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Abstract

Limited studies have investigated the presence of cognitive distortion and emotional
disturbance in online depression narratives. Additionally, the intricate relationships
between the expression of depressive emotions, the construction of the depressed self and
the manifestation of cognitive thinking lack an intuitively perceived connection. This study
explores the affective cognition of a group of young individuals who shared their
depressive emotions on the ‘Zoufan” Weibo page. A set of 2000 comments was selected
and coded, which revealed a prevalence of negative emotions within the community.
Pronouns, a pivotal discursive resource and a cue for studying identity work, were further
mapped with the top 10 negative emotions. Exploratory analyses revealed the four most
salient distorted thinking patterns: self-isolating thinking, self-blaming thinking, absolutist
thinking, and catastrophic thinking. The implication of this study lies in assisting both the
public and Internet users in recognizing pronouns as nuanced emotional and cognitive cues

of online depression narratives.
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1. Introduction
Depression has affected approximately 280 million people globally (World Health Organization,
2023). Moreover, it has proved to be the leading cause of most suicide cases (Ferrari et al., 2013).
Suicide and attempted suicide “is best seen as a cry of pain — a response elicited by this situation
of entrapment — and only secondarily as an attempt to communicate” (Williams, 2001, p. 139).
The concept ‘entrapment’ here resonates with the term ‘emotional/mental trap’, a phenomenon
common among most people but occurring more frequently and intensely to individuals
overwhelmed by emotions and thoughts. For depressed people who grapple with biased cognitive
processing and dysregulation of emotion, these traps could potentially escalate to the mental
entrapment that has been widely studied in the cognitive theories of depression (e.g., Beck, 1979).

In examining affective and cognitive disorders, negative emotions and pronouns have been
previously recognized as potent linguistic indications (Edwards & Holtzman, 2017; Rude et al.,
2004). Moreover, it was found that pronouns exhibit a more significant association with suicide
compared to negative emotions (e.g., Pennebaker & Chung, 2014). Pronouns are argued to be an
attentional focus that can reveal not just who someone is attending to but also how they are
processing the situation (Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010), and the attention can transition between
the external worlds and the internal sensations or emotions (Pennebaker, 1982). For instance, a
significant correlation exists between suffering and the elevated use of first-person singular
pronouns, including both physical pain and psychological distress (Rude et al., 2004). Regarding
depression, numerous studies have also consistently demonstrated the prevalent usage of first-
person pronouns in texts related to depression, which even reliably indicates people’s levels of
depression (Ren et al., 2024; Zimmermann et al., 2017). The relationship is reciprocal: depression
affects the linguistic representation, while linguistic patterns, in turn, offer insights into the
depressive condition.

Building upon the above established research tradition, this study expands beyond the
scope of prior research that primarily focused on self-attentional language (i.e., ‘I’ pronouns) to

include second- and third-person pronouns, as well as indefinite pronouns, with an aim to provide
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a more comprehensive view of the relationship between pronoun usage, emotional expression, and

cognitive processing.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Distorted Thinking

A notable way that depression shapes one’s perception of the self and the world is distorted
thinking, which means overly rigid patterns in thinking that are always associated with automatic
negative thoughts, interpretations, judgements, and assumptions (Harrison, 2021). Previous studies
revealed several representative cognitive distortions, including: (1) Absolutist thinking that usually
overlooks alternatives and focuses on totality, which was argued as a cognitive vulnerability factor
capturing the severity of affective disorders more faithfully than negative emotion words (e.g., Al-
Mosaiwi & Johnstone, 2018); (2) Catastrophic thinking that evaluates the probability of dreadful
or catastrophic scenarios, perceiving them as highly likely, despite their improbability (e.g.,
Gellatly & Beck, 2016); (3) Dichotomous (black-and-white) thinking or ‘all-or-nothing’ thinking
that reflects a tendency to view situations in binary opposition and unwillingness to consider the
middle ground (e.g., Jonason et al., 2018); (4) Overgeneralisation that often reaches to a global
and negative statement towards the self, across situations and in memory, even based on one or
few instances (e.g., Raes et al., 2023), among others.

