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For Eleanor, Lizzy, and Grace







Nothing vast enters life without a curse.

—sophocles

That escalated quickly.

—a meme older than social media







CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

How our feelings are changing with technology

IT’S 6:00 A.M. AND YOU ROLL OVER to silence your phone alarm. Still in that groggy twilight state before you muster the will to put feet to floor, you start to scroll. Pausing for a second or two of sheepishness at what the algorithm serves you first, you watch a Get Ready With Me video. Then a quick peek at Snapchat. You feel a flicker of familiar FOMO upon seeing a rooftop mixer you missed on Instagram. Even as you mutter to yourself, “I hate my life,” you tap the heart. You get a ping from the family group chat—your sibling posted a recipe that makes you feel nostalgic for your favorite childhood dish. You respond with *chef’s kiss* (((hugs))). Your thumb automatically shifts to Slack and you open the “just a quick reminder” message sent at midnight, responding with a [image: emoji for a smiling face]. Was that smiley passive-aggressive or placating? Probably the former. As you head over to Threads for the day’s news, you see a dumb joke, then a profound truth, then a meme, then a soul-crushing injustice, and finally an AI-generated toddler doing parkour.

Before we get out of bed, most of us are already riding an emotional roller coaster, if not experiencing cascading existential crises. That’s because the internet is the biggest emotion disrupter of our time. From FaceTime baby showers to WhatsApp weddings to Zoom funerals, we’ve now become accustomed to seeing the spectrum of human existence in halting pixelation. We have Substack friendships, Instagram followers, TikTok idols, and dating-app relationships to maintain, all through an artful combination of [image: Emoji for an exploding head.], [image: Emoji for see-no-evil monkey.], and [image: Emoji for grinning face with sweat.].

If you’ve ever laughed at a meme that nailed your mood, felt pulled under by the collective heaviness of a feed, or caught yourself oddly attached to a chatbot, you already know that technology shapes our emotions. Our feelings and our tools are evolving together in ways that can be both exhilarating and confusing. Consider this book your field guide to the patterns behind our digital experience. Platforms fade, new devices appear but these themes endure. Each pattern offers a new lens for reading the emotional undercurrents of everyday tech, and for finding your footing in the tides of feeling that move through it.

THE REALITY OF THIS NEW EMOTIONAL WORLD crystallized for me one typical weekend afternoon about a decade ago. I was driving home with three teenage girls in the back seat and another—my oldest daughter, Grace—up front. The chatter was lively with “I can’t even with this one” and “Oh my God, I’m dying.” As much as I tried not to listen in, my ears pricked up when the girls started to strategize about how to share their afternoon at the mall.

“Okay, okay, this one, definitely on the group Instagram,” said Isabel, showing the photo for approval. “Go off, it has to be this picture,” objected Bree. “That one is better for Snapchat,” all agreed. For almost the entire twenty-minute ride home, the group was debating which pictures to post where. They complained about streaks as they posted, then interrupted themselves to dissect friends’ reactions as those came in. They squealed over a sudden influx of likes on one platform. Then solemnly vowed to keep it off the other apps, worried someone might feel left out.

As we pulled into Hannah’s driveway, I had to ask, “So how do you figure all of this out?”

My daughter turned to me with an expression of mock dismay. “Mom, are you studying us right now?!”

She was right to be worried because I was already spending the better part of each day trying to understand how people relate to themselves and to each other online. It was, and still is, my job. It’s not just tracing the provenance of the latest internet meme or marveling at the vernacular creativity of emojis. Instead, my work consists of observing how people’s emotional lives are changing along with technology.

Ten years ago, I didn’t know (though I had a hunch) that teenage girls are often a barometer for which new emotional expressions are taking off in the zeitgeist, like cooked or [image: Emoji for index pointing right and index pointing left.] (translation: feeling shy). I wasn’t making a formal study of the neuroscience of Instagram likes and how they trigger a dopamine rush. I didn’t even know there was such a thing as email apnea, where people hold their breath while receiving or sending a message. And I hadn’t yet learned about a concept like dissociative anonymity to describe how we distance ourselves from our actions online. But in my work as a professional internet researcher, I had certainly started noticing big changes to our feelings.

