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Preface


The Internet, digital and social media are part of everyday life
for almost all of us today. With Facebook, the first tech giant
arose in the early 2000s to capture the attention of all those who
want to get in social contact with others. 



Today, in 2021 and just over twenty years after its relatively
carefree start, digitization is now permeating human perception and
behavior to an extent that an averagely informed citizen would
hardly have thought possible at the time. Digital technologies such
as the smartphone and social media influence our social contacts
and the way we communicate, show, verbalize and perceive emotions,
express preferences, cultivate group affiliations, form
friendships, initiate, maintain and end loves  and express
intimacy.



This is accompanied by two major changes: First, individuals are
stepping out of the role of immature, passive consumers that the
age of mass media assigned them until the 1990s. Today, we actively
inform ourselves, get involved, discuss, evaluate and present
ourselves as individuals. This theoretically gives us the power to
influence, to rebel, to build social alternatives from the root,
and thus to initiate systemic change. This more active, co-creative
role challenges our thinking, learning, behavior, and feeling in
new ways.



Paradoxically, however, a second significant change brought about
by digitization has the opposite effect: it has the property that
it makes every The second paradoxical change brought about by
digitization is the opposite: it has the effect that every
individual who uses digital media and smart technologies as well
loses his or her individuality, at least in part, and loses
autonomy. They become transparent figures whose user behavior,
interests, preferences, verbal expressions and social structure can
be monitored. Every trace of this individual on the Net, including
his movements in the real world, which can be traced via GPS, and
biological characteristics permanently produce new data, on the
basis of which the future behavior of the same individual is
predicted and controlled. As such, the individual is pushed into an
increasingly passive stance: he hardly needs to choose, decide,
deduce, infer any more, because technologies now take all that away
from him. Thus, the Internet, which in itself favors individual
expression and identity, is as well producing a kind of digital
dictatorship that plays informational and economic power into the
hands of a few.



This fundamental, all-encompassing change in social processes
affects individual behavior and social structures and calls for
rules of the game that we have obviously not yet been able to adapt
to the rapid transformation of our culture. Information overload,
pressure to conform, loss of privacy and direct human contact,
distorted consequences of action in virtual space, and various new
varieties of digital dependency are placing individuals under ever
greater psychological strain. This is accompanied by the demand
that we build new types of psychological resilience and learn new
rules of interaction or consciously transfer rules from the
non-digital world to the virtual space. Others are consciously
calling for safe spaces, offline zones and times so that we can
experience digital withdrawal, at least temporarily. 



But what are the negative consequences of using digital
technologies? How does the behavior of those who use social media
intensively change? In the following, I will shed light on
questions like these and show what changes this results in for
society and the individual.




Towards the
Ambivalence of the Most Recent Communication Media


First of all, it should be about what affects all of our lives,
indeed without which it would often no longer even be imaginable
today: digital networking and what it does to us as human beings,
the sentient being with heart and soul. The following question must
be the starting point: Are we on cloud nine or in a kind of prison?
This question is essential, because there are plenty of reasons to
postulate the one as well as to fear the other. Anyone who thinks
digitization is merely the expansion of data networks is seriously
mistaken. Rather, digitization is an all-encompassing change of
era, an epochal upheaval that we are in the midst of and that will
continue for a long time to come.



But where does this longing for networking come from? Why does it
so often lead to addiction? What is the pathological signal for
constant networking? And are there possibly already
countermovements or what possibilities of countermovement will
there be in the future? In order to shed more light on these
points, I would like to introduce you to a fictitious scenario that
basically provides all, or at least almost all, of the answers to
those critical questions that we are currently asking ourselves
about the topic of networking. It was first mentioned in the NY
Times and is about an American company called "Circle". Circle
reflects on the extent to which this age of entirely networking
oscillates between heaven and hell, between dream and nightmare.
This fundamental ambivalence of networking is one of the central
points of all. The author tells the story of the 24-year-old
protagonist Mae, who, according to her own statements, is "in
heaven". Heaven, for her, is the company called "Circle," a giant
corporation in sunny California conceived by Eggers along the lines
of Google, Facebook, Apple and Amazon.



On the campus, everything seems perfect. The company's
premises are huge, spacious and planned down to the smallest
detail. People have fun, eat in good restaurants, celebrate parties
- and work at the limits of their capabilities: Anyone who cannot
withstand the pressure to constantly participate online, to keep
track of floods of e-mails and to be fully part of the system is
reprimanded. Yet the Circle has catapulted itself to the top of the
Internet giants because of a system called TruYou. Anonymity on the
net is as much a thing of the past as countless accounts and
passwords. TruYou is bringing about a radical change within the
Internet, based on the motto: "One button for the rest of your
online life." The abandonment of anonymity goes hand in hand with
the pursuit of maximum transparency: the complete visibility of the
individual should, according to the philosophy of the group led by
the 'Three Wise Men', a better, safer, more perfect society.
society. Within a short time, Mae advances to become the model
employee. Equipped with a camera around her neck she becomes a
transparent person. Mae is completely devoted to the philosophy of
the company.



