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“Solitary tears are not wasted.” René Char— “I dreamt about autocorrect 
last night.” Darcie Wilder— “The personal is impersonal.” Mark Fisher —
MoDvaDonal speaker: “Swipe leG and move on.”— “I’m easy but too busy 
for you” t-shirt— “Why don’t you just meet me in the middle? I am losing 
my mind just a liMle.” Zedd, Maren Morris, Grey— “As the spirit wanes, 
the form appears.” Charles Bukowski— “I don’t care, I love it.” Icona Pop— 
“Percent of riders on Shanghai subway staring at their phones: 100%.” 
Kevin Kelly— “When you get ignored long enough you check peoples ‘last 
seen’ status to make sure they aren’t dead.” Addie Wagenknecht— “I 
don’t feel like wriDng what I have just wriMen, nor do I feel like erasing it.” 
Kierkegaard— “The very purpose of our life is to seek happiness.” Dalai 
Lama.      

Try and dream, if you can, of a mourning app.  The mobile has come dangerously 1

close to our psychic bone, to the point where the two can no longer be separated. If 
only my phone could gently weep. McLuhan’s “extensions of man” has imploded right 
into the exhausted self.  Social media and the psyche have fused, turning daily life into 2

a “social reality” that—much like arDficial and virtual reality—is overtaking our 
percepDon of the world and its inhabitants. Social reality is a corporate hybrid 
between handheld media and the psychic structure of the user. It’s a distributed form 
of social ranking that can no longer be reduced to the interests of state and corporate 
pla]orms. As online subjects, we too are implicit, far too deeply involved. Social 
reality works in a peer-to-peer fashion. It’s all about you and your profile. Likes and 
followers define your social status. But what happens when nothing can moDvate you 
anymore, when all the self-opDmizaDon techniques fail and you begin to carefully 
avoid these forms of emoDonal analyDcs? Compared to others your ranking is low—
and this makes you sad. 

 Chapter 4, Sad by Design, Pluto Press, June 2019.1

 “Having my phone closer to me while I’m sleeping gives me comfort.” Quote from research by Jean M. Twenge, 2

“Have Smartphones Destroyed a GeneraDon?” The Atlan1c, September 2017, www.theatlanDc.com/magazine/
archive/2017/09/has-the-smartphone-destroyed-a-generaDon/534198. Twenge observes that “teens who spend 
more Dme than average on screen acDviDes are more likely to be unhappy.” She sees a decrease in social skills. “As 
teens spend less Dme with their friends face-to-face, they have fewer opportuniDes to pracDce them. In the next 
decade, we may see more adults who know just the right emoji for a situaDon, but not the right facial expression.”

1

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2017/09/has-the-smartphone-destroyed-a-generation/534198
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2017/09/has-the-smartphone-destroyed-a-generation/534198
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In Ten Arguments For Dele1ng Your 
Social Media Accounts Right Now, Jaron 
Lanier asks, “why do so many famous 
tweets end with the ‘sad’?”  He 3

associates the word with a lack of real 
connecDon. “Why must people accept 
manipulaDon by a third party as the 
price of a connecDon?” According to 
Lanier, sadness appears in response to 
“unreasonable standards for beauty or 
social status or vulnerability to trolls.” 
Google and Facebook know how to 
uDlize negaDve emoDons more readily, 

leading to the new system-wide goal: find 
personalized ways to make you feel bad. There is no single way to make everyone 
unhappy. Sadness will be tailored to you. Lanier noDced that certain online designs 
made him unhappy because social media placed him in a subordinate posiDon. “It’s 
structurally humiliaDng. Being addicted and manipulated makes me feel bad… There 
was a strange, unfamiliar hollow in me aGer a session. An insecurity, a feeling of not 
making the grade, a fear of rejecDon, out of nowhere.”  

Lanier discovered his inner troll, a troll produced by what he calls the asshole 
amplificaDon technology: “I really don’t like it when a crowd judges me casually, or 
when a stupid algorithm has power over me. I don’t like it when a program counts 
whether I have more or fewer friends than other people.” He refuses to be ranked and 
concludes: “The inability to carve out a space in which to invent oneself without 
constant judgment; that  is what makes me unhappy.” A similar reference we find in 
Adam Greenfield’s Radical Technologies where he noDces that “it seems strange to 
assert that anything as broad as a class of technologies might have an emoDonal 
tenor, but the internet of things does. That tenor is sadness … a melancholy that rolls 
off it in waves and sheets. The enDre pretext on which it depends is a milieu of 
conDnuously shaMered aMenDon, of overloaded awareness, and of gaps between 
people just barely annealed with sensors, APIs and scripts.” It is a life “salvaged by 
bullshit jobs, overcranked schedules and long commutes, of inDmacy sDfled by 
exhausDon and the incapacity by exhausDon and the incapacity or unwillingness to be 
emoDonally present.”  4

Source: John Holcroft, johnholcroft.com

 Quotes from Jaron Lanier, Ten Arguments For Dele1ng Your Social Media Accounts Right Now, Argument 7: Social 3

Media is Making You Unhappy, Vintage, London, 2018, pp. 81–92.
 Adam Greenfield, Radical Technologies, Verso Books, London, 2017 (thanks to Miriam Rasch for the reference).4
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Of course sadness already existed before social media. And even when the smart 
phone is safely out of reach, you can sDll feel down and out. Let’s step out of the 
determinist merry-go-round that all too quickly spins from capitalist alienaDon and 
disastrous states of mind to blaming Silicon Valley for your misery. Even technological 
sadness is a style, albeit a cold one. The sorrow, no maMer how short, is real. This is 
what happens when we can no longer disDnguish between telephone and society. If 
we can’t freely change our profile and feel too weak to delete the app, we’re 
condemned to feverishly check for updates during the brief in-between moments of 
our busy lives. In a split second, the real-Dme machine has teleported us out of our 
current situaDon and onto another playing field filled with mini reports we quickly 
have to invesDgate.  

