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Preface

THE OPPORTUNITY TO publish a book would have been a great privilege at any time in history, but perhaps especially now. After all, this book could be one of the last ones. What a relief that would be, eh? All those tightly bound conduits of empathy and insight turned to ash and smoke, all of humanity dancing in a ring around the bonfire as we usher in a new era of expression wherein communication takes the form solely of disinterested teenagers prowling the streets, thrusting lavalier mics into the faces of unsuspecting strangers, demanding to know what they’re listening to, how much money they earn, how many people they’ve slept with.

With ravenous glee, tech overlords are seeking to dehumanise art, to saturate us with low-quality writing and audio and video (all under the umbrella of ‘content’) and before you know it, At Least It Looks Good From Space will be sitting on the very last shelf, on the very last stack, down the very back of an Indiana Jones hangar in Fort Knox where they keep one copy of every book ever printed just in case they ever need more kindling.

Seeing as it’s such a privilege, then, it seems only right that anyone who gets the chance to publish a book should approach the prospect with a formidable sense of purpose. It seems a crime that so much as a sentence should go by without impressing upon the reader the perceptible weight of intentionality. A cohesive and clearly articulated world view, something like a mission, built upon hard-earned conclusions, which themselves emerge from careful, thoughtful premises.

That’s not really my style, unfortunately. Throughout my life, I’ve found that the things I do by mistake end up making at least as much sense as the things I do on purpose – if not more.

This book does set out to do a few things. It is a collection of essays that explores themes of millennialism, mental illness and masculinity. What it means to be young but not that young, disordered to varying degrees, a man but not that much of a man.

Threaded through these reflections is the omnipresence of the internet and the influence of online platforms that now loom over the modern digital landscape like hulking towers made of oily black stone, smelling of sulphur, heralded by the blacksmith sound of steel being forged for war. There is desperate nostalgia for a time when it was not so, and an acknowledgement of our collective, tacit acceptance that we have no plan in place to tear down these structures. That we are instead making our peace with algorithmic influence, surveillance, rampant misinformation and the breakdown of a social order that once simply seemed like human nature. Turns out human nature can be bought and sold for a sixty-second video and the feeling you get when your phone lights up.

I could tell you that, when I set out to write it, the purpose of this book was to tell some stories about OCD and intrusive thoughts and what it felt like to lose my mind. Stories about friends and family and the narrow margins by which the people I’ve loved have saved my life. To write about the desperate need for attention and adoration and visibility and the paralysing fear that comes with getting exactly what you asked for. To try to figure out, if I can, what made me the way I am, what makes us the way we are, and where, if anywhere, we’re supposed to go from there.

But so much more than that, this book has one purpose –a purpose that unifies it with all such books published throughout history. That is, of course, to be stolen by a tech giant so it can be fed into the gaping maw of a large language model and used to train a generative AI programme to only be kind of wrong when you ask it how many cubic feet of water are in an Olympic-sized swimming pool or to correct your undergraduate thesis for spelling errors.

That and the desperate, terrible, inexcusable egotism to think that it’s my writing that you should read. That my thoughts are uniquely worthy of your consideration. That it should be this book that is gifted to hard-to-buy-for relatives across Ireland at Christmastime so they can smile politely and wonder to themselves, Who the hell is Carl Kinsella?

I don’t have much of an answer for that question besides: I’m the guy whose book you’re reading and, if you keep reading, then you may end up figuring it out more than I’ve managed to yet. You may figure out something else entirely.

It is a profound privilege to publish a book, and its only true purpose is the hope that you, the reader, get something –anything at all – out of it. Thank you for reading.

All my love,

Carl




Excuses, Excuses

DO YOU EVER miss your old brain? You know, your pre-broadband brain. Your dial-up brain. I can barely even remember mine.