This scenario described in the NY Times is one with complete
transparency that, while seeming somewhat exaggerated at first,
could become reality in the future. One thing is certain, however:
In the past ten years, a human mutation has taken place, the genome
has fundamentally changed and expanded to include a new set of
expectations. The digitized world is now one of the unspoken
commitments we have all made. It is impossible to be online at all
times and in all places without constantly offending or even
defaming people. This "terror of constant contact" is the perfect
breeding ground for constantly new interpersonal disasters. 



The overtaxing of the ego produced and almost provoked by the media
and the work behavior accelerated by the media have long since
arrived. Added to this is the social obligation to be active on
social media platforms and to always be present. You don't miss
anything here, especially because you get information about
everything that is "apparently important". If you're not online for
just one day, others, but also you, put pressure on yourself to
catch up on what you've missed so that you can have your say.
Against the backdrop of this naiveté, which wants to experience
without a doubt the supposedly salutary effect of these news
masses, the grotesqueness of the new digitization system and the
establishment of social media in the present day is revealed. They
create unnatural extreme social needs that no one needs. This flood
of contact leads to an addiction like eating fast food.



The result: You are no longer capable of normal interpersonal
behavior. The modern person mutates into an overtaxed, stressed,
and externally controlled puppet that cannot stand still; a slave
to the radically demanded networking. Middle-aged persons are
hardly able to cope with today's mental demands. The relationship
of brain and information flood is that of permanent undignified
downgrading. One lives constantly with the feeling of missing or
forgetting a piece of information. Every day a person is put into
the state of false alarm, with everything that goes with it. In
short, the individual is consumed. 



People who depend on second screen to accomplish their tasks have
to be perfect and multitasking, which cannot be done at all due to
our cognitive conditions, is a consequence of this entirely
networking and leads to mental assassination. 



Where does this desire for networking come from?



But why do we subject ourselves to this terror of constant contact?
Is it even necessary for us to survive? The need for human contact
is a primal need that lies dormant in us. This is why media that
contribute to networking are irresistible, because they communicate
to us: You are not alone! They speak to our innermost longing and
make our deepest fears disappear. Because humankind is a social
being whose psychological disposition makes it fundamentally
dependent on social media. The longing for networking is thus
nothing less than a longing to overcome the isolation of the ego,
which is painfully perceived as a lack, in favor of a connectedness
of one's own consciousness and that of others. Thus, the individual
no longer wants to have to perceive him or herself as an isolated
individual. 



Being able to network with more and more individuals will be the
future. Media give us the promise of entering a perceived state of
intellectual connectedness - a promise reflected in Nokia's
advertising slogan "Connecting People," for instance. This social
networking shapes society and is based on the give-and-take
principle. In this context, new media in particular are redefining
the standards of the networked society, however. This is because
the emergence of networking media and the accompanying revival of a
sense of community that was actually thought to have been lost
marks a significant turning point within the conventional line of
social science argumentation. The complaint about the loss of
community and the progressing individualization was loud for a long
time and has not yet been silenced.



The abandonment of communities seemed to be an irreversible trend
up to now. For a hundred years, social science has been noting the
decline of community in the modern age. Even if networking media
and digital networks such as Facebook are helping to change this
dynamic with the countertrend toward the new and sometimes
excessively celebrated community, the proclamation of such a
community decline is nevertheless justified. In addition, the
falling out of conventional social network systems, which has
occurred since modern industrialization at the latest, can be seen
as a central motivator for a longing for reconnection.



The collective in today's world is giving way more and more to
increasing individualization. This consists of three factors:



	Detachment from historically predetermined social forms and
ties in the sense of traditional contexts of domination and
provision ('liberation dimension')


	loss of traditional securities with regard to knowledge of
action, beliefs and guiding norms ('disenchantment dimensions') and


	a new kind of social integration ('control or
reintegration dimension'). Isolation thus results to a large extent
from the breakup of classical family structures.





That is, where there used to be a sense of security, leading to
inner stability, the stability of indentitarian imprinting and
familiarity and protection, there is less and less of this feeling
due to the ever-increasing number of single households. So we live
in an increasingly alienated experienced world and in a fragmented
and only by an overpowering administration increasing society.
There is a state of inner homelessness among individuals, an
isolation in the cosmos. Such an experience is painful and
virtually fuels the reactionary longing for social inclusion. And
this drives an individual to new, partly meaningful collective
experiences. Thus, a sense of constant interconnectedness and a
search for support networks in a caring society emerges.



