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Introduction






February 26, 2015, was an exceptionally internet-y day on the internet. In a town near Phoenix, late morning local time, two llamas serving as therapy animals at a retirement community broke away from their handlers. Soon, they were galloping through the streets and yards of suburban Sun City, Arizona, their necks outstretched, their fluff streaking in the breeze. They were trailed by seniors in golf carts and, eventually, by horseback riders who tossed lassos toward the wayward camelids.


The chase would soon be televised. Local TV stations, knowing that “llamas on the lam” was a human-interest story at heart, sent helicopters to capture the scene. The images spread, first to the stations’ national affiliates and then to the network at large. The llamas, as they galumphed through Sun City, sped across the country, as well, through grainy videos and sassy memes. They were Thelma and Louise. They were Bonnie and Clyde. They were photogenic in an especially web-friendly way: They seemed, as The New York Times would later note, “jaunty and defiant.”


#Llamadrama, as viral stories went, was about as wholesome as it gets. Here was a low-speed chase with refreshingly low stakes, offering distraction and delight on an otherwise standard-issue Thursday. The animals—made way for by cars and pedestrians alike—were never really in danger: They were soon returned, safely, to their handlers, their allotted fifteen minutes having extended to several hours of fame. Their human pursuers had grinned gamely for the cameras, seeming aware that the golf carts and lassos had transformed the llamas’ buddy comedy into a farce.


And then came Act II. Later that Thursday, the BuzzFeed writer Cates Holderness republished a picture she had come across on Tumblr: a dress, horizontally striped and topped with a matching bolero, hanging against a window. The post had a simple headline—“What Colors Are This Dress?”—and a brief explanation: “There’s a lot of debate about the color of the dress.” It concluded with a poll inviting readers to weigh in. Was the garment in question black and blue . . . or white and gold?


The dress fast acquired the abbreviated name recognition typically reserved for megastars: It became, simply, The Dress. The garment broke the internet, as people said back then, because it also broke people’s minds. Some saw one set of colors. Some saw another. There was no nuance to be found in this, no gray area between the blue-and-black and the white-and-gold. Teams formed and clashed, each side (1) absolutely sure that it saw the dress as it really was, and (2) baffled by the other side’s delusion. Houses divided, melodramatically, their members speaking of divorces and disownments and feuds that would extend, Hatfield-and-McCoy-style, to future generations. Celebrities weighed in. So did politicians. So did God (or, at any rate, the widely followed Twitter account @TheTweetOfGod that spoke to humanity in max-140-character bursts): “The color of a dress? Really? That’s what you’re asking Me?” it thundered.


But people were not strictly questioning the color of the dress. They were questioning the nature of reality. “WHAT IN THE WORLD IT IS WHITE AND GOLD,” a group-chat exchange might start. To which: “wait are you serious ITS BLUE AND BLACK.” Everyone was an eye witness. Everyone’s testimony was suspect. The Dress, a mystery wrapped in an enigma wrapped in a sassy bolero, had brought division but no explanation. The conversation about it expanded accordingly—toward cosmic musings (singularities, simulations, red pills, blue), conspiracy theories (it’s a hoax! no, it’s an Illuminati mind trick!), and various flavors of all-caps existential panic: “UGGGHHHH WHAT IS HAPPENING? IS THIS A JOKE??????”


The Dress, however, was not a joke. It was simply a trick of the eye—and a product of the weird things that can happen when the human body interacts with the screen. The light emitted by phones and computers is distinct from the light of the sun and the light of the bulb. It travels at different wavelengths, and hits the eye differently as a result. When exposed to screen light for prolonged periods, the eyes’ receptors adjust to the new conditions—as they might when, say, you move from a dim room to a brightly lit one. The distinction between #teamblueandblack and #teamwhiteandgold, whatever else it might reveal—hero or villain, Gryffindor or Slytherin, the right side of history or the wrong—was a matter of screen time and random circumstance. The color you saw, for the most part, was a reflection of how long you’d been interacting with screens before your eyes met The Dress. If your eyes had already adjusted to the “environment” of artificial light, you would likely see it as white and gold. If you hadn’t, you would likely see it as it was in life: black and blue.


