expression with layers of discursive meaning and tonal calculation, as I would in the years to come. But we certainly learned quickly. During the first decade of social media, we were all essentially apprentices in the craft of personal branding.

			

			• • •

			It’s hard to believe that the concept of “personal branding” generated controversy when it was first proposed in a 1997 cover story for Fast Company magazine. The article, “The Brand Called You,”[1] a manifesto written by a management consultant named Tom Peters, announced a “new brand world” where every worker from the boiler room to the boardroom would consider themself an autonomous entity, no longer defined by their profession. In the late ’90s, professions as we knew them were receding into the past as globalization and neoliberal trade policy brought about deregulation, downsizing, and the end of the reasonable expectation that we’d have the same jobs for our entire careers. Peters cheerfully promised his readers the opportunity (or burden, depending on their point of view) to create a professional persona all their own, one that they would be free to take with them from job interview to job interview, like Goldilocks looking for the just-right offer.

			“You’re every bit as much a brand as Nike, Coke, Pepsi, or the Body Shop,” Peters wrote, with blithe certainty. “To start thinking like your own favorite brand manager, ask yourself the same question the brand managers at Nike, Coke, Pepsi, or the Body Shop ask themselves: What is it that my product or service does that makes it different?”

			Peters was certainly onto something. Over the last three decades, much of what he proposed has become second nature, not just in the workplace but everywhere. The labor of personal branding is the sole purpose of LinkedIn, but it’s also the inciting force behind every other social app, from Instagram to Hinge. Through the way we tell our stories across all social media, we’ve learned to apply a branding logic to our social worlds too. Peters’s idea caught on fast and firmly. When I bring up the concept of personal branding with the college students I teach, it often takes them a while to grasp what I mean, because they have simply come to think of themselves as personal brands. It’s like asking them to describe the particular characteristics of the air they’ve been breathing their whole lives.

			“If you’re going to be a brand,” Peters cheerfully went on, “you’ve got to become relentlessly focused on what you do that adds value, that you’re proud of, and most important, that you can shamelessly take credit for.”

			Sounds a lot like the local-moms Facebook groups I’ve belonged to for years. Not to mention the effusive happy-birthday post I drafted for my younger son (then deleted, ashamed) and the Instagram Stories one of my old acquaintances posted about her family trip to Mexico last Christmas. It’s the TikTokers committing to a single niche so as to maximize their audience reach. It’s my friend Lief talking about “soft launching” his new girlfriend at a dinner party.

			But Fast Company readers were not convinced in 1997. The Brand Called You issue was a media sensation—it remains one of the magazine’s most-read issues—and a lot of the reactions were negative. In her 2002 book, Married to the Job: Why We Live to Work and What We Can Do About It,[2] Ilene Philipson wrote that Peters’s philosophy of personal branding “fundamentally eschews a self that longs for true recognition and acceptance. Instead, it places a premium on those of us who can shift our needs and personae to accommodate the twists and turns of today’s economy.”

			In 2005, Fast Company published a follow-up essay called “Me Inc.: The Rethink,”[3] acknowledging the dissenting voices expressing discomfort with the gospel of personal branding. It was nice of the editors to give those voices their due, but today the notion of a backlash against the inevitability of personal branding seems quaint. By that point, the verdict had shifted, and a consensus had emerged that personal branding, craven or not, was necessary to survive in the newly precarious workplace. As the narrative psychologist Dan Lair wrote in a 2005 paper on the sudden ubiquity of people thinking of themselves as companies,[4] personal branding became widespread through a cycle of inevitability. When enough people embraced the ethos, the cost of not participating became too high to opt out. This has been borne out in the two decades since, and personal branding has become a necessary part of professional life in almost every field.

			Recently, we’ve begun to express fatigue. Is personal branding making it easier to survive the turbulence of the deregulated contemporary workplace, or is it just another thing making it harder? Is whatever competitive edge that you might gain from having honed a compelling personal brand worth the cost to your sense of self?

