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Abstract

In this article, from the perspective of media theory, I will discuss the often debated issue of
impatience, which many commentators identify as a distinctive response mode of our times. I will
refer to the contemporary media landscape, which comprises entertaining contents, platforms, Al
algorithms, and digital mobile devices; I will regard the widespread content fruition via smartphones
as a very significant phenomenon in the present context; and I will focus on the impact of
technologies on human affectivity, which allows to understand impatience as a responsive disposition
or habit, other than just a common behavior. To understand this impact — which manifests itself, for
example, in problematic or addictive internet and smartphone uses, and which may even permeate
everyday “offline” interactions — it will be necessary to understand users’ experience by considering
the ongoing interplay between the different levels of consciousness that characterize it. Drawing on
affective, enactive, and embodied neuropsychological and theoretical approaches to the human mind,
I propose overcoming an overly rigid distinction between “mindless” versus “mindful” behaviors.
Therefore, I will comprehend habits by focusing on the affective mind, which is characterized by its
own specific level of instinctual “awareness” — one that lies and swarms below conscious and
cognitive awareness, but above the level of generalized arousal or unconscious automatisms.

Keywords: media platforms, attention economy, smartphone addiction, digital habits, affective
neuroscience, enactivism

t is common to read or hear that impatience is a prevailing responsive attitude of our
time; nevertheless, there is no univocal definition of it. In the following pages, I will
offer some insights to describe and comprehend the complex nature of impatience,
here understood as an affective habit that is unreflexively enacted when experiential
processes do not flow smoothly. This habitual attitude can be regarded as related to, and
reinforced by contemporary media practices. Nevertheless, it tends to persist even when we
are not online (Carr), and this reinforces the assumption that contemporary media experience
(here understood as the global attitudes and practices induced and made possible by the
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internet, Al-based technologies, and social media platforms) may develop into an
“impatience culture”. Surely, this is not an unintended consequence if we consider that The
Impatience Economy is the title of a book aimed at social retail marketing professionals
(Fabela II). Seen in this light, impatience easily becomes a matter of business, as manifested,
for example, in some freemium gameplay experiences in which players seem disposed to pay
to reduce the time away from the game (Evans).

Impatience may turn out to be as much a byproduct as a required ingredient in
achieving the interests of those delivering entertaining content and services. In other respects,
from a psychological perspective, it seems that tendencies such as extraversion and
impulsivity are positively related to “social network use disorder” (Sindermann et al.), thus
attesting to the efficacy of media platforms’ designs and suggesting connections between
impatience and problematic uses — impatience being primarily regarded, as will be shown, as
a kind of impulsive tendency toward stimulation seeking.

In what follows, I will focus on impatience as an attitude whose implications should
be recognized. Impatience is here understood as a habit, namely as a kind of mental
disposition toward action. I will mainly refer to an embodied cognition approach, and
especially to enactivism and affective neuroscience, to give an account of how human non- or
pre-conscious mental life may be exploited by media platforms with an impact on users’
expectations and behavior, thus generating habits that affect and are affected by recurring
practices. After a short contextualization, I will focus in particular on TikTok’s “satisfying”
content as an illustrative case to describe some relevant features of the structure of media
experience, and I will provide a concise overview of neuropsychological studies on the
effects of new technological media. Having thus framed some issues regarding impatience
and related implications, I will address habit from an embodied and enactive perspective, and

I will propose insights from affective neuroscience to qualify and explain the functioning of
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human pre-reflective mental life, paying special attention to the appetitive tendency toward
euphoric anticipation and “craving”. This latter is an affective, non-voluntary, and “peri-
conscious” disposition that media platforms typically exploit and induce, and it can be
regarded as a substrate to explain the contemporary propensity to impatience. Ultimately, |
offer a conceptualization of media experience as “de-facticized” and impatience-fostering by
relying on Han’s philosophical theory of entertainment and the de-narrativization of
contemporary media culture.

The end of patience?

The issue of widespread “impatience” frequently circulates in the cultural debate on
contemporary media experience. It would be relatively easy to enumerate behaviors or
feelings corresponding to this broad category; more challenging, as often happens, is to
define it more accurately or unambiguously in its general features. The involved affective
qualities include impulsiveness, annoyance, and wanting, and the resulting behavioral
attitudes lead, for example, to a lack of sustained focalization, unwillingness to wait or
prolong experiences, and low tolerance for impediments. I will point out later how
impatience can be understood as an affective disposition or habit that may permeate everyday
experience, and that is nowadays expanding in relation to common media practices that foster
impulses toward immediate rewards.