I made the uninformed choice to become a part of the World Wide Web when I was eleven years old. With the permission of my mother, I signed up for a vBulletin message board dedicated to the discussion of the ‘A Series of Unfortunate Events’ children’s book series. We had a desktop computer in our house but no internet connection, so the only chance I ever got to browse the Web back then was in my aunt Cathy’s computer room. This was back when computers still had entire rooms to themselves, meaning that a Dell Inspiron 9100 in 2004 was probably living about as well or better than the average Irish renter now. My decision to join that message board to read and share theories as to the fate of the Baudelaire orphans would prove formative. The message board was shuttered only a year or two later, but its effect on me would prove to be irreversible (at least thus far). I had tasted the approval of strangers on the internet, and I no longer cared to go without it.

It’s been twelve years now since I set up my Twitter account, and it disturbs me greatly to think that significantly more time has passed between then and now than passed between me setting up that message-board account in my aunt’s back room under my mother’s supervision and joining Twitter, decidedly not under my mother’s supervision. Apparently, we are all now obligated to qualify each mention of Twitter with something like ‘which has since rebranded as X’, but I don’t particularly want to do that. I would love to say this is for some principled, highfalutin reason. That Twitter was more of an idea than a platform, and that when Elon Musk bought it, it changed on an ontological level, and so it would be inaccurate to refer to the Twitter of the past as ‘X’. That’s not why I’m not going to call it X. I’m not going to call it X because it’s a stupid name for a platform, and Elon Musk can get fucked as well, while we’re on the subject.

I quit Twitter in late 2024 after its adoptive owner Musk signalled his support for the German far-right party AfD shortly before one of their sympathisers ploughed his car into a crowd of people in a Christmas market in Magdeburg. It was a tragic, though arbitrary, trigger. I’d been trying to get off Twitter for longer than that. For years, I had been dependent on the app for validation, entertainment, information. Since signing up in October 2013, I tweeted an average of eighteen times a day until I stopped last December. Eighteen times a day. I don’t even have eighteen thoughts a day. But the reason I undertook this aberrant behaviour is that I was so handsomely rewarded for it. By 2022, I’d accumulated no fewer than 30,000 followers. A legion of people to reassure me that I was funny and insightful, that my public pronouncements were astute and morally correct. To me, every new day on Twitter felt like the moment you put a euro in the coin slot of a pool table and push it and the enormous, earth-shifting shlock sound of the slate releasing the balls, the sound of a game beginning anew. A monsoon of coins raining down into the steel tray of a Las Vegas slot machine. When you make a joke that lands, that travels … It must be how C-3PO felt when the Ewoks started worshipping him in Return of the Jedi. I can honestly say I don’t remember what my brain was like before it.

If you’ve spent a lot of time on Twitter then I don’t need to tell you about it, but, if you’re normal, there are a few things you need to understand. One of the most important principles of Twitter was the idea that each day had a ‘main character’. This was a seemingly unbreakable cycle wherein at least one person on earth would wake up and tweet something so regrettable that it would be shared far and wide, elevating whichever poor schmuck was foolish enough to arouse the wrath of the masses. Twitter, even at its very best, was a wrathful place. Modern digital platforms are not built for the kind of pro-social behaviour that holds so much of the real world in place, you see. They’re built to encourage users – through simple tricks like colours and buttons and the satisfying stretching of the ego that comes from seeing your numbers go up (followers, likes, retweets, whatever) – to make themselves as visible as possible. To ‘put’ ‘themselves’ ‘out there’, as it were. In the case of Twitter, that could mean anything from posting pictures of your asshole to a detailed fifty-tweet thread explaining the impact of tariffs on the global economy. Some users specialise in both. Or, just like in the classroom, you can win attention by relentlessly making jokes even though at least half of everyone probably wants you to stop so they can get on with the lesson. Something like: Hey girl, are you the treoracha and ceisteanna a ghabhann le Cuid A of my scrúidpháipéar? Cos I want to lay you anois go cúramach. One of my more underrated pieces, if you ask me.

