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Introduction: Total Eclipse 

 

The total eclipse lasted for two minutes and seven seconds, but for at least part 

of that time I watched it through the screen of my smartphone. This was an eclipse of 

another kind, one that I am embarrassed to admit occurred at all. The photo didn’t even 

turn out well.   

The celestial event took place late in the summer of 2017. The media had hyped 

it for months in advance, predicting unmanageable crowds, power outages, and water 

shortages as the sun went dark across the entire North American continent. Seeking to 

avoid the hubbub, a group of friends and I had hiked to the tallest peak in Oregon’s 

Elkhorn Mountains. We passed the night near an alpine lake and scrambled our way to 

the top of Rock Creek Butte in the morning, where forty or so other people with the 

same idea greeted us.  

The moon had only just nibbled a bite from the sun, and it would take over an 

hour for the bodies to converge into totality. There was no cell service, and it was past 

breakfast, so most folks milled about the summit, mingling. The summit felt spacious, 

conversation easy. Lisa, a woman in her fifties, told of how she had hiked thirty miles 

up the back side of the mountain to get there, and a group of Stanford professors 

recounted their long road-trip from Palo Alto. Other people fussed over their big-lensed 

cameras, while a circle of anxious friends argued over whether or not their eclipse 

glasses were bootlegs. In time, the air became chilled. Jackets rumpled out of 

backpacks; totality inched closer. Voices hushed. Whispers gave way to silence. The 

show had begun. 
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Our shadows slivered away as the sun set in panorama. Overhead, the blue sky 

darkened into an apocalyptic bruise, and temperatures dropped by twenty degrees. The 

wildflower meadows below us faded to black as light retreated into the surrounding 

flatlands. An uncanny corona feathered its many fingers around the moon. The stars 

turned on. We took off our glasses: totality.  

 I reach for my phone and raise it between me and the eclipse. My attention 

narrows to its small screen, and the corona vanishes into a wall of black pixels. I open 

the exposure to reveal a blown-out dot hanging in blackness, and then tap the shutter 

with my thumb. The image freezes in my hands. Electricity rips through my fingertips. 

I lower the device. My muscles become taut, uneasy, as if my body suddenly 

understands that it has made some cosmic transgression. I jam the device back into my 

pocket, sheepish, but I can’t shake its presence. It beckons me to take a better photo, to 

capture this moment when earth, moon, sun, and self all string through space in a 

single line, to make it shareable, to preserve this instant when all is dark and only a 

flickering halo of light still shines bright. I try to ignore the urge, but can’t; the weight 

of the phone presses against my body. The eclipse ends too soon. As the sun’s rays 

return to Earth, they feel cold and vacant on my skin.   

We shoulder our backpacks and begin the descent. It’s only mid-morning, but 

seems later, and I can sense that we all feel drained. Walking in silence, I wonder what 

happened with my smartphone. Why did I raise it to take that photo, seemingly without 

thinking? Where did the impulse toward capture, toward preservation, come from? And 

what was it aimed toward? Did I somehow anticipate sharing an image of the eclipse 

with other people, in the future? But why would that be? I was already sharing its 



3 

 

reality with my closest friends, right then, and that should have been plenty. Feeling 

abashed, greedy, I am haunted by the possibility that, in the moment, the eclipse wasn’t 

enough. I uneasily recall how I felt the need to make it something more. Perhaps, I 

think, I wanted to insert myself into its meaning. Perhaps—and this I fear most—I 

wanted to make the event a reflection of myself.   

We pick our way down a steep scree field and arrive at a clear alpine lake. With 

the afternoon sun hot on our necks, we decide to take a swim. We stack our clothes on 

a pile of rocks and walk to the water’s edge. As I wade in, I glimpse my tired, dirty 

face mirrored in the shallows. I pause, exhale, and dive through it, splashing and then 

shivering in the bracing glacial melt.  

————————— 

In the months following the eclipse, my smartphone developed into a highly 

ambivalent presence in my life. It became an enigmatic intruder, something that 

taunted me with its relentless cunning. I started noticing how much I used it without 

thinking, and also how much I relied on it to think; I felt incompetent without its help, 

bare without its presence, and ashamed because of it. In time, I began detecting all the 

sneaky ways that it would snatch my attention, diverting me when any pang of fatigue, 

boredom, or loneliness struck. Even when I tried to ignore it, the device would tug at 

my mind, teasing me with the possibility of an interesting read, a fun diversion, or a 

message from family. Sometimes, when it succeeded, I would find myself twenty 

minutes (or more) downstream, my brain knotted and twitchy from overstimulation. I 

observed my friends fall victim to the same distractions, but most seemed unaware or 

unconcerned about what was happening. Still, I felt increasingly weak and indignant 
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as—bzzz bzzz ding—my phone kept intervening on whatever it was that I was trying to 

do.  

The project you read now represents my attempt to answer to that moment on 

Rock Creek Butte, as well as to all the other little bits of life that I believe have been 

seized or unduly influenced by my smartphone, which even now, eight months later, 

still sits in my pocket. In the pages that follow, I will argue that the smartphone has not 

only become an integral part of our daily interactions, but has also become a part of us, 

its users. The device has accomplished this first through its ceaseless demands on 

human attention, and second through its calculated habituation (read: manipulation) of 

anyone who handles it regularly. The result, I contend, is the entrance of a new type of 

mediator into human life, one that profoundly reconfigures both our relationship to 

ourselves and to our environment. Indeed, if the smartphone does not dissolve the 

boundary between the two entirely, it at least prompts us to radically reconsider it.  

Writers of pop culture say that we live in the Information Age, a claim that the 

smartphone tries to render into reality. In the years following its debut, the device has 

transformed from a tool intended for communication and entertainment to something 

more malevolent: an experience unto itself, designed to pull people in and keep them 

there. Advances in technology—from faster networking speeds to sleeker software, 

sharper cameras, and devilishly compelling apps—have made this possible, allowing 

users to spend more time and accomplish more tasks on their devices. As they do so, 

the reality that the smartphone trades on—information—assumes precedence over 

embodied circumstance; it becomes more real than the material world itself. With this 

shift, users of the device risk losing awareness of their bodily contexts; they pass more 
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of their lives online as avatars, anonymous characters, and social media personas, 

gradually floating off into cyberspace.  

Before they drift too far, however, I’d like to grab them by the ankles and yank 

them back down to earth. In this way, this project figures as an intervention; we cannot 

lose awareness of our irreducibly material circumstances so easily. All dreams of an 

airy Information Age rely upon a particular set of embodied conditions, and I seek to 

demonstrate the myriad ways in which our digital and physical worlds overlay and 

interact with one another. Specifically, I hope to show how our digital experiences are 

not only taking precedence over our embodied ones, but are also shaping them into 

their own form. No matter where they are, habituated users of the smartphone 

increasingly privilege the hyperactive, the image-based, the abstract, and the reflexive 

over the thoughtful, the detailed, the particular, and the deliberate. In doing so, they 

create virtual bubbles that refract and simplify the world around them, simultaneously 

shaping it to their preferences and screening out their distastes. The smartphone hence 

becomes a mirror that pushes its users back on themselves, a fact illustrated nicely by 

the rise of the selfie camera.   

I make this argument partly as a way to illuminate some of the less-vaunted 

ways that the smartphone mediates the lives of its users, but also in order to offer an 

ethical injunction. The material world that the smartphone cheapens and sometimes 

ignores matters. It matters because it offers a deeper and more meaningful context for 

our embodied selves, and it matters because it serves as home to all of the 

communities—both human and more-than-human—that we ceaselessly interact with 

and rely upon. Even if our information technologies vigorously encourage us to believe 
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otherwise, we cannot escape the fleshy weight of our world, much less of ourselves. To 

deny this fact is to degrade the grounds of our existence. It is to elevate digital 

information to transcendent heights of which it is unworthy, and, in the process, to 

forget where we come from and who we might be, in all our messy, human plurality.   

Of course, this argument requires evidence. Because the smartphone has 

implicated itself so deeply into the lives of its users, I will engage with a variety of 

sources throughout this project. Beginning from personal experience, I will hop to 

news stories and online videos, academic publications, novels, philosophy and writings 

in cultural theory. I do this partly because the topic demands it, but also to perform an 

important point of my argument: namely, that it is not the content of today’s media 

technologies that are contemptible, but rather their unique social construction and the 

particular values that they enact through their use. The types of shallow engagement 

that the smartphone encourages do not necessarily entail the proliferation of cultural 

garbage, but they do make thoughtfully sifting through it all a more trying affair. In 

addition to showing why this is so, I hope also to demonstrate how it might be done.  

 Although my vexations with the smartphone may be unique in kind, they are 

not unique in sentiment. Each day, outlets across the media spectrum raise new 

questions concerning the device’s problematic place in our lives. “Can’t Sleep? Your 

Smartphone May Be the Problem” runs a headline from CNN.com. “Are You Addicted 

to Your Smartphone?” asks a writer in Forbes. “Are Smartphones Making Us Stupid?” 

worries someone in Psychology Today. “Are Smartphones Ruining Distance 

Running?” inquires a writer for The New Yorker. “Have Smartphones Destroyed a 

Generation?” frets a contributor to The Atlantic.1 You get the idea. The coverage is 
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multi-pronged, reactionary, and often superficial. Few tech writers will dig down 

below whatever fact or story scored them a catchy headline, and even fewer will take 

digs at the social or market structures that engineer these effects. Their work provokes 

anger and fear, but doesn’t point to any causes that we might address or deeper 

consequences that we might consider. What you read now endeavors to take an initial, 

preliminary plunge into those very concerns.   

Critics of this project may claim that these issues affect only the wealthy—

those with enough cash to buy a smartphone in the first place. This is not entirely true: 

discussions of the digital divide today account for the technologies people use to 

connect to the internet as much as they address whether or not people have access to 

it.2 According to a 2016 study by the Pew Research Center, “One-fifth of adults living 

in households earning less than $30,000 a year were ‘smartphone-only’ internet users, 

meaning they owned a smartphone but did not have broadband internet at home.” This 

indicates a 12 percent increase from only three years earlier, in 2013. For perspective, 

“only 4% of those living in households earning $100,000 or more fell into this category 

in either year.”3 Smartphone-only internet users employ the device for the important 

tasks that wealthier individuals sit at full-size computers for, such as searching and 

applying for jobs, or helping their children with homework.4 As smartphones become 

an increasingly central means by which many of us access the internet, it seems that 

my apprehensions are more relevant than ever before. Indeed, as we will see, the 

smartphone raises significant questions regarding social and political justice. We 

cannot regard it as a neutral player. 

—————————— 
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 Before launching this project, I wrote a shorter, seven-page essay examining 

similar smartphone-related themes. I circulated it among my literary friends, many of 

whom were either politely dismissive or quietly amused. They offered a smattering of 

comments, but I can only recall one in particular. It said, “I checked my smartphone 

eleven times while reading this essay.” Eleven times? I thought. In only twenty-five 

hundred words?  

I will dwell on how frequently people check their devices in later chapters, but 

for now I would like to note that we can only attend to so much in a day. What captures 

our attention shapes our world, and, although the smartphone discourages us from 

doing so, we must consciously decide what’s worthy of our noticing. We can choose to 

a snap photo of the eclipse, share it, and move on, or we can choose to revel in its slow, 

eerie mystery, its intricately looped corona, and—if we look closely—the diamond-like 

photospheric flash that sparkles just before it enters totality.  
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1. Left to Our Own Devices 

 

At five random times each day, an app on my iPhone reminds me that I will die. 

I paid one U.S. dollar for it to do this, and, so far, I do not regret it.  