Rewiring the Soul

Once I started to investigate, I discovered research across fields about how the internet is changing our emotional lives. Computational linguists have started deciphering how people express their feelings on social networks like Twitter (now X). Communications experts have focused on how we alter our nonverbal communication to express emotion on Zoom. Psychologists have considered how a specific emotion like grief is expressed through memes in online forums like Reddit. Media scholars have looked at how videos of tragic news on YouTube prompt empathy. Sociologists have concluded that rainy days can change how we express emotion on Facebook.

You might never know there was such variety, though. The most popular books, articles, and movies about how technology changes our lives agree on one thing—when the internet and emotions meet, it’s the ultimate fail. Mobile phones haven’t solved loneliness; instead they may have exacerbated it, according to Sherry Turkle at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). Journalist Jon Ronson traced the resurgence of public shaming that seems to thrive on the internet. Designer Tobias Rose-Stockwell delineates how social media amplifies outrage. Lately, we’ve been hearing more about the negative effect of social media on young people in particular. Psychologist Jean Twenge’s iGen sounded the alarm about rising anxiety and depression among teens growing up with smartphones. Jonathan Haidt, of New York University’s Stern School of Business, argues that young people today are anxious largely because of a childhood in the thrall of smartphones. As a parent to three young women, I couldn’t help but follow these developments very closely and, well, anxiously.

We don’t need experts to tell us that these urgent challenges exist; we feel the shift in our emotional lives. It could be a vague sense that technology is flattening your social interactions (Happy Birthday!!! [image: Emoji for birthday cake.]) or inciting the ick from a creepy exchange (a stranger responding beautiful to all your posts) or setting your heart racing in response to a cruel pile-on in the comments when a celebrity does something embarrassing. The same dynamics that create mild discomfort can become dangerous under the right conditions. For people who are already struggling—a teenager doomscrolling after a breakup, someone with social anxiety rehearsing conversations they never end up having, or a grieving person turning to an algorithm because there’s no one else awake at 2:00 a.m.—they can deepen shame or reinforce loneliness. It’s no wonder we get a little nostalgic for the before-times.

The research isn’t conclusive, though. A recent University of Oxford meta-study (that’s an analysis of data from several studies) contrasted the psychological well-being of almost 2.5 million people globally over sixteen years with both their internet usage and three types of mental health designations (anxiety, depression, and self-harm). The results were unexpected. The analysis failed to find a statistically significant link between internet use and mental health, even when the data was broken down into groups by sex or age. The scope of the research alone was remarkable, and its findings echoed those of other recent large-scale analyses. Earlier, the American Psychological Association and the surgeon general of the United States came out with a report that found no causal link between social media and harms to teens. (The report did still recommend that we act as if there was a link, just in case.) Other studies tell us that the effect of the internet on well-being varies from person to person. Recently, a study of 1,500 teens showed that smartphone use was actually associated with positive mental health outcomes.

None of this is to say that the kids are all right. Phones have changed us and are still changing us, and there isn’t one uniform effect on people’s mental health. Studying internet, social media, and smartphone use is tricky because social context, personal history, and habitual behaviors all factor into our experiences.

If the question is whether the internet is good for us or bad for us, we may never have a definitive answer. But I’m going to offer perhaps the most controversial response: Maybe it’s a question we don’t need to answer. After all, it’s not like we can turn off the internet. Yet that’s exactly what we are so often told to do.

Instead of learning how to navigate the new range of emotions that bombard us online, we’re mostly told to just switch off, as if we’re computers ourselves. If you’re too plugged in, wind down with an actual paper book. If you don’t have enough bandwidth, take a digital detox. Need to recharge? Go outside and touch grass. Kids anxious about being outside WiFi range? Encourage them to “free-range” around the neighborhood instead. But the old advice to take a break and go for a walk outside doesn’t mean much anymore. That walk in the woods demands to be shared on Instagram after all, and perhaps there is a Pokémon hiding behind that tree, which will move you up the leaderboard. “Offline” now seems a remote concept, something to be bragged about as soon as you switch back on.

