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Cancelling Myself 

Angela Saini 

 

I have always been a late adopter. I may be a science writer with an 

engineering degree, but I find new technology oddly unsettling. I wear an 

analogue watch. I prefer to fix things when they break than buy 

replacements. I was one of the last people I know to buy a smartphone, 

and even then, I will keep an old model for years, upgrading it only if it 

breaks, and even then, to the most basic, functional handset I can find. No 

glass screen here, always plastic. Because plastic can survive being 

dropped repeatedly, I was told by a shop assistant.  

 

What I struggle with is the way that technology shifts how I relate to the 

world, even if it’s a gentle shift. A useful kitchen gadget can do that in a 

welcome way. But the most addictive apps are like worms that burrow into 

the brain and slowly begin to colonise it. They change us. They’re like 

parasitic animals that the host finds they can no longer live without. If they 

leave, as much as we know they were feeding off us, we are bereft. 

 

At least, that’s how it felt after I abandoned my Twitter and Facebook 

accounts in the month before the UK went into its first pandemic lockdown. 

What prompted me to take the worm by one end and pull it out? Trolling, 

of course. It’s the Faustian bargain users enter into in exchange for giving 

away their own content. Richard Dawkins, a celebrity biologist with millions 

of followers, tweeted an unexpected endorsement of my latest book, 

Superior, and inadvertently opened the gates that flooded both our 
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timelines with racism. When it became clear I couldn’t block the abusers 

fast enough, Dawkins deleted the post and emailed me an apology. But it 

was too late. I had already left the platform. 

 

Being honest with myself, I had been bothered by that social media worm 

for years. It wasn’t just the abuse, but the constant, impatient demand on 

my attention. There were too many outrageous things to read, too many 

ridiculous things being baldly declared, too many strangers asking for my 

comments. The worm was always hungry, and I couldn’t help wondering 

why I was still feeding it. What was I getting in return? 

 

I learned when I quit. It was as though a hole had been left in my mind. The 

worm’s absence was almost as disconcerting as its presence. I began to 

understand why celebrities who flounce away from social media return 

sheepishly a short while later. The platforms have built their algorithms for 

addiction in the same way that cigarette manufacturers have tailored their 

nicotine contents, to ensnare you and keep you hooked. In the case of 

Twitter, the nicotine is anger. Researcher Luke Mann at the Digital Cultures 

Institute in Auckland, New Zealand, has written that platforms such as 

Facebook shape people’s feeds to keep them permanently outraged or 

shocked so that they engage, stay for longer, and find it harder to pull away. 

The worm wants your attention. Listen quietly and you can hear it crying 

out for you. 

 

For the first few months after I left social media, I had to resist the urge to 

think in concise posts. Something would happen in the news, and I would 

instinctively imagine how I would comment on it. I would take a photo and 

think about sharing it on Facebook. I’d consider which witticism might 

accompany it, which filter I would use. It took months for me to gradually 

learn to be alone with my thoughts and experiences. They took on a new, 
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ephemeral quality. No longer preserved online, they belonged – oddly – just 

to me. Nobody else would see them. If I forgot them, they would disappear. 

 

I recall the thrill of writing my first article for the student paper when I was 

at university, in an age in which internet publishing was just taking off and 

Facebook didn’t yet exist. I cut it out and sent it to one of my tutors. My 

wonderfully supportive best friend – bless her – pinned a copy on her wall. 

There’s something about seeing your words in print, in gloriously uniform 

type, that lends a feeling of power. When we publish online, even if only 

one person reads it, we get a piece of that feeling. No wonder social media 

is often described as democratising. It really is. It transfers the control once 

held by a wealthy few into the hands of millions. We become our own 

editors, our own publishers, and all in an instant with no gatekeeping. It’s 

an intoxicating feeling. And I missed it.  

 

The isolation of lockdown intensified the sense that I had been cut off from 

the world. I had cancelled myself, effectively. I could feel a change in my 

psychological and emotional states. It was palpable. But as lonely as it 

made me feel, there was also the undeniable thrill of being untethered. 

From an almost desperate need to nurture my ‘followers’, constantly 

checking myself to make sure that whatever I expressed would land the 

right way, wouldn’t alienate people or be misconstrued, I slowly realised 

that I didn’t need to worry anymore. Nobody would be judging my thoughts 

any longer. Nobody would be invited into my private space to abuse me if 

they didn’t like what I said or who I was. I was at liberty to be myself 

because nobody in the world was listening or watching.  

 

Out on the road with no travelling companions in my mind, the most 

profound change I experienced was in my attitude to others. While enjoying 

the experience of not being judged, I also stopped being quite so 
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judgemental myself. Unencumbered by the pressure to choose from binary 

political positions all day long, to decide whether or not I liked something 

enough to share it, I found myself understanding, even empathising, with 

those who had different political views from me. I could understand why 

they might choose to take a different stance. I could see the shades of grey 

between the black and white, as I used to be able to. I was less interested 

in arguments; more interested in constructive dialogue and real action. The 

little things didn’t matter. 

 

My time online gave way to time speaking with people in person. I wrote 

for publications I hadn’t written for before, gave more university lectures, 

had long conversations with students, joined committees, and took more 

of my work and ideas into the real world. I certainly read more. I listened to 

those I disagreed with, read their work, challenged myself to put myself in 

their shoes. I even changed my mind on some issues. As I told my husband 

one night, as strange as it sounded, I could feel myself becoming a more 

reasonable human being again.  

 

I began to suspect that many of the people who appear to be unhinged on 

social media may be fairly reasonable people in real life. While social media 

attracts those on the fringe, it also pulls everyday people towards the fringe. 

We curate a group of followers, then yearn for their approval. It’s a process 

that inevitably creates its own monsters, fed by the heady, algorithm-

pumped lust for influence, the desire to be liked by those who share the 

same opinions, and the more extreme the better. Monsters follow the 

monsters. There’s no value in being nice online. 

 

In 2017, horrified by what Facebook had turned into, its former vice-

president of user growth vented his concern. ‘It is eroding the core 

foundations of how people behave by and between each other’, Chamath 
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Palihapitiya told an audience at Stanford Business School. Around the same 

time, Facebook’s former president, Sean Parker, stated that the platform’s 

founders had been intentionally exploiting ‘a vulnerability in human 

psychology’. It took until 2020 for Twitter’s CEO, Jack Dorsey, to admit 

under oath to a US Senate Judiciary committee that social media platforms 

‘can be addictive’.  

 

It has been more than a year since I voluntarily cancelled myself. I still keep 

a bit of an online presence. I have a rarely used Instagram account that I 

open mainly for pictures of food, or to post the occasional selfie. But most 

of my engagement in the web these days is done over email (it’s like being 

back in the early 2000s). I feel sometimes that I live in a fantasy world in 

which social media doesn’t exist. But my mind feels more like my own. The 

worm is gone. I am no longer under enemy occupation.  

 

 

 

Note 

Luke Mann, ‘Angry by design: toxic communication and technical 
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A recording of this talk can be found at writersmosaic.org.uk 
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