The Dress, having ruptured reality so arbitrarily, might have lived on as a cautionary tale—an ever-timely reminder of the constraints of our vision and the limits of our certainties. Instead, for the most part, it lives on as lore. News sites mark its anniversaries. Pub-trivia writers weave it into their quizzes. They sometimes recall the day’s fractures; mostly, though, they remember its fun. That’s how I remember it, too. The partisanship The Dress provoked was playful, in the end, its vitriol a good-natured performance. People could hurl their all-caps invectives knowing that the digital shouts would not be mistaken for real ones. They could spin wild conspiracy theories knowing that the people on the receiving end would sense, if not see, their winks. They—we—could treat partisanship as a punch line, trusting that we were all in on the same joke.


The Dress arrived during a pivotal moment for the internet. By the winter of 2015, the World Wide Web, the system of hyperlinked pages that made the internet accessible to the public, had reached a generational milestone: It had turned twenty-five years old. Facebook and similar social-media platforms, then roughly a decade old, were completing their transition from novelties to banalities to anxieties. “Move fast and break things,” Facebook’s internal motto, by the winter of 2015, had become a matter of public knowledge. Learning of it, people wondered whether they might be among the broken.


The Dress, against that backdrop, seemed to make optimism an option again. All that weirdness, all that warmth—it had to mean something. But The Dress was that rare cultural event that, having attracted a mass audience, had no real reboots or sequels. Instead, it seemed to herald an era of ever more fractures and ever less fun. People grew angrier, louder, lonelier, wearier. When they screamed through their keyboards, they meant it. When they appointed new enemies, they held the grudge. They were ever more suspicious. They were ever more certain. The Dress came to seem like a relic—a reminder of a time that was and would never be again. February 26, 2015, the explainer site Vox would write nearly a decade later, was “the last good day on the internet.”


What changed, precisely, between the day of The Dress and this one? Why do so many people today feel homesick for a place they never left?


The answer I’ve come to is related to the one that explained why, on that hectic Thursday in 2015, people across the internet looked at one dress and saw two: Screens change things. They do it obviously. They do it subtly. They do it inevitably. Screens make the far things seem near. They make the near things seem far. They transform “UGGGHHHH WHAT IS HAPPENING??????” from a daylong joke into an endless anxiety. They convey the world. They capture it. They distort it. They destabilize it.


The premise of this book is that they do the same thing to people.


Mediums and Messages


The television, in the twentieth century, rearranged the American living room. In the pre-TV era, family spaces were typically furnished to accommodate conversation: couches and chairs next to each other and across from each other, allowing their occupants to chat and play and, in general, serve as each other’s entertainment. In the 1950s and ’60s, though, another pattern became the norm. Seats faced the new TV sets, fanning out around them with centrifugal precision, angled to give everyone the best possible view of the screen. The change was quick, decisive, and enduring: People used to look at one another. Now, they watched the TV.


Decades after those first TV sets made their way into American homes, people have found ever more ways to orient themselves toward the screens. TVs preside over airport lounges, hotel lobbies, taxicabs, bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchens, dinner tables. Screens now hang on walls like pieces of art. The arrival of laptops and smartphones has done little to compromise their ubiquity: In response to all the compact screens, the televisions have merely gotten bigger.


“Tele” means “distance.” Its combination with “vision,” in the early twentieth century, conveyed the wonder of an invention that made distant images newly portable. The wonder of today’s screens, though, is very often their intimacy. They hear our breaths and hold our heartbeats. They come to life at the warmth of our touch. They are things we watch and wear, yes, but they are also extensions of our bodies and minds. They are portals. They are appendages. They are proof, that is to say, that Marshall McLuhan was right.


The Canadian theorist’s most famous aphorism, “The medium is the message,” was a gauzy phrase with a direct point: The technologies people use to communicate are more than technologies. They are more than tools. They are more than straightforward conveyors of content. Mediums shape the content, too. Along the way, they shape the humans who use them. Mediums, for McLuhan, were “extensions of man.” They were embodiments of the declaration made by his friend, the scholar John Culkin: “We shape our tools and thereafter our tools shape us.”