The app is called WeCroak, and its design rests on a single precept: “In 

Bhutan,” it says, “they say contemplating death five times daily brings happiness.”   

I do not know whether this sentiment is, in fact, genuinely Bhutanese, and I 

doubt that any of its originators interpreted it so literally. What I do know, however, is 

that I and other app users enact the proverb for reasons the Bhutanese could not 

possibly have anticipated: to help us put down our smartphones. I reach for the device 

first thing every morning, and during any and all lulls across the day: as I wait for 

water to boil or tea to steep, as I brush my teeth, as I eat or walk across the hall, as I 

pass a stranger and need an excuse to dodge eye contact. It is compulsive and 

alienating. I cannot recall the last time that I sat on the toilet without checking my 

email.  

If it seems crass to co-opt something as blessed as death for such a mundane 

problem, or if it seems backwards to schedule a push notification that says look 

elsewhere, then so be it. I’ll try anything. Besides, it seems effective. As I walk to 

work, mindlessly scrolling through Instagram’s endless feed, for example, a banner 

will appear at the top of my screen:  

“Don’t forget,” it says, “you’re going to die. Swipe to see the quote…”  

I do, and the app opens. Over its stark, black background run the words of 

Søren Kierkegaard, printed in white:  
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The most painful state of being is 

remembering the future,  

particularly the one you’ll never 

 have. 

The black lacquer of my screen becomes the sheen of a closed coffin. In it, I see 

my eyes already dead. I flinch and shove the phone back into my pocket, disgusted. I 

look up—the sun is out, and soon I spot a squirrel boldly jumping branches thirty feet 

up, in an oak tree.  

Not all of WeCroak’s quotations are so dim, but they all work to similar effect. 

With each notification, my stomach drops, as if I’ve been caught guilty midway 

through some elicit action. The whole ordeal renders me accountable to a future self, 

who, I imagine, will in the grave or crematorium somehow become aware of all the 

small and momentous beauties that it missed as it gazed at a screen.  

————————— 

 I do not believe anybody quite envisioned this future when, just over ten years 

ago, Apple, Inc., introduced the product that would spawn what we today recognize as 

the smartphone.  

 The story begins in San Francisco, on a sunny, clear morning in January 2007. 

Tech enthusiasts have convened in a darkened theatre for the annual Macworld 

conference, with Steve Jobs scheduled to deliver the keynote address at 9:00 a.m. Jobs 

takes the stage as scheduled, wearing his usual attire: black turtleneck, baggy dad jeans, 

worn, white sneakers. After a couple of small product announcements, he moves off 
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stage, takes a swig of water, and paces seriously back into the spotlight, his eyes cast 

down toward the floor.  

“Every once in a while,” he begins, looking up, “a revolutionary product comes 

along, that, changes everything.” The Apple logo rises above his head on the black 

screen behind him. A corona of light projects from its edges, as if in eclipse. A new 

power rises.  

Jobs pedals back to recount Apple’s previous successes—from its first personal 

computer in 1984 to its first iPod in 2001—before moving to the morning’s big 

announcement. 

“Today, we’re introducing three revolutionary products of this class. The first 

one,” he pauses, “is a widescreen iPod with touch controls. The second is a 

revolutionary mobile phone. And the third, is a breakthrough internet communications 

device.” With each new product, the audience’s applause grows louder and more 

enthusiastic. Jobs’ energy rises, but he tries to keep his cool, clasping his hands behind 

his back as he paces across the stage. 

“So, three things,” he repeats. “A widescreen iPod with touch controls, a 

revolutionary mobile phone, and a breakthrough internet communications device.” He 

names the products again, and then another time, faster. The audience chuckles 

uneasily at first, but as the icon for each product blinks more rapidly on the screen, 

breaks into outright laughter, and then roaring applause, complete with hoots, whistles, 

and hollers.  

“Are you getting it?” Jobs taunts. “These are not three separate devices. This is 

one device. And we are calling it iPhone. Today, Apple is going to reinvent the phone.”  
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Jobs strings the crowd along through a series of further ruses, each time 

creating expectations and then defying them. At times, it seems as if he is in greater 

disbelief than the audience itself.  

Isn’t that cool? he asks. Isn’t that awesome? Isn’t that incredible? 

In his classic brand of showmanship, Jobs seeks reassurance through 

provocation. He revels in hyperbole, in visions of reinvention and revolution (his 

phrase of choice for the morning). During some demonstrations, he himself gets sucked 

into the product’s interface, obnoxiously playing fragments of several songs and 

opening a suite of emails. It’s childish. He prank-calls a nearby Starbucks and orders 

four thousand lattes before abruptly hanging up. He watches Pirates of the Caribbean 

and The Office. He checks for Disney movies on Amazon.com.  

I was in middle school when the first iPhone hit the market, and I remember 

feeling remarkably unmoved. I had a camera-less flip phone for calling my parents 

after soccer practice, and a 2Gb iPod for long car rides. Why would I want to merge the 

two? What would I want mobile access to the internet for? At nearly five hundred 

dollars, the iPhone seemed like a product for businessmen with too much money to 

spend. I don’t recall seeing one in any of my friends’ hands for several years.  

The media hesitated to embrace the gadget whole-heartedly, questioning its 

high price, slow networking, and Apple’s brazenness at entering a phone market 

already saturated with powerful contenders. In hindsight, these concerns seem based on 

a lack of imagination, both by reporters and by the Apple communications team. 

Locked into the vocabulary of existing products—the iPod, the cell phone, and the 

personal computer—nobody quite seemed to grasp what would become of the iPhone. 
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“You can touch your music,” one of Jobs’ many refrains at that first Macworld 

unveiling, now seems less prophetic than quaint—even bizarre—from today’s 

perspective.1  

Of course, the product gained publicity in other ways. Apple advertised the 

iPhone heavily in the months between its unveiling and its release, discharging a slew 

of ads in different styles, from conventional spy-themed heists to beautifully 

minimalist product demonstrations. Many of the ads from this period emphasize how 

the iPhone places so much power and capability in the users’ pocket, how it renders 

quotidian tasks—from finding a restaurant to reading the news—so fast and 

frictionless. One spot even makes a jab toward necessity: “All these years, you’ve gone 

through the day without email like this in your pocket,” it says, “or stock updates like 

this in your pocket, or internet like this in your pocket, and you survived. The question 

is, how?”  

The appeal worked: days before the iPhone went to market in June 2007, 

consumers lined up in hoards outside Apple stores across the country. In cities like 

New York, the crowds strung out for blocks along the sidewalk, and customers passed 

time in ways they rarely would again: by lounging in folding chairs, by playing 

Scrabble, by building shelters and planning post-purchase celebrations.2  

The media jumped in on the frenzy, providing live coverage of the wait and 

interviewing customers as they camped out in line. Already, the device had developed 

a presence. Like a sacred treasure, people could sense the iPhone by proximity alone. 

“We've been in line for days,” a customer near the door of Apple’s flagship Soho store 
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remarked. “It's very uncomfortable out here in these chairs. But people are very social. 

We've made it through the rain, so we feel like we're getting closer to the phone.”3   

Today, we know what it’s like to feel the weight of the device in the palms of 

our hands, its pressure our pockets. It has become close, intimate. Back in line, people 

could only imagine this sense of connection, how deeply we would insinuate the device 

into our personal lives. Nevertheless, even on that first day, some customers had 

private plans, including one Manhattan man who voiced his intention to propose to his 

girlfriend with the sparkling, new device. Other folks still intuited the heavily 

commercial future of the iPhone: some tried to sell their spots in line, and a few more 

bought extras to hawk on eBay for twice the price.4  

—————————— 

In his Macworld Keynote, Steve Jobs voiced his objective of grabbing up at 

least one percent of the phone market by the end of 2008. At first blush, this might 

seem like a fainthearted goal, but in a market of a billion units, it meant selling ten 

million iPhones in the product’s first year alone.5 Sales started jerkily—few people 

were eager to shell out so much cash—but skyrocketed once Apple responded with 

lower price points and faster networking options. The company soon soared past its 

goal, becoming the third-largest handset supplier in the world by the end of 2008.6  

Smartphone sales have only grown as competing companies scramble to outdo 

one another in the new market. As a result, we’ve seen a massive increase in 

smartphone ownership over the last decade. According to the PEW Research Center, 

thirty-five percent of U.S. adults owned a smartphone by May 2011. Just two years 

later, fifty-six percent did. The most recent data available—from January 2018—
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reveals that seventy-seven percent of U.S. adults now carry smartphones, with 

ownership rates peaking among those between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine, at 

ninety-four percent.7  

Importantly, these statistics give us only a glimpse of the larger picture—after 

all, electronic gadgets matter little if they sit in darkened disuse. To really understand 

the impact of these technologies, we must know how often individuals actually use 

them. This task proves more difficult than it initially seems. Smartphone owners are 

notoriously unreliable in keeping track of their own usage—indeed, one study found no 

significant correlation between the number of times a person reported using her phone 

each day and the number of times that she actually did. Installing apps that track users’ 

screens offers another alternative, but prompts privacy concerns and software 

compatibility issues.8 Apple greedily tracks app usage on each iPhone, but, as far as I 

can tell, there is no easy way for the public to aggregate those data.  

In any case, the information we do have suggests heavy smartphone usage 

that’s on the rise. A 2016 study published in the online, peer-reviewed, open-access 

journal PLoS One used screen tracking to reveal that the average smartphone owner 

engages with her device for an hour and a half each day.9 Neilson found similar results 

in the same year, measuring an average of one hour and forty-three minutes of daily 

usage among U.S. adults. If we limit our focus to teens, time devoted to smartphone 

use spikes to an average of two hours and forty-two minutes per day. That’s more time 

each day than most of them devote to exercise, homework, and meals combined.10  

In addition to hosting unique applications, smartphones also serve as mobile 

surrogates for other technologies; they are the flexible tendons that keep users 
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connected as they move away from larger screens like laptops and televisions. The 

result is screen omnipresence—screens in the home, in the office, screens on the move. 

Experts estimate that the average U.S. adult engages with screens for ten-plus hours 

each day, often with more than one flashing at a time.11 PEW indicates that ninety-

percent of all cell owners “frequently” have their phone with them, and that seventy-six 

percent “rarely” or “never” turn the device off.12 Moreover, seventy-nine percent of 

smartphone owners check their device within fifteen minutes of waking up,13 an action 

they will likely repeat approximately eighty times throughout the day.14  

Only history can draw the magnitude of this transformation into relief. Just 

thirty years ago, barely anybody owned a cell phone, and gadgets like touch-screen 

tablets remained in the realm of science fiction. Fewer than two million people owned 

laptops,15 folks still watched videos on cassettes, and home computing had just begun. 

Televisions still got signals from antennae, and digital cameras had only recently hit 

the market. All of these gadgets came with a tangle of wires and heavy hardware. They 

stayed in place. Few people could spend ten hours a day using them for the simple 

reason that human bodies move and these things didn’t.  

The smartphone promised to change all this for the better. It said goodbye to 

cords and broken buttons, bent antennae and worn magnetic tapes. It signaled 

liberation, revolution, life free from all of the cumbersome tasks, chores, and 

limitations of the early computer era. This, we have not seen. Instead, today’s 

smartphone feels more like a dog chain or an umbilical cord, depending on your 

predilections. We have discovered not freedom, but constant, unyielding, ruthless 

attachment.  
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—————————— 

Apple pitched the iPhone as three things: a widescreen iPod with touch 

controls, a revolutionary mobile phone, and a breakthrough internet communications 

device. Two-thirds of these functions are outward-directed, passing through the digital 

realm and back into the real world, albeit in a place not immediately at hand. By 

emailing friends, making calls, texting, and finding directions, Jobs highlighted this 

fact in his demonstration. The first smartphone had entertainment features, yes, but it 

was sold mostly as a way to stay connected. Anyone who tried to watch a film or 

browse the internet on its low-resolution, 3.5-inch screen knew this.  