While numerous studies have outlined these prevalent distorted thinking patterns
associated with depression, much of their data is derived from physical communities/populations
using methods such as face-to-face interviews, questionnaires, experiments, medications,
psychotherapy, cognitive assessment, medicine treatment, structural modelling (see LeMoult &
Gotlib, 2019). There has been a notable lack of research into the prominent thinking patterns in
depression discourse within online contexts and via discourse analysis. This raises the question of
whether the narratives of depression in Online Depression Communities (ODCs) also mirror these
thinking patterns in offline situations, because shared stories in social media, “a site of struggle”
(Page, 2018, p. 3), is a new discourse genre. Notably, these thoughts, occurring at the cognitive
level, are also coloured by emotional states. Hence, this study conceptualises distorted thinking as
both emotional and cognitive and employs the term ‘affective cognition’ to describe how these

mutually influenced factors play a role in shaping the depressed self online.

34



Yating Chen, Charity Lee & Pei Soo Ang

2.2  Affective Cognition of Depression

‘Affective cognition’ is a concept that incorporates the “processing of emotionally salient
information in contexts requiring cognitive evaluation to generate an appropriate response” (Elliott
et al., 2011, p. 153). It highlights an interface between emotional and cognitive processes, where
cognitive factors critically modulate and are influenced by emotional states. While this concept is
more intricately explored through quantitative methods in neuroscience, this study focuses on its
manifestations via linguistic markers from a qualitative perspective and studies how the two
processes integrate to present the depressed self.

Over forty years of research into the cognitive and emotional aspects of depression has
highlighted the critical role of language and linguistic indicators. Many have focused on the
intricate relationships between cognition, emotion, and self, with two keywords consistently
revealed and reiterated: (1) Self-focus, which is more about emotional disturbance. Depression
narratives are characterised by a high self-attention (e.g., Rosenbach & Renneberg, 2015; Trifu et
al., 2017), which is often realised by the ubiquity of the first-person singular pronouns; (2)
Negativity, which is more about cognitive biased. Beck (1979) has proposed the cognitive/negative
triad in depression, which involves automatic, spontaneous, and persistent negative views about
the self, the world, and the future. As depression is represented by “increased elaboration of
negative information, by difficulties disengaging from negative material, and by deficits in
cognitive control when processing negative information” (Gotlib & Joormann, 2010, p. 285),
depressed people are inclined to use more negatively valanced words (e.g., Rude et al., 2004).

The above two crucial aspects are interconnected: The depressive self-focusing style leads
to intensified negative affect and outcomes, which, in turn, forms a vicious cycle of maintaining
self-attention and exacerbates the negative emotions and depressive disorder. More importantly,
both underline the distorted thoughts regarding the affective cognition of depressed people, which
are all realised via language - what is being said and how things are being said. However, among
studies on the cognitive and/or emotional aspects of depression, very few mapped the two from a
discourse analytic perspective. Placing affective cognition at the forefront of the investigation, this
study extends the focus to encompass the online depression narrative, an underexplored area. It
underscores the significance of attending to such narratives in tandem with the flourishing of
ODCs.
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2.3 Online Depression Communities (ODCs)

In today’s digitally aided world, online depression communities (ODCs) provide a peer-to-peer
space for users to share and communicate their depressive experiences (Prescott et al., 2020). The
development of ODCs is realised and promoted by abundant communicative affordances that
shape and are shaped by the users’ subjectivity, self-presentation, and interactions
(Georgakopoulou, 2016). One of the most essential affordances is anonymity, which allows users
to be more disinhibited and express more negative emotions and stigmatised identities, which tends
to invite greater social support online (e.g., Zhang et al., 2018). This, in turn, catalyses more self-
disclosure to strangers online than in face-to-face communications (Turkle, 2015), including life
experience sharing in miniaturised form with various semiotic resources.