McLuhan introduced his theories in the 1960s, when TV was finding hegemony and when print newspapers were giving circadian shape to Americans’ lives. When he talked about mediums, information systems were thoroughly one-way in their workings. Newspapers and books offered text; the audiences read them. Radios offered audio; the audiences listened. The screens offered images; the audiences consumed them.


But the screens of the internet, however much they might resemble the screens of the television, work differently. They are two-way affairs. Their images might come to us as before from faraway broadcast booths, zapping with electric ease into view; just as often, though, they are born of other people. The screens are interactive. They are discursive. We no longer merely watch the screens; we also exist within them.


And that difference, in turn, affects everything else. On our two-way screens, we become two-way people. We are humans, and we are images. We are whos and whats at once. We are, like The Dress, both real and mere tricks of the light. Converted into pieces of media, we might be edited. We might be cropped. We might be memed. We might be mocked. We might be rated. We might be shared. We might be deleted.


And we will have, in general, very little say in the matter. “Objectification,” in the world at large, is widely recognized as a violation. In the world of screens, though, it is a fact of physics.


“Why are people so mean?” Donald Trump asked, in a 2022 social-media post. The answer is often attributed to politics: the partisanship, the widespread mistrust, the carnivalized cruelty that is neatly exemplified, as it happens, by the once and current president. But politics alone cannot account for our malignancies. Our fractures are matters of culture, too. They are consequences of lives lived on, and in, the screens. Screens make it ever easier to look at one another; they can also make it more difficult to see one another. They bring ever more banality, and ever more urgency, to the writer Aldous Huxley’s observation about propaganda: Its core aim, he wrote, is to make one group of people forget that another group is human.


Forgetfulness becomes easier when the people themselves, as a matter of logistical necessity, have their three dimensions flattened into two. In the world beyond the screens—and, yet, ever more shaped by them—principles so basic that they are taught to kindergartners along with their ABCs—sharing; honesty; respect; the fact that, as the popular meme goes, we live in a society—have been so rapidly losing their purchase. “I Don’t Know How to Explain to You That You Should Care About Other People,” a 2017 HuffPost headline read. It went viral and for good reason: It was so eloquent, and so relatable, in its despair. It was heaving an exhausted sigh. It was sharing a primal scream.


This is one of the ironies—and in some sense one of the tragedies—of life in the internet age. For all the ways we now have to look at one another, we are becoming ever worse at really seeing one another. Interactive screens, in theory, should connect us. They should make us more legible to one another. But our new mediums muddy the message. Screens make us two things at once: subjects and objects, bodies and images, real and yet somehow not quite. Along the way, they make double vision a way of life.


The years that followed the winter of 2015 brought everyday forms of fracture. People sought attention and feared it. They compared it to a viral load. They argued in the comments sections. They argued everywhere else. They hate-watched. They doomscrolled. They lol-sobbed. They talked about “feeling seen,” not always sure whether they were describing a blessing or a curse.


Surreality was standard. Instability was a way of life. In the world arising on the internet, content was farmed. Narratives were won. Orwell was a prophet. God was a mode. People coined new words. They made new memes. They built new canons. The art of earlier ages had its bloody wars and melting clocks; this one channeled its fears through a googly-eyed dog, animated but inert. It sits in a kitchen as the flames encroach, saying, “This is fine.”


Whos or Whats


On the day of The Dress, I was #teamwhiteandgold—and for very good reason. I had spent much of that day as I do most days: screen-bound.


I grew up in the 1980s and ’90s, in the era that brought the internet to the public but lived under the influence of television. “Screen time,” back then, was a TV-focused anxiety. And I was, statistically, one of the kids the critics worried for when they warned about TV’s influence. I loved TV. I watched it as much as I could. But I didn’t lose myself to the screen, I don’t think. In many ways, I found myself in it. I was raised in a coastal town with a rural spirit. My elementary school class had around twenty kids in it. My high school class had around ninety. Life, in the good ways and the bad, was small. TV made it just a little bit bigger. That glowing screen was entertainment, yes, but it was also travel. It was wonder. It was connection. It was education by other means. I loved the bigness of it, the possibilities it held—the daily evidence of the wide, weird world that stretched beyond the screen.