 Designed to encourage maximum use, smartphones today are less humble in 

their vison and more encompassing in their utility. The iPhone X has a 5.8” screen, the 

largest in a stepladder series of ever-increasing sizes. The Samsung Galaxy S9, one of 

the iPhone’s strongest competitors, is available with the same dimensions, as well as in 

a “+” model shaped around a 6.2” display. Both the X and the S9 boast screens 

approximately three-times greater in resolution than the original iPhone, creating 

images so vivid and crisp that the world beyond them literally pales in comparison. 

Testing them at the store, I find it nearly impossible to look away.  

Apple and Samsung are also pushing their devices into the world of augmented 

reality, which uses a live camera feed to supplement a person’s surroundings with 

digital add-ons. The goal is to enhance the real world with the virtual one, effectively 

trading what’s actually in front of you for a smaller model of it. The iPhone can 

connect stars in the night sky to show you constellations, it can draw a blue line on the 

carpet to lead you to your airport gate, and it can spawn digital critters to play with 



18 

 

your kids in the kitchen.16 The Galaxy S9 will do much of the same, but can also 

identify the number of calories in your snack, classify your wine bottle, and overlay 

markers on city streets to point out cafés, restaurants, and more.17 Everything, it seems, 

can or will be improved if only you raise your phone between you and the world. The 

more often you do so, the better.  

Just as the digital world enters our surroundings, so do we enter it. Apple and 

Samsung both recently released technologies that turn users into emoji, automatically 

transfiguring a person’s embodied self into a suite of cartoonish avatars. Apple’s 

Animoji feature tracks users’ facial muscles so precisely that it can animate emoji to 

mime their expressions in real time; a person can now greet her friend as a pile of 

googly-eyed poop, as a rainbow unicorn or as a cat with heart eyes.18 Likewise, 

Samsung enables users to create digital avatars with the mere snap of a selfie. The 

company claims that its users can then share their “real-life” feelings (note: “[s]ome 

movement and expressions may not be recognized”) though their new augmented 

reality software,19 suggesting that “real life” is no longer necessary. Indeed, with 

technologies like these, it might not be.  

—————————— 

It serves us well to explore, if only for a moment, how the recent explosion in 

screen presence and use might be affecting our emotional lives. Referencing studies on 

exposure to artificial light,20 Dr. Stephen Ilardi, a clinical psychologist at the University 

of Kansas, reports that excessive screen time can fry the nervous system, unduly taxing 

it with increased concentrations of cortisol, a potent stress hormone. Over time, the 
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chemical can become toxic to the brain and contribute to depressive illness. As screens 

assume ever more central roles in our lives, this problem is liable to worsen.   

Dr. Ilardi further notes that, in most cases, our devices aren’t strengthening our 

feelings of connection or our sense of community. As Netflix and Hulu obviate the 

need to rent or go see movies, as Amazon obliterates brick-and-mortar retail, as food 

delivery services supplant local grocery stores, and as social media assumes many of 

the functions of bars and coffee shops, the need to venture out into the public world has 

largely faded away. Dr. Ilardi suggests that even the modest movement, conversation, 

and screen-time reprieve associated with these small forays can make substantial 

contributions to one’s mental health, while also bolstering feelings of belonging.21 It is 

not coincidental, I think, that the percentage of Americans reporting experiences of 

chronic loneliness has more than doubled, from fifteen to forty percent, over the last 

thirty years.22     

Our young digital natives don’t seem any more at ease. Teens’ feelings of 

loneliness also registered a major uptick in 2013, and have stayed high ever since. 

Between the years 2000 and 2015, the percentage of teens who hang out with their 

friends daily has dropped by forty-percent.23 Instead, they seem to devote more time to 

social media, which keeps them connected to one another for over an hour each day.24 

Experts suggest that this is not an equal trade. Jean Twenge, a psychologist at San 

Diego State University, demonstrates that heavy social media users face a twenty-seven 

percent increase in risk for depression. Likewise, teens who engage with electronic 

devices for more than three hours each day are thirty-five percent more likely to have a 
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risk factor for suicide.25 Perhaps our real-world relationships cannot be so easily 

replaced.   

Experts cite other possible reasons—from intense pressure to achieve to 

feelings of economic insecurity26—for these changes in kids, but some statistical 

analyses rule those explanations out as primary influences.27 Moreover, anecdotally at 

least, the smartphone seems quite culpable. Over half of parents surveyed in a study by 

Northwestern University’s Center on Media and Human Development expressed 

concern that their child may become addicted to technology, and forty-three percent 

worried that their kid spent too much time online. Another fifty percent believed that 

their child’s use of social media reduced their participation in physical activity.28  

High school teachers and counselors further indict the proliferation of 

networked gadgets for recent upticks in student anxiety, a condition that occurs when 

people perceive threats as more threatening than they really are. As I will illustrate in 

chapter four, online spaces provide youth with the illusion of control over their 

environment, offering them a sanctuary from the wild contingencies of everyday life.29 

The MIT social scientist Sherry Turkle describes how these always-available retreats 

have helped create a generation afraid of the spontaneity of the phone call, the 

uncertainty of face-to-face conversation, even the minor exposure of eye-contact. 

Instead of learning to deal with a hint of the unpredictable, kids revert to realms where 

they can always know what to expect, or, at minimum, where the unexpected has been 

smoothed down to the slim profile of a shatterproof screen.30  

—————————— 
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 If Steve Jobs didn’t explicitly envision this future in his 2007 Macworld 

address, one instance suggests that he might’ve at least intuited it. The moment comes 

near the beginning of his iPhone demo, when he’s ogling the newly-designed iPod 

function.  

 “Let’s say I wanna pick The Beatles,” he says, scrolling through the list of 

artists. “I just tap them…I wanna play Sgt. Pepper’s. I just hit Sgt. Pepper’s right 

there.” He selects “With a Little Help from My Friends,” toggles the volume down and 

talks over the intro. He switches tracks before the chorus hits.   

 He chatters on about new features as “Lovely Rita” plays, and then queues the 

classic Bob Dylan cut, “Like a Rolling Stone.” Next comes a fragment of Green Day’s 

“Boulevard of Broken Dreams,” and, finally, the opening of “Take Me to the River” by 

the Talking Heads. Jobs skitters through the songs with the hyperactivity we now 

associate with smartphone use.31 As a listener, it’s hard to keep up. However, if we 

piece it all together, we can see that he’s delivered a striking parable, composed in 

fractured verse. In it, we glimpse the dissolution of intimacy, the uptick in alienation, 

and the ultimate dejection that will plague his customers in the years to come. We hear 

the tempo slow, the timbre deepen, and the singer’s voice give way to the beeping 

ascent of digitized bubbles:    

I get by with a little help from my friends 

All I need is my buddies 

Where would I be without you 

Give us a wink and make me think of you  
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How does it feel, how does it feel? 

To be without a home 

Like a complete unknown, like a rolling stone 

I walk alone, I walk alone 

I walk alone and I walk a— 

Take my money, my cigarettes 

I haven’t seen the worst of it yet 

No, I don’t think we have at all. 
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2. The Attention Economy: Think Quick, Swipe Faster 

 

“Why hateful? Because it hasn’t anything to do 

with a human being as a human being is strong.  

It has to do with a human being as a human being 

is weak and willing to be fooled…” 

George W.S. Trow, Within the Context of No Context 

 

Under a rare January sun stream hordes of Western Washington University 

students, all converging on the campus’ central Red Square. Some chat with friends, 

others listen to music or talk on the phone, and still more walk alone across the 

square’s hallmark burgundy bricks. Classes have just let out, and since the semester is 

new and time is abundant, many have stopped to enjoy the weather. A white Frisbee 

totters through the air, and bundled-up students sit at picnic tables, their laptops out. A 

lot is going on.  

Weaving through it all rides a clown on a unicycle. He wears a striped shirt 

with polka-dotted pants, and a giant red nose that bobbles up and down with each pedal 

stroke. The clown is part of a science experiment.  

Researchers have positioned themselves at various exit points around the 

square. When students walk by, they are stopped and asked a simple question: 

Did you see anything unusual? 

If they answer no, they’re asked something more specific: Did you see the 

unicycling clown? 

The experiment is a project of Dr. Ira E. Hyman, Jr., and the students of his 

senior psychology seminar. Together, they decided to study a phenomenon called 

inattentional blindness, which describes how something can pass through a person’s 
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field of view without registering in her mind. It being 2009, they conceived of the 

project as a way of understanding the potential effects of talking on the phone while 

driving.  

What they found is startling. Nearly sixty percent of students walking with 

friends spontaneously recalled seeing the clown, and over seventy percent did with the 

second question’s prompting. Of those talking on cell phones, however, the numbers 

drop to eight and twenty-five percent, respectively. The vast majority of this group did 

not notice anything unusual at all, and when researchers told them what they had 

missed, could barely believe it.1  

I recall this experiment because it took place when smartphones had yet to 

reach anything close to the ubiquity that they have achieved today. Video recordings 

show students striding around with flip phones pressed to their ears;2 none of them 

have yet adopted the head-down slouch that is increasingly becoming the posture of 

our times, or at least of our college campuses. Nevertheless, the experiment anticipated 

the power of mobile devices to remove us, often unwittingly, from our surroundings. It 

foresaw the ways in which they would double our attention both downward and in.  

—————————— 

When I Google the word “attention” today, I am bombarded with 419 million 

results—far more than I could ever sort through. Fortunately, though, Google 

prioritizes for me, and the top of its webpage shows me a dictionary definition. 

Attention, it says, is a noun that can mean one of several things: 

1. Notice taken of someone or something; the regarding of someone or 

something as interesting or important.  

a. The mental faculty of considering or taking notice of someone or 

something.  
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2. The action of dealing with or taking special care of someone or something. 

a. A person’s interest in someone, especially—  

 

I scroll to the next results before I finish reading. I see that “Attention” is also a 

hit song by somebody named Charlie Puth. Its music video on YouTube has over 724 

million views, and, if I want, I can download the track on Spotify, Play Music, or 

Deezer. Below, I find four more YouTube uploads of the same song, followed by a 

website that has transcribed its lyrics. I scroll down further to discover a social media 

marketing firm named ATTENTION. A sucker for all-caps writing, I click the link and 

am taken to their webpage, which is purple and flashy and bold, and which also makes 

vacuous claims like, “We help brands explore what’s new to inspire what’s next.”3 

After a few minutes on the site, I realize that the company nowhere describes what, 

exactly, attention means to them, much less why their clients would hire them to attract 

it. And yet, here I am, so they must know something.   

 I decide that a paper dictionary might offer more satisfying answers. At a dusty 

table in the corner of my local library, I find a yellowed, unabridged copy of Webster’s 

Third New International Dictionary of the English Language, from 1986. Deep in the 

“A” section, the volume defines attention as “the application of mind to any object of 

sense or thought,” as well as “the organismic condition of selective awareness or 

perceptual receptivity.” Attention, it seems, is at once a state of consciousness and a 

state of the body. The word signifies a readiness for action, or at least for active 

engagement. From the twitch of a muscle group to the vivid embellishment of a mental 

image, attention is anything but passive; it requires a certain level of personal 

involvement. For this reason, perhaps, we imbue the word with a sense of care. Indeed, 

attention denotes both considerate action and courtesy; Webster connects the term to 
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the romantic interest of potential suitors, and also to the practiced love of mothers.4 It 

suggests that attention forms a careful link between ourselves and something greater, 

whether another idea, another person, another critter, tree, story, carcass, or flower.   