Omnipresent social media places a claim on our elapsed Dme, our fractured lives. 
We’re all sad in our very own way.  As there are no lulls or quiet moments anymore, 5

the result is faDgue, depleDon and loss of energy. We’re becoming obsessed with 
waiDng. How long have you been forgoMen by your loved ones? Time, meDculously 
measured on every app, tells us right to our face. Chronos hurts. Should I post 
something to aMract aMenDon and show I’m sDll here? Nobody likes me anymore. As 
the random messages keep relentlessly piling in, there’s no way to halt them, to take a 
moment and think it all through.  6

Delacroix once declared that every day which is not noted is like a day that does not 
exist. Diary wriDng used to fulfill that task. Elements of early blog culture tried to 
update the diary form for the online realm, but that moment has now passed. Unlike 
the blog entries of the Web 2.0 era, social media have surpassed the summary stage 
of the diary in a desperate aMempt to keep up with real-Dme regime. Instagram 
Stories, for example, bring back the nostalgia of an unfolding chain of events— and 
then disappear at the end of the day, like a revenge act, a saDre of ancient senDments 
gone by. Storage will make the pain permanent. BeMer forget about it and move on.  

It’s easy to contrast the relentless swing between phone and life with the way 
anthropologists describe metamorphosis. IniDaDon and ritual are slow events that 
require Dme, insDgated by periods of voluntary solitude. The perpetual now that 
defines the “smart” condiDon is anything but an endurance test. By browsing through 

 Contrast this with the statement of Amos Oz: “You probably recall the famous statement at the beginning of Anna 5

Karenina, in which Tolstoy declares from on high that all happy families resemble one another while unhappy 
families are all unhappy in their own way. With all due respect to Tolstoy, I’m telling you that the opposite is true: 
unhappy people are mainly in convenDonal suffering, living out in sterile rouDne one of five or six threadbare 
clichés of misery.” (The Black Box, Vintage, 1993, p. 94, thanks to Franco Berardi.
 Earlier I dealt with the psychopathology of informaDon overload, in part influenced by the wriDngs of Howard 6

Rheingold, for instance in my 2011 book Networks Without a Cause. While this diagnosis may sDll be relevant, 
psychological condiDons such as sadness come in when we’re online 24/7, the disDncDon between psyche and 
phone has all but collapsed and we’re no longer administraDng incoming informaDon flows on large screens in 
front of us via dashboards.
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updates, we’re catching up with machine Dme—at least unDl we collapse under the 
weight of parDcipaDon faDgue. Organic life cycles are short-circuited and accelerated 
up to a point where the personal life of billions has finally caught up with cyberneDcs. 
Time to go soG, despacito.  

In the online context, sadness appears as a short moment of indecisiveness, a flash 
that opens up the possibility of a reflecDon. The frequently used “sad” label is a 
vehicle, a strange aMractor to enter the liquid mess called social media. Sadness is a 
container. Each and every situaDon can potenDally be qualified as sad. Through this 
mild form of suffering we enter the blues of being in the world. When something’s 
sad, things around it become grey. You trust the machine because you feel you’re in 
control of it. You want to go from zero to hero. But your propped-up ego implodes and 
the failure of self-esteem becomes apparent again. The price of self-control in an age 
of instant graDficaDon is high. We long to revolt against the restless zombie inside us, 
but we don’t know how. Our psychic armor is thin and eroded from within, open to 
behavioral modificaDons. Sadness arises at the point when we’re exhausted by the 
online world.  AGer yet another app session in which we failed to make a date, 7

purchased a Dcket and did a quick round of videos, the post-dopamine mood hits us 
hard. The sheer busyness and self-importance of the world makes you feel joyless. 
AGer a dive into the network, we’re drained and feel socially awkward. The swiping 
finger is Dred and we have to stop.  

Sadness expresses the growing gap between the self-image of a perceived social 
status and the actual precarious reality. The temporary dip, described here under the 
code name “sadness”, can best be understood as a mirror phenomenon of the self-
promoDon machine that constructs the links for us. The mental state is so pervasive, 
the merging of social media with the self so totalizing, that we see the sadness 
complex as a manifestaDon of an “anD-self” stage that we slip into and then walk 
away from.  The anD-climax called sadness travels with the smart phone; it’s 8

everywhere. It is considered sad when most of your friends are bots. The conservaDve 

 I am using the exhausDon here in the way Gilles Deleuze once described it, in contrast with feeling Dred. Unlike 7

Dredness we cannot easily recover from exhausDon. There is no “healing Dredness” (Byung-Chul Han) at play here. 
Take Teju Cole’s descripDon of life in Lagos: “There is a disconnect between the wealth of stories available here and 
the rarity of creaDve refuge. WriDng is difficult, reading impossible. People are so exhausted aGer all the hassle of a 
normal Lagos day that, for the vast majority, mindless entertainment is preferable to any other kind. The ten-
minute journeys that take forty-five. By day’s end, the mind is worn, the body ragged.” (Everyday is for the Thief, 
Random House, New York, 2014, p. 68).
 In his blog post Social Media as Masochism, Rob Horning writes: “Much of social media is a calculated effort to 8

‘accumulate’ esteem and grant agency. Self-consciousness of ongoing social media use could trigger an intense 
need to escape from self. Social media, he proposes, “has affordances to make ‘self-construcDon’ masochisDc and 
self-negaDng.” “One puts an aspect of oneself out there to dream of it being mocked, and that pain of mockery 
disassociates us from the deeper vulnerabiliDes of the ‘real self ’ that is being deferred and protected for the 
moment.” hMps://thenewinquiry.com/blog/social-media-as-masochism.
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judgment that many friends indicate a lack of character and gestalt  falls short here, 9

as most are machine generated social relaDonships anyway. As buying followers has 
become more acceptable, social status no longer has to be built from the ground up 
through hard online labor.  10