My fascination never faded. I’m a journalist now, writing about culture—which very often means writing about TV. It also means, very often, writing about the internet and the collisions it has fostered: between entertainment and politics, technology and media, pop culture and culture of a broader bent. The work includes stories about scripted series and reality, about podcasts and influencers, about information and misinformation—things I love to think about, but things I’ve found, in recent years, steadily more challenging to discuss. I kept finding myself caught in my own form of web-borne uncertainty: I could never seem to find quite the right words. And when you can’t find the right words, it can be hard to find much else.


The people on the screen were inventing new categories and rejecting many of the old ones. Reality stars were actors who had been cast in the role of themselves. Podcasters were acting like journalists, sometimes, and sometimes influencers, educators, entertainers, propagandists. The categories blend and blur: Politicians act like reality stars; reality stars act like politicians; everyone is a performer and personality and brand.


None of that, on its own, was a problem. On the contrary, the collisions were evidence of the hybrid capabilities of the internet, working as they should. But they also seemed to be creating confusion about matters that used to be straightforward: blunt questions about what people owed to, and might expect from, one another as they shared the unsteady new stage. “Politician” is not just a job description, but also a set of behavioral—and ethical—expectations. A journalist has responsibilities that an influencer might not. My uncertainties, I began to realize, went well beyond matters of terminology. They were matters of grammar. What are we, precisely, on our screens? Are we facts or fictions? Are we whos, or are we whats?


On screens, we are both and neither, double and nothing. I wasn’t sure how to convey the duality. Sometimes, when I’d write about the very real people who appear on our screens—reality stars, say—I’d catch myself defaulting to the show: I’d refer to them as “characters.”


Logistically, this was a small problem, and easy to fix: I’d swap in a more accurate term (“cast members,” maybe, or “performers,” or simply “people”) and get on with things. But the mistake kept nagging at me—in part because I kept making it, but also because, as small as it was, it wasn’t minor. The difference between “character” and “person” is also the difference between . . . pretty much everything else. One is a fiction; the other is a fact. One is owed the respect of personhood; the other is owed nothing at all. One might hear something said about them—or read something, maybe, that a journalist wrote—and be hurt (or amused, or flattered, or indignant). The other, enjoying the sole benefit of nonexistence, is impervious to pain.


I knew all that. Still, though, I kept reflexively “character”-izing people, whether reality stars or content creators or podcasters or influencers or the everyday people whose traumas have been true-crimed into entertainment. I started noticing others doing the same. I began to wonder whether “character,” the very wrong word, might also be, somehow, the right one: a mistake that captured something all too true about the people we know through our screens. Screens’ alchemies had turned a dress into The Dress; maybe they were doing something similar to us. Maybe their light was skewing our vision. Maybe it was leading us to look at those most fundamental of facts—other people, warm and real—and see nothing but empty fictions.


Screen People rose from those uncertainties. Something was changing. I knew it in the way so many people know things these days—it felt true—and because I’d seen the evidence every day. But I wasn’t quite sure how to talk about the shifts. I wasn’t quite sure how to think about them. I could never seem to find the right words. And when you can’t find the right words, it can be hard to find anything else.


I wanted to know what had happened. I wanted to understand why. I wanted to be optimistic. I wanted to know why optimism itself so often seemed consigned to the white-and-gold: You could find it if you looked. But you might be seeing something that, in the bigger picture, wasn’t really there.


In 1951, the Mexican philosopher Emilio Uranga published a wide-ranging essay that attempted to describe the shared experience of being Mexican. As part of the effort, Uranga summoned philosophy and psychology and history and current events, considering Mexico’s colonial past and its ever-evolving relationship with the world power to its north. The conclusion he came to was that the unifying feature of the Mexican identity was fracture. To be Mexican in the mid-twentieth century, Uranga argued, was to navigate endless uncertainty. It was to live within a “mode of being that incessantly oscillates between two possibilities, between two affects, without knowing which one of those to depend on.”


The unsteadiness, Uranga suggested, was a cultural condition that became, inevitably, a spiritual one. The uncertainty would give way to melancholy. In it, “the soul suffers.” It “feels torn and wounded.” Uranga described the condition using the Spanish term for angst: zozobra.