We get a similar sense of the word when we look to its origins. Attention comes 

from the Latin attendere, which means both “to stretch” and “to apply the mind to.”5 

Like a line cast out into the unruly flux of things in time, attention can tether us to 

what’s important; it can yoke us into relationship, however tenuous and finite that 

relationship might be. So long as we can muster the energy to keep our eyes trained 

down the line, we may pull close what seems far away. To this effect, attention is 

reciprocal; we must stretch ourselves just as the world stretches us. We must work to 

attend to what compels us.  

Thinking requires attention—we can all agree on this. What kind of attention 

thinking requires, however, is still up for grabs, contested. Both terms slip their 

definitions too easily; they evade our attempts to snap them into snug relationship. 

Nevertheless, we can limit the confusion by restricting our discussion, which is just 

what the critical theorist N. Katherine Hayles does in an essay on student learning in 

the digital age. As she untangles the messy concept, Hayles divides attention into two 

flavors— “Hyper” and “Deep”— both of which can help us better understand what it 

means to think with the smartphone today.    

Deep attention describes a mode of thinking familiar to those who love reading 

books or solving difficult problems, emphasizing a constrained focus on a singular 

stream of information at the expense of other stimuli. It names the experience of 

becoming absorbed in a great novel, of the world falling away and of lively mental 
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images rising up in its place. Deep attention occurs in the extended moments when 

time loses momentum in its relentless push forward. It is the long, effortful haul that 

feels neither long nor effortful because it is so wholly engaging. Deep attention 

encourages consideration and complexity; it demands depth.  

Hyper attention denotes a wholly different experience, one characterized by a 

torrent of multiple information streams, a density of stimulation, and a rapidity of task 

switching. It describes someone constantly ready to react to changing environments 

and new points of focus—a person who has gained flexibility and speed at the expense 

of thoughtfulness and calm. Hyper attention thrives on interactivity and reflex. It finds 

its match in video games and in other flurries of demanding change. It struggles with 

boredom, atrophies with slowness. Hyper attention lapses under the demanding weight 

of the inert and the stolid: books.6 It demands stimulation and responsiveness: 

smartphones.  

Because Hayles writes as an academic, we might expect her to elevate deep 

attention above its hyper counterpart—to deem it superior—but she refuses to make 

any such judgments. “Better for what?” she retorts. Hyper attention, Hayles argues, is 

in fact older than deep attention. Early hunter-gatherers exercised the faculty as they 

traveled between settlements, on hunts and on trips to the watering hole. In broad 

terms, a child playing video games is no different, nor is an aircraft controller who 

must fastidiously scan her array of flashing screens. Undertakings like these all require 

a person to attend to multiple information streams at once while simultaneously 

maintaining the cognitive flexibility that enables them to switch both task and focus 

again and again and again.  
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I’m not so sure. The hyper attention I know is nothing like what I imagine 

hunting to be. As I write from my laptop now, a bubbled, red number two reminds me 

that I have received and not read two—bzzz—no, three, text messages. I do not know 

what they say. One could carry an important note, but it could also contain something 

minor, like a link to a funny news article or a weird video. I won’t know until I open 

them, and at least part of my brain will continue to wonder so long as I don’t. Because 

of this, writing is hard. Each time I find myself hesitate at a word or pause on a comma, 

my mind jumps to the more interesting thing: my unread messages, highlighted in red.  

Beside my laptop lays my smartphone, which periodically announces its 

activity with a flashing light as I work. Eventually I give in to it, and when I turn the 

screen on, it tells me that I have six unopened emails, ten Facebook notifications, a 

follower request on Instagram, a retweet on Twitter, and (Don’t forget…), that I’m 

going to die. Even if I switch the screen off, I can’t unread these notices. They will 

haunt me with the possibility that I’m missing something, the small but real chance that 

whatever information they hold is more worthy of my attention than my writing is. 

They renew their intrigue with each repeated buzz or flash. Seeking calm, I shove my 

phone deep into my bag. Out of sight, out of mind, as the saying goes.  

I switch my word processor to the uncluttered “focus mode” and return my 

attention to my work. With the visual reminders hidden, I find myself sinking back into 

the prose. My outstanding notifications fade in importance, and I sometimes forget 

about them altogether. I start finishing thoughts, connecting arguments, noticing flaws. 

A spaciousness and sense of ease settles between my ears, relaxes into my body. I keep 
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writing until—bzzz—I hear another message arrive. It’s from my mom and could be 

about my ailing grandparents. I open the text on my phone.  

It’s a picture of the family dog. I send a smiley face to show her that I’ve seen 

it, and then start to put the device back down, but before I do, I notice that somebody 

nearby is playing a new song that I like but haven’t been able name. I raise my phone 

up and open an app to identify the tune, which it does, and soon I have tapped my way 

to the artist’s page on Spotify, where I read the first sentence of a brief bio before 

noticing a little Facebook icon that I immediately click, because I think my friend will 

love this song, and when the Facebook app opens, I see those ten notifications; it’s my 

cousin’s birthday (I shoot her a message), and on the sidebar I am reminded that I’ve 

been invited to an art opening by a colleague this Friday night (six of my friends are 

going), so I click to my Google calendar app to check my availability, but on the way 

there I see a red Snapchat notification from my brother, which I respond to (ironic duck 

face with doggy ears), and just as I get to the calendar app an email notification slides 

down, raising my unopened email count to seven. What was I doing, again? 

By now my mind is frantic, and I decide that the only way I can get back to 

writing is to address all of my notifications and return myself to a blank digital slate. I 

do this, but it takes a while, given all of the interruptions and tangents that I seemingly 

cannot help but get swept away by. As I re-open the writing document on my laptop, I 

become aware of a tense electricity cranking through my body, surging from limb to 

limb and uniting at a stranglehold in the center of my brain. My thoughts feel tangled, 

and the dull, black and white text on my laptop screen almost repulses my attention. 



30 

 

Meanwhile, my smartphone has assumed an almost transfixing quality. Even if I can’t 

see it, my mind twitches toward it.  

I could be wrong, but I don’t think hunting feels anything like this.  

————————— 

Recent findings in psychology suggest that experiences like mine are not 

unique. Examining the unprompted behavior of smartphone users, several studies show 

that the devices offer a tantalizing distraction during bouts of difficult cognitive work. 

As if uncontrollable, the attention of many users will drift toward their device when 

they (often unconsciously) desire more immediate gratification than their current task 

offers.7 If their phone buzzes or beeps with a notification, the problem only worsens: 

studies suggest that their mental capacities still decline even if they don’t answer it.8 

And if they do, evidence indicates that interruptions from other apps can delay their 

completion of the notification-related task by up to 400 percent.9 Often, this extends 

the interruption long enough (over fifteen seconds) to greatly increase the likelihood of 

so-called “resumption errors,” which occur when people switch focus between 

different tasks.10   

 Significantly, one need not be technologically obsessed to fall victim to these 

effects.  A 2015 study split participants into three groups: heavy smartphone users, 

non-smartphone users, and non-smartphone users who were given devices for the 

purposes of the experiment. Researchers then administered a series of tests and 

questionnaires, each one constructed to measure a subject’s behavior, ability to focus, 

and capacity to delay gratification. This first set of tests showed that heavy smartphone 

users were more likely to score higher on measurements of impulsivity and 
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hyperactivity than both groups of non-users. Three months later, when researchers 

administered the tests again, this held true. However, something interesting changed 

among those non-users who had acquired smartphones: their ability to process 

information and delay gratification had significantly declined.11 Researchers find this 

study especially compelling because, unlike most other experiments in the field (which 

seek correlation), it makes claims toward causality. At least in the short term, it 

demonstrates the smartphone’s capacity not only to exploit the brain, but to alter its 

very functioning, reprogramming its default operations more toward hyper attention, its 

default desire more toward higher degrees of stimulation. What results from sustained 

use remains unstudied and resistant to laboratory control—it’s an experiment run 

amok, potentially affecting anyone (especially bendy-brained children) who raises a 

smartphone to her face.    

————————— 

 If we can’t totally understand the effects of these demands on attention, we can 

at least begin to locate their causes. Over the last fifteen years, Silicon Valley has made 

a game out of designing technologies that pull and tug on our minds just so. They’ve 

labeled the discipline “captology,” and focus on the ways in which computers can 

persuade users to take specific action, often in ways that never register in their 

consciousness. Indeed, programmers agree that a design is most successful when users 

don’t notice its manipulative features at all; the more an app simulates free choice, the 

better.12  

We can trace the origins of this discipline most strongly back to Dr. B.J. Fogg, 

author of Persuasive Technology: Using Computers to Change What We Think and Do, 



32 

 

a seminal work in the field, published in 2003. In the text, Fogg already foresees the 

immense power of mobile technologies, noting that “[when] you pack a mobile 

persuasive technology with you, you pack a source of influence. At any time (ideally, 

at the appropriate time), the device can suggest, encourage, and reward; it can track 

your performance or lead you through a process; or it can provide compelling factual 

evidence or insightful simulations.”13 The key to persuasive success, then, is to deliver 

that bit of influence in just the right way. Through Stanford University’s Behavior 

Design Lab (formerly known as the Persuasive Tech Lab), Dr. Fogg makes a science of 

doing just that.   

It didn’t take long for his efforts to blossom, and then to bear fruit. In 2007, Dr. 

Fogg solved “an important puzzle about human behavior” (his words) by reducing it to 

a four-variable model: B : MAP. “Behavior (B),” he writes, “happens when Motivation 

(M), Ability (A), and Prompt (P) come together at the same moment.” 14 Whether or 

not this model conveys any broad truth about human nature matters less than the fact 

that it’s effective, which it is. In truth, many successful apps—especially those 

designed for social media—leverage Dr. Fogg’s model to drive use. It’s no coincidence 

that the co-founder of Instagram took classes from the guy, as did a whole slew of 

other Silicon Valley elite.15 The damn model works.  

Nir Eyal, another Dr. Fogg disciple turned tech industry consultant, describes 

how the model functions in his book, Hooked: How to Build Habit-Forming Products. 

Eyal begins by picking apart the “Prompt” part of the equation—he calls them 

triggers—dividing it into two types: internal and external.  
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The term internal trigger describes the moment when a particular thought, 

emotion, or instant in a person’s established routine suggests the use of a specific 

product. It helps explain what suddenly moves a bored person to log onto Pinterest, or 

an anxious one to check Instagram for cute animal photos. “Emotions, particularly 

negative ones, are powerful internal triggers,” writes Eyal. “Feelings of boredom, 

confusion, and indecisiveness often instigate a slight pain or irritation and prompt an 

almost instantaneous and mindless action to quell the negative sensation.”16 Once 

properly conditioned, these emotions will create an obnoxious “itch” in the user’s 

mind, which will bother her until she gives in and scratches it—that is, until she uses 

the product.17  

External triggers are less insidious than internal ones, but they nevertheless 

prove effective. Advertisements—both online and not—count as external triggers, as 

do media spotlights and peer recommendations. So-called “owned triggers” also 

occupy this category, and represent a more nefarious, subtle sort of prompting. The 

notification bubbles and app icons on your phone’s home screen are both examples of 

owned triggers, which carry the name because, “As long as the user agrees to receive a 

trigger, the company that sets the trigger owns a share of the user’s attention.”18 This 

explains why, in recent years, interface designers have emboldened app icons with 

sharp lines and bright color palettes. Each exclaims “Pick me! Pick me!” while 

simultaneously tossing a perceptual lasso directly around your baser mind, hollering at 

you to react before you think. Of course, once you succumb to the initial trap, you can 

be pulled in and tied up by other demands on attention, too.  
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In Eyal’s view, the best way to manipulate a person’s behavior once they’ve 

been hauled in is to toy with their Ability (A) to complete a desired task. This, 

however, does not mean increasing a person’s aptitude; no, it means making actions as 

easy as possible. Humans are lazy, says Eyal, and efficiency confers ability: success 

comes fastest for companies that remove steps and increase convenience.19 We’ve seen 

this tactic in action as we’ve transitioned from a handful of respected content providers 

to a cacophony of quick takes—from CNET and The New York Times to Blogger, 

Facebook, and Twitter. Each successive form capitalizes on an element of 

simplification, reducing the time, effort, cost, or brainpower required to share ideas.20 

The same principles are at work when a news site allows you to Tweet an article with 

the tap of a little blue birdie, when apps let you log in with Facebook, and when Apple 

makes the iPhone camera accessible with but a smooth flick of the thumb. Always, the 

designs encourage speed and hyper attention, quick reaction and the mindlessness that 

follows.   