The experience of positive emotions such as attraction and, in
particular, security and familiarity plays a fundamental role in
this. Consequently, individuals interact in a permanent networking
dynamic in order to achieve a sense of subjective stability.
Through the use of social media, people recover what is actually a
childlike feeling and implicitly transport themselves back to
childhood, where everything was still carefree: a feeling of love,
self-love and cohesion. The connection of the individual with the
masses becomes the ultimate emotional experience. Because the
individual does not want to carry the feeling of being alone in
themselves. 



Like = Love and Dislike = Hate



Social media are being welcomed almost effusively because they
address this primal social need. There is a renaissance of
community, so to speak; the network radiates a kind of maternal
warmth, where you can simply be an individual. That sounds good at
first. But on closer examination, this warmth can quickly turn into
addiction, because while a Like can be equated with love, a Dislike
or Ignore conversely means hate. This explains why we become
addicted to social (networking) media so quickly. 




The reason we behave so differently online is the underlying
principle of empathy. Because social media communicate "I'm
thinking about you," "You're worth something," and "I'm paying
attention to you." And at best, they're telling you they love you.
Against this empathic triad, each of us is powerless and
immediately submits to it. While thought transmissions used to be
illusory, today they are made visible. The popping of a banner and
the accompanying "pling" is a declaration of love, meaning: someone
sends you a loving thought. Across space and time, such thoughts
are exchanged. 




The individual as an emotional being is under the spell of this
empathy-generating medium. He craves the small but constant love
kick. This is understandable. The individual longing for attention,
consideration and love has created a machine that promises him all
of this. Being a "slave" to the cell phone therefore means
succumbing to one's own urge for recognition. It means, that the
individual cannot free himself from the desire to be appreciated,
considered, not forgotten. The compulsion generated by networking
media is ultimately a social compulsion. social coercion: Anyone
who does not react promptly to a message is ( supposedly)
threatened with withdrawal of love.




Take a look at your own nose. Have you ever been annoyed when you
had to wait a long time for a reply? Disappointed because the other
person doesn't write back? Have you drawn any conclusions from
this? Perhaps even broken off contact? It is important to note that
the machine is not the least to blame for this problem. It's not
the media that are to blame - it's the way we deal with them that's
wrong. Also and especially in the context of the master and servant
issue, it is important to note: Misunderstandings are also
interpersonal, social problems. If we feel like slaves to our cell
phones, we are basically slaves to others or, more precisely, to
ourselves and our own if-I-don't-react-now-no-one-loves-me
thinking.



While liking and thus being expressed affection triggers a kind of
blissful state of exhilaration, being disliked leads to anxiety,
almost panic attacks. Even a single dislike can cause a person to
develop the feeling of being rejected by the community. Sooner or
later, a social compulsion develops - we all know this about
ourselves or others - and an exclusion from this social group.
Above all, however, this also changes the self-image, and the line
between affection and withdrawal of love is very thin.



Digital Detox



What can be done about this development? The simplest thing would
be: Let's get out. This countermovement has become popular with
increasing duration - Facebook in particular is feeling the effects
in its main network with its sometimes drastic decline in
membership numbers. This mindfulness of not constantly striving or
wanting to strive for something new is the opposite of the stressed
existence of one's digital identity. We live in a world that is so
overflowing with information, opinion, excitement, fear, noise,
simultaneity, crises, and catastrophes that mindfulness should
actually be a joke. But it isn't! Society hysterizes itself daily
and fear debates stir themselves up to be taken seriously. This
fear quickly turns into hatred, into more and more primitive world
views, into false images and regressions. And this is exactly the
reason for the importance of mindfulness.



The development of false worldviews, hysterically slimmed-down
communications, and conspiracy theories that have gone viral has
surged with the spread of SARS-CoV-2 and the four-year presidency
of Donald Trump. That's why the watchword must be: We need to learn
to look at ourselves in new ways in an overcrowded, overstimulated,
overcomplex world. We need to reassure ourselves in order to be
able to live. And at the same time all this brings us the deeper
realization that the world is not really over-crowded,
over-stimulated, over-complex.



The message is that real life happens outside (even if that is
difficult due to regulations as a result of the spread of
SARS-CoV-2). And there are lifestyles that take this into account.
Digital Detox, for example, is a form of intoxication that was
first seen in Sillicon Valley and functions according to the motto
disconnect to reconnect. In other words, only those who find the
off switch and do without their digital devices (cell phone,
tablet, computer) for certain (at least twenty-four hours) can
recharge their own energies and maintain their performance. 