			Before algorithmic newsfeeds, social media was an Edenic space where we created personal brands on a lark. We were playing around with what it “meant” to say and like certain things, beta testing our self-presentation to an audience of friends that gradually expanded to include everyone we’d ever met. But while we played around with likes and shares, another social transformation was underway, changing our relationship to information itself. The scholar Anna Kornbluh argues that the spirit of our unfolding historical moment is one of “immediacy,” where all contexts blur and all information circulates through an undifferentiated continuum in which we “socialize all the time, work all the time, consume all the time, answer all the time.”[5] When we consider the context in which our personal branding games are being played, it starts to seem like a more totalizing project than the one Peters breezily predicted.

			

			• • •

			Every modern generation has its media bogeyman. In the 1920s, it was radio—young people were “addicted” to it, and the casual violence described in some of the most popular broadcasts was feared to be a corrupting influence on young minds. Radio plays were a distraction from schoolwork and chores—a sure sign of social degeneration.

			Television was even worse—it was the harbinger of the end of family life. The panic discourse warned that lively conversation around the dinner table would be obliterated by the arrival of the vulgar “TV dinner.” Children’s imaginations would be endangered by their hours transfixed by the tube. Adults would be rendered impotent and mute before the glowing box. Mind control and manufactured consent awaited us all.

			But, compared with the social web, TV is wholesome, community-minded fun. Ever since the internet’s arrival in our homes, responsible adults have been worried about it sowing misinformation and destroying our social fabric. The pearl clutching around smartphones, screen time, and social platforms has been going on for years, and has already endured multiple counterreactions and correctives. Screen time is ruining our eyes. Instagram is corroding the self-esteem of teenage girls. Smartphones have trashed our attention spans. The proliferation of fake news has fed the rise of a virulent alt-right movement.

			We have a rich and varied history of hand-wringing over media, some of it arising from fearmongering tactics but quite a bit of it based on solid research: Social media really is bad for teens’ self-esteem. The WHO estimates that by 2050, half of the earth’s population will have myopia.[6] And Facebook did have a measurable impact on the 2016 presidential election.

			For the last twenty years, the primary concerns of parents, teachers, and legislators when it comes to social media have been digital privacy, screen time among children, and the spread of misinformation. These are all, of course, valid and urgent issues. But what if one of the most transformative impacts of living with social media has been hiding in plain sight all along? What if it’s not just our attention spans that have been altered but the way we make sense of the arcs of our lives? What if social media narratives enclose us in versions of life that can feel claustrophobic and unsatisfying? What if these narratives have undermined our sense of ease and belonging? What if these narratives—many of which appear perfectly harmless—are linked to some of the biggest challenges we face around social justice and equity, our ability to affirm our kids’ identities, and the mental health of adults and children alike? Perhaps it’s not just the devices themselves, and the data we share with platforms, that should concern us. Perhaps it’s the way that social media has changed our storytelling and, in turn, our stories of what it means to be a person, online and off.

			

			• • •

			On the one hand, social media is a site of breathtaking creativity and often inexplicably compelling human liveliness. Our work on the platforms evolves faster than any observer can keep up with it. Our memes, our skits, our dances, our challenges—the internet can scarcely contain us. And yet containment is programmed into our content creation. No matter how creative we get with the tools offered to us, those tools are designed to serve the technology companies that build them.

			Algorithms sort us and serve up our work according to what performs best—in other words, what enables the creators of social media platforms to make the most money. And while it at first felt like we were all just playing in a big sandbox, gradually, as we became more adept users, we learned what performs well. Our friend groups became our audiences as we became prosumers—producers/consumers with expertise on posting etiquette and style that easily verges on the professional, even when we’re amateurs. The 2020 book Instagram: Visual Social Media Cultures provides extensive evidence that prosumer expertise is serious and coevolves alongside app development.[7] We see more and more of certain kinds of content, and this sways us to try out similar styles ourselves. We see it as fun, for the most part. Our own ingenuity is what keeps us tinkering away at our content, trying out different angles, different light, different kinds of jokes. All the while, as we shed constant data about every facet of our lives, another process is at work: We’re developing ideas about what it means to be a person.