From a psychological perspective, impatience can be conceived as a personality trait
(Schnitker) but also as a kind of reaction to incidents related to the perception of an extension
of the time span preceding a desirable event (Geoffard and Luchini), which generates
frustration and irritability, together with the urge of “skipping” transitional phases of ongoing
actions or events. It will be understood here especially as a category of reactions and as a
reiterated style of response that tends to develop into a widespread tendency, independently

from deliberate intention and irrespective of what is actually expected.
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In his book on AI consequences, psychologist Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic entitled a
chapter “The End of Patience” (47-60). According to him, in a context in which emotional
intelligence, empathy, or self-control appear increasingly necessary to contain the outcomes
of human-technology interactions, patience seems to be a kind of virtue in jeopardy. In what
he labels a contemporary “Al age”, moreover, impulsiveness and instinctive responses may
be preludes to technological addictions, all the more since Al-based technologies and
platforms increasingly tend to make interactions faster and more efficient, thus gratifying
users with rapid satisfaction of requests and making self-control efforts almost unnecessary.
The behaviors that are associated with this disposition are commonly referred to as
“mindless”; we will see, however, that they depend on our “affective mind”, and follow pre-
conscious logics that largely rely on the functioning of emotional affects. In this perspective,
it is difficult to draw a clear line that separates what is “mindful” from what is “mindless”.

It is not hard to assume that the mix of speed and simplification, coupled with ample
opportunities to move elsewhere to find resources, would diminish users’ inclinations to slow
down their reactions or accept incidents. A platform such as TikTok uses Al algorithms
extensively to engage users in a way that can be regarded as paradigmatic, and which well
illustrates the background of media-related impatience. To show how this functions, however,
it is necessary to articulate the conceptual transition between the platform’s increasingly
pleasurable, bizarre, and sensational recommended content, on the one hand, and the users’
widespread restlessness or drive to displace the focus, on the other.

Satisfying content

In February 2024, the mayor of New York announced a lawsuit against the biggest
social media groups of the time, accusing them of contributing to worsening the mental
health of younger users, especially by causing compulsive consumption. Among the main

media groups accused are platforms such as TikTok, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and
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Snapchat, which create feeds and features through personalized content via their algorithms,
with inevitable manipulative strategies that contribute to the creation of harmful habitual
practices (City of New York). Some of the arguments the lawsuit relies on are widespread in
current public and academic debates (see, e.g., Rosen), of which they are exemplars to some
extent, irrespective of their legal-political implications. Among the often-reported
consequences of compulsive media consumption — including depression, anxiety, or
impulsiveness — , I will consider diminished attentional capacity and the risks of addiction,
which are something more than complications to be placed alongside the others, as they are
themselves vehicles for specific discomforts or disorders.

However, let us first see what sort of content we are referring to. If we were to
identify distinctive ones, we would be faced with violence, exhibitionism, and fakes, but also
with harmless odd content that is sometimes difficult to enjoy, especially by older TikTok
users (Marino and Surace). Among the most popular are “satisfying” or “oddly satisfying”
videos: bizarre entertainment content, varying in length, in which one sees nothing but
(among others) series of cakes being frosted, manipulated slime, shattered glass bottles,
bursting balloons making colorful liquids splash, or the toppling of dominos'. Their very
basic nature allows a sharper consideration of a specific experiential structure, which may be
isolated and considered independently of other levels of meaning, as the type of engagement
afforded here is more interesting than other aspects of this kind of content. These sometimes
carefully designed spectacles reproduce successions of causes and effects, accompanied by
salient visual or auditory stimuli, and sometimes initiated or carried out by a human agent.
The structure integrates manipulation of materials, sensory stimulation, repetitiveness with

micro-variations, and continuity of ongoing processes. Importantly, each typically proceeds

! Sometimes these are labelled “ASMR” (referring to the relaxing sensation called “autonomous sensory
meridian response”) videos, but the categories are distinct, as “satisfying” videos do not produce exclusively
relaxing effects, although the two may share similar engagement devices or strategies.
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smoothly, adopting a sequential logic with minimal room for unexpected micro-details that
elicit a slight sense of anticipation of the outcome, which helps prevent boredom.

This entertaining structure seems to be particularly effective in generating an
experiential flow that affects users’ concentration and time perception. However, it must be
mentioned that this is part of a more comprehensive apparatus that includes smartphone
technologies and functionalities, the integrations between apps and platforms, and the
interactions between users’ routines and an algorithm. TikTok’s “For You” feed, indeed,
offers an endless series of continuously updated content that is algorithmically selected, and
which can be easily replaced by scrolling down, without moving away from the platform. In
turn, the experiential flow feeds the algorithm’s functionality, which meets the users’ needs or
preferences by recommending content, sometimes generating loops that increase usage time
so that users “seem to be caught in an entertainment spiral” (Qin et al.).

Essentially, this system works well precisely because of a circular logic in which
repetitive use and technological optimization mutually feed each other (Zhao). To take over
and order our world (Eugeni 13), however, algorithms must intercept the users’ minds most
vulnerable mechanisms. The latter, as I will illustrate later, are better understood when
regarded as pre-reflective, spontaneous, and relatively flexible affective dispositions rather
than just as unconscious and rigid automatisms. In other respects, moreover, it will be clear
how the nature of human affective life meets, in turn, some crucial necessities of digital
platforms — first of all, the necessity of prolonging user experiences without them becoming
devoid of entertaining relevance.