We should be careful to disDnguish sadness from anomalies such as suicide, 
depression and burnout. Everything and everyone can be called sad, but not everyone 
is depressed.  Much like boredom, sadness is not a medical condiDon (though never 11

say never because everything can be turned into one). No maMer how brief and mild, 
sadness is the default mental state of the online billions. Its original intensity gets 
dissipated. It seeps out, becoming a general atmosphere, a chronic background 
condiDon. Occasionally—for a brief moment—we feel the loss. A seething rage 
emerges. AGer checking for the tenth Dme what someone said on Instagram, the pain 
of the social makes us feel miserable, and we put the phone away. Am I suffering from 
the phantom vibraDon syndrome? Wouldn’t it be nice if we were offline? Why’s life so 
tragic? He blocked me. At night, you read through the thread again. Do we need to 
quit again, to go cold turkey again? Others are supposed to move us, to arouse us, and 
yet we don’t feel anything anymore. The heart is frozen.  

Once the excitement wears off, we seek distance, searching for mental detachment. 
The wish for “anD-experience” arises, as Mark Greif has described it. The reducDon of 
feeling is an essenDal part of what he calls “the anaestheDc ideology”. If experience is 
the “habit of creaDng isolated moments within raw occurrence in order to save and 
recount them,”  the desire to anaestheDze experience is a kind of immune response 12

against “the sDmulaDons of another modern novelty, the total aestheDc 
environment.”  Most of the Dme your eyes are glued to a screen, as if it’s now or 13

never. As Gloria Estefan wrote: “The sad truth is that opportunity doesn’t knock 
twice.” Then, you stand up and walk away from the intrusions. The fear of missing out 

 Byung-Chul Han, discussing Carl SchmiM’s friend-enemy disDncDon in the Facebook age, in: 9

MüdigkeitsgesellschaO, MaMhes & Seitz, Berlin, 2016, p. 71.
 Adrienne Matei, “Seeing is Believing, What’s so Bad about Buying Followers?” hMp://reallifemag.com/seeing-is-10

believing. The essay deals with the stylized performance of authenDcity of Instagram images and their 
accompanying capDons that “oGen denounce superficiality and strategic image manipulaDon and emphasize the 
value of embracing rather than concealing imperfecDons.” She observes that for influencers, “authenDcity tends to 
be bound up with aspiraDon: an image is ‘true’ if it captures and triggers desire, even if the image is carefully and 
even decepDvely constructed. The feeling it inspires in the midst of scrolling is what maMers.” Using something 
faked, edited, misleading, or out of context to aMract aMenDon isn’t the pla]orm’s problem but its point. Matei 
argues that, while there may not be fake images, there are fake audiences. As one influencer explained: “It’s not so 
much outrage as people pity you. It’s like people who pay for all the drinks at the bar just to feel like they have 
friends. It’s sad.” Matei concludes: “Buying followers can alleviate hassle, but it entails embracing the paradox of all 
counterfeiDng: coveDng a currency whose legiDmacy you are in the process of undermining.”

 This is wriMen with William Styron’s Depression in mind, Vintage Minis, 2017, wriMen in 1990, in respect of all 11

those that suffer from severe forms of depression. 
 Quotes from Mark Greif, Against Everything, p. 225.12

 Ibid.13
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backfires, the social baMery is empty and you put the phone aside. This is the moment 
sadness arises. It’s all been too much, the intake has been pulverized and you shut 
down for a moment, poisoning him with your unanswered messages. According to 
Greif, “the hallmark of the conversion to anD-experience is a lowered threshold for 
even]ulness.” A Facebook event is the one you’re interested in, but do not aMend. We 
observe others around us, yet are no longer part of the conversaDon: “They are 
nature’s creatures, in the full grace of modernity. The sad truth is that you sDll want to 
live in their world. It just somehow seems this world has changed to exile you.”  You 14

leave the online arena; you need to rest. This is an inverse movement from the 
constant quest for experience. That is, unDl we turn our heads away, grab the phone, 
swipe and text back. God only knows what I’d be without the app.  

Los Angeles theorist and arDst Audrey Wollen has declared sadness a feminist 
strategy, a form of poliDcal resistance “to be as goddamn miserable as we want.”  In 15

a text called Sad Girl Theory, she states, “our pain doesn’t need to be discarded in the 
name of empowerment. It can be used as a material, a weight, a wedge, to jam that 
machinery and change those paMerns.” To Wollen, poliDcal protest is usually defined 
in masculine terms, “as something external and oGen violent, a demonstraDon in the 
streets, a riot, an occupaDon of space.” Such a definiDon excludes “a whole history of 
girls who have used their sorrow and their self-destrucDon to disrupt systems of 
dominaDon.” Feminism doesn’t need to advocate how awesome and fun being a girl 
is.  The endless preaching of empowerment may as well be what Lauren Berlant calls 
a form of “cruel opDmism”. Sharing feelings online is not a form of narcissism. As 
Wollen insists: “Girls’ sadness is not passive, self-involved or shallow; it is a gesture of 
liberaDon, it is arDculate and informed, it is a way of reclaiming agency over our 
bodies, idenDDes, and lives.”  

By reading sadness through a gender lens and contextualizing affect as a female 
response, Wollen turns sadness into a poliDcal weapon. And yet, in one sense, this 
weapon has already been defused. Today sadness has been compressed into code, 
turning it into a techno-senDment. Audrey Wollen admits that social media ulDmately 
abuses feelings with the aim of a posiDve quanDfiable outcome. “Sadness has become 
quippy,” she writes.  