The internet has turned zozobra into a technological condition, too. Screens, environments that are becoming ever less optional, consign us to ambient uncertainty. The video we come across on Instagram, we know, might be genuine, or it might be a deepfake. The image we’re looking at might be doctored. The new friend we’re chatting with might be a person, warm and real. She might be a character playing a part. She might be a bot. True or false, fact or fiction: The distinctions dissolve inside the screen.


The ambiguities, though born of the screen, rarely remain screenbound. They leap, instead, into the world at large. A few years ago, Monica Lewinsky, the one-time White House intern and a person who is more familiar than most with the consequences of being screened, shared an experience with her followers on Twitter. Checking into a hotel, she wrote, the person at the counter asked her, “Are you related to the actress Lewinsky?”


The clerk’s question, like so many others these days, was both deluded and insightful: Lewinsky the person was related to Lewinsky the performer. Screens make everyone an actor. They make everyone an audience. We acknowledge as much in our scripts. We cast people as life’s “main characters,” sometimes to praise them and sometimes to mock them. We describe our own character arcs (and journeys, and eras). We live our own plot twists. Those who are misguided have “lost the plot.” Those who are tarnished are “canceled.” In earlier ages, people attributed their circumstances to the will of gods and the whims of fate. We attribute ours to the artistic choices of “the writers.”


The general assumption—a world beholden to “main character energy”—isn’t new. “Your story should be a movie” has long been one of the highest compliments Americans know how to give. We have long taken for granted that people are most admirable when they are “larger than life” and that events are at their best when they are at their most cinematic. An existence so full that it gets optioned—this is the American dream in its final form.


In the age of the screen, though, the language of the show has taken on a striking new literalism. “No notes,” we might say, bringing the praise of the Hollywood producer to an outfit or meal or joke. (“Iconic,” we might add, as a flourish.) People now “soft-launch” new romantic relationships on social media, treating their followers like focus groups and their feeds as daily acts of PR. If the new relationships test well, they might be “hard-launched” and/or made “Instagram official”: handles tagged, heart emojis deployed, captions crafted, likes sought and won.


The language is revealing—not because it’s used literally, but precisely because it is not. “Hard launch” winks, just a bit: Love is not, as yet, a full-fledged consumer product. But love, too, is bending to the shape of the screen. Our hearts now have data trails. They can be broken with a swipe. Screens do more than host life’s assorted shows; they demand them. They make performance inescapable. Romantic love has always been a public presentation as well as a personal feeling; now, though, it can be a piece of media. It can be something people “do for the ’gram.” It can be content. It can be data. And because of all that, it can be subject to cynicism: Is it a performance or not? Is it real or not?


Language that catches on at scale tends to reveal resonant truths. Language that catches on so completely that it becomes cliché, meanwhile, might hint at resonant longings. “Authenticity” gained currency during a time of rampant fakery. The desire to act “intentionally” suggests all the things we can’t control. “Empathy,” too, is a revelation in reverse: a plea, issued into environments of casual cruelty. “Vibes” and “chaos” and “surreality” work similarly. They live in life’s negative spaces. They are descriptions that acknowledge how many things have become indescribable.


Paradigm shifts, as the science historian Thomas Kuhn described them, are at their heart matters of language. Kuhn coined the term in the 1960s, after studying the theories of Copernicus and Darwin and Einstein—seismic shifts that have never fully stopped rumbling. Scientific revolutions can work a bit like political revolutions do. They can be disorienting. They can be wrenching. They arise when the old explanations can no longer contain the new truths. To live within them is to navigate constant doubt. It is to never be sure whether the dress is white and gold or black and blue.


The Endless Theater


Movie theaters, with their wall-high screens and tidy seas of seats, assume—and enforce—passive spectatorship. You are there as an audience member, nothing more. Dramas may play out before your eyes; couples may have their meet-cutes and their miscommunications and their climactic reunions; lives may be threatened; people may feel pain; they may cry out for help. All you will do, though—all you can do—is watch. You would be foolish, and rude, to do anything else. Bystander apathy in the moral universe of the theater is not a failing. It is a demand. Screens offer fantasies, and fantasies offer absolution: “Should I do something to help?” is a delusional thing to ask when the person in need is a trick of light, shimmering out from the projection booth.