There is, of course, some truth behind these familiar prescriptions. It’s healthy to sometimes put your podcast rotation on pause, silence the constantly tweeting voices in your head, and get in touch with your own thoughts and emotions, sans meditation app. A midday walk in the woods can do wonders for clearing one’s mind. But unless you’re resigned to stay in those woods without internet connection indefinitely, it’s not a realistic long-term solution to all the stresses of modern life.

It may be that a digital detox isn’t even all that effective. Despite the cottage industry that has emerged around getting people off their phones—from self-help books to personal coaches to time-limiting apps—the latest evidence says that digital detoxes often have little lasting effect. Several studies have shown that a weeklong detox doesn’t significantly change anxiety levels or mood overall, and one recent study found that people actually spent more time on their phones following a weeklong detox, like the yo-yo effect of dieting. The most positive mental health results came from a study where people took short breaks throughout the day. So in theory, a digital detox might not offer as much relief as we once assumed it would. And in practice, disconnecting is nearly impossible.

Now that our lives are online, we are presented with new conundrums at a dizzying pace. When a work buddy’s dog dies, do we choose a sad reaction on Facebook or repeat a platitude that ten others have already posted? When your friend says they’re feeling blue, will the dark humor of a meme cheer them up or will they think it’s insensitive? When an acquaintance bares their soul about a rocky divorce, should you just skim past the post entirely, and blame the algorithm if they question your inaction, or awkwardly compose a response? When your child asks whether Santa is real, do you consult fellow parents or ChatGPT? The new social interactions are more complicated than the old ways, and they come at an ever-faster pace.

Throughout all my research, what really stirred my interest were the studies that show it’s how we use technology that matters, not just how much or how often. In a 2022 Pew Research Center study, teens reported more positive than negative experiences on social media, especially when it allowed them to find support through tough times or an outlet for their creativity. Using the internet to connect with just three individuals every day tracked with higher subjective well-being in another large study. According to researchers at the Harvard University School of Public Health, people who have positive interactions with others online have lower levels of depression. Even a brief exposure to “growth mindset” memes results in people feeling more in control of how they feel, according to another line of research. Study after study seemed to indicate that the era of sweeping observations about screen time, where all technology use is judged either good or bad (mostly bad), is ending.

Like many people, I sensed that the emotional sway of technology depends on not just what apps we use but also our motivations and practices. I’ve seen how my own three daughters have developed strategies to use the internet for good (cute animal videos, balanced news, and lots of Pinteresting) and learned to sidestep the worst of it.

But I wondered how much of our user experience—and the emotions that go along with it—is actually up to us, and how much of that experience affects us, willing or otherwise, by design.

Affordances and Adaptations

Experts often tell us that technology is designed in a way that makes teens more anxious, adults less compassionate, and everyone just a little bit angrier. This argument is close to my heart, given that I teach technology’s future designers. My students are young people who unequivocally do not want to create addictive apps. Every student can name examples of addictive design. Functions like endless scroll and auto-play keep users (as they are so aptly called in the industry) engaged for longer amounts of time. We pull to refresh, like pulling on the arm of a slot machine, hoping for a jackpot in the form of a juicy post. Notifications act as variable rewards, leaving us in a Pavlovian state conditioned to constant checking. As much as we’d like to think that technology is a set of neutral tools, certain behaviors—and their emotional effects—are designed into the experience.

Affordances are the properties of an object that make a particular action more likely. Psychologist James J. Gibson introduced the concept in the 1960s. Years later, design pioneer Don Norman reframed affordances to explain how people interact with everyday things. Let’s consider a chair. The physical properties of the chair itself, like the shape and the material, propose an action: sitting. But the perceived uses are important too. You’ve learned that you can use a chair for sitting because you’ve seen other people doing so; call it prior knowledge. You know it’s possible to throw a chair, but that’s usually not encouraged in polite company. So there’s a social norm to guide the chair’s use. Affordances are strong clues about how something works, inherent in the design itself and perceived through personal expectations and cultural practices.