Regular Twitter users – users who ‘hung out’ on Twitter the same way teenagers hang around outside a newsagent’s on their bikes intimidating the elderly, just a place to be, just something to do – will remember many main characters from over the years. There was the American man who, in the middle of a gun debate after a mass shooting in the United States, had demanded to know what he was supposed to do to protect his land should 30–50 feral hogs ever come stampeding across it. People took the piss out of him for a full twenty-four hours, not conceding until years later that he’d actually kind of had a point. There was ‘Bean Dad’ – a podcast host (once again, American) who’d taken to his timeline to boast that he’d made his nine-year-old daughter struggle for hours to open a can of beans to teach her resilience. Boy, people did not like that. There was one woman who was raked over the coals because of an entirely innocuous tweet in which she expressed love for her partner and spoke of how the two of them would enjoy drinking coffee in the garden together. This did not sufficiently speak to the misery in which most Twitter users apparently live their lives, and so she was thrown into an oubliette or something. I forget.

Mercifully, and despite my tens of thousands of tweets, I never reached the status of main character. I’d never have been able to handle that kind of pressure. And the way I know that about myself is because there was one time I came really close. That was in August 2021, when I started what came to be known as an online disinformation campaign to convince people that the Luas, Dublin’s tram service, is free. But we’ll come back to that shortly.

I’m ashamed of the first time I went viral. This came five years earlier, in the latter half of 2016. The first reason for that shame is pretty simple and has little to do with the substance of the viral content itself. Like many Irish people, I share the belief that it is a terrible sin to wish to be seen, let alone applauded. Thanks for buying my book, by the way.

The second reason is a little more specific to the content itself. It was a joke I’d posted about Harry Potter, making fun of how the Hogwarts house system sorts kids into four brackets, which I described in the tweet as ‘brave, smart, evil and miscellaneous’. It was a joke I’d told a thousand times in my mind and a deeply unoriginal observation. This was 2016, after all. Jokes about Harry Potter were pretty hackneyed by then. There’d been entire universes built out of Harry Potter parodies, YouTube videos that were as well known to some corners of the internet as the series itself. A Very Potter Musical, those Potter Puppet Pal things. All this to say that I didn’t think, as I sent that tweet between stripping off my gear from five-a-side and getting into the shower, that I was about to break the internet (or make a small incision into some unimportant crevice of its flesh, as proved to be the case). This was, however, before the cultural darkening that has set in over the years since. Back then, people were still laughing at celebrities reading mean tweets, having their minds blown by Hamilton and tolerating Carpool Karaoke in an act of inspiring non-violence. Though J.K. Rowling had yet to take up her mantle as arguably the world’s foremost anti-trans activist, I certainly have felt much after-the-fact shame for directing any attention to her work for quite some time. If there is anything to mitigate that shame it’s that there is probably nobody on earth who learned about Harry Potter through my tweets.

When I woke up the next morning, the tweet had amassed over 10,000 likes. I had notifications on my phone telling me my tweet had been trending in Canada, in parts of California, all over the place. I was getting retweeted by the little girl who played Matilda, who was, by that point, actually twenty-nine years old. If you’ve ever gone viral, you’ll know that these weird and specific updates – that a certain location is really buzzing off your joke, that some meme aggregation page has stolen it, cropped out your username and is sharing it as their own, or that some famous or powerful person knows who you are all of sudden – are par for the course. It stops being exciting almost instantly, and becomes a chore immediately after that. The first time a mentally healthy person goes viral on a certain platform, they will mute notifications for that app for the sake of their sanity and their battery and never look back.

I did not do that. After this brush with attention – true attention, the attention of tens of thousands – I set about spending the entirety of my twenties so desperate for validation and reassurance that, before long, I was thinking in tweets. I was dreaming in tweets. My followers had practically doubled over the course of one night – still only a measly 1,400, mind you – and because Twitter is (or was) a platform about sharing and being reshared, this came with a multiplier effect. The more followers you have, the more followers will follow, and eventually you and your thoughts are followed around everywhere by tens of thousands of people whom you don’t know, whose stability you can’t vouch for and whose judgement you can’t trust. And any time you put anything out there into the world, those people are watching. This is something the normals tend to overlook about having an audience. After all, imagine any group of a hundred people and ask yourself, on average, how many of them are freaks. Imagine how many of the hundred just plain won’t like you or your vibe or your face or whatever. Think about what percentage will know more than you about whatever you’re talking about either through study or lived experience, ready to legitimately put you back in your box. Now, imagine you’ve just said something that’s about to be seen by 100,000 people. The maths are quite simple. Before long, you find yourself answering your own thoughts in the voice of your cruellest and keenest detractors. A spiral of second-, third-, fourth-guessing yourself, like one mirror facing another, locked into the realisation that whether you are telling a joke or making some earnest observation, you will not capture your subject cleanly enough to get away scot-free from critique. If enough people see a thing, then some of them will be pissed off by that thing. Doesn’t remotely matter what the thing is. The first principle of woodwork, besides don’t wear a tie that can get caught in the reciprocating saw, is to measure twice and cut once. The business of going viral is different. Measure never. Cut indiscriminately.