The terms of all this are so widely understood that they are typically simply implied. Of course the screen people aren’t real. Of course they’re figments. But the tidy terms of the one-way screen become far less tidy when the screen is split in two. The light that flickers before our eyes might convey, still, fantasy and fiction. It might also convey people, distant but real. It can be difficult to tell the difference. Fourth walls are breaking. The stage is becoming endless. The old scripts are adapting to the assumptions of the infinite scroll. On our screens, we are both actors and audiences, both showrunners and extras, sometimes the stars and sometimes the scenery. We are cast and recast, as the show goes on. We might be writing the scripts. We might be acting them out. We might be directors. We might be spectators. We will be facts. But we may be seen as fictions.


We are only beginning to understand the consequences of that shift. But it is transforming our lives, bit by bit and pixel by pixel. Embodiment, as a mode of interaction, is becoming an exception rather than a rule. That, itself, is transformative. Our brains are primed for in-person interaction, adept both at reading other people and reading the room. We are less equipped to understand one another through the cold distance of the screen.


“We” is often not the right word: It can imply a commonality to people’s experiences that isn’t really there. But it is, where the digital world is concerned, the only one that works. We may each have our own little corners of the internet, spaces imposed and chosen and uniquely ours. But they are part of a shared and ever-expanding ecosystem. They are places where we might spend time, and very often places where we must. We live, in one way, as we always did, in a world of warmth and scent and breeze. But we also live within the screens. They are our habitats. They are our habits. They are our shared environments. Because of the internet’s scale—because it is generally unrooted from the hard facts of the ground—its environs are places where words and images have outsized power to shape our sense of the world and of one another. And it is a place that is also a theater: a place of stars and bit players, of expendable characters and easy scripts—a place that prefers its facts to be convenient, dramatic, and molded in the service of the story. Seen through its screens, a world that is profoundly complicated can begin to seem, on the contrary, easy. The facts that are hard can begin to seem impolite, inconvenient, and wrong.


“Another Season of Coronavirus”


When 1984 drew to a close, Americans marked the new year with more than the usual celebration. The dystopia that George Orwell had imagined the year might bring—the brutal regime, the bleak tyranny, the language that curtailed thinking rather than expanding its possibilities—had not come for them. The Cold War was thawing; consumerism was booming; Skynets and Death Stars and Borgs, the Big Brothers of the new age, were safely relegated to the realm of fiction. The year 1984 had not, for all practical purposes, become 1984.


The scholar and cultural critic Neil Postman acknowledged the milestone at the start of his 1985 book Amusing Ourselves to Death. And then he broke the bad news. People had been measuring themselves against the wrong dystopia, he argued. It wasn’t 1984 that had the most to say about the America of the 1980s. It was Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. “In Huxley’s vision,” Postman wrote, “no Big Brother is required to deprive people of their autonomy, maturity, and history.” Instead, “people will come to love their oppression, to adore the technologies that undo their capacities to think.”


The vehicle of their oppression, in Postman’s mind, was the device that so many Americans associated with their freedom: the television. The device, Postman argued, had thoroughly insinuated itself into all elements of American life—and not just in the boob-tubed, couch-potatoed, the-average-American-watches-five-hours-of-television-a-day kind of way that was so common a criticism at the time. Instead, for Postman, TV was a technology that doubled as a value system. It did not merely entertain people; it shaped them. It made them restless. It made them distractible. It made them believe, after a while, that life was at its best—and its most believable—when it resembled a TV show. Politics, education, science, religion—they had all twisted, in their own ways, to TV’s demands. They had learned, Postman thought, that medium’s most elemental message: If something was to be taken seriously, it would need to be entertaining.


Because Postman criticized TV (and because he took on “amusement” in the title of his most famous book), he is sometimes remembered as a scold: humorless, judgmental, chiding people for their fun. But Amusing Ourselves to Death was a clever act of bait-and-switch: It is a book, in the end, about technology. Postman had studied—and was deeply influenced by—Marshall McLuhan. As he made his case for the dangers of television, he considered the history of earlier communications technologies: the printing press, the telegraph, the written word itself. “The medium is the message,” for Postman, was more than an axiom; it was a warning. It was a reminder that our mediums, if we’re not careful, can become our mindsets. “The problem is not that television presents us with entertaining subject matter,” Postman wrote, “but that all subject matter is presented as entertaining.” Watch enough TV, in other words, and soon enough you’ll expect the world to act like a TV show.