The same holds true for the design of our online spaces. Affordances guide how we interact with websites, apps, wearables, and even robots. Links, because they are displayed in different colors or underlined, suggest clickability. The magnifying glass is a familiar metaphor for “search.” A logo that links back to the homepage is a pattern that we learn. All these elements show us how to interact with the digital world, and we bring our prior knowledge to interpret those clues.

These affordances help create the culture of a particular platform too. TikTok encourages recycling sound bites, which has spawned a culture where people remix familiar formats. YouTube invites lengthy videos, especially for channels that are ad-supported. Yelp’s anonymous ratings give free rein to complaints. The design decisions all come together to foster a certain tone.

Emotional affordances can make it more likely that people will experience, express, or share certain emotions when interacting with a particular platform or device. Playful illustrations and vibrant color signal that an app will be exciting. Earning badges or points encourages a feeling of accomplishment. Devices designed with baby faces prompt us to treat robots with the same kindness we would extend to children.

But these affordances—say a “heart” or “ha ha” reaction—are obviously limited. They are meant to nudge an interaction. The platform doesn’t much care whether your “ha ha” to a goofy parrot video is genuine amusement or you mocking your friend who sent it to you. It doesn’t register that level of complexity. The platform wants something simple that can be sold to advertisers—a click, a view, a comment.

People aren’t robotically clicking, though. Instead, every day, often subconsciously, we adapt technology to our deeper needs for emotional expression. Maybe you remix a parrot searching for its favorite snack into a GIF about longing, by slowing it down and adding a sentimental song before sending it to a friend you miss. Or, you caption that same parrot clip me looking for you and post it as a private joke, a tiny signal that means more than the platform’s reactions ever could.

How we adapt technology for our own purposes is so much more complex than the happy or angry faces you can tap on a post. Ironic interpretations, strange new feelings, and new relationship rituals are where the magic happens.

Structures of Feeling

When I first started to wonder about how all these new emotions work, I drew on my experience working in tech. I’m a technology researcher, also known as a design researcher, digital anthropologist, UXR (that is, user experience research) specialist, or HCI (human-computer interaction) researcher. Not only do we not know what to call this specialization, but it’s one of those newish fields that are notoriously difficult to explain. Odd, because the idea is simple—understand how people interact with technology to improve it.

It’s a field that actively borrows from all kinds of other fields by employing ethnographic observation alongside creative brainstorming, mixing lots of qualitative interviews with occasional quantitative surveys. It’s also a field that pays attention to new insights from cultural studies of technology and state-of-the-art research in psychology. But over the last ten years of studying people’s emotional lives online, I didn’t want to lean too heavily on the typical quantitative tools of the trade like tallying up survey responses, charting time-use data, or mapping brain activity through fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) scans. We live in a culture that tends to trust numbers over stories, but numbers often flatten what they measure. A survey can tell you that someone felt anxious, but not reveal the spiral of late-night thoughts that kept them scrolling. An fMRI can show a brain region lighting up, but not the bittersweet rush of watching a friend’s life unfold through photos. A spike in cortisol doesn’t explain why someone keeps going back to TikTok for comfort. To stop at the numbers is to miss the human reality. If I wanted to really understand this new emotional way of being, I knew I’d have to listen for the texture of experience, the contradictions, and the stories that numbers alone can’t reach.

In the early 2010s, I started observing people online in their natural habitats like Tumblr blogs, Reddit groups, Facebook discussions, and YouTube comments. Lucky for us, internet emotion leaves traces that we can study in the form of public posts and blogs and videos. (It goes without saying that it’s critical to be sensitive to people’s privacy; even public posts come with some expectation of respectful distance.) That’s when I started to realize that something important was happening to our emotional life.

These initial observations still didn’t get at all the variety of experiences I suspected were out there. So my next step was to ask people to share and explain examples of emotions they encountered online. After all, people are experts at their own experience. Over the course of several weeks, I recruited more than five hundred people across the United States to keep a sort of diary. Initially, I had participants share snippets (an image and a text explanation) of their highs and lows, each day submitting one example. Surprisingly, I received “diary entries” sharing peak moments of joy and creative expression, not just low points.