The transition from a mostly physical existence where one’s social milieu might include a handful of friends and family, a smattering of co-workers, the people you might pass on the bus or in the pub, acquaintances from social clubs to a digital realm where anyone can access you at any time and you can end up as the ‘main character’ – paraded before the village like a goat on a float or a jester in the guillotine – has transformed the potential for personal ruin. It has fundamentally altered the equation of potentiality. Now, you can post a video of yourself online and change your life by accident. You can become famous because people like the way you say a certain word, because your gimmick, your schtick, is exactly what was needed on a certain day. The one-two punch of smartphones and digital platforms has made it so that every moment of your life is overburdened with the potential for enormous change, in a way that used to be reserved for major life events.

Having a child, for example, is widely accepted as something that will necessarily change your life, and it is therefore unsurprising when it inevitably does. Bo-ring. Other inflection points are less predictable, less obviously laden with fatedness. Like if you were to cross Wexford Street because you spotted someone standing outside Whelan’s whom you’d been avoiding for the last few months. And when you get across the street you remember that you need to buy some Piriton for your hay fever. It’s August and you’re eighteen years old and you weigh less than 60 kilograms and you’re wearing red sweatpants from Penneys and an extra-small white T-shirt with a big Superman S on it that is also from Penneys. You are so lost in the thrill of having so seamlessly dodged unwelcome human interaction, you don’t really question it when you file into the pharmacy between a guy wearing a motorcycle helmet and a second guy who is also wearing a motorcycle helmet. In fact, so oblivious are you to what is about to happen, you hold the door open for the second erstwhile motorcyclist.

Approximately five seconds after the door closes behind him, the second helmeted man, taller and thicker than you, tells you to get behind the counter, and you quickly realise you are now, even in the absolute best-case scenario, a witness to a robbery. It’s sort of like what Carl Sagan said about how if you want to make an apple pie from scratch, you must first invent the universe. Only in this case, the apple pie is an event that has left me mildly but indelibly scarred, and the creation of the universe is my decision to cross the street. What I learned about myself over the course of that robbery is that I’m the kind of guy who, if told by a robber to get on the floor, will get on the floor. No questions asked. When I run the memory back in my mind now, I do have a vague sense that I may have asked, ‘Can’t I just, like, leave?’ I’m pretty sure I didn’t actually say that, but I can guarantee you my overall performance was precisely that unheroic.

The robbery itself, in action, was a grotesque affair, and undoubtedly traumatic for the two women who were staffing the pharmacy. At one point, one of the men alluded to having a gun, but I certainly never saw one. Had I, then I would have crashed out on the spot and the guy would have had to shoot me just to calm me down. One time I was telling a friend this story and he said, ‘Ah, he didn’t have a gun’, and when I asked how he could be so sure, he said, ‘In those situations, if you have a gun, you show it.’ Obviously my friend, who has spent his entire life unarmed, hadn’t a fucking clue what he was talking about but I agreed with him nevertheless. Still, when you’re lying on the linoleum behind the counter of a pharmacy, watching two anonymous men threaten two women, lying there like a eunuch in your Superman T-shirt, realising you’ve got a face that screams Please make an example of me, it does change the way you think about the world.