The internet, smartphones, and their effects

Paradoxically, in a regime that relies on the exploitation of our limited cognitive

abilities to grab attention, and in the face of an enormous amount of information available on

a global scale, digital strategies are increasingly taking the form of systematic distraction (see
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William or, from a different perspective, Pettman). The business model of an “attention
economy”’, in this respect, may provide a frame for understanding contemporary media habits
and their implications (see Lane and Atchley) as the update of an earlier process of perceptual
fragmentation and reduction of attention, which historically began in the mid-19th century
(Crary). In the present, the label refers to the cultural and technological dynamic whereby
media offer information and entertainment in exchange for attention (Citton), which has
otherwise been more recently intensified by big web companies striving to concentrate wide
audiences (Hindman). In this context, companies’ search for attention and exploitation of
cognitive abilities must come to terms with the short span of time that users are disposed to
concede to content and media procedures.

However, even pleasurable experiences such as those mentioned above, which should
limit themselves to eliciting surprise or relaxation, can generate an attitude toward repeated
enjoyment to the point of losing control of one’s own practices and dispositions. What is also
at stake in this respect is the impact of platforms and technologies on the brain, which is
nowadays a popular research topic. In a recent article entitled “TikTok Brain”, for example,
the platform is labeled a “dopamine machine” (Jargon), with regard to the distracting effect of
gratifying dopamine discharges generated by short videos (I will return to this aspect later).
In other respects, it seems that the content recommended by the platform contributes to the
activation of the Default Mode Network (DMN),? which correlates with a lack of self-control
(Su et al.). Moreover, both technological ease and persuasive app design (Chen et al.)
contribute to generating smartphone “absent-minded” use, which seems essential in defining
criticalities (Marty-Dugas and Smilek; Larsen et al.). None of this implies that the need for
escapism that TikTok fulfills, along with its popularity as a “feel good space” and the

perceived “familiarity” or “authenticity” of its content, have not had desirable or rewarding

2The DMN is a brain network that seems to be activated when a subject is not focused on the surrounding
environment, e.g., in mind-wandering (for an updated overview, however, see Menon).
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outcomes (Schellewald). From a different perspective, however, familiarity, ease, and
convenience of use precisely facilitate the creation of habits that may constitute a root for
dependencies or addictions, here understood as radicalized and rigidified habits (Everitt and
Robbins; for a distinction between addiction and dependence, from a culturalist perspective,
see Paasonen).

Quite often, social media addiction and “endless” or “mindless” scrolling are
described in relation to gambling, as the effects of the controlled randomness of
recommended or live videos can be compared to those of slot machines or the like (Levounis
and Sherer). An important consequence concerns platform and smartphone dependence or
addiction, which the more cautious prefer to label as “problematic” or “excessive” use
(Panova and Carbonell). Some researchers argue that the use of TikTok specifically increases
the indices that qualify smartphone use as problematic (Farzana et al.). Not everyone agrees
that these are “addictions” in the strict sense; however, as far as I am concerned here, the
“digital addiction metaphor” (Hartogsohn and Vudka) may be a useful frame for suggesting
how technologies, social practices, and mental dispositions affect each other and create
habitual styles of response.

For its part, neuropsychological research on internet and smartphone dependence
keeps identifying problems and suggesting treatments (see Montag and Reuter), the digital
impact on human cognition being frequently recognized as a specific behavioral addiction
(see Lopez-Fernandez). David N. Greenfield identified the smartphone as a device
amplifying digital distractions’ effects, and showed that the very same brain circuits are
involved in other addictions as well (27-47). According to his research, factors such as easy
accessibility, overstimulation, dynamism, perceived anonymity, disinhibition, hypertextuality,
and gratuitousness have made the internet an environment in which behaviors inducing

compulsive cravings and decreased self-control have been amplified.
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What emerges, generally speaking, is that the potential harmful impact of digital life
involves negative changes in cognitive abilities due to overuse or overdependence,
diminished agency or sense of control, and emotional distress (Lane et al. 191-192; see also
Spitzer). As one can imagine, a great amount of research has addressed the consequences of
overuse among adolescents and young adults (Leon Méndez et al.). In this regard, often-
mentioned prevention and treatment strategies include mindfulness-based interventions that
help foster widely recognized remedies, such as cultivating compassion, increasing
consideration of life priorities, and, of course, improving patience (Ting and Chen 215-240).

Everyday cultural practices play a key role in understanding the phenomenon (see
Vincent and Haddon), which is also relevant to corporations and content producers who must
necessarily update their strategies (Nelson-Field), even as they confront the issue of users’
widespread impatience (Bruun). In any case, the basis for many problematic uses seems to be
located on the smartphone’s capacity to form habits — from the classic “checking habit”
(Oulasvirta et al.) to more recent ones, such as the increasing search for immediate rewards
(Wilmer and Chein). These can be considered to be of even greater interest than problematic
uses (Meier), as they allow for a more specific identification of widespread topics and
themes.?

Enacting habits

A major issue in the contemporary context lies in the technological impact on mental
life, which, as we have seen, is under investigation on both personal/psychological and
subpersonal levels. Social, cultural, or philosophical perspectives are also part of such an area
of research. In this frame, digital habits turn out to be particularly interesting, as much as

disorders or problematic uses, as they impact the unaware everyday practices that permeate

3 Let us distinguish, however, habit from habituation (see Legrenzi 57-105). Habituation is the automatic
tendency of organisms’ reactions to fade and disappear as a result of repeated stimulation; habits are behaviors
or sequences of gestures that we apprehend and repeat, of which we are initially aware but later tend to lose
awareness of. Habits are frequently regarded as results of automatic processes; however, although we know that
modifying them requires enormous efforts, they are not automatisms.
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an entire culture. For this reason, and given the impact on the users’ non-conscious mental
lives, I especially refer to neuropsychological studies, understood in the frame of an
enactivist and embodied theoretical approach to human cognition. In this perspective, our
mental life is regarded as constitutively integrated with the body and emerging from the
interaction between organism and natural/cultural environment.