I can tweet about how depressed I am instead of wriDng a sonnet in 
iambic pentameter. We spend a lot of Dme talking about how we want to 

 Ibid., p. 227.14

 Quotes from interview with Audrey Wollen by Tracy Watson in Dazed, November 23, 2015, 15

www.dazeddigital.com/photography/arDcle/28463/1/girls-are-finding-empowerment-through-internet-sadness. 
See also www.instagram.com/audreywollen and www.tumblr.com/search/audrey%20wolle (thanks to Miriam 
Rasch).
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kill ourselves over social media, but when was the last Dme all of your 
friends got together and cried? We sDll parDcipate in upholding the idea 
of “happiness” as a goal or object that can be worked for, something you 
“earn” instead of just chilling with our misery.  16

Sadness has neighboring feelings we can check out. There is the sense of 
worthlessness, blankness, joylessness, the fear of acceleraDng boredom, the feeling of 
nothingness, plain self-hatred while trying to get off drug dependency, those lapses of 
self-esteem, the laying low in the mornings, those moments of being overtaken by a 
sense of dread and alienaDon, up to your neck in crippling anxiety, there is the self-
violence, panic aMacks, and deep despondency before we cycle all the way back to 
reoccurring despair. We can go into the deep emoDonal territory of the Russian 
toska.  Or we can think of online sadness as part of that moment of cosmic loneliness 17

Camus imagined aGer God created the earth. I wish that every chat were never 
ending. But what do you do when your inability to respond takes over? You’re 
heartbroken and delete the session. AGer yet another stretch of compulsory 
engagement with those cruel Likes, silly comments, empty text messages, detached 
emails and vacuous selfies, you feel empty and indifferent. You hover for a moment, 
vaguely unsaDsfied. You want to stay calm, yet start to lose your edge, disgusted by 
your own Facebook Memories. But what’s this message that just came in? Strange. 
Did they respond?  

AnxieDes that go untreated build up to a breaking point. Yet unlike burnout, sadness is 
a conDnuous state of mind. Sadness pops up the second events start to fade away—
and now you’re down in the rabbit hole once more. The perpetual now can no longer 
be captured and leaves us isolated, a scaMered set of online subjects. What happens 
when the soul is caught in the permanent present? Is this what Franco Berardi calls 
the “slow cancellaDon of the future”? By scrolling, swiping and flipping, we hungry 
ghosts try to fill the existenDal empDness, franDcally searching for a determining sign
—and failing. When the phone hurts and you cry together, that’s technological 
sadness. “I miss your voice. Call, don’t text.”  18

Sad By Design Occurrences 

 Interview with Audrey Wollen by Yasi Salek for Cul1st Zine, June 19, 2014, www.culDstzine.com/2014/06/19/16

cult-talk-audrey-wollen-on-sad-girltheory.
 Vladimir Nabokov described toska as “a sensaDon of great spiritual anguish, oGen without any specific cause. At 17

less morbid levels it is a dull ache of the soul, a longing with nothing to long for, a sick pining, a vague restlessness, 
mental throes, yearning. In parDcular cases it may be the desire for somebody of something specific, nostalgia, 
love-sickness. At the lowest level it grades into ennui, boredom.” More here: hMps://
advokatdyavola.wordpress.com/2012/05/07/an-elegy-for-passion (thanks to Ellen RuMen for the reference). 

 www.capDonstatus.com/sad-whatsapp-status.18
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The hollow ache of sadness hurts. Yet it’s also important to locate it empirically, to 
invesDgate its specific condiDons. Far from being a natural response, such sadness is 
integrated into the design of interfaces and the architectures of apps. Today sadness 
has become technical, a shiG that applies equally to users and producers. Let’s first 
look at online video. Julia Alexander has documented the burnouts, panic aMacks and 
other mental health issues of YouTube’s top creators. Alexander reports, “constant 
changes to the pla]orm’s algorithm, unhealthy obsessions with remaining relevant in 
a rapidly growing field and social media pressures are making it almost impossible to 
conDnue creaDng at the pace both the pla]orm and audience want.” “This is all I’ve 
ever wanted. Why am I so unhappy?”  the 19-year-old YouTuber Elle Mills once cried 19

out, echoing the earlier breakdown of Britney Spears in front of a television audience. 
Her life had changed so fast, that it resulted in a breakdown in front of the camera. 
While daily television shows have large crews with editors and studio spaces, vloggers 
oGen broadcast out of their own apartments, producing clips on their own or with a 
small crew. And whereas TV hosts receive famous guests and deal with societal issues, 

Edvard Munch, “Scream”(1893), remix. Image source unknown (if you are the author or know about 
them please contact the Red Thread journal) 

 Julia Alexander, YouTube’s top creators are burning out and breaking down en masse, June 1, 2018, 19

www.polygon.com/2018/6/1/17413542/burnoutmental-health-awareness-youtube-elle-mills-el-rubius-bobby-
burnspewdiepie.
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YouTube celebs are more likely to report on their own ups and downs. Millennials, as 
one recently explained to me, have grown up talking more openly about their state of 
mind. As work/life disDncDons disappear, subjecDvity becomes their core content. 
Confessions and opinions are externalized instantly. IndividuaDon is no longer 
confined to the diary or small group of friends, but is shared out there, exposed for all 
to see.  

“When the careers of so many video personaliDes involve exposing their personal 
lives, striking a work/life balance is next to impossible,” Alexander notes. Keeping up 
the vlogs is hardly a voluntary choice. If you take a break, even for a day, you 
immediately drop in the algorithm rank that favors frequency and engagement. We’re 
dealing here with pre-programed mental breakdowns, exhausDon directly brought on 
by soGware se{ngs, collapse coded in by developers under the supervision of senior 
engineers. “No one is telling YouTubers to chill out,” Alexander concludes. “It’s the 
opposite. People constantly ask for more, and there’s only so much that one person 
can offer.”  