As I sorted through entries from participants ranging in age from 10 to 60 years old, and from of different racial and ethnic backgrounds, I encountered an astonishing range of emotions. Feeling validated by a random person on the internet sharing “TFW you started off in a fine mood until you looked at Instagram” in contrast with feeling judged by Netflix’s are you still watching? prompt. The evergreen feeling of smug delight when someone is wrong on the internet exists alongside a new feeling of dystopian rumination prompted by a deepfake papal puffer jacket. I’ve seen the rise and fall of the “laughing through tears” emoji in tandem with transient trends like red flag emojis or smiling cowboys. There was the joy of years-old comments in ten-hour remixes of Techno Chicken on YouTube, the mind-numbing befuddlement over your child’s obsession with surprise egg videos, and the abject horror of the Slack notification noise haunting your dreams.

What began as a single study has now spanned more than a decade. Over the years, more than five thousand participants—diverse across age, gender, race, ethnicity, and religion—have taken part in these diary studies. I’ve asked people to document their emotional lives online in whatever way felt natural. Some submitted simple logs of daily highs and lows. Others sent long-form reflections at 2:00 a.m. A few shared Google Drive folders labeled for your research eyes only. Through photo and text entries, video submissions, and follow-up interviews, they have helped build an extensive catalog of internet emotions.

What the people who contributed to this corpus of online emotion taught me is that our emotional lives are just as rich and complicated online as they are off, and that these worlds are not so separate anyway. These days, being online feels less and less like a distraction from reality and more and more like the fabric of real life—or at least an important part of it. What I saw were people developing a new kind of emotional vernacular that could move back and forth between virtual worlds and their real relationships.

As I combed through hundreds of diary entries, patterns began to surface. Slang like main character energy and “distracted boyfriend” memes revealed a fast-evolving vocabulary of micro-emotions. Abbreviations like LMAO and crying selfies felt like gestures overstated for effect. When I reviewed a diary entry about how we process celebrity deaths online side-by-side with another about the Spotify activity of friends, it became clear that these were ways we became immersed in group emotions. Reading about someone who kept a long-distance friendship alive through a daily streak on Snapchat showed me how technology helps us stay tuned to each other’s lives. Food porn, ASMR (autonomous sensory meridian response) slime videos, and the now-ancient iTunes visualizer (for those who remember) point to a craving for sensory intensity. The stories of people naming their Roombas hinted at how easily we invest machines with personality. Seen as a whole, I realized that not only are emotions changing with technology, but there are patterns that seem to transcend the latest tech development or viral social media trend.

Like most people, I’d been thinking of internet emotion as something shallow, or even corrosive. As I continued mapping the connections, the story shifted. I started to see all the ways we invent new, highly specific expressive language (a trend I’ll call atomizing). I noticed how we’ve found substitutes for nonverbal communication, by amplifying other elements of our messages to each other. We soak up vibes from each other—the ambient energy on the web. We’ve developed new ways to actually connect with other people, not just adding them as a “friend” or swiping right. We’re learning how to be attuned to the people in our lives. We seek out technology that augments our senses, which in turn can make feelings more vibrant, or sometimes can help us to self-soothe. And more and more, we animate our tech, by engaging with it as we would with other people.

Of course, these distinctions aren’t always neat. Sometimes the patterns bump up against each other and even blur together, just as our emotions do. The themes do build on one another, so the book will probably make the most sense if you read the chapters in order, but you may find that some speak to you more than others. If you’re struggling with malaise after a late-night doomscroll, you might find you relate strongly to the chapter on “Ambient” emotion. If you happen to feel a little silly sharing emojis and memes, then the “Amplify” chapter might help you understand why.

When I started to pay attention, I noticed astounding variety in the ways we express and experience emotion online. And I became hopeful that we are not doomed to live emotionally stunted lives ruled by the latest TikTok trend or to be nudged into algorithmically determined despair. Instead, I began to see how our lives could be enriched by digital interactions. We’ve become more aware. We’re often more empathetic. In many ways, we’ve become more in tune with each other too. We’re feeling more, not less, than ever before.