Since the issue of habits is highly complex (see, e.g., Caruana and Testa; Guerra and
Piazza), 1 will limit myself to a few observations. Smartphone-related habits, for example,
seem to negatively affect cognitive abilities, including sustained attention, inhibition or delay
in gratification, and emotional regulation (Wilmer et al.). Long-term effects are still under-
researched (Liebherr et al.), but it is reasonable to assume that as behaviors become habitual,
they may affect styles of response that tend to normalize through embodiment and propagate
beyond smartphone use. Mobile devices seem designed to become part of users’ embodied
minds, and users’ attachment to them has been rapidly described as a non-conscious bodily
process (Cooley). Its specific technological functionality, combined with a variety of social
practices and usage styles, has suggested that the smartphone is particularly suited to the
creation of habits, to the point that it can be regarded as an integral part of a person, as well as
a kind of “transportal home” (Miller et al. 219-227).

Generally speaking, and with the exception of cases in which users are focused on the
technological interaction itself, mediation processes typically tend to become imperceptible
or irrelevant, thus making users “present” in a space that is remote from their actual
environment. More particularly, media psychology shows that the more reliable,
individualized, and transparent technologies are, the more our brains tend to incorporate their
function as the material scaffolding of our embodied mental lives. Moreover, when

dispositions or response patterns are incorporated, they become part of users’ sense of agency,
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and may tend to replicate even in non-medial contexts, especially when self-contained modes
are not necessary (Waterworth and Riva).

A coupling between subject and environment seems to be readily established when the
mind-extending technological resources are perceived as reliable, accessible, transparent, and
possibly shareable (see Colombetti and Krueger), and this may impact the ability to construct
niches that support our embodied, situated, and world-involving cognitive activities (Parisi).
From an enactive approach, an organism tends to spontaneously integrate mediating
structures to interact and produce meaning. Accordingly, the human mind may spontaneously
tend to favor the “transparency” of mediation processes, which is nowadays supported by the
elimination or minimization of the users’ conscious mind interference pursued by
technological systems.

Also, from an enactive perspective, habits can be viewed as “self-sufficient networks
of bodily, neural, and interactional processes that become a source of normativity for an
agent, such that the preservation of his or her habitual identities guides much of his or her
perceptions, thoughts and behaviors” (Ramirez-Vizcaya and Froese 7). Patterns and
normative criteria are part of our ongoing sense-making activity, and contribute to making the
world more familiar and accessible. In this frame, a bad habit is a construct that may be
somehow positive per se, but not necessarily optimal for holistic well-being. It can be viewed
as a norm that tends to override other situationally relevant and more appropriate behavioral
patterns, thus reducing the range of conduct of interaction (Ramirez-Vizcaya and Froese 8).
Addiction, correspondingly, can be regarded as a deep-rooted bad habit that is very difficult
to disrupt. For example, there are reasons to believe that the creation of habits, in
immediately incentive and rewarding media contexts, conditions our disposition to explore
the environment (in order to interact and make sense of it), “fixing” it on behaviors that cause

it to lose its intrinsic adaptability (Alcaro, Brennan and Conversi).
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Excessive or problematic uses, in short, imply a rigidification of an individual’s
habitual practices and behaviors. A further consideration in this respect, which I will touch on
in the next section, involves the ways in which dispositions fostered through digital life may
be regarded as affective habits. A remark before proceeding concerns the nature of our
affective life: as [ am going to assume, it should be regarded in itself not as conscious but
pre- or peri-conscious (Panksepp in Gallagher and Shear 113-130), although routinely
intertwined with more voluntary, aware, and “mindful” cognitive processes. In other words,
what we refer to as the affective mind differs from both cognitive unconscious processes and
the psychoanalytic unconscious mind, while corresponding to this latter in some respects —
which explains my inclination to refer to neuropsychoanalytic perspectives grounded in
affective neuroscience findings, in the enactive/embodied approaches that I have assumed as
a general frame.

Seeking pleasures

Therefore, a further move to understand impatience is the overcoming of the usual
distinction between mindful and mindless behaviors, as the latter can also be regarded as
motivated and somehow intentional, even if not in the more common philosophical frame, in
which “intentionality” would be equated with “consciousness”. A different approach, more
focused on the features of human affective life, may allow for a thicker understanding of the
widespread behavioral customs favored by contemporary digital habits.