It might seem, today, that Postman’s criticisms have aged into obsolescence—arguments made archaic by the age of the ambient screen. The arrival of the internet, though, has only brought more acuity to his insights.


Screens, precisely because of their two-way workings, make the living of life and the performance of it ever more indistinguishable. On screens—and through them, and within them—we watch the spectacles. We are the spectacles. We become one another’s fun. We defer to entertainment as a value system.


“There’s this mindset that it’s like running a show and you’ve got to keep people tuned in, you’ve got to keep them interested, and at some point you’ve got to move on and move on quickly,” a former Health and Human Services official told Politico, discussing the Covid pandemic. “Viewers will get tired of another season of coronavirus.”


It’s a worry that would be echoed by many other officials as the pandemic stretched on from weeks to months to years. But this particular concern about national channel-changing was notable mostly for its timing. It was expressed in May of 2020—the early stretches of the Covid crisis in which so many people were dying that New York City had to bring portable freezers to hold the corpses of those who had succumbed to the disease. If Covid was a TV show, it was at that point a medical drama—and one whose every episode was primed for the demands of sweeps week.


Fiction is creeping into every corner of life. Americans have grown accustomed to having even our most urgent and high-stakes tragedies fed to us as pieces of entertainment. We are used to understanding the world through the structures of the TV show: the changing plotlines, the exciting new characters, the expendable characters, the acts of winking fan service.


Soon after Russia’s attack on Ukraine, Vanity Fair wrote an article describing the resurrection of an anxiety that seemed, at one point, to have been consigned to history: the possibility that the war might lead, in short order, to a Russian attack on the United States. The magazine described the threat, overall, as “the gritty reboot of Gen X’s nuclear nightmares.” In March of 2022, the digital news site The Recount shared the news that researchers had identified a new variant of the coronavirus: “COVID’s omicron spinoff now has its own spinoff.”


Semantics, you might object: Comparing Covid to a show is not the same as believing it to be one. The demands of the show, once they infiltrate things, have a way of settling into people’s expectations of what life is, and should be. Americans are learning about current events through podcasts and TV shows and movies and clips that have more incentive to be interesting than to be true. They are getting medical advice not from doctors but from social-media influencers. They are getting information that way, too.


Real people’s traumas—murders, kidnappings, rapes—turn into other people’s amusements. Many people, in the choose-your-own-adventure environment we are creating, are coming to resent facts. Basic information is struggling for viability against the lies. Conspiracism, and the cynicism that fuels it, is gaining purchase in American life. “Crisis actors” are go-to scapegoats not only of conspiracy theorists but also of the growing number of people who treat the truth as an inconvenience. Cruelty is seeping into the warmest corners of people’s lives. Too often, the spectacle and the suffering are no longer opposed to each other; instead, they become indistinguishable.


This is what you might call fiction creep. Disguised as low-stakes fun, fiction—fun, endless amusement—is stretching into an expectation. Many Americans, after all, did tire of Covid, the show. As the days of Covid stretched into weeks, and months, and years, people compared the whole thing to Groundhog Day, resenting the stultifying sameness of it all. They complained about the virus’s failure to adhere to a tidy plot arc. They would find other sources of drama in those days of “lockdown” and social distancing—more on those soon—but the side dramas were necessary, apparently, because the overall show had lost its edge. If a global pandemic is going to drag on, it should at least offer some decent plot twists.


Covid brought a grim new currency to Stalin’s insight that “a single death is a tragedy, and a million deaths are a statistic.” When the pandemic has an audience to please, a single death becomes a plot twist. A million deaths, though, begins to look like lazy writing.


Spectacle is our medium and our mandate: We become so accustomed to the performance—the sparkle, the glitter, the drama—that the unscreened world comes to seem dull by comparison. We now risk being unable to process our facts through anything except a show. When you walk the world wearing screen-colored glasses, it’s easy to forget that the vision is tinted. It’s easy to assume that the world itself is as shiny as the lenses suggest. And it’s easy to demand that it be.