I’d been mugged before, but this was a step up from my past experiences. The muggings I’d been party to by that very early stage in my life had always offered some room either for negotiation or for sprinting in the opposite direction as fast as I could. I could have even screamed ‘I am being mugged’ if the situation had grown truly hairy. That is to say, mugging was unpleasant, but it had never made me feel truly helpless. But, inadvertently locking myself into a dangerous situation because I wouldn’t risk a conversation with an acquaintance and don’t possess the necessary skills of visual observation to notice that I have sandwiched myself between two men who are obviously about to rob a pharmacy? That has an effect. It wasn’t quite a conscious decision on my part, but it was dumb enough to be negligent, and that’s nearly the same thing. Maybe it’s an experience like that which makes you seek the illusory safety of the internet. Who’s to say? I’m wary of ascribing too much significance to this event, and warier still of dismissing it entirely.

There is nothing unique about this story besides that it happened to me, but things like this happen to people every day. Things that shouldn’t matter, decisions that should be of no consequence at all, often reshape our lives. Ideally, we are not wearing an extra-small Superman T-shirt when it happens. After the helmeted men had left the pharmacy with however much money they’d cobbled together from the till and some sacks that were kept in what seemed to be some kind of safe, I waited for the gardaí to show up, gave my statement and my contact information and, naturally, never heard anything about the incident ever again. Somehow, amid the madness, I did get my hands on some Piriton (did I … steal them?), but as I turned the corner and made for St Stephen’s Green I threw the unopened box into a large commercial bin as though that would cleanse me of the experience.

That happened in 2011, probably one of the last years when you still had to at least cross the street to end up in a potentially ruinous situation. The internet had yet to build up enough steam for a full churn. There were very few ‘main characters’ at that point, and even they were usually people who had done something so embarrassing in real life that it had made it onto the internet, rather than the other way round. This was four years before Jon Ronson published his book So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed – perhaps the first mainstream work to highlight the notion that the increased visibility afforded to us by popular social-media platforms was a double-edged sword, and that the more we suppress our true selves in favour of the broadcasted, live-streamed, tweeted self, the higher the jeopardy.

Maybe you don’t feel as though much really changed with the advent of social media, at least with respect to the damage we can do to ourselves. Sure, you could have always slipped in the shower, burned your arm when cooking with oil, fallen down the stairs or whatever else like that. But there was a time when, at the very least, the four walls of one’s bedroom felt sanctified and safe. Amniotic and impenetrable. You could roll down the blinds like Gandalf throwing the sleeve of his robe over the Palantir, a curtain over the whole globe, and experience the unconscious and unheralded relief of being truly hidden. It’s not like that anymore. Ruining your life has never required less effort, premeditation or forethought. You could ruin your life right now. You could put this book down, open up whatever social-media account you’ve got the most friends or followers on and just go for it. I won’t tell you how to go about it, there’s no one way to skin a cat and there are plenty of people whose example you can follow. Even if you’ve only got an audience of a few hundred, you are presently in possession of the otherworldly power to reach almost everyone you know in an instant. And whether it’s on purpose or by accident, you could make them hate your guts just as fast.

The good news, though, is that ‘ruining your life’ has also never been a better pathway to get rich. If you don’t embarrass easily and are prepared to withstand the hatred of 100,000 people who either idly or actively want you dead, there really is no limit to what you can achieve. You know there’s a lady in Minnesota named Shiloh Hendrix who was caught on camera directing a racial slur towards a black child in a playground, and after a few hours of well-earned internet shaming, she managed to raise $800,000 on a crowdfunding website under the title ‘Help Me Protect My Family’? That’s $800,000 for being captured in the commission of one of the most reprehensible acts imaginable. The incentives to behave monstrously have never been higher; all we ask is that you let us watch.

In another example of a moment recorded on a phone and cast into our attending jaws like chum to sea serpents, a twenty-one-year-old Alabamian girl named Haliey Welch was asked on camera while on a night out how to make a guy go crazy in bed, and she gave some half-baked advice about what to do when giving head. As a token of our gratitude for her sage advice, we made her one of the most famous women in the world, instantly, giving her the name ‘Hawk Tuah’ in honour of the onomatopoeia she’d used to describe the act of spitting on, as she called it, ‘that thang’. Within weeks, Welch had one of the most popular podcasts on the market. She has millions of followers on Instagram. She scammed hundreds of morons out of their money by selling a cryptocurrency memecoin that instantly lost all of its value, and then she disappeared off the face of the internet for weeks when her fans realised they’d been had. As of May 2025, Welch is being sued in a class-action lawsuit and has been investigated by the FBI and SEC. This is presumably fantastic news for her brand, because the longer it drags on, the more access we give Welch to the mines of our attention. Netflix or some other streaming giant will almost undoubtedly make a documentary about her – or a whole docuseries. Welch, like many of us, is a participant in the attention economy. A merchant, if you will. She has her stall, and I have mine, and perhaps you have your own.