			

			• • •

			It might be tempting to characterize some of the arguments I make in this book as another chapter in our ongoing moral panic. But this book is not a scolding; I don’t think we should feel any worse about ourselves and our habits than we already do. I don’t think we should swear off social media or sanctimoniously touch grass. In The Qualified Self: Social Media and the Accounting of Everyday Life, the media researcher Lee Humphreys argues that documenting our lives is nothing new, and that the need to track and compare our experiences over time is an ingrained human habit.[8] The compulsion to share is neither wrong nor novel. Before Facebook, we had scrapbooks. Before scrapbooks, it was autograph books. The urge will persist into the next iteration of the internet, and the next.

			What is historically novel is not only our uninterrupted access to tools for sharing but also the design of those particular tools, and both factors are shaping the stories we tell. Adults and children are yoked into structures that require them to be on smartphones at least some of the time every single day, and much of our leisure and connection comes from our devices. We can’t escape the world we’ve made, nor should we. There are so many reasons to love it. Can you imagine a world without hyperspecific memes? A world where our friends can’t keep us company across time and space while we wait in line at the DMV? Mine is not a technophobic argument, nor a call for us to return to simpler times, when connections were made over the gingham-covered tables in our grandmothers’ kitchens.

			Even in those kitchen-table days, we were crafting and curating our personal narratives. Our names have long told our families’ stories, often defining our professions and our immigration patterns. Photo albums are storybooks of the unspooling of years, and Christmas cards are as much for asserting our aesthetic tastes as they are for offering greetings. Before social media, our narratives might have been informed by our own parents—either adhering to their stories or rebelling against them and creating brand-new ones. They might have been informed by our immediate communities—the churches we went to, the schools we attended and sent our kids to—or by the books we read and the movies we watched. Our personal narratives were pieced together through any number of media before we began sharing on social platforms, but one thing I’ve had a nagging hunch about since I first began reading mommy blogs in the early 2000s is that the internet was a catalyst for these narratives of selfhood to change in significant and sometimes unexpected ways.

			While I was doing research on momfluencers, I discovered that one of the unspoken rules of momfluencing is this: You should generally stick to a pretty tight script when it comes to telling your story. Bit characters and digressions only confuse your audience. Obstacles and bad days aren’t really good for business, so it’s best to keep them offstage. The overall arc should be optimistic and bent toward progress. That’s what brand sponsors prefer, and after a while, it’s what audiences came to expect. Anything else is hard to explain in the typically tiny spaces allotted for captions.

			Some creators had to make tweaks before they landed on a winning formula, but others hit a sweet spot right away. Brooke Raybould, a content creator I’ve interviewed a couple of times over the years, started her creator career by cofounding a blog with a friend. They wrote about general lifestyle topics, fairly standard wellness-and-beauty fare often associated with young, upwardly mobile white women.

			But she found that when she began telling the story of just her family, her engagement spiked. Something about the nuclear family worked for social media; it was easier to create a predictable set of visuals, and the growth trajectory was built in once you started having babies. People seemed to love tracking the growth of her family—new baby pictures, in particular, were catnip for engagement. A mom of five with an MBA and a naturally entrepreneurial spirit, she fine-tuned the formula until she struck a way of telling her family’s story that seemed to lure people in. Her posts now have a visual consistency that spans years. Even personal setbacks and tragedies, including pregnancy loss, have been narrated in the same distinct visual and rhetorical style that Brooke has developed. She has created a successful brand: upbeat, consistent, and recognizable.

			All of this makes sense if you’re thinking about someone running a business based on their content. If you were trying to sell cleaning products, you wouldn’t share a picture of a messy house or a story about foibles or disappointments. If you were selling an exercise program, you wouldn’t share a picture of someone vegging out on the couch. But do these rules really make sense if you’re an everyday person with no brand sponsors, just someone creating content for friends and family? Not necessarily.

			It might not make sense, but this is exactly what has happened. While conducting my momfluencer research, I kept noticing how the rules that governed my research subjects seemed to be governing my friends—my actual friends, the ones I know in real life. All the content on my feeds, sponsored or not, was beginning to look eerily similar. What was going on?

			There was Natalia, a late-twenties professional whom I had met at a luncheon. She subscribed to the monthly clothing rental service Nuuly to avoid “outfit repeats” in her Instagram posts. I asked her to explain what was so terrible about being seen in the same outfit more than once, and it seemed obvious to her: She would appear to be unsophisticated or, even worse, a person “without means.”