Discussing emotional and cognitive dimensions of depression in ODCs holds significance,
because the characteristics of depression discourse online, along with the manifestations of
distorted thinking, may vary from those in offline narratives, as Internet users often adopt online
personae and strategically or selectively choose certain aspects to present online (Bullingham &
Vasconcelos, 2013). When presenting the (in)authentic self online in ODCs, the users need to find
a balance between the self-disclosure (visibility) of the depressive experience and anonymity
(invisibility) of personal life. Hence, virtual identities are often constructed and fluid, and
therefore, they may reflect new emotional and cognitive patterns of depression. Notwithstanding,
the boundaries of online and offline identities are dissolved to a large extent, since online identities
are re-creations of offline selves (Bullingham & Vasconcelos, 2013), thus ensuring a trustworthy
connection between an individual’s online self-presentation and their real-world identities. There
are two types of ODCs according to different operation styles (Tang et al., 2021): Managed ODCs
and unmanaged ODCs. Managed ODCs, with administrator(s) and support groups for providing
help, often contribute to positive mental health outcomes, such as enhancing self-care efficacy,
self-management, and self-empowerment (e.g., Mirzaei & Esmaeilzadeh, 2021). In contrast,
unmanaged ODCs are spontaneously formed by depressed people and develop without
professional management, with negative emotions being the most prevailing themes (Tang et al.,
2021) that are usually associated with higher levels of depression symptoms (Settanni & Marengo,
2015).

Most current literature on ODCs investigates social media platforms dominated by English-

speaking users, such as Facebook, Reddit, and Twitter. However, due to different socio-cultural
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influences, their findings may not be applied to China’s case. Even among the minimal studies
discussing ODCs in China (Li et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2018), most focus on managed ODCs and
tend to foreground the multi-faceted advantages of ODCs, while little research paid attention to
the emotional and cognitive struggle of the users in day-to-day battling against depression in
unmanaged ODCs. This study enriches the minimal literature on unmanaged ODCs in China by
selecting ‘Zoufan’ Weibo page, the largest unmanaged ODC in China (Tang et al., 2020), as the
research site. It takes ‘Zoufan’ as a nexus of practice (Scollon, 2001), where members could
accomplish, manage and negotiate the depressed self (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006) via the online

depression narratives.

24 Pronouns in Online Depression Narratives

Language functions as a cognitive lens (Evans, 2012). As mentioned, the pronoun is a salient
linguistic unit/category that draws much attention in various studies on depression. Particularly,
the first-person singular is ubiquitous in online depression narratives, which underscores a
maladaptive self-focus attention as a cognitive bias in depression. Moreover, it is related to
symptoms of depression and indicative of an unfavourable trajectory in the future progression of
depression clinically (Chung & Pennebaker, 2007; Howes et al., 2014). Conversely, it is argued
that the greater use of first-person pronouns in posts attracted more responses (Choudhury & De,
2014). For example, the first-person plural pronouns such as ‘we’ and ‘us’ are constructive in
expressing users’ sufferings and empathy towards others and forming a united front in battling
against depression (Zhang et al., 2018). Non-first-person pronouns were the second most
prominent but much less used category in ODCs, suggesting user’s inclination to engage with their
audiences (Choudhury & De, 2014).

The pronoun usage and cognitive patterns are closely interweaved with the depressed self-
constructed in unmanaged ODCs, which provides insights into close-to-life depressive experiences
in everyday, mundane narratives. Therefore, instead of presenting breadth, this paper provides an
in-depth analysis of pronouns emerging from the online depression narrative. It investigates how
the sharing of depression is conceived of in terms of pronouns and how the pronouns reveal various

emotional and cognitive traps in terms of distorted thinking.

37



The connection between pronouns and distorted thinking

2.5  The Current Study

Sina Weibo is one of the largest microblogging platforms, social networking sites, and public
opinion arenas in China (below referred to as Weibo). Users aged between 18 and 30 are the
backbone of Weibo, accounting for 75% (data.weibo.com, 2019) of all users. Among them is a
group of people frequently visiting ‘Zoufan’, a Weibo page created by Ms Ma Jie, a college student
born after the 1990s who committed suicide in 2012 due to depression.