Adam Gazzaley and Larry Rosen’s experiments investigated behavior whereby digital
users often tend to shift their attention to new sources of information even before they have
exhausted the source they have been exploiting (159-179). This attitude can be explained in
relation to that which leads some animals to spend only an optimal amount of time around a
source of material sustenance, and then to move to another one, which appears sufficiently

close and promising. From this perspective, our brain resembles the animal one, as it seems to
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consider media sources as resource-laden “environments” whose surroundings demand
constant exploration. In humans, as in animals, this would have the advantage of implicitly
supporting time optimization; however, when intercepted by new technological devices, it
ends up contrasting the desire or ability to linger on a source to complete consumption. If
regarded from the perspective of a person’s behavior, it is not difficult to describe this
spontaneous attitude as “impatient”. In the digital experience, according to Gazzeley and
Rosen, this attitude is fostered by additional factors, such as boredom, anxiety, reduced
metacognition, awareness of the enormous availability of resources, and the “protention”
toward us on the part of the technological systems themselves, which interfere with our
occupations in a “push” mode through visual, aural, haptic, or kinetic stimulation. Also, for
reasons of this kind, one becomes increasingly annoyed, wants to quickly move on to other
occupations, and presumably becomes more vulnerable to compulsive behaviors, attention
disorders, or social phobias.*

What could possibly motivate subjects to interact compulsively but continuously
interruptedly with content, platforms, and devices following a behavioral pattern that is
clearly not optimal? An explanation should acknowledge how animal emotions drive human
behavior (see Montag and Davis), and start from the human brain’s primary impulse to search
for resources, information, and meaning by exploring material, immaterial, or virtual
environments. In doing so, I will consider pre-cognitive and affective dispositions, which
nevertheless are difficult to describe as “automatic” or “non-conscious” in the more usual
sense.

According to Jaak Panksepp, affective experiences are generated through the
activation of certain neural systems common to all mammals and located in deep and

evolutionarily ancient subcortical regions of the brain (see Panksepp and Biven). Panksepp

4 These include multitasking and ADHD, but also anxiety (e.g. the CPA, continuous partial attention) or the so-
called FOMO (fear of missing out, the fear of missing opportunities for interactions) and nomophobia (no-
mobile phobia, namely the extreme worry of not having one’s own smartphone available).
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described the functioning of these primary circuits and inferred that their activation produces
intense action tendencies and raw emotional feelings that in humans are monitored and
regulated through connections with more recent, cortical, and ‘“cognitive” brain areas.
Corresponding to the activation of these systems is a kind of implicit awareness that emerges
from what Panksepp and Biven sometimes call the “mammalian mind”, which constitutes the
pre- or peri-conscious foundation of our conscious mind.

Since addictions are often understood as alterations of appetitive mechanisms
(Sussman), I will focus on the affective experience of “wanting” or “craving” that
technological interactions typically induce. Among the primary emotional circuits described
in the affective neuroscience approach, the most ancient is probably the “SEEKING
system”,> which drives humans (and mammals in general) to search for survival resources; it
makes us sensitive to new or unexpected stimuli, and induces behaviors of exploration and
approach. As a primary affective process, the system is anoetic, unaware, “objectless”, and
independent from voluntary control. It generates raw feelings of wanting, curiosity, interest,
and expectation (Wright and Panksepp), which more recent “secondary” processes will direct
toward specific objects of the world. It offers nonspecific conative impulses, appetitive and
not consummatory, through rapid reorientations of attention accompanied by raw feelings of
anticipation of a future reward; for this reason, the SEEKING system is also a possible brain
substrate of the Freudian libido, understood not only as sexual energy but as a source of
investment directed toward the external world (Alcaro et al.). Additionally, these feelings are
accompanied by a particularly gratifying pleasure: indeed, evolution has associated this
impulse with a “reward” that operates as an incentive, namely, a euphoric pleasure that is one

of the most intense generated by brain activity (Leyton). This gratification is associated with

5 Panksepp identifies these systems using full capitals, to emphasize that these are primary process circuits
common to different species, corresponding to raw feelings and not yet to more elaborated human emotions.
The seven systems are SEEKING (expectancy), FEAR (anxiety), RAGE (anger), LUST (sexual excitement),
CARE (nurturance), PANIC/GRIEF (sadness), and PLAY (social joy).
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the release of dopamine, which is the fundamental mediator of the system, and lies at the core
of the anticipatory or euphoric search for “something”.

In this regard, the smartphone, which may trigger compulsive and addictive behaviors,
has been defined as “a portable dopamine pump” (D. Greenfield 36). More generally,
devices, platforms, and entertaining content aim to absorb us as continuously and completely
as possible into an interactive mechanism that we willingly accept and strive for, mainly as it
is highly pleasurable in itself. Endless scrolling, for example, is a behavior that manifests a
spontaneous tendency of this kind; even other mammals, like humans, gratify themselves by
pursuing this anticipatory dopaminergic pleasure as such, regardless of the actual relevance of
its object, sometimes by prolonging the seeking activity or purposefully inducing it. Thus, in
humans, the SEEKING system soon became “the unacknowledged darling [...] of
neuroeconomics” (Panksepp and Biven 143), which precisely exploits the active but
nonvoluntary and objectless nature of our primary affective life (see Reuter and Montag),
with a special predilection for our appetitive impulses. From this perspective, what we label
“impatience” may be described as a generalized desire to move “elsewhere” intertwined with
angry feelings evoked by the RAGE system, which is largely provoked by curtailments of our
freedom of action.