Motivation (M)—the final piece of the behavior puzzle—offers a challenge to 

Dr. Fogg and his ilk. According to Eyal, it remains tough to control, resistant to any 

simple model or catchy dictum. We can think of motivation in broad terms, noting how 

humans most often seek pleasure, social acceptance, and hope over pain, rejection, and 

fear, but that hardly constitutes a science. For now, Eyal suggests, innovators should 

continue to delegate the messy task of motivation to the creatives over in advertising. 

The same goes for any human capacity that cannot be so easily reduced to a profitable 

heuristic.   

—————————— 
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 The design decisions resulting from models like B : MAT enact powerful 

effects on the lives of smartphone users; they configure not only how people engage 

with their devices, but also how they participate in the wider world. The media critic 

Neil Postman writes that every medium—even language—habituates its users to 

particular modes of perception, engagement, and communication. It signals to them 

both what’s important and what’s worth sharing, and then provides them with a form 

around which they may fashion their ideas. In his favored example, Postman quips that 

a person fluent only in smoke signaling will not and cannot communicate the same 

ideas as a literate person armed with a typewriter. “You cannot use smoke to do 

philosophy,” he writes. “Its form excludes the content.”21   

 What sorts of communication do the forms of the smartphone encourage, then? 

Shaped by models like B : MAT, the smartphone urges its users toward short form and 

striking image—anything that catches the eye quickly and without much thought. It 

teaches them to react in an instant with Instagram, to boast spontaneously on Twitter, 

to make chit chat on Snapchat, and to plaster their faces all over Facebook. It tells them 

that anything in life can be reduced to a meme, hurriedly typed in white impact font 

and slapped atop a photo-shopped image. It assures them that even the President can to 

rant to the country from his bedroom, in his underwear and in one-hundred forty 

characters or less. Whatever attracts the most clicks, likes, or shares assumes public 

importance—the rest isn’t worth anyone’s attention.  

  I will not dive into the national politics surrounding this issue—from Russia’s 

use of social media to influence the 2016 election, to the rise of fake news and the 

demise of presidential address—but they are worth noting. They show how, by 
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habituating hyper attention and collapsing the distance between perception and 

communication, the smartphone emboldens users to react without thinking and share 

the results. Always, the device places at their fingertips a collection of ready-made 

media forms, each perfectly suited to sharing a bite-sized piece of life—however 

insubstantial, ill-considered, or flat-out dumb—with friends and strangers alike, all in 

an instant. What we choose to communicate changes accordingly. This holds true 

across the spectrum; an inflammatory tweet, a scandalous screen grab, and my moment 

under the eclipse all share in their genesis the communicative forms of the smartphone.  

However, these considerations only address the content production side of 

smartphone use, which takes up but a small fraction of the time that most people spend 

near screens. Indeed, one study found that teens devote only three percent of their 

screen time to creating content, spending the remaining ninety-seven percent (nearly 

eight hours and forty minutes) on passive consumption or communication activities, 

such as watching videos, scrolling through feeds, or text messaging friends.22 Here, 

neither the time nor the opportunity for deep engagement often present themselves—

the form does not encourage that. Users instead feed on endless scrolls of shocking 

images, advertisements, and verbal quips, always keeping some part of their minds 

primed to switch focus or task when a notification flashes forth.   

This mode of engagement is not new, but finds in the smartphone a constancy 

heretofore unknown. In his 1935 essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of its 

Technological Reproducibility,” the philosopher Walter Benjamin noticed a similar 

dynamic arising in the cinema, where he saw transfixing images flashing across the 

screen in unpredictable ways. In his view, an audience could never settle into a film as 
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they might settle into a painting or a sculpture—the unrelenting, almost tactile shock of 

the cinematic experience precluded that very possibility. The audience was held 

stressed, captured in uneasy suspense. Benjamin named this mode of viewership 

“reception in distraction,” and characterized it by the activity of ‘casual noticing,” a 

faculty he put in direct contrast to “attentive observation.” Through cinema, the 

audience became habituated to this mode of engagement; they learned to always stay 

little bit aloof, a little bit hyper.23 With the smartphone, we see the same training 

repeated with an unmatched intensity.   

—————————— 

Why is attention so important to companies today? The short answer is that 

attention is profitable. “Companies that form strong user habits enjoy several benefits 

to their bottom line,” Eyal writes. “These companies attach their product to internal 

triggers. As a result, users show up without any external prompting.”24 Once a 

company has caught a person’s attention and infiltrated his or her daily routine, it no 

longer needs to rely on marketing. Through habituation, it has created a sense of 

dependency that allows it to raise prices with little worry about losing users.25 And if 

the company chooses to forego a subscription-based model and instead make its profits 

by hosting advertisements (as does Facebook, Google, and the like), it possesses a 

stable audience, vulnerable through habituation and neatly packaged for specialized 

targeting, ready to be sold.  

All of this constitutes business-as-usual in the ascendant attention economy, 

which treats attention as a limited resource and seeks ways to exploit it for profit. 

Although attention has in some ways been sold for nearly two hundred years—from 
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ad-saturated newspapers in nineteenth-century New York City to flashy posters in 

Belle Époque Paris26—it has only been treated seriously as a limited resource for the 

last four or five decades. The shift occurred during the Reagan era, when the nation’s 

economic emphases were tunneling down to the level of the individual and the 

resources available to her. At the time, cognitive neuroscientists needed a new model to 

replace their current one, which was then based on a concept of finite capacity. 

Looking to economics for a metaphor, they constructed a new model around the notion 

of resource scarcity. While this distinction might seem small, it meant that attention 

could be treated less like a filtering system and more like a bounty that might be 

expended, bought, or exploited.27 In effect, this theoretical shift allowed researchers to 

begin describing human attention in economic terms. Attention became a resource 

managed predominantly by the brain’s executive function; it became something that 

humans primarily pay, as opposed to something that they devote, focus, apply, or 

accord. In short, attention entered the marketplace.  

This extension of economic vocabulary has only intensified as we’ve moved 

our lives online. The attention scholar Kenneth Rogers notes in his 2014 book, The 

Attention Complex: Media, Archaeology, Method, that, “increasingly, in order to have 

an online presence one must execute a series of decisive transactions, project a public 

identity or avatar, define and engage a target community, agree to terms and 

conditions, manage one’s accounts and settings, observe property rights, display one’s 

affiliations, [and] make decisions about one’s policy on privacy.”28 In other words, 

most things that we do online have been reduced to the lexicon of the marketplace, and 

it is no accident that attention circulates as the most valuable currency. From our 
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actions, to our interactions, to the very faculty that shapes what and how we perceive, 

the digital world strips us bare, encouraging us to think and behave like the vacant 

homo oeconomicus, and not much more.  

We must remember that economic language is necessarily reductive, that, 

before attention can become a resource, it must be neutered, simplified, and bastardized 

into commensurable units: clicks, likes, scrolls, shares, and page views. The type of 

engagement that the attention economy values is a far cry from the resplendent 

meanings contained within the Latin attendere, which, if you recall, means both “to 

stretch” and “to apply the mind to.”29 Sure, notifications, messages, and alerts may 

stretch us, but they do so with the wrong type of tug and with the wrong sort of 

string—too jerky, too thin, and too strongly in one direction. To attend in a substantive 

way, we must stretch ourselves, consciously, deliberately, with effort and devotion. To 

do otherwise is to expose ourselves to the calculated manipulations of Dr. Fogg and his 

Behavior Design Lab. It is to risk turning hyper, which, as I hope to have shown, often 

serves someone other than ourselves.   

—————————— 

From today’s perspective, Dr. Hyman’s Red Square experiment seems humble, 

almost quaint. It assumes that a phone will affect what you see only as you’re using it, 

and that when you put your device down, your attention is free to return to your 

immediate surroundings. In all probability, it suggests that you will once again notice 

the absurd and the unusual, all the crazy clowns weaving through the crowd, riding 

unicycles. 
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Today, many students who saw the clown would have twitched toward their 

smartphones. By reflex, they would have Snapchatted the sight, Tweeted a quip about 

it, or shot a short clip for their Instagram story. They would have looked not to their 

friends, but to their screens. The clown would have become a media event shaped by 

the communication forms ready at hand. Those who didn’t notice him would later 

realize so not because a researcher asked them, but because the clown also rode by on 

their social media feeds.  

Nevertheless, we can still learn from Dr. Hyman’s study, albeit in a different 

way. As a concept, inattentional blindness gestures toward the fact that what we attend 

shapes our world, helping sort out what’s included and what’s not. Perhaps this is how 

we should best think about attention, not as a resource that is saleable and quantifiable, 

but as a faculty to that we might direct with care. In doing so, we might refuse the 

limitations imposed by an economic vocabulary.30 We might resist becoming the 

passive, lazy, instinctive, and easily manipulated human that behavior designers 

describe, and reclaim a deeper sense of engagement with the world. With effort, we 

might salvage the prospect of sinking deeply into a novel, of quietly reflecting during a 

free afternoon, of indulging in the rich play of our imaginations. Yes, our ability to 

attend might be limited, but it is not a finite resource. At a foundational level, it can 

neither be bought nor sold.  

Of course, I could be wrong. Designers of behavior and habit might have 

already infiltrated our minds too deeply for us to do away with them so easily. They 

might have rewired our brains and staked claims to our cognition. This possibility will 

comprise the focus of the following chapter.  
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3. Always Online: Life on the Cybernetic Hook 

 

 Several years ago, Trevor Prideaux became the first person to install a 

smartphone into his very own arm. His device of choice was a Nokia C7, his arm of 

choice the left one. "Now when I get call I can either hold my arm up to my ear or put 

it on speaker phone,” he remarks in a Telegraph article, posted online in 2011. “I can 

also take it out if I need to. Texting is also much easier and a lot safer.”  

The Nokia device snaps into Prideaux’s forearm, “between my stump socket 

and the single knob rotary that holds my limb attachments in place,” as he puts it. 

Prideaux, if you haven’t already guessed, wears a prosthesis (he was born with one arm 

abbreviated to the elbow), and has done so since he was three years old.1 The addition 

of the smartphone merely constitutes an upgrade, albeit it a telling one.  

Prideaux’s story dramatizes the more mundane tale of how many of us have 

become inseparable from our smartphones. Indeed, studies suggest that people 

experience anxiety when disconnected from their devices,2 and that one-third of 

Americans would rather give up sex than their smartphone.3 In many ways, the thing is 

just as much a part of us as it is a part of Prideaux. Without it, we experience a lack, an 

unfilled notch in our very selves. 