The page listed a farewell post via a time function, only appearing the day after her death.
It has echoed tremendous followings since then. The account has about 617,000 followers (by Jan
2024), and most are mainly between 16 and 26 years old (Yang et al., 2019) and show apparent
depressive moods or disorders in their comments. Notably, this last post became a symbolic nexus
to attract increasingly depressed young people who became ‘regular members’ confiding their
depressive emotions and experiences.

The expansion of ‘Zoufan’ followers throughout the past decade attests to the page’s
vitality as an unmanaged ODC and its visuality as an intersection for youth’s communication on
depression, thus adding to its research values as a site for mental health study. However, among
the limited studies on ‘Zoufan’ (e.g., Gao & Meng, 2019; Meng & Sun, 2019; Yang et al., 2019),
most studied suicide detection and prevention by artificial intelligence via textual representations.
However, the mechanized and model-oriented frameworks for instant interventions are insufficient
to describe subtle sentiments of depression and the more complex interrelationships between
emotion, cognition, and depressed self.

This study attempts to understand the construction of the depressed self in ODCs by
exploring the affective cognition of ‘Zoufan’ members via the usage of pronouns. It maps emotions

with pronouns and then identifies the most salient thinking pattern associated with them.

3. Methodology

This research adopts a discourse analytical perspective to study online narratives on emotions and
selves. As an expression of embodied human actions and reality, narrative is the container for us
to examine how human experience and selves are represented, positioned, constructed and
reconstructed in stories both in linguistic and mental forms (Riessman, 2008). Here, the self/selves
or sense of self includes the mind, personality, soul, and psyche of individuals in an undefined way

(Poster, 2001). An individual is distinguished from others by important self-definitions and self-
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understandings regarding interests, attitudes, and behaviours. However, separate individuals share
homologous habitus in a universe of practice and field (Bourdieu, 1977). Each comment under
‘Zoufan’ is a point of linkage among the community’s whole network of linked practices. The
multiple linkages with the recurring sharing then make ‘Zoufan’ a nexus through which the
participants perform meaningful social functions and behavioural repertoires. Hence, the
depressed self here is deemed a social process and emerges through social interaction (Bamberg,
2011) in the context of unmanaged ODCs.

3.1  Small Stories Research

Although narratives online share similarities with offline ones in terms of ‘story’- related factors,
stories online may not be narratives at all, and more often than not, present ‘atypical’ forms. This
further created the conjunction between narratives online analysis and the small stories paradigm.

‘Small stories’ refers to stories that happen in everyday, mundane situations (Bamberg &
Georgakopoulou, 2008). It is an umbrella term that covers under-represented accounts of past,
ongoing and future events. Small stories research paradigm attends to neglected, silenced, untold,
devalued, and disenfranchised forms of everyday communication, or even the colloquially
speaking — ‘nothing’ in the sense that the discursive practice actually may not result in stories
(Bamberg, 2012; Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008). Notwithstanding, the sharing captures the
micro and fleeting aspects of lived experience.

As an “epistemology and a critical framework for narrative and identities
analysis” (Giaxoglou & Georgakopoulou, 2021, p. 4), the small stories paradigm has strong
reasons to be included in the study of selves on social media : (1) empirical: the prevalence of
small stories on social media platforms; (2) methodological: the tools of small stories in examining
fragmented and atypical stories on social media; and (3) epistemological: the micro-perspective
investigation of small stories for understanding the socio-political potential of social media
engagement (Georgakopoulou, 2016). Most comments under ‘Zoufan’ in this research are small,

tiny or even talk of ‘nothing’, aligning with the small stories research paradigm.

3.2  Data Collection and Analysis
Python was used to trace and crawl the comments under the last post of ‘Zoufan’ between August