Personalized, familiar, and appropriately designed digital media experiences, from
this perspective, facilitate the activation and maintenance of the dopaminergic SEEKING
system (which, not by coincidence, is more often referred to by researchers as the “reward”
system). In fact, where feelings exist to guide behaviors in uncertain situations, that affective
system generates the only impulse that intentionally tends toward novelty and thus (relative)
uncertainty, albeit in contexts perceived as nonthreatening, or such that other emotional

affects (such as those evoked by the FEAR system) are not prioritized in activation.
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In contemporary media experience, this affective system of expectancy, which in itself
constitutes a key resource for survival and fuels more intellectual or creative human
activities, may develop into a source of vulnerability. It is actually difficult to manage, as it
intervenes in maintaining subjects’ ability to be spontaneously responsive, engaged, and
available — namely, open to the anticipation of “something new” — independently of any other
regulatory or focusing activity. Experimental evidence inspired by affective neuroscience
confirms that excessive technological usage involves the activation of subcortical primary
affective circuits and occurs independently of the subjects’ conscious intentions and control
abilities (Montag et al.). Contemporary media culture, from this perspective, is not only a
culture of empathy or anger; it is also a “seeking” culture, characterized by a widespread
prolonged alertness and fueled by a pleasurable feeling of anticipation of “opportunities” that
are implicitly assumed to be located “elsewhere”.

This pleasurable mixture of alertness, expectation, and exploration is fueled by the
activation of emotional primary-process systems, whose pre-cognitive affective levels differ
and are autonomous from both generalized arousal and cognitively mediated emotions. Its
effects do not fall outside the realm of awareness (indeed, they exist precisely to affect and
dispose the subject toward the environment), but nonetheless, they lie below the level of
consciousness (in the fullest sense of the term), as they are non-specific and anoetic affective
impulses. Their intense but neither voluntary nor sophisticated character makes primary-
process emotional affects particularly suited to orienting behaviors and, when repetitive, to
generating habitual behavioral patterns — or, as we are going to see, dispositions to affective
responses that may be labeled as affective habits.

Digital systems, habits, and the affective mind
Primary-process emotional affects correspond to action tendencies, and their

activation further helps explain how gestures and behaviors are part of processes of
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embodiment that may lead to the creation of habits. It is therefore important to highlight the
enactive, rather than merely reactive, dimension of emotions — which are not so much simple
reactions to stimuli, but rather manifest spontaneous inclinations of our organism to make
sense through interaction with the environment (Ellis), independently of conscious
deliberation and prior to any other cognitive intervention. As mentioned above, emotional
affects, constitute a significant part of such pre- or peri-conscious impulses, and it is therefore
possible to postulate a basic spontaneous, affective, pre-propositional and pre-individual
intentionality at the core of our conscious mental life (Colombetti). Panksepp frequently
speaks of pre-reflective “intentions-in-action”, which differ from reflective and thought-
related “intentions to act”, as they manifest an affective intentionality and awareness that
fosters a non-voluntary and pre-reflective primary form of sense-making, and concerns the
entire organism’s relationship with environmental affordances, in a continuous cycle of
anticipations and reactions.

In this regard, it is also particularly valuable to refer to theoretical frames that
consider the human mind not only as enactive and embodied, but also as intrinsically
affective, that is, widely and variously energized by primary process impulses. In the
neuropsychoanalytic view of Mark Solms (The Hidden Spring), for example, the source of
human consciousness reveals itself to be so ancient that it cannot be identified with
intelligence. In his view, in line with the affective neuroscience framework, the core of
subjective experience and self is unlikely to be generated in the cerebral cortex, as it is
primarily subcortical and in itself shared by mammals.

Similarly, according to Antonio Alcaro, it is important to emphasize the distinction
between reflective consciousness and pre-cognitive and pre-reflective affectivity, which is
immediate but affectively aware and not automatic. Feelings such as euphoric anticipation, as

we have seen, are not automatisms; they are dispositions that attribute value and directedness
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to the relationship between organism and environment, and that “influence attitudes and
thoughts as they constitute the primary vectors of subjective intentionality”. This awareness
can be described as “a primordial sensibility, [...] a condition of openness to the surrounding
environment without attentional focus or deliberate will” (Alcaro 89-90; my translation).
Again, affects lie below the more evolved functions of the human mind but above unaware
automatisms: affective life may correspond to the level that Wilfred Bion named
“protomental”, which is distinct from, but typically harmoniously intertwined with, both
reflective awareness and unconscious automatisms. ® This harmony appears to be
compromised in mental disorders and addictions of various kinds, as well as in problematic
or excessive uses of the internet and smartphones.

Even in entertaining situations, we cannot avoid engaging with environmental stimuli
(Alcaro and Panksepp), thus becoming potentially vulnerable. Being part of a shared
instinctual and pre-individual structure of the species, our ancient “anoetic affective field”
allows digital devices to interact with collectivities of users, almost independently of the
individual attitudes that emerge at higher levels of consciousness. If they were to provoke
exclusively generalized arousal or non-conscious automatisms, digital systems would not be
capable of intercepting the subjective needs and concerns that are typically useful for their
functioning. The effective functioning of platforms makes it necessary to facilitate affective
activations without reducing them to non-conscious automatisms, which would deprive the

interaction of relevance and thus soon disappear from subjective awareness.