Although we like to think of the smartphone as a tool—it’s a technology, after 

all— we often treat it more like a prosthesis, an extension of our normal-functioning 

bodies and minds. The philosopher David Chalmers makes this point clear in his 

foreword to a book authored by Andy Clark, his colleague and collaborator. Writing as 

the new owner of an iPhone in 2007, Chalmers explains, 
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The iPhone has already taken over some of the central functions of my brain. It 

has replaced part of my memory, storing phone numbers and addresses that I 

once would have taxed my brain with. It harbors my desires: I call up a memo 

with the names of my favorite dishes when I need to order at a local restaurant. 

I use it to calculate, when I need to figure out bills and tips. It is a tremendous 

resource in an argument, with Google ever present to help settle disputes. I 

make plans with it, using its calendar to help determine what I can and can’t do 

in the coming months. I can even daydream on the iPhone, idly calling up 

words and images when my concentration slips.4  

 

For Chalmers, the iPhone is not a tool to possess, but rather a prosthesis to use; it is 

something that he thinks through, something that renders cognitive tasks like 

remembering, researching, and calculating easier. The iPhone improves Chalmers. It 

makes him smarter, more efficient, and perhaps even more creative, at least from his 

perspective. When his friends joke that he might as well have the device implanted into 

his brain, Chalmers replies with a quip: “all [that] would do is speed up the processing 

and free up my hands. The iPhone is part of my mind already.”5 

  If Chalmers’ initial reaction to the iPhone seems odd, it’s because he was 

uniquely primed to think about thought in this particular way. Working with Clark in 

the late 1990s, Chalmers co-authored a groundbreaking philosophical article about the 

possibilities of expanding human cognition beyond the commonly-accepted boundary 

of the human body. What resulted is called “the Extended Mind Hypothesis,” which 

they formulate as follows: “If, as we confront some task, a part of the world functions 

as a process which, were it done in the head, we would have no hesitation in 

recognizing as part of the cognitive process, then that part of the world is…part of the 

cognitive process.”6 When we use paper and pen to practice long division or to sketch 

arguments, when we use books to store information and to organize knowledge, even 

when we use language to formulate ideas and to brainstorm—all of these can be seen 
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as ways in which we have outsourced internal cognitive tasks to external media. They 

can all be considered forms of human thought.  

Of course, Chalmers and Clark add a few qualifications. For a piece of the 

world to truly count as part of the cognitive process, it must be “in the loop,” tightly 

“coupled” with the human organism and playing an active, ineliminable role. If it goes 

missing, the cognition must change—the relevant bit must be just as necessary to the 

completion of a given task as the more typical features of the internal brain are. 

Additionally, Clark and Chalmers note that their model is most convincing when it’s 

portable. For this reason, they specify that, “for coupled systems to be relevant to the 

core of cognition, reliable coupling is required.”7 When you need to make a 

calculation, you must have your calculator at the ready. When you need to remember 

something, you must have your notepad in your pocket. When you need to send a 

message or take a photo, you must have your smartphone in hand. Just like the brain, 

these resources must be accessible at the very moment you need them to think.  

 It’s easy to see the appeal of today’s digital technologies for somebody holding 

these views. A recent New Yorker profile of Andy Clark describes him as a lover of all 

things new and techy. He gleefully embraces the algorithmically-targeted ads that 

many of us take as invasive, and joyfully anticipates a future in which he can use a 

neural implant to make phone calls, or perhaps even a special t-shirt to track his mood. 

Clark embraced (and clung to) the roundly-maligned Google Glass, and is always 

looking for new gadgets to incorporate into his cognitive work. As a philosopher, he 

seeks intellectual collaboration and textual compilation. He likens losing his laptop to 

having a stroke.8 
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—————————— 

Philosophers like Clark and Chalmers constitute only a small portion of a 

growing, intellectually diverse cadre of technologists who expound upon the 

transcendent possibilities of the networked mind. Many of these folks live in hyper 

attention, preferring to flit between info-fragments rather than waste time plunging into 

any single text. They talk in terms of efficiency, of how they can selectively access just 

the right bit at just the right moment, and then flash on to the next pertinent thing. 

Whereas others languish in disorientation or distraction, these undaunted cyber-souls 

sally forth in purposeful pursuit, working as expert text hunters who find creativity in 

networked variety, memory capacity in massive server farms. For many of them, time 

devoted to leisurely flipping through a book is time wasted.9 Why not Cntrl+F search 

an eBook and move on with it? The rest is fluff, mere distraction.   

People of this ilk like to imagine that the tentacles of the internet have been 

wound, spliced, and wired into their very brains. Their experience suggests that their 

capacity to think has become so entangled with their access to digital information that 

they have become cyborgs, human-machine hybrids united through frictionless 

interface design. Whether or not we choose to accept this view, our interactions with 

technology increasingly bias us towards it.10 The rise of virtual and augmented reality 

experiences convinces us that our perceptions can be replaced (or at least duped) by 

digital models, while simultaneously revealing that we might escape from our 

embodied selves merely by plugging our senses in. Even in their day-to-day operations, 

smartphones have a similar effect. They demonstrate not only that we can vanish into 

our social media personas, digital avatars, and animated emoji, but also that the devices 
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themselves can vanish into us. Indeed, Apple designed the latest iPhone to be edgeless, 

all display. Their PR spin? That it’s a “physical object that disappears into the 

experience.”11 It becomes part of you.   

The contentious field of cybernetics supports this view and advances it a step 

further: in cybernetics, the conflation of human and machine is neither metaphorical, 

experiential, nor explanatory, but factual. Since the 1940s, cybernetics has sought to 

understand all life—human and animal, artificial and machine—as informational 

processes ordered by communication and control systems. Under their model, every 

organism exists at the nexus of feedback loops, which, at their core, are understood as 

computational constructs based in information.12 While this stance might seem at once 

ambitious and bizarre, cybernetics is not some fringe academic dalliance; rather, it 

constitutes a consequential field that informs specialists working in professions as 

diverse as cognitive neuroscience and behavioral psychology, systems theory, 

philosophy, electrical engineering, and more. N. Katherine Hayles demonstrates this 

significance in her book, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, 

Literature, and Informatics, which describes how the field’s assumptions and 

productions increasingly shape our culture, achieving considerable clout as information 

technologies rise toward ubiquity. Surely, Hayles insists, cybernetics is not something 

that we can afford to ignore. To understand its considerable impact—and its relation to 

smartphones—we must examine the discipline, probe it, and unearth some of the 

suppositions and biases buried in its history.  

One of the earliest and most consequential assumptions made in cybernetics is 

that information is capable of conveying a message but is, by itself, meaningless. This 
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strange formulation stems from a technical problem, which required that information 

have a stable computational value as it moved across contexts, from one material to 

another. If information was encoded with meaning as it made these shifts, its value 

would have to change, too. The reason is commonsensical: if I yell “Cannonball!” at a 

swimming pool, it will mean something different than if I scream it at a Civil War 

reenactment. Likewise, from a cybernetics standpoint, it is a long stretch for a silicon 

chip to interpret the same meaning as a neuron, but less so for the two to make similar 

meaning out of the same binary pattern. The field thus defined information as “a 

probability function,” one specific signal pattern out of many possible ones, pure and 

unburdened by neither dimension, materiality, nor meaning. Significantly, this 

formulation was not intended for large-scale usage, but for the specific purposes of 

cybernetic modeling.13  

Nevertheless, Hayles finds that this strategic definition soon swelled into broad 

ideology; it just proved too irresistible to the technological imagination. If information 

and materiality are distinct, the thinking went, then one must supersede the other. The 

calculation proved simple, the answer clear. In the West, we have a long tradition of 

privileging the abstract over the embodied. Since Plato, we have assumed that the 

former is clean, consistent, eternal—even “Ideal”—while the latter is messy, fluxing, 

and finite. Information theory offered us the salvation that we’ve so long sought. It 

enchanted us with the possibility that all life arises from informational feedback loops, 

which may flow from flesh to silicon and back again without enduring any 

consequential change. It assured us that human immortality is possible, that we may 

achieve it if only we can capture consciousness in binary and download it onto a 



47 

 

computer powerful enough for its support.14 It told us that information reigned 

supreme.  

Decades hence, we can now locate ourselves in what many term the late 

Information Age, a period when networking has become so widespread that even 

everyday objects run replete with information, wirelessly linked together to form an 

“Internet of Things.” Coordinated by the smartphone, smart objects—named for their 

ability to both gather information and intelligently act upon it15—are quickly popping 

up all around us. Automated thermostats, robotic vacuums, activity and diet trackers, 

fridges that count groceries, even toothbrushes that gauge hygiene habits and speakers 

that speak—all of these gadgets and more testify to us daily that information 

supersedes matter itself. Each product promises to its users algorithms so efficient, 

models so exact, and functionalities so convenient that all the mundane decisions, petty 

feelings, and obnoxious chores that used to clutter their lives can fade off into 

unimportance. Their information will take care of them. The Internet of Things thus 

bends our inhabited world toward its cybernetic sister. Through sheer routine and 

exposure, ubiquity and penetration, it convinces us not only of information’s 

importance, but also of its higher verity. 

With information on top, the Internet of Things inverts the ways in which we 

measure and account for our lives. I can now tell that my house is cold not because I 

feel myself shiver, but because my smart thermostat notifies me through an app. I 

know my workout was good not because I’m tired, but because my Fitbit tracked my 

heart rate and graphed it on my smartphone screen. I can be sure that I’m not missing 

anything because my calendar compiled all the plans that I made over email, Facebook, 
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and text message into one place, and, for a moment, at least, that place is empty. To 

this end, my information attains a reality that the physical world and my feelings about 

it cannot reach; it becomes more real than my own perceptions and experiences.  

I have of late caught myself suspicious of my own surroundings, of the people I 

meet and of the basic facts of my life. Am I really where I think I am, or am I 

somewhere else by accident? I arrive at a friend’s house for the first time and check 

Google Street View to ensure that I’m knocking on the right door. I meet somebody 

new and scour the internet to see if they really produce documentaries, or if they’re 

lying instead. I try to recall the year that I traveled to Utah’s sandstone slabs—was it 

2014 or 2015? — and scroll through my Facebook page until I find a photo whose date 

confirms that it was, in fact, 2014. Information comforts me when I cannot. With my 

smartphone in my pocket, surety can swipe ambiguity away.  

Like much of life in the Information Age, however, this certainty is mostly 

cerebral. I raise my smartphone from pocket to chin and stop; context fades in its 

importance, disappears just as it did for information itself. The smartphone is only 

mobile insofar as we always have it with us. Its use requires that we pull our attention 

away from our bodies and arrest ourselves, wherever we may be. Seized by 

information’s immaterial embrace, we become pure interface: mind and machine 

unified through the flow of light, sound, and electricity. The physical world beyond the 

screen sinks away.  

The experience is disorienting. I look up from my phone to discover myself 

stopped pole-like amidst the pedestrian bustle, or tilting leftward in a slow, off-balance 

slide toward the ground. Small shocks like these remind me of my first jest with virtual 
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reality. Strapping a smartphone to my face and thick headphones over my ears, I was in 

a helicopter above Australia, looking through a clanking door toward the expansive 

Outback in the back of a pick-up truck trundling along a desert road stopped dead in an 

empty town. Pausing, I panned my head left, right, down—nothing, no body. I was 

pure perspective, floating mind. I had no control and felt sick that my senses had been 

so easily tricked. I pulled the headset off and noticed the weight of my feet on the floor. 