and December 2020. A total of 67,614 pieces of comments (after all invalid and blank values were
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removed) posted by 11,798 users have been collected. The most active users who frequently posted
comments and replies were extracted and further narrowed down to the top 20 users, who are
referred to as ‘core participants’ in this paper by pseudonyms.! A pivotal epistemology here is that
it is difficult and not a top concern to confirm whether those participants were clinically diagnosed
with depression, but by filtration, a group of followers who developed a behavioural habit of
sharing emotions under ‘Zoufan’ continuously and regularly can be identified. A total of 2,000
pieces from these Top 20 users (100 pieces for each) were then selected and further imported into
NVivo for coding on emotion (a keyword of this study), followed by the coding of pronouns.
Altogether, 1,510 pieces of comments, which accounted for 75.5% of the 2000 pieces, are
directly relevant to the sharing of emotions. Given that negative emotional sharing is a central
theme of unmanaged ODCs, 18 types of negative emotions were further classified by drawing on
a negative emotion typology tool developed by the Delft Institute of Positive Design (2022). Figure
1 shows the distribution of the negative emotion types. This study then focused on the top 10

negative emotions and mapped them with the pronouns.

Envy
0,
Emptinesg "
2%
Hate and disgust

5%
Disappointment and

dissatisfaction Loneliness
1% 3%
Despair and breakdown
4% Sadness
Confusion 5%

5%

Boredom 1%

Exhaustion 5%

Mixed 2.44% Fear and helpness 5%

Positive
23.72%

Self-contempt
8%
Anger 1% Longing

3% Pain and suffering

10%

Figure 1. Emotion Typology of the 2,000 Pieces Dataset

To present the findings more systematically, the pronouns were categorised into two kinds:
a. Definite pronouns, including first-person, second-person, and third-person pronouns; b. Infinite
pronouns, represented by universal pronouns and negative pronouns in this study (refer to the

following section).

1Two criteria were used for sorting the core participants from the data population: (1) During the collection period, the participant at least wrote
comments continuously or discontinuously in three different months. (2) The total frequency of comments by the participant must be at least 114
pieces.
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4. Results

This section elaborates on the four most salient distorted thinking associated with each type of
pronoun. Notably, these cognitive patterns are not isolated; instead, they interconnect and
occasionally manifest concurrently in one or more comments. They exert an aggregated impact on

the core participants’ perceptions of themselves and the world of everyday living with depression.

4.1 Definite Pronouns
Since only 5.5% of the 2,000-piece comments occurred with the third-person pronouns, third-
person pronouns are not included here. The focus is the first- and second-person pronouns.

4.1.1 First-Person Pronouns: Self-isolating Thinking

Nearly all negative emotions were self-centred, represented by the first-person singular ‘I’ and the
accusative case ‘me’, aligning with the prior findings that high self-attentional focus is a salient
attribute of highly negative emotional states such as depression. However, about 17% (N=335) of
the 2,000-piece comments omitted ‘I’ due to the loose subject-predicate structure in Chinese
(Huang, 2016), even though the subject still pointed to ‘I’. This significantly differs from previous
studies that tended to associate the use of first-person singular with depression, even considering
‘I’ a better indication of depression than negative emotion words (Choudhury & De, 2014; Chung
& Pennebaker, 2007; Rude et al., 2004). Hence, this study argues that the first-person point of
view with a high self-focus, whether with or without ‘I’, should be listed as an indispensable
linguistic feature of depression narratives.

The point leads to one of the most salient distorted thinking conveyed by the pronoun ‘I’:
Self-isolating thinking, under which the core participants build a soliloquy world, with ‘I’ always
being the only protagonist and their inner turmoil being the top concern. Typical manifestations
include two types of question-answer patterns:

1. Asking a question and answering it themselves.

2. Asking a question without expectation of a serious or professional answer.
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Example Series 1:

(1)  Katie: RIEEFHNE R AIMERT ? A —DEADL.
Have | even lost the ability to discern true friends? None of them are
sincere (to me).

(2) Flo: SRS 7, RS R . R IR e,
RERRERNEMNS T, HERIL?
The ringing in my ears has started again, and (it is) so loud. Help! The
tinnitus is so disruptive.
Can (my) tinnitus stop for a while?

(3)  Molly: RIRP|IIAE — B RN FARGEIN 795 1 R 5t s Yl AN
SR e B T Sk R T AR TS
The bout (of depression) began in the wee hours and has lasted until now.
(1) really feel like (my) brain has stopped working, and (I am) about to
break down ah. The intensity of the suffering is indescribable, as if | have
been dragged into a swamp and my head feels numb. (Does this mean)

going to aggravate into major depression?