All the world’s a stage is steadily transforming from a metaphor into a mandate. Where does the performance end and life begin? The answer has never been straightforward, but it has also never been more muddled. If you assume that the world exists for your entertainment, it also becomes easy to assume that the world owes you the same thing entertainment does: ease, delight, maybe a catharsis or two. You might start to expect that history, too, should be easy. You might start to feel the desire, when confronted with stories that are not soothing or tidy, to scroll over to a different screen.


Screens give; they take away. They can encourage connections between people; they can foreclose them. To live among screens is to be unsure, always, where the performance ends and the reality begins. It is to know that the video we come across on Instagram might be genuine or a deepfake; that the image we’re looking at might reflect something real or distort it; that the new friend we’re chatting with might be a person, warm and real, or an actor playing a part, or a bot, scripted into seductive humanity.


In the land of the screen, anything might be transformed into low-stakes amusement. History might become a rollicking tale that is merely “inspired by true events.” When it fails to entertain—when it fails to comfort or inspire or provide a tidy ending—it might offend. After a while, the news that is dramatic and the news that is important come to look like the same thing. The emergency becomes soothing. The spectacle becomes beguiling. We get so accustomed to the hyperdramatic environment that the plain old version starts to seem like a disappointment. Like the untouched photo next to the filtered one, the world itself—its plain facts and muted hues—comes to look like footage merely waiting to be edited.


After a while, drama (and crisis and emergency) becomes our default state. We do not merely use it as one mode among many; instead, we rely on it. We come to see the drama as the only way to make change. The best time—the only time—to talk about gun-safety legislation is during the window cracked open by the latest mass murder. The time to talk about climate change is just after the latest disaster. We wait for the world to happen to us and then for the happening to be converted into a compelling show. Only then do we act. If, indeed, we act at all. Shows are seductive. They are easy. They are exciting. Entertainment creates audiences. It does not, however, create publics.


Screen People


Elizabeth Eisenstein, the great historian of the printing press, was also a scholar of technological revolutions. Their upheavals, she argued, do not tend to arrive with the invention of a revolutionary technology. They come instead in the aftermath of the invention—gradually and then, quite often, suddenly—as the new technology spreads and normalizes. New technologies, to paraphrase the web theorist Clay Shirky, don’t become interesting until they become boring. This is how it was with the printing press: Its full impact would not become clear until more and more people would experiment with it, live with it, profit from it, reckon with it. A technological revolution, in that way, doubles as something of a paradox: Only once the new tool reaches a level of stability in a culture will it destabilize everything else.


We are in the early stages of our own revolution. Through the internet, the physical world is colliding with the disembodied realms of the screen. The old things are breaking; new things are emerging, haphazardly, in their place. Categories that once offered order are collapsing; new ones have yet to be defined. Our addled language reflects our addled lives: the confusion, the exhilaration, the exhaustion. The world can feel chaotic right now because it is chaotic.


Revolutions, whatever their form, are rarely pleasant for the people who live through them. They can break people’s faith, and, with it, the bonds that once held them together. They can engender widespread uncertainty, and all the ills—anxiety, fear, suspicion—that can come in its wake. Life will always be a tug-of-war between the known past and the unknown future; to live in this moment, though, is to be especially torn between what has been and what might be. There are few certainties in this in-between age.


Instead, our two-way screens consign us to confusion. When even the most elemental of distinctions—fact or fiction? person or character?—fall away, everything else becomes just a little more unsteady. “A man with a watch knows what time it is,” the saying goes. “A man with two watches is never sure.”


The chapters to come, I hope, will provide a bit of steadiness. They draw from work I’ve done at The Atlantic and from the research I’ve done as I’ve tried to explain things to myself. The stories they tell are not always happy, but they are hopeful. The internet, though it is hardening, has not yet solidified. We still have time to shape it. We can decide, still, how we want to be human together. That task is unprecedented, but it is not wholly new. People have navigated technological revolutions before. They have come out on the other side, changed but intact. We can do the same. “Anxiety,” Søren Kierkegaard wrote, “is the dizziness of freedom.” If so, it seems a price worth paying. We can write new scripts. We can update the old ones. We can try our best to see one another as we are. All the world’s a stage—until it isn’t.
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