The cybernetic model and its pop culture correlate purport to level human and 

machine on the same plane of being, but really they reduce both to a weakened state of 

abstraction.16 Since we value information over materiality, patterned signal wins out 

over messy flesh, leaving us users with a sense of self dispersed across distant, 

intangible networks.17 The bodily boundaries that previously set limits to our daily 

interactions thus give way to several new ones: transmission speed, network 

availability, user interface. What manifests to us as real shifts as a result; indeed, it 

requires a distinctly cybernetic disposition to describe reality as an algorithm ready to 

be hacked (as the multimedia star Donald Glover does in a recent interview),18 or, as 

per Elon Musk’s Matrix-inspired vision, as a program run by intelligent robots on a 

massive computer.19 In both stories, information rises above all else.  

Of course, irony short-circuits the logical core of this take on reality, for only a 

specific confluence of embodied circumstances can sustain the illusion of 

information’s immateriality.20 Only a person who has lived with smart technologies 

can believe that information is truly context-neutral, and only a person who has grown 

accustomed to them could not think enough to care. No matter how strong the 

deception, no matter how layered the digital artifice, context matters—it’s where the 
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meaning resides. Even in the late Information Age, the material world still shapes our 

beliefs and behaviors. It tells us what is possible and hints at what we can expect. It 

gives us tools to think with, prostheses to act through. Environment and information 

ceaselessly shape one another, and our embodied selves flux, stretch, and reform at 

their boundless interface. 

 Recall the habit-forming products, persuasive tech models, and behavior 

design labs of the previous chapter. By co-opting knowledge from cognitive 

psychology and neuroscience, these forces all exploit the deep intermingling of 

information and embodiment as they seek new ways to manipulate behavior. When Nir 

Eyal lauds an app for ingeniously “hijacking” a user’s mind before thought occurs, his 

choice of metaphor is not incidental; just as the hijacker rewires a car to spark its 

ignition, so the habit designer rewires a user’s brain to retrain her cognition. To return 

to Andy Clark, this neural rewiring connects brain and device through the creation of a 

new feedback loop, thus heralding forth a “new systemic whole.” Consequently, the 

unconscious assumptions that a habituated user makes about her capacities for action 

begin to change—she starts to incorporate her prosthesis automatically.21 Through the 

fleshy circuitry of her body, the smartphone thus assumes an active role in the mind of 

its beholder. It plugs itself not only into prosthetic arms, but into the brain, too.  

Recent findings in psychology already demonstrate how tight this human-

machine coupling has become. One study, for example, suggests that those who 

photograph experiences actually remember them in less detail than those who don’t, 

likely because the brain, in all its lazy splendor, assumes that it will have digital access 

to the image when it needs it.22 Evidence also indicates that a similar mechanism 
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underlies what experts call the “Google Effect,” or “digital amnesia,” a condition that 

describes how we are less likely to store a piece of information in our long-term 

memory if we believe that it will be available in the future. As if prioritizing the path of 

the loop rather than its particular features, the brain instead encodes where that 

particular piece of information is located.23 Below the level of consciousness, the brain 

assumes that some external memory sources will remain ever-accessible, always in 

reach of its looping cognition.  

Importantly, this articulation does not unify mind and machine through the 

cybernetic flow of binary bits, but rather through habituated, embodied interaction. 

Here, information regains its context; it enters the flesh and flows as blood. In his work 

How Societies Remember, the British social anthropologist Paul Connerton labels this 

category of embodied learning incorporating practices. In doing so, he calls attention 

to ways in which information of all kinds can bypass the conscious mind, entering and 

living through the human body—the corpus—instead. Connerton names both posture 

and learning to type as good examples of this concept, emphasizing how people can 

only learn these abilities by dint of trying. Surely, a hand will never learn to navigate a 

keyboard that it never touches.24 

Although Connerton primarily focuses on the ways in which incorporating 

practices can pass from person to person, pieces of material culture like the smartphone 

can also achieve similar effects. Through habituation, the smartphone teaches its users 

to reach for it when they receive a notification. The device instructs them to click on 

red bubbles, to pull down to refresh, and to always anticipate interruption. The 

phenomenon of phantom vibrations—when a person’s body simulates the bzzz of an 



52 

 

incoming message—represents but one way that electronic devices can condition the 

body,25 suggesting both the power of their reward structures and our susceptibility to 

them. So-called “text neck” represents another way, naming the situation when a 

person’s neck has reversed in curvature—from proud, backward arch to solemn, 

rounded slump—after he or she has spent too much time slouched over a screen. Back 

pain and deformed spinal discs are the reward for incorporating this particular postural 

practice, which is becoming increasingly common as smartphones rise in prevalence.26 

I sometimes imagine how the multitudinous bodies of my generation will look 

and feel a decade from now. In my mind, I see rounded shoulders and necks arched like 

colorless rainbows. I observe tired eyes and saggy brows, and digits that twitch, fidget, 

and tremble on limbs that are, on the whole, quite static. The words hyper and 

sedentary will coexist in these bodies. I envision a people shaped by and for the 

technologies of the late Information Age, their minds programmed toward skittishness 

by the ceaseless demands of the attention economy. Each body will bow before her 

screen as if in reverence, unable to look away. Like a shock collar, phantom vibrations 

will keep wandering minds in line, baiting them from image to image, advertisement to 

advertisement, bit by digital bit. These are bodies that will exist in matter but find life 

in cyberspace. 

Situated below the level of awareness, incorporating practices derive their 

power from subtlety. Studies in neuroscience suggest that they inhabit the basal 

ganglia, a part of the brain associated with unconscious belief and action.27 Formed as 

a result of repeated reward-seeking behavior (the constant search for likes, 

notifications, online social connections, etc.), they eventually shed their positive guise 
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and slip into people’s daily routines, unremarked upon and unnoticed. Suddenly, like a 

soldier snapping into salute at “attention,” or a churchgoer lowering her head in 

collective prayer, the smartphone owner twitches into action with the flash of a 

notification. The response is unconsidered, the movement below thought. Only the 

body understands.28   

When it comes to incorporating practices, performance implies acceptance, and 

therein lies the danger. Writing of politics, Hayles remarks that ascendant regimes 

often direct their initial efforts toward the destruction of old habits, seeking to replace 

them with fresh ones of their own. Through embodied ideology, these new habits 

support and sustain the new power; through subconscious residence, they resist 

intellectual challenge. The shape of daily life hence bows toward the new social order, 

slowly, ceaselessly, and with force. Changes in belief, desire, and behavior naturally 

follow, and the new regime secures its power through all the small, embodied acts that 

make up our daily lives.  

The smartphone is no different in its effects; through incorporating practices, it 

urges us toward a world of information that its designers and engineers alternately 

dream, draft, sell, reform, and sell again. Here, the rising power is not a new regime or 

a novel form of government, but the big business of Big Tech, centered in Silicon 

Valley and epitomized by a relentless drive for more data, more control, and more 

profit. The ascent has been quick, the dominance seamless; in the span of a few 

decades, tech companies have quickly risen to the top of the U.S. economy. In terms of 

market capitalization (the total value of outstanding shares), Apple closed 2017 

occupying the number one spot, Alphabet (Google) came in at number two, and 



54 

 

Microsoft, Facebook, and Amazon.com rounded out the top five.29 None of these 

companies even existed fifty years ago, and the majority of them have been in business 

for less than twenty-five years. Nevertheless, through the relentless demands, 

functions, and possibilities of the smartphone, we have incorporated them—the 

country’s largest corporations—into our very selves. Each time we unthinkingly react 

to the beep, buzz, or ring of our gadgets, we tacitly accept their power into our lives. 

What we do and what we notice shifts accordingly.  

—————————— 

We have been warned of the dangers inherent in technological structures like 

these. Aldous Huxley’s 1932 dystopian classic, Brave New World, reads prophetically 

today, presenting the reader with a caste-based society of people happily oblivious to 

the controls enacted through them daily. Huxley’s novel opens in the Central London 

Hatchery and Conditioning Center, where an unnamed Director conducts a student 

tour. Under his lead, we follow the group from the facility’s incubating chamber, to its 

decanting lab, to its infant nursery, which is doubly labeled as the “NEO-

PAVLOVIAN CONDITIONING ROOM.” Here, we see workers wheel out carts of 

eight-month-old babies for a demonstration. Combining electric shocks with the sounds 

of bells, whistles, sirens, and explosions, the workers train the infants to fear things that 

the prevailing order has classified as either superfluous or too threatening. “They’ll 

grow up with what the psychologists used to call an ‘instinctive’ hatred of books and 

flowers,” the Director comments. “They’ll be safe from books and botany all their 

lives.”30 
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The conditioning continues, with older children subjected to the relentless play 

of recorded propaganda as they sleep through the night. Platitudes about class, sex, and 

economics reverberate from bed to bed, helping to instill among the kids all the more 

complex habits and dispositions for which genetic engineering remains inadequate. 

This process concludes, the Director adds, only when “at last the child’s mind is these 

suggestions, and the sum of the suggestions is the child’s mind. And not the child’s 

mind only. The adult’s mind too…The mind that judges and desires and decides—

made up of these suggestions. But all these suggestions are our suggestions!” The 

Director shouts in triumph, banging his hand hard on the table in celebration of all his 

achievements in behavior design.31  

The adults that result from these practices can hardly be called adults at all, and 

yet they may haunt today’s reader with their eerie familiarity. Leading busy lives 

ordered by labor, consumption, and entertainment, they learn to detest solitude and 

maintain emotional distance, both from themselves and from one another. (“Feeling 

lurks in that interval between desire and its consummation,” notes the narrator, 

sounding much like Nir Eyal. “Shorten that interval, break down all those old 

unnecessary barriers.”32) Adults in the novel are addicted to stimulation and can neither 

endure quiet nor comprehend privacy. Like children, they find it impossible to control 

their impulses. Facing fear, boredom, or any other mild displeasure, they anesthetize 

themselves with soma, a dreamy drug that absents them from both time and body much 

in the same way that Pinterest, Instagram, or YouTube does for a person today. They 

pass lives of pure reaction, and are unable to formulate ideas beyond the limited scope 

of their conditioning.33 They are trapped by the habits engrained within themselves.   
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Huxley foresaw the power of the incorporating practice; he predicted the ways 

in which discoveries in psychology and neuroscience would couple with advances in 

technology to change the nature of the human subject. However, he got the mechanics 

wrong. Whereas Huxley’s Brave New World envisions a controlling superstructure, we 

instead find ourselves caught in web of personal devices, each one acting like a little 

conditioning center unto itself. Training comes from the bottom up—not the top 

down—and that makes a world of difference. It leaves room for context, meaning, and 

the freedom to envision a way out.   

Hatched in a bureaucratic dystopia, the people of Brave New World find 

themselves impoverished of all the methods by which most people situate their lives: 

the Hatchery and Conditioning Center strips them of family; the education system 

cheats them of history; the absence of religion snatches them from the feet of god; and 

the über-industrial city blocks them from most traces of the more-than-human world. 

People instead locate themselves in their social class and the work schedule that goes 

along with it—abstract contexts given unto them from on high. They know only what 

they have, and can conceive of only what is. They live in a time out of time, a space out 

of space: pattern, information.  

We are not so unfortunate. Even though the smartphone urges its users toward a 

domain devoid of context, it cannot yet control our experience entirely. Not everyone 

has text neck, and even those who do have other joints that tilt the head up. A world 

beyond the digital always stretches before us, if only we can muster the attention to 

notice it. However, as we will see in the following chapter, this possibility does not 

relieve us of the hook; rather, it complicates the catch. Our digital and inhabited worlds 
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are more entangled than we’d often like to think, and navigating the nexus between the 

two remains a tough line to follow.  
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4. Living in Simulation: Private Bubbles and Commercial                              

         Spaces 

 
I am at the center of my screen and on a freeway entrance ramp.  

 I know where I am; I do not know where I am.  