			“I only want to post pics from interesting places, right? And the same goes for how I look. I don’t want to show pictures of myself where I’m not looking good.”

			Renting new clothes to keep up appearances is harmless until the online self you’re creating begins to take up outsize space in your sense of identity and you find yourself caught awkwardly between who you really are in private and who you tell everyone you are in public. When we talk about “authenticity” as a quality that’s in danger of being lost through our carefully constructed online personae, it’s more than a matter of style or of moral judgment against seeming “fake” rather than “real.” The risk we run when we lose sight of who we are when no one is looking is serious: It’s alienation from the world around us.

			

			• • •

			As much as social media has transformed our world in a matter of decades, some styles of storytelling that we’ve come to associate with social sharing have been brewing since long before Facetune filters. Through the mid-twentieth century, the positive psychology movement was gaining traction in American life, and psychologists like Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow helped usher concepts of self-actualization and self-discovery to the forefront of the pop-cultural imagination. In a 1954 talk at Oberlin College, Rogers said, “Whether one calls it a growth tendency, a drive toward self-actualization, or a forward-moving directional tendency, it is the mainspring of life.”[9]

			Rogers was talking about personal, not economic, growth, and the humanistic psychological movement of his time was dedicated to helping people uncover their hidden “potential” for happiness. His and Maslow’s writing gave rise to the self-help movement as we now know it, which itself is based on the idea that if a person applies themself with effort, they can single-handedly transform their own life “for the better.”

			Sociologist Eva Illouz argues that the self-help movement mirrored the spirit of capitalist enterprise, oiling the wheels of a growth-oriented approach to emotional life that took hold toward the end of the twentieth century and persists today. She even coined a new phrase for this: “emotional capitalism,” which describes the way that the pursuit of growth—profit, but of the self—has become enmeshed with our emotional worlds over the last fifty years.[10]

			According to Illouz, emotional capitalism led to the emergence of a strict set of rules that characterized certain behaviors as healthy and others as signs of neurotic illness. Ruminative states, or introversion, were categorized as potentially antisocial because these ways of behaving went against the grain of self-improvement. Being “complacent” or exhibiting signs of “apathy” became feared as indicative of personal decay. Which brings us to today, when even theoretically introspective activities, like reflective writing and yoga, are seen as opportunities to perform self-betterment, in the form of beautifully designed Bullet Journal spreads, for instance, or one-hundred-class streaks celebrated with balloons and cupcakes.

			Emotional capitalism rewards self-reliance and self-actualization. It also requires individuals to perform emotional wellness in order to take their place in their social group. The public fora of social media provide the perfect place to do this. Our vacation pics prove that we’re solvent and full of fun! Our updates about our kids show our diligent commitment to their well-being! Emotional capitalism forms an affective bedrock upon which many of us build the stories we tell each other.

			But what about the hard stuff? We may see suffering as a necessary part of building resilience, but outside that frame, suffering terrifies us. We have very few narrative containers to hold it. When we share difficult news or express unhappiness on social media, it’s assumed that we’re looking for sympathy, and that’s usually what we get, in spades: flat, formulaic platitudes from our far-flung networks, which are certainly well-meaning but not necessarily helpful or insightful. Yet it’s not so much the repetitiveness of the response to hard times that’s limiting; it’s the very impossibility of exploring states of ambivalence, or confusion, or longing, on these platforms at all. The emotional range of the space is structurally limited, which then limits our opportunities as consumers of media to encounter interesting, challenging, or otherwise evocative representations of human emotion. Representation matters, as the saying goes. If we’re only being exposed to a very narrow emotional register on social media, it begins to shape our reality over time.

			But what does it matter if all we’re trying to do is crush our goals day after day? Whereas in some distant, rapidly receding past, people might have thought of their private selves and their professional, public-facing selves as separate, that is no longer how we live. All corners of our lives are sites of potential productivity and self-improvement, whether it’s our moods, our outlooks on the future, our relationships with our loved ones, or, of course, our appearances.