A next case would be Snapstreaks, the best friends fire emoji next to a friend’s name 
indicaDng that “you and that special person in your life have snapped one another 
within 24 hours for at least two days in a row.”  Streaks are considered a proof of 20

friendship or commitment to someone. So it’s heartbreaking when you lose a streak 
you’ve put months of work into. The feature all but destroys the accumulated social 
capital when users are offline for a few days. The Snap regime forces teenagers, the 
largest Snapchat user group, to use the app every single day, making an offline break 
virtually impossible.  While relaDonships amongst teens are preMy much always in 21

flux, with friendships being on the edge and always quesDoned, Snap-induced feelings 
sync with the rapidly changing teenage body, making puberty even more intense.  

Evidence that sadness today is designed is overwhelming. Let’s take the social reality 
of the WhatsApp billions seriously; these are not some small-town plodders. The grey 
and blue Dck marks alongside each message in the app may seem a trivial detail, but 
let’s not ignore the mass anxiety it’s causing. Forget being ignored. Forget pretending 
you didn’t read a friend’s text. Some thought that this feature already existed, but in 
fact two grey Dck marks signify only that a message was sent and received—not read. 
The user thinks: “My message was delivered. I read in airplane mode.” A site explains: 
“Once this mode has been enabled, the user can then open the app and read the 

 www.bustle.com/arDcles/162803-what-is-a-snapchat-streak-hereseverything-you-need-to-know-about-20

snapstreaks.
 Taylor Lorenz, Teens explain the world of Snapchat’s addicDve streaks, where friendships live or die, April 14, 21

2017, www.businessinsider.com/teens-explain-snapchat-streaks-why-theyre-so-addicDve-and-importanMo-
friendships-2017-4.
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message without alerDng the sender’s aMenDon to their acDon by triggering the blue 
Dcks.”  Your blue Dck marks haunt me in my sleepless nights. Those blue Dcks.  22 23

In response to rising anxiety levels, WhatsApp provided a list of reasons why someone 
may not have yet received your message. Their phone might be off; they could be 
sleeping, especially if they live in a different Dme zone; they might be experiencing 
network connecDon issues; they might have seen the noDficaDon on their screen but 
did not launch the app (especially common if the recipient uses an iPhone); and most 
importantly, they might have blocked you—just in case you were wondering what 
happened. There may be a temporary inability to communicate. You keep opening the 
app in the hope of finding something good, even though you know you are going to 
find nothing. You keep guessing and go mad. “You are craving for some appreciaDon, 
love, respect, aMenDon which you are not ge{ng in the real world, hence you are 
having an expectaDon from a virtual world that somebody may admire/like/respect 
you, due to these expectaDons you get anxious and get worked up as those things 
rarely or never happen!”  This is online despair, the worst trip ever: “It’s easier to 24

deal with not knowing why someone isn’t replying, than to deal with repeatedly 
quesDoning why someone had read your message but refused to reply.”  25

Even if you know what the double Dck syndrome is about, it sDll incites jealousy, 
anxiety and suspicion. It may be possible that ignorance is bliss, that by intenDonally 
not knowing whether the person has seen or received the message, your relaDonship 
will improve. The bare-all nature of social media causes riGs between lovers who 
would rather not have this informaDon. But in the informaDon age, this does not bode 
well with the social pressure to parDcipate in social networks. The WhatsApp color 
feature might also expose the fatal flaws in an emerging relaDonship— for some, this 
may be a way to dodge a bullet. One response is to change the se{ngs and disable 
the color funcDon so that no more blue Dcks show up aGer you read a message, 
shunDng all communicaDon into the ambiguous zone of the grey Dck. This design is for 
dummies. You may not understand a thing about the technicaliDes of wi-fi or 
algorithms, but it’s damn easy to grasp the relaDonal stakes of the double check 
syndrome. “You obviously read it, so why didn’t you respond?”  

 www.ingeniotechsarl.com/how-to-receive-your-boyfriends-whatsappmessages-online-using-android-phones-22

without-jailbreak-2018.
 The two blue check marks appear when all parDcipants in the group have read your message. AlternaDvely, you 23

can long press on a message to access a “message info” screen, detailing the Dmes when the message was 
received, read or played. Users can check “last seen” indicators on the top leG of a conversaDon to know when a 
contact was last in the app, but the blue check marks are more direct. One can disable the feature, though 
WhatsApp will “punish” you by not le{ng you see what others have “last seen” online. There is contractual power 
here in who sets the rules. It is not reciprocity; it is a mutual obligaDon, both toward the app and to the contacts.

 www.quora.com/Why-do-I-feel-anxiety-while-using-WhatsApp#.24

 hMps://vulcanpost.com/71431/why-im-not-keen-on-whatsapp-blue-Dcks.25
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The last case discussed here centers around daDng apps like Tinder. These are 
described as Dme killing machines—the reality game that overcomes boredom, or 
alternaDvely as social e-commerce—shopping my soul around. AGer many hours of 
swiping, suddenly there’s a rush of dopamine when someone likes you back. The goal 
of the game is to have your egos boosted. If you swipe right and you match with a 
liMle celebraDon on the screen, someDmes that’s all that is needed. “We want to 
scoop up all our opDons immediately and then decide what we actually really want 
later.”  On the other hand, crippling social anxiety is when you match with somebody 26

you are interested in, but you can’t bring yourself to send a message or respond to 
theirs “because oh god all I could think of was stupid responses or openers and she’ll 
think I’m an idiot and I am an idiot and…”  

Ilya Varlamov, Selfie during the protests in Paris. Source: instagram.com/varlamov 

Sherlyn from Singapore talks about one of her experiences on that lonely sea called 
OKCupid:  

I am not enDrely sure why I venture in and out of this site. I always feel at 
once guMed and hopeful.  I have chaMed with many, but never have 
actually met anyone. I am highly anxious of translaDng anything to the real 

 Suzannah Weiss, “Why We Swipe Right And Then Ignore Our Tinder Matches,” May 10, 2016, www.bustle.com/26

arDcles/157940-why-we-swiperight-and-then-ignore-our-Dnder-matches.
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world. Where is this anxiety coming from? Is it the rejecDon I am worried 
about, or in fact falling into the trap of it?  