First, the core participants would pose questions to themselves, seemingly to solicit
feedback or foster interaction, but invariably answer these questions themselves. Moreover, their
answers often filtered out positive information about a specific situation and tended to maximize
the negative part. For instance, in the Example Series (hereinafter referred to as ExS) above, Katie
questioned herself about ‘the ability to discern true friends’, implying an experience of being hurt
or cheated by friends, and answered the question herself.

Second, this study supports the previous findings that question is a significant marker of
depression, especially for those who do not expect concrete and explicit answers (Gilat & Tobin,
2009; Kupferberg & Gilat, 2012). This study further clarifies that the core issue lies in the
question’s nature, being seen either as a self-complaint or a query that eludes definitive answers.
Flo, in the above EXS 1 (3), inquired about the possibility of her tinnitus stopping temporarily, a
question that remained unanswered by others, as the origin of the tinnitus was specific to her own
ears. Likewise, Molly described the anguish of his emotions when confronted by depression
(‘bout’). She asked whether the mentioned symptoms suggested a rapid progression into major
depression. However, other ‘Zoufan’ followers, being strangers online and unfamiliar with her

situation, were unable to provide an accurate answer.
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In addition to the first-person singular, the first-person plural ‘we’ was tracked.
Surprisingly, unlike previous studies that highlighted a sense of belonging via ‘we’ in online
depression support groups in China (e.g., Zhang et al., 2018), less than 1% (N=15) comments out
of the 2,000-piece core participant dataset contained ‘we’. This pattern resonates with the above
argument that the participants isolated themselves by creating a self-enclosed, soliloquy world,
which made the interactions between followers seldom happen. This point is also evidenced by
the whole data population: only 18% of comments are replies to others, which concurs with the
findings of previous research suggesting that sustained dialogue or topic development is not the

prevailing interaction in social media (e.g., De Fina, 2016).

4.1.2 Second-Person Pronouns: Self-Blaming Thinking
Only 8.7% of the 2,000-piece comments occurred with the second-person singular pronouns,
including less than 1% of second-person plural pronouns. Considering the minimal presence of the
second-person plural, this section mainly focuses on the second-person singular.
As observed, the three most salient usages of the singular ‘you’ include:
a. To interact with interlocutors (about 50%). The singular ‘you’ has been used to
connect with each other more often than the first-person plural ‘we’, indicating the discrete
nature of the comments.
b. To refer to a particular person, such as a lover, a friend, or a family member (about
30%). This usage of ‘you’ also manifests the pattern of soliloquy, since the participants
were talking to themselves without @ (or mentioning) the referred person(s).
C. To address oneself (about 10%). This usage of ‘you’, intriguing and drawing the
author’s attention, communicates the core participants’ emotional struggles, leading to

another distorted thinking: self-blaming thinking.

Example Series 2:
(1)  Summer: el IRILIAERX LT, S2Je—#e. IREH CHAER, B4R
TR N EIRAR?
(1) particularly hate the way I am now, like a pile of mud. If you do not

even like yourself, how can you expect others to like you?
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(2) Katie: SOEEE R, SR ?
(You) always show a bitter face, who will approach you?
(3) Flo: AEEH R EE, AR AH AT EURAR

Do not take yourself too seriously (since) anyone can replace you.

Addressing oneself with the singular ‘you’ often occurs in self-questions or questions
posed to oneself. For example, in ExS 2 (1), Summer conveyed her sluggishness, powerlessness
and strong self-contempt. She then shifted from the first-person point of view and blamed herself,
using the singular ‘you’. By juxtaposing ‘liked by others’ with ‘liking oneself’, she insinuated her
unworthiness to receive love from others. Similarly, Katie used the singular ‘you’ to
introspectively question her own persistent exhibition of a bitter demeanour, suggesting that she
was someone others did not wish to engage with. Similarly, Flo viewed herself as markedly
insignificant, underscoring a low self-worth.