Instead of raging against the machines, we might benefit from learning how to live better with them. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what we could do to embrace this new emotional reality.

Modes for Every Mood

At the start of every semester, I ask my students to imagine that their smartphone has a mode that lets us match or control our mood. For example, I’ll say to the class, some existing modes indirectly affect emotion. Airplane mode, the OG, can feel liberating (ah, three hours of quiet contemplation) or deeply upsetting (I’m missing out on all the good stuff!) depending on your perspective. Focus mode, a recent addition on iPhones, is designed to make us feel a little calmer by filtering out distractions, but still allowing key notifications to break through.

The students’ task is to design a new mode that they would want on their own phone. Without a doubt, the most popular ideas have had something to do with calming or focusing. Students have come up with infinite variations. One student created a “breathe” mode that would guide users through a breathing exercise. Another invented a “homeostasis” mode where you see a small personal avatar to regulate your mood, such as showing your face mid-yawn when you are up late scrolling. Other modes in this genre were designed to gently change direction, like “procrastination prod,” a mode that nudges you out of your browsing circuit, and “shopaholic” mode, which intercepts emotional spending with the help of artificial intelligence. The goal is to think about ways to use technology to better manage our emotions.

On the other end of the spectrum, students have also designed all manner of modes that enrich—rather than manage—our emotional experience. “Nostalgia” mode, which one student submitted, would cycle through songs, photos, and texts to help you enjoy a memory. “Hey” mode detects when you haven’t been in touch with a friend for a while and gives you a little push to reach out. Similarly, “+1” mode selects someone from your contacts list and enables you to sync screens so you can use TikTok or YouTube together. “Melancholy” mode is designed to let you savor your blue mood by choosing the saddest songs on your playlist.

The students’ impulse to either regulate or revel resonated with my own research. What I found is that some people have developed an emotionally healthy approach to technology that doesn’t involve quitting social media or regularly enforcing digital detoxes. Rather than stirring up anxiety or disrupting friendships, they had designed digital lives that were more intentional and meaningful, or simply more enjoyable. These people were using tech differently, in a way that made their lives better, not worse.

I came to see these two camps—those looking to manage emotions and those looking to lean into their feelings—as the Stoics and the Romantics.

The Stoics and Romantics had two wildly different views on emotions. Given that one is a school of ancient philosophy and the other a nineteenth-century artistic movement, that isn’t surprising. But if you’ll look past the anachronistic comparison, these two movements offer us a useful shorthand, capturing two common ways we deal with our emotions. If you face a difficult situation without losing your cool, you may be considered stoic. Conversely, if you show your love with a thoughtful gift, you could be called romantic.

The vital link to human emotion may explain why there is an ongoing cultural obsession with the two movements. Bestsellers like Sharon Lebell’s Art of Living and Ryan Holiday and Stephen Hanselman’s Daily Stoic are a testament to Stoicism’s current popularity. While the most vocal fans might be Silicon Valley moguls, the popularity of Stoic philosophy has reentered the mainstream via podcasts, Instagram accounts, and in-person events in almost every major city in the United States. Romantics still live among us too. You can find them at a recent Museum of Modern Art exhibit just as easily as you can spot them romanticizing their lives by tackling yardwork in ethereal dresses on TikTok. Romantics from all over the world meet at the House of Beautiful Business events just as Substack readers gravitate to think pieces about the resurgence of Romanticism.

Stoics, like the Roman Seneca and the Greek Epictetus, proposed living a virtuous life as a path to well-being. The Stoics weren’t strictly against emotions, despite what you might have heard. On the contrary, the ancient Stoics had a sophisticated schema for emotions. Four passions—distress, fear, lust, and delight—exist on two axes. The first axis is good and evil, the second is present and future. Not too far off from some of our current models of emotion.