In another instance, Sherlyn started cha{ng with a person who claimed to be a 
documentary filmmaker for humanitarian organizaDons.  

It appealed to me. We started mailing, and I sent him a link to my profile 
on academia, just as a way to put myself out there and asked more 
specific and pointed quesDons about his work. He responded: “This 
sounds more like a job interview than meeDng on OKC.” I got the message 
and responded with: “My work is what defines my poliDcs, passion, and 
poeDc, and it is perhaps the only way I can define my being. I can sense 
that you are expecDng something else, considering where we met, thus I 
suggest you move on. Thanks.” His response was rather prompt: “I don’t 
have Dme for poliDcs, go waste someone else’s Dme, you poliDcal whore 
and slut.”  27

No Melancholy For You 

Let’s compare flee1ng sadness in its technical form with the ancient state of 
melancholy. The melancholic personality seems to suffer from a disease. Unable to 
act, she withdraws from the world, contemplaDng death and other transient 
phenomena. While some read this condiDon as depression and boredom, others 
reframe this lazy passivity as a creaDve strategy, waiDng for inspiraDon to strike. 
Instead of a fascinaDng dérive into the vast arsenal of literary sources, I propose here 
a digital hermeneuDcs that short-circuits philology with the eternal presence of the 
digital that surrounds us.  

Take Susan Sontag’s musings on Walter Benjamin as a man beset by a profound 
sadness, un triste.  As Benjamin wrote: “I came into the world under the sign of 28

Saturn—the star of the slowest revoluDon, the planet of detours and delays….” 
Compare this deep, lingering melancholy with the snark we receive from others in 
response to a selfie with a friend, and the way it troubles us to no end.  How do 29

today’s “children of Saturn” (that planet of detours) deal with the unbearable 
lightness of the social that turned reflecDon into a rare state of excepDon? It’s not 
quite un bonheur d’être triste. Nor does it quite match the classic boredom German 
style— the feeling you hate everything.  

 Email to the author, August 7, 2018.27

 Susan Sontag, Under the Sign of Saturn, Vintage Books, New York, 1981, p. 111.28

 Ibid. Sontag writes: “Slowness is one characterisDc of the melancholic temperament. Blending is another, from 29

noDcing too many possibiliDes, from noDcing one’s lack of pracDcal sense.”
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Henry Fuseli, The Nightmare (1781), Source: Detroit Ins1tute of Arts / Wikipedia 

 
Melancholy, oGen described as sadness without a cause, has strong existenDal 
connotaDons. While paying tribute to Kierkegaard, who liberated melancholia once 
and for all of its medical sDgma, describing it as the deepest foundaDon of the human 
in a Godless society, the problem here is not a verDcal one of going deeper, but a 
horizontal one. The democraDzaDon of sadness happens through its thin spread 
across our plateau—homeopathic doses flatly distributed via technical means. Ever 
since anDquity, melancholia has been described as either something natural, rooted in 
the human condiDon, or as a chronic disease, brought on by heavy meals and dark red 
wines. In Problemata XXX.1, Aristotle brings the consDtuDon of the fluids, the dry and 
the wet, in relaDon with hot and cold temperatures of the body.  The proposal here is 30

to add a next layer: the technical temperament. For centuries, melancholia has been 
conceived as a gloomy state of mind. While ancient descripDons explain that the 

 See analysis of Aristotle in Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky, Fritz Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy, Basic Books, 30

New York, 1964. I have used the updated German translaDon, Saturn und Melancholie, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt am 
Main, 1990, pp. 76–92.
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gloom stems from a parDcular mix of black and yellow bile, blood and phlegm, we 
could update this diagnosis to include blue bale, the color of our saturnine apps.   31

Image source unknown (if you are the author or know about them please contact the Red Thread 
journal) 

And yet if fluids keep on flowing, they may no longer be the best way to analyze our 
sociotechnical condiDon. The metric to measure today’s symptoms would be Dme—or 
aMenDon, as it is called in the industry. While for the archaic melancholic, the past 
never passes, techno-sadness is caught in the perpetual now. Forward focused, we 
bet on acceleraDon and never mourn a lost object. The primary idenDficaDon is there, 
in our hand. Everything is evident, on the screen, right in your face. While confronted 
with the rich historical sources that dealt with melancholia, the contrast with our 
present condiDon becomes immediately apparent. Whereas melancholy in the past 
was defined by separaDon from others, reduced contacts and reflecDon on oneself, 
today’s tristesse plays itself out amidst busy social (media) interacDons. In Sherry 
Turkle’s phrase, we are alone together, as part of the crowd—a form of loneliness that 
is parDcularly cruel, franDc and Dring.  

 Blue is not only the color of Facebook, TwiMer and IBM, there’s an avalanche of medical stories on popular news 31

websites about the dark side of blue light in terms of sleep deprivaDon. See for instance: www.health.harvard.edu/
staying-healthy/blue-light-has-a-dark-side.
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What we see today are systems that constantly disrupt the Dmeless aspect of 
melancholy.  There’s no Dme for contemplaDon, or Weltschmerz. Social reality does 32

not allow us to retreat.  Even in deepest state of solitude we’re surrounded by 33

(online) others that babble on and on, demanding our aMenDon. But distracDon does 
not just take us away from the world—this is the old, if sDll prevalent way of framing 
the fatal aMracDon of smart phones. No, distracDon does not pull us away, but instead 
draws us back into the social. Social reality is the magic realm where we belong. That’s 
where the tribes gather, and that’s the place to be—on top of the world. Social 
relaDons in real life have lost their supremacy. The idea of going back to the village 
mentality of the place formerly known as real life is daunDng indeed.  

