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  The Cult of Seamlessness

  
  




There’s a small, almost embarrassing pleasure I get from watching someone try to use a self-checkout machine when it breaks down. Not because I enjoy suffering — I promise I’m not that person — but because of what happens to their face. That split-second expression: confusion, then irritation, then something stranger underneath. A kind of blankness. The look of someone whose script got ripped away mid-sentence. It lasts maybe three seconds before a cashier materializes to fix things, and then the transaction completes, and the person walks away having bought their organic hummus and their sparkling water without ever quite returning from wherever that blank place took them.

That blankness is what this book is about.

We have built an entire civilization on the premise that removing friction from human experience is the same thing as improving it. Smoother, faster, more seamless — these have become the holy adjectives of modern product design, of workplace strategy, of the architecture of our phones, our homes, our social lives. Jeff Bezos famously described Amazon’s ambition as removing “all the friction” from shopping. Apple’s design philosophy has always treated physical resistance — the click, the turn, the push — as something to be engineered away. The word “seamless” appears so frequently in startup pitch decks that it’s essentially become punctuation. We don’t even hear it anymore. It’s just there, like ambient noise, like the refrigerator hum you forget exists until the power goes out.

But here’s the problem with seamlessness: seams are how things hold together.

Walk back in time about fifty years to the average American office. It’s not a pleasant landscape, aesthetically speaking — we’re talking industrial carpeting, fluorescent tubes, the persistent smell of stale coffee and someone’s microwaved fish. But watch what a mid-level manager does when he needs to think about a problem. He picks up a pen. He maybe walks down the hall to check a physical file. He writes a memo, which requires composing complete sentences, which requires thinking in complete sentences. If he wants data, he has to ask someone for it, and that someone might not be available until Thursday. Each of these acts contains what we’d now call friction: small resistances, minor delays, the physical reality of a world that does not respond to your desires at the speed of a tap.

These delays were not bugs. They were, without anyone quite knowing it, features.

The cognitive science here is genuinely surprising, or at least it surprised me when I first ran into it. Our brains operate across what researchers broadly characterize as two modes: fast, automatic, pattern-matching cognition (often called System 1, following Daniel Kahneman’s influential framework) and slow, deliberate, analytical cognition (System 2). System 1 is brilliant and efficient and absolutely not in charge of your best ideas. It’s the thing that lets you drive a familiar route without thinking, that fills in the end of a cliché before you read it, that makes snap judgments about strangers based on thirty-millisecond facial readings. System 2 is slower, more expensive metabolically, and far more reluctant to show up. It’s also the thing responsible for every genuinely complex thought you’ve ever had.

Here’s what frictionless technology does, systematically and relentlessly: it optimizes for System 1 and quietly starves System 2.

Think about what a notification actually is, cognitively. It’s not information. It’s an interruption designed to trigger an orienting response — the same involuntary neurological reflex that made our ancestors turn toward a snapping twig in the forest. Our brains cannot choose to ignore it. Attention researchers at the University of California, Irvine found that after an interruption, it takes an average of twenty-three minutes to return to a task at the same depth of focus. Twenty-three minutes. The average smartphone user receives, depending on which study you’re reading, between sixty-five and eighty notifications per day. Do the math, or don’t — either way the numbers become absurd well before you finish the calculation. We are walking around in a state of continuous, low-grade cognitive emergency, permanently mid-sentence in our own thinking, and we have decided to call this productivity.

The deeper problem isn’t even the interruptions themselves. It’s what they’ve trained us to expect.

Gloria Mark, a professor at UC Irvine who has spent decades studying workplace attention, found something genuinely disturbing in her more recent research: people were beginning to self-interrupt. Before any external notification arrived, they were switching tasks voluntarily, almost compulsively, as though sitting with a single line of thought for more than a few minutes had become physically intolerable. The body starts to anticipate the dopamine hit of a new input and goes looking for it when the hit doesn’t arrive on schedule. In other words, we haven’t just been conditioned by seamless technology to avoid friction. We’ve been conditioned to experience the absence of stimulation as a kind of suffering.

This is the thing the “digital wellness” industry consistently gets wrong. It treats screen time like sugar intake — too much is bad, cut back, use an app to track your app usage (the irony apparently escaping everyone involved). But you don’t fix a casino addiction by installing nicer slot machines. The problem isn’t quantity. It’s the structural design of a system that has co-opted the brain’s reward architecture so thoroughly that genuine thinking — slow, difficult, uncertain thinking, the kind that doesn’t resolve in a notification — now feels like a problem to be solved rather than an activity to be engaged.