Maybe the most dangerous thing about the attention economy is that, for now, the attention that matters only comes from one source, which is people. ‘Success’ is entirely contingent on winning the notice of people, the more the better. The reason this is so dangerous is that people are dangerous to begin with, and the online forums in which they congregate have a habit of making even the most straightforward exchange of information feel like a cockfight being watched by 10,000 drunken gamblers.

There are, at best, content-moderation rules to which even the more responsible platforms barely adhere. Even before its Elon Musk era, Twitter was not a platform that stringently enforced its own rules. When tens of thousands of people encounter an idea – any idea – all at once, some of those people are going to be really weird about it. If you ask anyone who has ever gone viral for any reason, they will tell you the very same thing. It’s worse if you’re a woman because, within those tens of thousands, there will be an enormous cohort who will behave abominably not only about the substance of your idea but about your physical appearance, your marital status, whether or not you have children. In many cases, this is accompanied by threats of sexual violence from men – some anonymous, some so secure in their sense of impunity that they have no problem attaching their name and likeness to this harassment.

And those are just the malevolent weirdos. There are benevolent weirdos too. In Twitter parlance, benevolent weirdos are usually relegated to a caste known as ‘Reply Guys’ – men, usually older than whomever it is they are replying to, perhaps attempting to live out some fantasy in which they can appeal to the kind of women who ignored them in their teens and twenties. ‘Reply Guys’ seem to be possessed of that same essence that seems to make uncles such reliably strange people. A supportiveness not untouched by sleaze, and a great propensity to respond to your tweet with a follow-up observation from a perspective that you do not share but that is not worth going out of your way to challenge. ‘Benevolent’ might actually be a bit strong – weirdos about whom you feel neutral.

So sick are these platforms, and so sick is the outside world they are remaking in their own image, that at times it seems the only way to use them right is to misuse them. There’s a comforting, cathartic logic to this. Hey, if all of the most powerful people in the world can hop online and lie and prevaricate and grandstand without any fear of consequence, then surely it is as much our right to do the same. Unfortunately, the platforms don’t care whether you’re using them or misusing them. It’s all the same as long as they can keep you on their app, looking at ads, willingly turning over your personal data. It’s the attention economy, stupid.

Do you want to guess how many tweets there are on Twitter that refer to it as a ‘hellsite’? How many accounts have tweeted threatening to kill owner Elon Musk, or Jack Dorsey before him? There are people who profess to hate Twitter who can sooner imagine the end of the internet than actually extracting themselves from the situation. And I don’t say that out of a place of judgement, but sincere empathy.

The attention economy truly kicked into gear with the ‘pivot to video’ that occurred in the mid-2010s. Facebook, now Meta, told all of the digital publishers – the Buzzfeeds, the Huffington Posts, the Vices, not to mention the organisations I have spent my entire professional life working for – who relied entirely upon the followings they had built on Facebook, that these followers would no longer be shown articles in their Newsfeed to the same degree as they had been. Instead, the algorithm would prioritise videos. People weren’t reading anymore, we were told. It took a couple of years, but the result was an attempt by journalists and organisations who had carved out their niche by relying on the public’s tapeworm-like hunger for quizzes that would tell them which Lady Gaga backing dancer they were to retool their approach for people with even less of an attention span. The ‘pivot to video’ was a cataclysmic blow to many of the main upstart publications of the early 2010s, including the likes of Vice and Buzzfeed. Instead, the actual ‘pivot to video’ came a few years later, fulfilled by the public themselves.

In the eighteenth century, an English
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