What the Stoics valued most of all was gaining control over their passions to make better decisions. Cognitive behavioral therapy (popularly known as CBT) has its roots in Stoic philosophy, which posits that false beliefs can lead to destructive emotions. CBT draws on a variety of contemplative practices to counter false beliefs and regulate emotion. A digital-age Stoic wouldn’t suppress a wave of outrage reading the comments but would instead have strategies to avoid falling prey to that outrage or letting it ruin their day.

Romanticism, on the other hand, embraced emotion as the path to beauty, meaning, and transcendence. The movement swept through Europe, spanning the work of painters like the German Caspar David Friedrich and the English J. M. W. Turner, French novelists Victor Hugo and Alexandre Dumas, American Gothic writers like Edgar Allan Poe, and lots and lots of poets—English poets William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Russian poets Aleksandr Pushkin and Mikhail Lermontov, and the Spanish José de Espronceda. Romantics cherished the “spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings,” seeking out the awesome power of love as much as the dark, the brooding, and the tragic. Mixed emotions were a calling card of the Romantics too. In the nineteenth century, Romantics elevated the sublime whether in the collision of beauty and terror on the stormy seas or the overwhelming grandeur of the sun rising over misty mountaintops. A modern-day Romantic might catch a glimpse of the sublime in the tidal wave of grief and hope encountered on GoFundMe in the aftermath of a hurricane or even in an endless scroll through Pinterest recommendations where the sublime borders on “stuplimity.” A digital-age Romantic wants to feel all the feelings.

But I want what everyone wants: two conflicting things at once. When I’m feeling hopeless at *gestures broadly at everything* after a particularly harrowing doomscroll session, I’m drawn to the promise of Stoicism. Gaining control over my emotions by pausing long enough to tease out the distinctions between each subtle emotional shift seems appealing. At other times, I’ve found myself frustrated at always having to carefully manage my emotions. After all, I don’t want to go through life overthinking every last feeling. I want the essence of experience rendered in magnificent megapixels. So, at the end of each chapter, you’ll find ideas for how to manage your emotions like a Stoic and how to really feel your feelings like a Romantic.

As we self-consciously swap jokes with Siri, puzzle over a friend’s disappearing three dots in the group chat, or get the tingles from a whispery TikTok, a typical day leaves us awash with new feelings. What if, instead of getting spirited away in an undertow of feels like the popular Studio Ghibli GIF, we learn to creatively engage with technology to become more emotionally in tune with ourselves and with each other?

Observing people navigate their digital lives over the years, I’ve seen remarkable resilience and ingenuity. While many experienced the familiar digital turbulence—feeling rage after politically charged exchanges, anxiety from constant comparison, and disconnection despite being more “connected” than ever—I also documented countless examples of people adapting technology to deepen connections, express vulnerability authentically, and meet emotional needs in surprising ways. I realized there was a significant gap in our emotional education. What we need is a guide that acknowledges the challenges of this new hybrid reality. Given that the average internet user spends seven hours online per day, adding up to a quarter of our lives, it makes sense to explore strategies that offer more than trying to cure our brain rot with dumbphones or turning all our app icons to grayscale.

Whether you’re an internet nerd fascinated by the changes in how we express ourselves or you’re looking to cope with a baffling new emotional language or you’re a nostalgic lover of real-life feelings, there’s something here for you. I wrote this book specifically for thoughtful adults who find themselves caught between valuing the internet’s opportunities while being depleted by its emotional demands—the parent wanting healthier ways to model digital behavior for their children, the professional whose work requires constant online presence, the citizen trying to stay informed while preserving their emotional well-being. These readers will find practical strategies for emotional regulation in digital spaces as well as inspiring examples of how people have transformed online interactions into sources of genuine connection, joy, and emotional fulfillment, drawing from the latest research looking at how we use technology.

Until we consider internet emotion in all its incredible breadth, we won’t really understand the full scope of the historical shift that’s happening, and what consequences—both negative and positive—it might have for our mental health. It’s going to be very difficult to live well with technology if we focus only on how things can go wrong, instead of how to get it right. There’s more internet ahead of us than behind us, so why not actively shape its place within our lives so we can scroll on to a healthier and more emotionally diverse future?