			As certain growth-oriented economic policies became de rigueur across the West through the ’60s and ’70s, the spirit of personal growth and capitalist growth came to be bound together. It wasn’t social media that made us into little entrepreneurs of selfhood, in other words. People were practicing these methods before Mark Zuckerberg was even born. But by providing us with seamless access to entrepreneurial tools, social media has turbocharged the impact that this potent cocktail of social science, psychology, and economics has on our private lives.

			In part because social tools are how many of us share our stories, our innermost private worlds have become governable by the same economic logics that govern the marketplace—they are one and the same. This is what theorist Wendy Brown calls “neoliberalism”[11]—the process by which economics becomes the model for not just socioeconomic processes like real estate and social services but also culture and, ultimately, personal relationships. Neoliberalism is the infiltration of the principles of free-market capitalism into every facet of life. It’s how we start to think of ourselves as products that we can—and should!—continually improve upon to become more appealing to others. You might say that we think of other people as a group of consumers to whom we are marketing our very selves. It was neoliberalism that inspired Peters to evangelize about personal branding.

			Most of us are accustomed to the notion that social platforms are built for the maximization of profit, and that our idle moments of scrolling are ruled by algorithms that serve this market. What we’re perhaps less aware of is the extent to which we’ve internalized the algorithm’s rules in our own posting habits. We see this in how families narrate themselves into existence: Going-out photos and “She said yes!” posts give way to documentation of the intimate struggle to conceive, then the quest for a certain kind of birth, then preparing smart and fit children for the ultimate human marketplace of college admissions.

			Social media has changed the stories we tell about ourselves. It’s not just that we feel the eye of the camera on us all the time (although many of us do, something I’ll come back to in later chapters); it’s also that we seek out particular narrative arcs to imitate the popular storylines we see on our feeds. We have evolved to fit in, to mimic the stories we observe around us, and when those stories are increasingly steeped in neoliberal values, we adopt those values, perhaps without intending to. This is where the problem lies: when we lose the vocabulary to tell stories that reflect other priorities and other dimensions of who we are.

			

			• • •

			The “influencer” label itself has become somewhat putrid, even as young people aspire to the profession. Influencers clog up tourist sites while preening for photo shoots and beg for freebies, fully debased of self-respect. “Creators,” on the other hand, are creative professionals leveraging value out of their everyday experiences.

			In her book Extremely Online,[12] technology reporter Taylor Lorenz argues that every intentional, frequent user of social media today should be called a “creator”—the popular For You and Explore pages on TikTok and Instagram allow anyone, not just people with large followings, to reach a large audience. And more to the point, everyone who uses social media regularly is swimming in the same influences, constantly exchanging and tweaking information in a vast, all-encompassing churn. There isn’t as much of a hierarchy as there once was, and whether or not that cute video of your kid on the swings or that snap of your perfectly staged cocktail goes viral, it’s part of an enormous storytelling project in which millions of us are crafting a narrative about what it means to be a person.

			This sounds kind of nice, actually, and it can be—after all, isn’t one of the joys of social media the way it makes us all feel a little less alone in the great mystery of human life? Yet even as sharing and watching and liking can bring us together, it remains true that what we share is shaped by our awareness of an audience—no matter if that audience is primarily made up of family, friends, ex-friends, former coworkers, and people we met at a conference a decade ago. Perhaps more worryingly, that awareness of an audience lives on, even when we aren’t posting content. A phantom set of observers follows us through life, becoming voices in our heads assessing our choices and our behavior as if it were content. Is it cute? Is it cringe?

			Take Amanda, a mom of three in her late thirties who lives in Tennessee. She has not shared a picture on social media in two years. Amanda used to love sharing pictures, but after a while, it stopped being fun. “I can’t tell you one event or thing that made me stop posting,” she told me. “It was gradual, and now that I’ve stopped, it feels weird to want to start again.” When I asked her why it stopped being fun, she said, “I think mostly I was starting to think too much about what other people would think.”

			In the late 1950s, sociologist Erving Goffman described the process of being a person in public as being on the “frontstage.”[13] “Backstage” behavior is what we reserve for the privacy of intimate relationships and places where we
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