¢ Following Alcaro, the protomental level corresponds to an affective mind characterised by a specific anoetic
sensibility and intentionality, devoid of content or representations of objects, which, nonetheless, continuously
interact with higher forms of consciousness, respectively “ideative” or “noetic” — that is, cognitive-imaginative,
characterized by representations that process raw impressions — and “autonoetic” — that is, self-conscious,
concerning for example the capacity of perceiving oneself as the subject of an experience (Alcaro 16). This
protomental level is not “unconscious” in a cognitivist sense; rather, it corresponds to an affective awareness,
with its own instinctuality and rigidity, that is not “automatic” in its functioning. For this reason, various
phenomena that psychoanalysis have described as “unconscious” can be ascribed to it. Albeit we do not
experience in its pure state the affective anoetic absence of thought, we can often feel the effects of the
autonomous emergence of the affective proto-mind — for example, in imbalanced, pathological, or dysfunctional
behaviors.



38 Enrico Carocci

Essentially for these reasons, I considered it more appropriate to focus on this
affective, protomental level for a theoretical contribution to how digital systems condition
users’ behavior, making them eager for salient stimuli and continually projected toward an
immediate future. To achieve this, as we have seen, digital platforms must create media
environments that are perceived as familiar and not disorienting or undesirable, but that are at
the same time filled with situations that generate subtle uncertainty and trigger rapid arousals
of pleasurable anticipatory or exploratory activity. In fact, possible unknowns or objectual
resistances could involve in the process higher levels of consciousness, which would
intervene to articulate differently the more immediate and flowing interactions between users
and digital contents, platforms, or devices.

One last observation. If affects are dispositions to interact with the environment, it
should also be kept in mind that habits support and orient affectivity, and that the
environment plays a role in both fostering habits and shaping feelings. Laura Candiotto and
Roberta Dreon have regarded habits’ positive role in supporting and orienting human
sensibility as relatively flexible instruments of feeling that shape conduct and behavior —

[3

specifically, as “ways of selecting stimuli, identifying salient features, moving toward an
object of interest, moving away from or toward someone else”. From this perspective, their
pragmatist notion of “affective habit” emphasizes how affects are “propulsive in involving
and favoring relatively regular transactions between agents and their natural as well as
culturally shared environments” and how affectivity “gives rise and nourishes more or less
standardized practices” or “consolidated ways of facing circumstances” (Candiotto and
Dreon).

Impatience may be regarded as a disposition of this type. It is an affective habit that

structures the way we react to impediments to the achievement of expected outcomes in

ongoing interactions, especially in digital contexts that design experience so as to minimize



An Impatience Culture? 39

impediments and slowdowns. The ways in which we behave in our natural and cultural
environments mostly occur affectively/habitually, and this essential, spontaneous
interdependence between subject and environment may also contribute to understanding
some of the reasons behind technological “excessive uses” or addictions. In other respects,
affectivity is not only scaffolded by habits “but it also scaffolds habits”. From this
perspective, habits are not regarded as “impermeable to cognition”, as they are instead
modifiable and adaptable according to the situation. In other respects, it is also necessary to
note that actions and interactions are typically already embedded in “a specific affective
context of practices and meanings that shapes them” (Candiotto and Dreon).
Coda: De-facticizing environments

In these pages, I have focused on some ideas about how digital media make users
eager for immediate rewards and, over the longer term, inclined toward impatience. A first
step involves content that generates experiences that are in themselves harmless and
seemingly unimportant — certainly not dangerous or in need of monitoring, as explicit or fake
content can be. However, the most interesting feature of the TikTok experience, based on the
functionality of an Al algorithm and enjoyed by scrolling and tapping on smartphones, lies in
the fact that it is characterized by a continuous, accident-free experiential flow, fueled by
constant small instant gratifications. In the optimal version of such an experience, nothing
should obstruct the flow, as any kind of obstacle may become, for users, a hindrance that
prevents the prosecution of the interaction, thus undermining the resulting implicit sense of
agency — which may easily cause the subject to become frustrated or angry.

In such a context, impatience can be regarded as a disposition to instinctively react to
frustration due to accidents or complications that curtail the impulse to act freely. It is
characterized by an urge to seek elsewhere, accompanied by subtle discomfort, and it may

result in a shifting of attention and a tendency to shorten, or a will to interrupt, what is
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perceived as downtime. One can also regard contemporary widespread impatience as a
consequence of the increasing availability of the media environments with which we
habitually interact — for example in digital entertainment, which beforehand and primarily
manifests its character through the design and organization of accident-free experiences,
more than through specific genres or types of content.

A philosophical problematization of such a vision of entertainment was proposed by
Byung-Chul Han, to whom I will refer to in the conclusion. No longer based on the modernist
opposition between work and leisure time, entertainment is nowadays increasingly pervasive
and chronic. As such, according to Han, it can be regarded as a paradigmatic structure that
aims to alter the way we experience the world by abolishing all superfluous kinds of
cognitive effort and, with them, all environmental material and contingent resistance. From
this perspective, digital media control feelings by designing experiential patterns that users
absorb through physical and psychic channels of pleasure.