I should say something honest here. I wrote most of this book on a laptop. I have a smartphone. I use Slack, reluctantly. I am not writing to you from a stone cottage in the Hebrides where I churn my own butter and correspond by post. The argument I’m making is not that technology is bad, and anyone who tells you that’s what I’m arguing is either misreading me or looking for an easy target. The argument is more specific and, I think, more uncomfortable: that the design principles of modern digital environments are in direct conflict with the cognitive conditions necessary for complex, original thought — and that we’ve been so thoroughly sold on the vocabulary of convenience that we’ve lost the language to describe what we’re actually losing.

What are we losing? Let me try to be precise about this.

There’s a concept in psychology called “cognitive load,” which refers to the total amount of mental effort being used in working memory at any given time. The frictionless design of modern interfaces doesn’t eliminate cognitive load. It displaces it. When Amazon remembers your shipping address, when Google autocompletes your search, when Spotify queues the next song before the current one ends, you’re not thinking less. You’re thinking differently — faster, more reactively, in response to prompts rather than in origination of them. The executive function — the part of the prefrontal cortex responsible for planning, prioritization, and self-directed thought — gets less practice, not more rest. It’s the difference between a runner who takes the escalator and a runner who sits down. One looks like efficiency. Both produce the same atrophy.

The historian and cultural critic Evgeny Morozov has a phrase he uses: “technological solutionism” — the ideology that every human problem is best addressed by a technological solution. It’s a useful idea, but I want to push it somewhere slightly different. The solutionism that concerns me isn’t just philosophical. It’s architectural. It has been built into the physical and digital environments where most of us spend most of our waking hours, and it operates below the level of conscious choice. You don’t decide to be distracted. The environment decides for you, and then presents the decision as convenience.

Consider the open-plan office, which was sold to the corporate world as a collaboration enhancer and has been conclusively demonstrated, in study after study, to do the opposite. A 2018 study published in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B found that open offices reduced face-to-face interaction by roughly 70% while increasing electronic communication — meaning people who sat within earshot of each other started emailing instead of talking, specifically to avoid the constant ambient noise and social surveillance that seamless, barrier-free design had created. The removal of physical friction — walls, doors, the minor inconvenience of knocking — didn’t increase human connection. It produced a compensatory digital distance. We rebuilt the walls in software.

This is almost always what happens. You remove a physical resistance, and something rushes in to fill the gap — usually something faster, flatter, and less nourishing. The drive-through didn’t make us eat more mindfully. The elevator didn’t make us healthier. And the infinitely scrolling social feed, engineered specifically to eliminate the natural stopping point of a page bottom, didn’t make us more informed. It made us more anxious, more fragmented, and — here’s the part that rarely gets said plainly — less capable of the kind of sustained, discomfort-tolerant thinking that actually moves anything forward.

I want to talk about Blaise Pascal for a moment, not because this is that kind of book, but because he said something in the seventeenth century that has aged with uncomfortable precision. “All of humanity’s problems,” he wrote, “stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room alone.” He meant it theologically. But as a description of what UX design has done to us, it’s almost too accurate. The seamless digital environment has made sitting quietly in a room alone essentially impossible, and not by force — by making the alternative so instantaneous, so low-effort, so permanently available that choosing the quiet room starts to feel like an act of self-deprivation rather than self-possession.

This is where the word “sovereignty” enters the conversation, and I’ll be using it throughout this book, so I should say what I mean by it. Cognitive sovereignty doesn’t mean thinking without influence — no one does that, and anyone who claims otherwise is selling something. It means maintaining the capacity to initiate thought rather than only to respond to it. It means having access to what you actually think, as opposed to what the algorithm has most recently suggested you think. It means being able to sit with an unresolved question long enough for something genuinely new to emerge, rather than reaching for a search bar to resolve the discomfort in three seconds.

Most of us have lost meaningful contact with this capacity. Not because we’re stupid or weak.

Because the environment we operate in has been precision-engineered to make it unnecessary.

There’s a story I keep coming back to — a small one, the kind that would never make a case study. A friend of mine, a senior strategist at a design consultancy, described to me a meeting she’d attended where her team was tasked with solving a particularly thorny brief. The client wanted something genuinely new. Three hours of whiteboard work, post-its, laptops open, Notion running, everyone very busy. At the end of it, her creative director stared at the output and said, “This is all stuff we’ve done before. Why can’t we think of anything actually new?” My friend said she had the answer but didn’t say it out loud. “We never got uncomfortable enough,” she told me later. “Every time the silence lasted more than thirty seconds, someone opened a browser tab or pulled up a reference. We never let the problem actually land on us.”

That’s it. That’s the whole mechanism right there. Discomfort is not the enemy of creativity. It is, in the most literal neurological sense, the precondition for it. The research on insight — those moments of sudden, non-linear problem solving that produce genuinely novel solutions — consistently points to a specific cognitive state characterized by mind-wandering, reduced external stimulation, and the suspension of goal-directed effort. The
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