Shame can ‘empower’ one to split himself or herself into the first and third person (Hong,
2020). “Shame is by nature recognition. I recognize that I am as the Other sees me” (Sartre, 1993,
p. 222). This division of the self, facilitated by the first and third points of view and bridged by the
second-person singular pronoun ‘you’, reflects the core participants’ self-contempt and shame.

Consequently, viewing oneself through others’ eyes can also be indicative of depression.

4.2 Indefinite Pronouns

Infinite pronouns are “pronouns whose main function is to express indefinite reference”
(Haspelmath, 1997, p. 11), such as the some-series (e.g., ‘somebody’ and ‘somewhere”), the any-
series (e.g., ‘anybody’ and ‘anything’), and the no-series (e.g., ‘nobody’ and ‘nothing’) in English.
The finding has revealed two most significant and widely used indefinite pronouns: (1) Universal
pronouns any- and every- in the univocal and negative-polarity environments (see more in Baker,

1970) and the quantifiers all and each; (2) Negative infinite pronouns, such as ‘no-’ and neither.
4.2.1 Universal Pronouns: Absolutist Thinking

Absolutist thinking has been observed through the indefinite pronouns ‘every-’ and ‘any-’ that

indicate university and extreme, such as everyone, everything, anyone, anything or simply ‘all’.
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Example Series 3:

(1) Lily: FRAENES ) L AR =+ Vi e do b —IRE R L H
TBED, WEN, ARIEE O L XN E R FE
Everyone is working hard! Only | am almost 30, but still accomplish
nothing! I could see the end of this life! (I have) no education background,
no hobbies, (and my) life is so dull! Someone like me should really (say)
bye-bye!

(2)  Jane: TRIRAL R B, B570454L, R E T BTR E L L
MR B HAFTCARA 2T O FE, RER A BEEETm .
I am deeply trapped in the darkness, struggling hard, and have lost all
expectations for anything positive.
(1) have never thought that death is something joyful; it is just that | do not
have any desire to be alive anymore.

()  Amos: —VPIHE e . BRI nE = K T .
HIHIAET .
BRAENAICLT T
Everything seems predestined long ago. In an instant, (1) feel like nothing
made sense.

() really cannot bear this anymore.

If only (I) could just die without resistance.

The absolutist thinking is closely linked to the participants’ suicidal ideation. All the
comments in the above example series have demonstrated a painful longing for death. For instance,
Lily in ExS 3 (1) exaggeratedly compared herself with ‘everyone’ and categorised herself as a
member of a group perceived as losers (‘accomplish nothing’). Also, absolutist thinking can be
displayed by ruling out other perspectives or possibilities, often leading to hasty generalisations.
In ExS 3 (2), Jane denied her efforts (‘struggling hard’) via the pronoun ‘all’ and the pronoun
‘anything’. Hence, she depicted herself as a passive recipient of the suffering, being helpless and
powerless, which further led her to a hasty conclusion that death is a sorrowful outcome, but its
opposite, life, is also undesirable. Likewise, Amos in ExS 3 (3) framed all the happenings as

predetermined whilst communicating the absolutist thinking via the pronouns ‘everything’ and
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‘nothing’. Hence, he justified his desire for death by claiming an inability to alter the prearranged

fate or to create something meaningful.

4.2.2 Negative Pronouns: Catastrophic Thinking
Often intertwined with absolutist thinking is catastrophic thinking that consistently assumes the
worst possible outcome of a situation, which is realised mainly by negative pronouns like

‘nothing’, ‘no one’ and ‘nobody’.

Example Series 4:
(1)  Morris: RARFIRE TR AT 4 HORERE
FRIAXFI L7383 SR ol AR B X3k ?
XA ARLHENERKI .
I am terrible; everything about me is terrible.

How can | expect someone to like me if | am like this?
No one in this world will like me.
(2 Jane: BAE NG T, WWERMET .
WAE R — ML, RS,
Nobody can save me. Life is too difficult.
Now | only have one thought, and that is to die young.
(3)  Summer: WP S T . BR—BHZE.

My happiness has died. It all amounts to nothing in the end.