Underlying this process, according to a Heideggerian perspective, lies a feeling of
“unburdening” that pleasantly distracts, nullifies the intensity of passions, and allows the
subject to feel “at home [...] in the present world” (Han, Good Entertainment 74, italics in
the original). It would be lengthy to discuss in detail this paradoxical ability to connect
without passion, or to create belonging without situational rootedness. It is enough to point
out that, thus understood, contemporary entertainment is an interactive mechanism that
makes subjects, also and especially in their “offline” lives, reluctant to deal with the facticity
of non-entertaining environments, that is, with the experiential quality that “appears primarily
through gravity, through the resistance of things” (Han, Good Entertainment 83, italics in the
original), and that media platforms and technologies increasingly tend to weaken in the

design of “online” experiences.
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Although Han’s conclusions are not always entirely convincing, it is important to
highlight his idea of entertainment as characterized by relief and the loss of facticity. It seems
that the world’s facticity, which is necessarily experienced in everyday practices, has
increasingly become perceived as an unnecessary obstacle that hinders freedom of action and
doesn’t make one feel comfortable while interacting with his or her environment. From this
perspective, devices are increasingly becoming informatons, namely, ‘“informations-
processing actors” (Han, Non-Things 3), capable of acting and reacting by relieving existence
of all care and contingencies, thus “de-facticizing” environments. The smartphone is an
informaton that makes the world available and easily accessible through the construction of
small mediatic niches; it “deprives reality of its character as resistant” (Han, Non-Things 22),
and it therefore resembles a “narcissistic” or “autistic” object more than a relational one.

Big platforms, TikTok included, take full advantage of, and reinforce, the
repetitiveness and compulsion that “characterize our relationship to the smartphone” (Han,
Non-Things 27); and all this, as we have seen, also impacts how subjects interact with the
world in their offline experiences. This is a crucial point in comprehending impatience:
“Heidegger’s idea of ‘facticity’ expresses the fact that human existence is based on the non-
available. [...] The digital order [...] does not tolerate any non-available ground of being”
(Han, Non-Things 4). Within such a Heideggerian phenomenology, the affective root of
impatience can be described as the frustrating feeling of the non-availability of the world that
follows the habitual availability of things and opportunities made possible in digital
entertaining experiences. This, in turn, makes subjects, even when they are not “users”,
progressively unavailable for interactions with resistant environments. In this regard,
impatience involves unavailability.

Whenever an environment (medial or not) exhibits traits of resistance to our

intentions, needs, or concerns, we may become impatient, and presumably every accident will
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be able to generate frustration, much more so as we have been habituated to experiential
processes that flow facilitated by a generalized accessibility of resources and ease of

(13

interaction. TikTok’s “satisfying” videos can be regarded as paradigmatic products of such a
condition precisely because, regardless of the relaxing function they seem to provide, they are
emblematic of the smoothness, continuity, repetitiveness, addictiveness, effectiveness, and
immediate pleasantness that characterize the digital entertaining experience of de-facticized
environments. If this is true, it seems that the “ideology of ease” (Dilger) is still dominant,
that the smartphone may still be regarded as “the signature artifact of our age” (A. Greenfield
13), as it establishes the order of what is habitual and desirable, and that its malleability may
be well summarized in the notion of “perpetual opportunism” (Miller et al. 103-132).

It is challenging to determine or imagine what can be done to dishabituate or contain
the habitual responses that can emerge from this state of affairs. Again drawing on Han’s
ideas (The Crisis of Narration), smartphones, Al technologies, and platforms offer
experiences that are non-narratively structured — as typical features of contemporary
entertainment instead consist of additivity, accumulation, immediacy, and progression, which
outline experiential structures that are devoid of articulation and conclusion. From this
perspective, narrative practices, if recursively and extensively experienced, can habituate our
affective minds in different ways. If this were the case, exposing oneself to narrative
experiences, whether literary or audiovisual, could function as a kind of rebalancing practice.
This would also imply a need to expand, refocus, and re-habituate one’s emotional repertoire,
and learn to connect and hierarchize events that are not all located on the same level of
significance, that evolve over time, and that in being articulated become differently charged
with value. Finally, it would mean reorganizing crucial features of identity by intervening in
the digital constitution of self (see Elliott 78-105), and by rebalancing the weight and

meaning of affectivity so as to regulate its effects and dispose us differently toward the
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environment we interact with, thus making our pre-reflective emotional life a source of
experiential worth and density instead of merely impoverishment and vulnerability.
Furthermore, narratives are not merely logical-causal structures that organize and
hierarchize series of events. They should also be considered emotional modulators and
facilitators of empathy, and as such, they can serve as antidotes to the contemporary
widespread inclination toward self-centered experiences. There is no need to demonize the
nonvoluntary, noncontrollable, and “mindless” affective dimensions of our mental life,
although it is important to be aware of the logics of their functioning. Affective life shapes
habits, but the other way around is also true. As they are not unconscious automatisms,
affects are sufficiently adaptive. It is especially necessary to prevent their rigidification in
practices that tend to become automatisms, and this can be accomplished through developing

good habits.
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