Invention, it must be humbly admitted, does not consist in creating out of void, but out of chaos.

—Mary Shelley

Delulu is the solulu.

—Nearly everyone on social media in 2024
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CHAPTER 2

ATOMIZE

How our feelings are becoming more nuanced thanks to the internet

RECENTLY, I MADE PLANS TO MEET a lapsed friend for coffee. We’d just seen each other at a local event after falling out of touch for a long time. In a perfect world, our get-together would flow as if no time had passed. We’d laugh at past escapades (who can forget the family poetry slam in the woods?), catch up on some innocent small-town gossip (another new family moved into the cursed house on the corner), instantly connect about new interests (hiking the Hudson Valley ruins), and totally skip the small talk.

I wasn’t too worried. After all, I’m kind of a professional question-asker. My job is to be curious about people. But lately my openers would be something like: “What is the one tech you most regret bringing into your life? Which of your senses would you want to be augmented? Which ChatGPT conversations have surprised you the most?” I knew I couldn’t assume that everyone is as tech-obsessed as I am. That’s when my friend surprised me by offering this charming conversational gambit: “Well, what’s your algorithm recommending to you lately?”

Mine? Cleverly narrated dogs, NYC street style, deep cleans. Hers? Adorable babies in ridiculous outfits, historical recipes, and backyard bird how-to. Despite these differences, there was one type of recommendation neither of us could shake. No matter what folk remedy we applied to retrain the algorithm, it proved impossible to escape increasingly aggressive anti-aging tips.

If you’ve reached a certain birthday, you’ll encounter an infinite variety of these. There are facial yoga techniques that promise a snatched jawline in exchange for twenty minutes of alternately puffing your cheeks. Dancing influencers promote elaborate skin-care routines, and plastic surgeons reveal which celebrities have had what procedure. Or there are the still-stunning models over fifty who talk about how they have bravely decided to embrace aging. The worst, we agreed, were the videos that temporarily transform women’s faces with a combination of face tape and extreme makeup techniques. She summarized, “You know that feeling when you see who the algorithm thinks you are and you feel terrible about yourself?”

Yes—yes, I do. I first learned about this particular feeling from a Milan Kundera novel back when his work was in vogue. But I never fully grasped it until I had a word for the feeling. As your prototypical nineties slacker who briefly tried the expat life in Prague, I encountered that very specific emotion, which Czech friends tried to describe over pilsners and knedlíky. If you translate the Czech word lítost with Google, it simply offers “regret or pity.” But that description doesn’t really capture the complexity of the feeling. Lítost is more like the flash of sudden shame you might get when catching a glimpse of yourself at a distance, whether literally in a store window or in the pity in your ex’s eyes or, as it happens, on your FYP (the For You Page on TikTok or Instagram). I realized I was experiencing lítost almost daily now in response to algorithmic recommendations.

Something about naming the specific gradation of the feeling seemed to make my experience more textured. I wasn’t just sad or mad or ashamed. No, it felt a little romantic—it had main character energy, like a movie star trying to hide secret shame behind bittersweet regret. The new word did more than that, though. It helped me to give shape to an amorphous feeling, preventing me from becoming despondent or, at minimum, wasting money on questionable anti-aging gadgets.

When I shared the feeling with Kimberly, she immediately latched on to it too. Now we knew that another, very different, culture had put a name to a similar concept, long before the tyranny of anti-aging Instagram Reels we were currently experiencing. There was something comforting about knowing that other people had felt it and thought it was worth naming. It made the feeling seem less like a personal flaw and more like a human truth. That one new word, lítost, turned out to have far-reaching effects.

Basic and Not-So-Basic Emotions

For thousands of years, most scholars agreed that emotions are innate and universal. This perspective has roots that run deep. The Confucian text Liji lists seven feelings thought to be innate












Again, With More Feelings
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A Taxonomy of Internet Emotions


Type 1 > Tech-Induced States of Mind





Type 2 > Viral Emotions





Type 3 > Meme-ing Our Feelings







Type 4 > Long-Form Feelings
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