Catastrophic thinking manifests as an exaggeration of one’s perceived incapabilities and a
sense of powerlessness towards the situation, which leads to the loathing of self and a disdain for
life. In EXS 4 (1), Morris constructed an utterly negative self with a pervasive self-perception of
inadequacy. He adopted a worst-case scenario mindset, anticipating that ‘no one’ would find him
likeable. Again, the self-questioning and self-answering pattern support the above argument that
it is a linguistic pattern in depression narratives. Similarly, Jane adopted the role of someone
awaiting to be saved rather than actively engaging in life. The pronoun ‘nobody’ and the adverb
‘only’ unveiled a sense of despair and helplessness, with death seen as the sole solution. Likewise,
Summer in ExS 4 (3) conveyed a desperate and powerless self by personifying the abstract noun

‘happiness’ and employing the negative pronoun ‘nothing’. All commenters in ExS 4 reached a
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hasty conclusion that the conditions would not be improved and, accordingly, justified their

suicidal ideations.

5. Discussion

The salient thinking patterns analysed above should be considered a clue for understanding the
depressive experience: First, the self-isolating thinking embodied by the first-person perspective
reveals that the participants were confined to their excessively emotional world. A paradox is
observed here: the participants engaged in self-disclosure by sharing their experiences online in a
manner that ostensibly invited interaction and the development of relationships. However, these
disclosures ultimately led to a self-contained narrative, with the individuals remaining as the sole
protagonists in their world of self-dialogue. Then, the significant absence of the pronoun ‘we’
reinforces the self-isolating thinking. The extensive and lasting connections between followers are
almost non-existent in ‘Zoufan’ community, turning it into an unmanaged ODC with loose
affiliation and seemingly an emotional dumping ground. The minimal emotional value then
reduces the likelihood of positive outcomes brought about by such a community, causing a vicious
cycle of remaining in self-talk/soliloquy while within the community.

Second, self-blaming thinking reflects strong and inherent self-denial via the split of self
by the second-person singular pronoun ‘you’. The core participant stepped out of their first-person
perspective, taking on a third-person perspective, questioned, blamed, criticised, and humiliated
themselves using ‘you’ (which essentially pointed to ‘I’). By talking to themselves with ‘you’ in a
derogatory tone, they probably imitated other social actors’ attitudes towards them, such as parents
and friends, which pairs up ‘I’ and ‘me in others’ eyes (Hong, 2020; Sartre, 1993).

Third, the absolutist and catastrophic thinking suggests an intense self-hatred and a painful
longing for death. The portrayal of the depressed self and the depressive experience is so
overwhelmingly negative that living with depression becomes an unbearable torment, with death
or suicide appearing as the only solution. The expression of hopelessness and helplessness, while
potentially drawing sympathy from the audience, has also played a role in fostering a negative
emotional contagion within the community. This is because the glorification of suicide has evolved
into an anticipatory “affective gesture” (Papacharissi & de Fatima Oliveira, 2012, p. 277), serving

as normative content that validates the authenticity of experiencing depression among community
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members. The two thinking patterns, based on the core participants’ assumptions, are further

implicated with delusional thinking about the future and an inclination to withdraw from reality.

6. Conclusion

By exploring the usages of different pronouns and the associated salient thinking patterns, this
study observed the affective cognition communicated by the depressed young people on ‘Zoufan’.
Pronouns are used as an entry point to explore the depressed self submerged under the texts and in
the contexts. Despite the complexity of dissolving identity boundaries on the Internet, identity is
still “something people search for, uncertain where and to whom they belong, and what styles of
life they should adopt.” (van Leeuwen, 2021, p. 3). This uncertainty is probably more substantial
for depressed young people who might remain silent in reality but very vocal in cyberspace. The
findings could assist individuals struggling with depression in breaking free from distorted
thinking patterns, enabling them to gain a clearer understanding of their identity and capabilities
while living with depression.

Also, the findings have practical significance for mental health practitioners, educators,
parents, and other interested parties to gain a more nuanced recognition and understanding of
depressed young people’s self-projection and thinking manners via linguistic representations.
Moreover, this study provides an example of bridging the small stories research paradigm with

affective cognition analysis when examining identity construction within everyday narratives.
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