The benefits of digital abstinence have been scientifically proven.



	Posture improves. We lift our gaze and avoid the downward gaze
that is so damaging to the upper extremity of the spine. As a
result, we walk through the world with open eyes and look to the
right and left again, without recklessly betraying others. We look
at each other again, our shoulder blades are directed backwards
downwards as in the best times, heart and lungs open up and our
diaphragm can do its work much better. 


	We are becoming more empathetic again, because the
focus, the way of communicating and the choice of content is
changing. Without the grab-and-go Google, we set out on an
individual search for answers and become creative storytellers. We
subsequently improve our memory performance and become less
susceptible to later neurodegenerative diseases such as Alzheimer's
disease. We listen better, which increases the quality of the
conversation and creates a stronger bond: We enter into actual
contact with our counterpart and feel each other. And finally, the
quality of our sleep improves. 





So you see, not being online all the time and having a healthy
amount of real life is worth it - for yourself and the whole
community.





























How
individuals inform themselves on the Internet


When a 22-year-old engages on social media like Twitter, Facebook
and WhatsApp, they don't just want to connect and write with
others, they want to keep up with what's going on. The person is
more or less aware that the platform uses algorithms so that they
receive information and advertising tailored to their personal
interests, needs and wishes. And they think that's a good thing,
too, because perhaps the company is thus bringing to light desires
and needs of the person that they never imagined would
exist.  A 16-year-old, on the other hand, who is involved
in a climate initiative of the Fridays for future movement and is
always on a quest for facts and arguments to discuss with climate
change proponents and deniers, is quite critical of this
algorithmic information feed as they show you only what you "want"
to see and not all that would be necessary to form a freely
objective opinion. 



These two perspectives of two young people who move differently on
the Internet and on social media show how the social media
structure has developed in recent years and how differently
individuals look for information: While the 22-year-old receives
information passively and sees it more as a form of entertainment,
the 16-year-old actively searches for information and sees the
social medium as having a duty to support him in his active
search. 



It is hard to imagine life without social media when it comes to
searching for information and exchanging opinions on socially
relevant topics. At the same time, traditional media such as
television, daily and weekly newspapers, and print media in general
are disappearing somewhat, because they are no longer the only
natural sources from which we can get a picture of current world
events - yet they are not falling because the Corona crisis has
made them more important again due to their seriousness.



Changes in information behavior



Current empirical findings confirm this development. Our surveys
from September 2020 show that television is still the most
important medium for almost forty percent of individuals between 18
and 35, despite the general decline. For almost one in two, the
Internet has become the most important medium - but " only" as
nearly 98 percent in this age group use the Internet on a regular
basis. Radio and print, on the other hand, are lagging behind in
their relevance for information viewing, with just seven and eight
percent respectively. It is clear, however, that the older
individuals get, the more important traditional media such as radio
and print become.



Because the Internet as a universal medium unites a large number of
very different services and information providers under one
technical roof, we have to differentiate further. One in three of
those who use the Internet as their main information medium,
two-thirds of them use services and offerings from traditional
media (e.g., the websites of Tagesschau, France Info, NPR, NY Times
or Daily Mirror). Only eight percent use blogs or even social media
as a source of information. But here, too, there is a clear age
effect: The younger the age group, the higher the proportion of
those who use the new information options offered by social media
channels. Among individuals under the age of 25, these are already
on a par with traditional journalistic services. 



These figures provide a first insight into the social and media
change we are undergoing and which will continue. Understanding
this change and shaping it democratically is an eminently important
task, because we need a functioning media landscape in order to
share knowledge about upcoming issues of broad relevance and to
exchange arguments that actually help us form our opinions. At its
best, then, the landscape is that place where social conflicts
become visible and debates are held about values and goals that
should ultimately shape our society and sustain it cohesively. The
communicative is to be united together with a sociological view, so
that the question "How do media influence individuals and
individuals influence media?" becomes a relevant question and the
answer produces clearer results.



The particular appeal of social media is that, on the one hand, it
lowers the barriers to a person being able to share information of
all kinds with others, and on the other hand, it allows people to
maintain existing relationships with others and to catch new ones.
In other words, they allow us each to engage in individual, even
proprietary practices of identity, relationship, and information
management. For adolescents and young adults up to the age of 25 in
particular, they are therefore essential communication spaces for
presenting one's own interests, abilities, preferences and
experiences and for obtaining feedback from the (extended) social
environment. At the same time, social media help us find our way in
the world and obtain relevant information for ourselves - this
applies in particular to the information about sociopolitical
issues already mentioned as well as information that comes from our
immediate social environment and would never make it onto the front
page of a local newspaper for good reason (for example, whether Tom
is still with Barbara or what math homework needs to be
done). 
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