So Sad Today 

Social media anxiety has found its literary expressions, even if these take decidedly 
different forms than the despair on display in Franz Ka~a’s leMers to Felice Bauer. The 
willingness to publicly perform your own mental health is now a viable strategy in our 
aMenDon economy. Anyone who can bundle up the dreary processes of living into an 
entertaining package develops at least the prospect of moneDzaDon and celebrity. 
Take the US writer Melissa Broder, who joined TwiMer in 2012 with her So Sad Today 
account aGer she moved from New York to Los Angeles. Her “twiMerature” benefiMed 
from her previous literary acDviDes as a poet. Broder has mastered the art of the 
aphorism like few others, compressing feelings and anxieDes into bite-sized tweets.  

Broder writes about issues such as low self-esteem, botox and addicDon in an 
emoDonal manner. She is the contemporary expert in maMers of apathy, sorrow and 
uselessness. During one aGernoon she can feel compulsive about cheesecakes, show 
her true self as an online exhibiDonist, be lonely out in public, babble and then cry, go 
on about her short aMenDon span, hate everything and desire “to fuck up life”. 
Internet obsession is her self-obsession. In between taking care of her sick husband 
and the obligatory meeDng with Santa Monica socialites, there are always more 
“insaDable spiritual holes” to be filled. The more we intensify events, the sadder we 

 What does this impossibility to access melancholy mean for the imaginaDon, if we sDck to Julia Kristeva who 32

once asserted that “there is no wriDng that symbolically refers to love, and no imaginaDon that is not openly and 
secretly melancholy.” See: Julia Kristeva, “On the Melancholic Imaginary,” New Forma1on number 2, (Fall 1987). It 
is Marc Fisher who does have a kind of melancholia he can relate to, one which “consists not in giving up on desire 
but in refusing to yield. It consists in a refusal to adjust to what current condiDons call ‘reality’—even if the cost of 
that refusal is that you feel like an outcast in your own Dme…” (Ghosts of my Life, Zero Books, Winchester, 2014, p. 
24).

 In that sense, sadness is an unexpected side effect of the social media business. According to Wolf Lepenies, 33

both historical sketches of utopian socieDes and the twenDeth-century avant-garde promised to overcome the 
hesitaDon to act that came with this bourgeois disease. A true revoluDonary is not melancholic. In some instances 
melancholy was even forbidden (Melancholie und GesellschaO, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt am Main, 1998, p. 40).
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are once they’re over. The moment we leave, the urge for the next experienDal high 
arises. Fashion magazine Elle has called Broder “TwiMer’s reigning queen of angst, 
insecurity, sexual obsession and existenDal terror.”  Others have labeled her as yet 34

another worker in the “first-person industrial complex.”  I would call her the ideal 35

Internetgesamtsubjekt. 

AGer having a suicide vision on a Venice Beach sidewalk, Lucy, the main character in 
Melissa Broder’s 2018 novel The Pisces, suddenly became afraid. “I took out my 
phone and pressed the buMons to get a car to take me home. This was just what 
people did now. We went from emoDon to phone. This was how you didn’t die in the 
twenty-first century.” As phone and life can no longer be separated, neither can we 
disDnguish between real and virtual, fact or ficDon, data or poetry. In Broder’s 
universe it’s all part of one large delirium, an inexorable spiral downwards. “What I 
have sought in love is a reprieve from the itch of consciousness.” She sums up her 

 Whitney Joiner, “Why is Melissa Broder So Sad Today?” Elle Online, March 14, 2016.34

 Laura BenneM in Slate Magazine, quoted in Elle Online, March 14, 2016.35
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“lifeDme of ficDonal love stories” through the veil of her insecuriDes. In her book of 
essays So Sad Today, we find TwiMer or SMS-length messages that all end with “: a 
love story”. “Sorry I fell asleep while you were going down on me: a love story.” “I’ve 
been on your FB page for five hours today: a love story.” “I don’t even masturbate to 
you anymore because it’s too sad: a love story.” “I don’t want to get off the internet or 
consider anyone else’s needs: a love story.” “When I send nudes, I like to receive a full 
dissertaDon on their greatness: a love story.” “We’re going to spend the rest of our 
lives in my head: a love story.” “No teeth on the clit, thanks: a love story.” “Tell me if 
I’m texDng too much: a love story.”  36

Another episode in So Sad Today deals with a not-so-imaginary internet love affair. It 
started off with  

silly messages and praise for my wriDng and a picture drawn in my favorite 
candy. (..) He poked and messaged and liked my every Internet itch. One 
aGernoon they started a sexDng game, which takes up six pages of 
seducDve, explicit language: “Him: I want to feel your moans on my cock. 
Me: I want you to tease my belly, pussy and thighs unDl I am begging.  

The sexDng conDnued for a year unDl they met in a ManhaMan hotel. They met a few 
Dmes, had sex in all colors of the rainbow, then came back to sexDng, but that too was 
now ruined by reflecDon—spiraling down into more sadness. They realized they could 
not have a normal relaDonship and broke up. “i have decided to give monogamy a try. 
This means the end for you and me in a sexual/textual way. i am deeply sad as i write 
this. we did so good. good love. another lifeDme?)” AGer months of agony, she starts 
to write up the story. “What I maybe miss most is being able to lapse into space land 
and fantasize about the sex with him.  

(..) I want to say: was I real to you? (..)” We got to be magic together. But is 
magic even real? She ends: “Online daDng is sad. AMending holidays and 
weddings alone is sad. Marriage, too, is sad but love, lust, infatuaDon— for 
a few moments I was not sad.”  

Her tweets cover the spectrum from female sensibility to social anxiety: she despises 
modern life (“waking up today was a disappointment”, “staying alive is a lot of fucking 
pressure”), hates herself (“i wouldn’t fuck me”), is self-destrucDve (“a posiDve feeling 
can fuck you up forever”, “i don’t want to do what’s good for me”), never pretends 

 All quotes from the chapter “Help Me Not Be a Human Being,” in: Melissa Broder, So Sad Today, Scribe, London, 36

2016, pp. 29–36.
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that life is beMer than it is (“i’m not moisturized, hydrated or full of self-love”), makes 
demands (“i don’t think we get the dick we think we deserve”, “don’t tell me about 
the science of the brain just tell me how to feel beMer”). So Sad Today registers the 
widely felt numbness (“can’t decide if i’m alive”, “my drug of choice is low self-
esteem”), is addicted to instantaneous changes (“fell in love with 8 people in 10 
minutes”), lives the inevitable (“horoscope: you shouldn’t text him but you will”), feels 
empty (“i’ve been awake 5 minutes and it’s already too much”) and judges others 
(“your posiDvity feels like a lie”), has suicidal tendencies (“i want to donate all my 
blood”), radicalizes human relaDonships (“being just friends is a nightmare”), is 
excellent in summarizing her ongoing short affairs (“loving you was an illness”), 
presenDng her followers with a neverending stream of hypermodern dilemma’s 
(“should i eat, nap or masturbate: the musical”).  37

Is Broder’s sadness merely a literary effect that gives syntheDc love a human touch? 
Broder’s polyamorous relaDonship status is neither desperate nor liberaDng. There’s a 
brutal honesty in the way she describes her mulDple sexual relaDonships that reminds 
us of Michel Houellebecq. Is Broder’s sadness merely a literary effect that gives 
syntheDc love a human touch? We can contrast the Broder persona with the femme 
fatale in Amos Kollek’s 1997 film Sue, a tragic New York tale of a déclassé secretary 
who’s losing her job and apartment.  The medical metaphor of sex addicDon in the 38

movie here stands for economic decline. Two decades later there’s not a trace of 
vicDmhood or poverty in Melissa Broder’s work. The polyamorous lifestyle is already 
an integral part of the precarious condiDon. Instead of empathy, the cold despair 
invites us to see the larger picture of a society in permanent anxiety. If anything, 
Broder embodies Slavoj Žižek’s courage of hopelessness: “Forget the light at the end 
of the tunnel—it’s actually the headlight of a train about to hit us.”  39

Mourning The Loss Of Communica=on 

The purpose of sadness design is, as Paul B. Preciado calls it, “the producDon of 
frustraDng saDsfacDon.”  Should we have an opinion about internet-induced 40

sadness? How can we address this topic without looking down on the online billions, 
without resorDng to fast-food comparisons or patronizingly viewing the public as 
fragile beings that need to be liberated and taken care of.  I am with Italian design 41

theorist Silvio Lorusso who writes:  

 Selected tweets from Melissa Broder’s @sosadtoday twiMer account, May– July 2018.37

 Thanks to Katharina Teichgräber for giving me the reference.38

 Slavoj Žižek, The Courage of Hopelessness, Penguin, London, 2017, p. xi. He writes: “We have to gather the 39

strength to fully assume the hopelessness.”
 Paul B. Preciado, Testojunkie, Feminist Press, New York, 2013, p. 304.40

 TranslaDon of a phrase from Hans Demeyer, “Uitgeput op driG, Over Mark Fisher,” De Wihe Raaf 193, (mei-juni 41

2018). p. 5.
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If design becomes just an expression of bureaucreaDvity hidden by an 
exhausDng online and away-from-keyboard emoDonal labor, the refusal of 
work, of its bodily and cogniDve dimension, should go hand in hand with 
the refusal of mandatory enthusiasm, of the posiDve disposiDon that such 
work requires. This is why my call for sadness is actually a plea for an 
emoDonal counterculture, a collecDve reacDon against the occultaDon of 
material circumstances by means of arDficial self-moDvaDon. Fellow 
imposters, stop smiling and coalesce.  42

Before we call, yet again, to overcome Western melancholy, it’s important to study 
and deconstruct its mechanisms. In a design context, our aim would be to highlight 
“the process in which a designer focuses on the consequences of the current situaDon 
instead of dealing with the causes of a parDcular problem.”  43

We overcome sadness not through happiness, but rather, as Andrew Culp insisted, 
through a hatred of this world. Sadness occurs in situaDons where the stagnant 
“becoming” has turned into a blatant lie. We suffer, and there’s no form of absurdism 
that can offer an escape. Public access to a twenty-first-century version of Dadaism 
has been blocked. The absence of surrealism hurts. What could our social fantasies 
look like? Are legal constructs such as creaDve commons and cooperaDves all we can 
come up with? It seems we’re trapped in smoothness, skimming a surface liMered 
with impressions and noDficaDons. The collecDve imaginary is on hold. What’s worse, 
this banality itself is seamless, offering no indicators of its dangers and distorDons. As 
a result, we’ve become subdued. Has the possibility of myth become technologically 
impossible? Instead of creaDvely externalizing our inner shipwrecks, we project our 
need for strangeness on humanized robots. The digital is neither new nor old, but—to 
use Culp’s phrase—it will become cataclysmic when smooth services fall apart into 
tragic ruins. Faced with the limited possibiliDes of the individual domain, we cannot 
posiDvely idenDfy with the tragic manifestaDon of the collecDve being called social 
media. We can neither return to mysDcism nor to posiDvism. The naïve act of 
communicaDon is lost—and this is why we cry.  44

 hMp://networkcultures.org/entreprecariat/the-designer-without-qualiDes/.42

 “Western Melancholy/ How to Imagine Different Futures in the Real World,” hMp://interakcije.net/en/43

2018/08/27/western-melancholy-how-toimagine-different-futures-in-the-real-world/#rf3-2509.
 See interview with George Didi-Huberman in Libera1on, September 1, 2016, Tears are a ManifestaDon of 44

PoliDcal Power, www.liberaDon.fr/notes/debats/2016/09/01/georges-didi-huberman-les-larmes-sont-
unemanifestaDon-de-la-puissance-poliDque_1476324 (thanks to Marie Lechner for the reference).
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