 There is no time to puzzle through this koan because with each whoosh of a 

passing car rush hour traffic seems more malevolent, more set on killing me, a boy on a 

bicycle in a place where bicycles and boys are not supposed to be. I can thank Google 

Maps for this. 

 I dismount my bike and pull off onto a grassy patch protected by the inner 

curve of the on-ramp. SUVs, buses, and feisty Priuses zip by, suspension cocked 

toward the outer edge of the turn as they roar into traffic. Fingers tense on handlebars, I 

stare down car after car, desperately seeking gaps in the flow. I jolt forward, and then 

back, not sure that I can make it. My calf develops an uncontrollable twitch; my heel 

bounces up and down. A break opens and I bolt across the road, hop a curb and land on 

the downslope of another dead space between lanes. A patch of grass leads me down to 

a less busy road, which I cross. Safely out of traffic, I plop back down on my saddle 

and rest.  

 I pull out my phone to see where I am. A blue dot indicates that I am still at the 

center of my screen, but now off the blue path that is supposed to lead me home. I 

notice that I had taken a wrong turn, that my phone’s 2D screen couldn’t delineate 

between the two planes of traffic and that I had gone off-route as a result—hence the 

on-ramp, hence the terror. I pull out my water bottle as Google recalibrates my 

position, take a couple glugs. The phone displays a new course, my projected arrival 



59 

 

time delayed by an extra eight minutes. I exhale, replace the bottle, and pedal back into 

the road, phone tightly clasped between right palm and handlebar. Bzzz it vibrates, bzzz 

bzzz bzzz, as if growing angry. I glance at its screen and turn around. I’ve already 

started in the wrong direction. Will I ever get home? 

—————————— 

 This was my first bike snafu in a summer of many. It took place in early June, 

when I had just landed in Portland, Oregon, for a training that would last several 

months. After securing a room in a house just south of Portland’s municipal border, I 

decided to commute by bike all summer long—no car, no metro, just pounding legs 

and spinning wheels. I had made similar commitments in the past (mostly in smaller 

towns), and thought that the city would make for an exciting challenge.  

Before setting out on my first morning commute, I opened Google Maps to 

show me the way. I was in a hurry, and the app provided fast, convenient directions 

that I considered trustworthy. It did not take long for me to learn otherwise. Within the 

first month, I turned up-traffic on several one-way streets, rode through an array of 

sketchy warehouse complexes, and skittered across many a four-lane arterial, all on 

Google’s command. I imagined that there were ways to avoid these dangers, but didn’t 

yet know how to find them. Instead, I chased the blue line of the GPS as it trailed me 

along toward my destination, which always remained off-screen and out of sight until I 

had nearly arrived. Since the program reorients the map with every turn, I barely ever 

knew which direction I was headed. I was in the center of the screen, and though I 

pedaled, it seemed as if the city moved around me.1  

—————————— 
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Today, the fashionable and curmudgeonly alike lament the ways in which 

digital technologies can remove a person from her environment, how they threaten a 

pre-existing presence that holds the social world together. They point to couples texting 

during restaurant dinners, or to bleary-eyed shoppers stroking their screens in the 

checkout line. People today—especially the young, they’ll add—don’t know how to 

just be somewhere. They can’t make conversation. They get shifty and bored at life’s 

slightest lull, and so they default to their phones, where entertainment and distraction 

abound. Digital devices are black holes, dark funnels sucking users straight down into 

complete, desolate absence. A person is either present or she is not; there is no in 

between.  

As with many popular laments, this dismal interpretation of presence isn’t new. 

People have been absenting themselves from their surroundings for centuries at least, 

probably longer. Eager to escape the awkward face-to-face seating of rail cars, early 

train passengers began deflecting their attention toward books and magazines, 

newspapers and journals.2 In the 1970s, the Walkman added an auditory element to 

private escape, offering folks the occasion to override other sounds. With the Gameboy 

came elements of fun and challenge, and with the portable DVD player cinema reels 

began turning on wheels. Rather than offering something substantively new, the 

smartphone merely gathers all of these functions into one sleek, unobtrusive device. 

That it constantly demands our attention only makes these experiences more 

irresistible.  

However, just because we can think about mobile media this way doesn’t mean 

we ought to. GPS programs in particular reveal holes in the facile and absolute 
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separation of presence from absence, the severing of cyber from “real” space. Riding 

my bike that summer in Portland, I experienced the physical and the digital as neither 

diametric nor mutually exclusive, but rather as mutually entangled.3 My attention 

straddled both realms; indeed, it brought them together in motion. Applications like 

Google Maps depend on this possibility; were the world to drop away in toto each time 

I glanced at my phone, I would not have survived that summer of cycling. I would’ve 

run into a car, or dropped my tire in a sewer grate slot and split my face on a curb. 

Inattentional blindness is not complete. The smartphone owner lives in a world 

overlain by the internet, built by what she notices, and affirmed by what she shares. To 

assume otherwise is to misunderstand how we, as people, relate to the spaces we 

inhabit.   

—————————— 

Despite our common use of the term, space is neither singular nor simple. 

When I imagine the city of Portland, I can think of it as a point on a map, labeled in 

bold script. There are lines to show its topography, and a scale to show its size. I can 

envision zooming down toward the city until its borders take shape, noticing how one 

edge hugs the smooth curves of the Columbia, while others branch out in jagged fractal 

blocks; it is a form I’ve seen on t-shirts in Powell’s City of Books. 

 I can think of places like Powell’s City of Books, as well as other organizations 

that help define the city—Sisters of the Road, the food cart district, Voodoo donuts, the 

Hollywood Theatre, the Crystal Ballroom, Stumptown Coffee—the list goes on and 

makes one drool. I can also recall the parks—Forest Park and Laurelhurst, the Rose 
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Garden and Sauvie Island—and all the museums, colleges, and public squares, too. 

Each has a name that helps define the city and tell its story. 

Writing of all kinds scribbles over the town, marking it with significance. 

Portlanders recall popular accounts of pioneering loggers and eccentric mayors, of 

Zoobombers charging down hills on kids’ bikes, of the sky darkening when Mt. St. 

Helens erupted, spewing lava and ash into the city air. Statues and public art offer these 

stories to residents and tourists alike as they read the city by foot.  

We get a different feel for a space when we enter it ourselves; we measure it 

with our bodies and try to fit it to experiences past. We notice scale, begin to 

understand the heft of bridges and the chill of the river. We hear music and take photos, 

make calls, get recommendations, discover soggy breakfast joints and frequent dim 

hipster bars. We find spaces we’d like to return to, and others that we’d happily avoid. 

The city gains dimension, depth.  

These elements—ever-changing and always in flux—contribute to our 

construction of a space. With imagination and symbols, representations, experiences 

and physical material,4 each of us builds the space in which we find ourselves; then, 

through the act of living together, we see how our creation maps onto those of others. It 

is through this sharing that we can gain a sense of a space’s reality. We hold it together 

just as it holds us.  

 The collaborative dimension of space becomes indisputable each time you 

venture out from home and begin moving through it. Peddling around Portland. I stop 

at traffic lights to let those with whom I share the road pass by. I swerve around 

walkers on community greenways, break to avoid bird poop and broken glass. 



63 

 

Movement demands watchfulness, lest we become blind to one another and crash into 

a catastrophic pile. Always, a sense of exposure pervades the city.  

I stop to watch something silly or striking—a homeless man trucking his 

marijuana plant around in a wheel barrow, or an eagle fishing from a Douglas-fir. 

Pleasure and variety come with attentiveness, too. The bangs and beeps of construction 

startle me, and I continue on my way. With time, I feel drained by traffic’s constant 

buzz. The city can be exhausting. Eventually, I must retreat into myself, turtle-style, to 

seek refuge.  

————————— 

 Although the demands of public space urge a person out, it is possible to find 

escape by turning inwards. Humans have an amazing capacity to ignore. We may focus 

on our thoughts at the expense of our surroundings, and what once seemed annoying or 

threatening may fade away into inconsequence. Whether in vivid imagination or in 

stolid avoidance, we can plunge into worlds of our own. In this way, the inner self 

offers a private refuge from the public body. It insulates a person from all the shocks of 

the city.  

Writing in the early twentieth century, the German sociologist Georg Simmel 

was perhaps the first to understand this.5 His work strives to comprehend the 

relationship between social structures and the individual lives passed therein. In 

Simmel’s view, people find stimulation in difference; a person’s mental life gains its 

vivacity not through internal play, but through its engagement with reality’s constant 

flux. As time putters forth, people notice contrast and variety, which open space for the 

thought and reflection that may occur in moments of quiet. It is through these mental 
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processes that we may locate individuality amidst instability, reaffirming some 

coherent sense of self in a world charged with variation.  

Importantly, Simmel noticed that change is not constant in its progress; 

difference manifests itself in fits and bursts, depending on context. The city, with its 

“rapid telescoping of changing images, pronounced differences within what is grasped 

at a single glance, and the unexpectedness of [its] violent stimuli,” does not at all 

resemble the small town.6  It confronts its inhabitants with a wholly new intensity of 

transformation, one so startling and fast and relentless that it threatens the very 

possibility of individual stability. Simmel lived through the rise of this type of city. He 

saw how stimulation could overcome a person.   

Simmel believed that the city demanded a new defense for mental life, one that 

protected the individual from losing herself to the day’s hurricane of shock and change. 

He found refuge in the idea of a “protective organ,” an interior world into which a 

person may retreat when “the profound disruption…fluctuations[,] and discontinuities 

of the external milieu” became too much to bear.7 Simmel held that individuals 

constructed an inner sanctuary with their upper-level rational minds (the most 

adaptable of mental faculties, in his opinion), and that a person’s urban experience lost 

much of its emotional dimension as a result. The ultimate effect was detachment, both 

from one’s surroundings and from one’s self.  

In Simmel’s view, the development of an interior life protected the modern 

person’s sense of stability, but in the process also severed her from her most 

sympathetic faculties.8 People looked but did not see, experienced but did not feel.9 

The process thus perpetuated itself; as personal bubbles hardened, so did the city, and it 
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became more and more uncomfortable to open oneself to the vibrancies of the 

metropolis. In many ways, public space began to lose its shared qualities; it became 

something to pass through, a dead intermediary between private realms of comfort. 

Simmel found these changes in mental life inextricably linked to the dizzying 

commercialism of the urban experience. The “money economy and the domination of 

the intellect stand in the closest relationship to one another,” he writes. “They have in 

common a purely matter-of-fact attitude in the treatment of persons and things in which 

a formal justice is often combined with an unrelenting hardness.”10 No longer were 

goods made for and by distinct people, nor were people any longer distinct goods; both 

became interchangeable, valuable under the umbrella of their utility alone.11 It took 

little time for the ruthless logic of mathematics to prevail, thus “transforming the world 

into an arithmetical problem and…fixing every one of its parts into a mathematical 

formula.” In Simmel’s day, people strapped themselves with wrist watches;12 today, 

they carry smartphones.  

 A similarly cold logic pervades today, only it serves the attention economy and 

its concomitant vanities instead. All public mistakes and mishaps have the potential to 

go viral, if only someone is there to document them. One lucky video could mean a 

flurry of likes, shares, and comments, or perhaps even a bit of short-lived fame. I often 

see folks walk by a car crash, police arrest, or some other spectacle and slyly snap a 

photo. Their reflex inclines them to record rather than to help out. I once took a photo 

of a woman whose German Pointer had squatted in the middle of a busy road to do his 

business. It never occurred to me that I might help stop traffic instead; all I saw was a 
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funny image and the potential to share it. The world around me was digital content, not 

embodied context. My capacity for empathy decreased accordingly.  

If Simmel’s ideas seem commonplace today, they do so not because private 

bubbles are innately human, but because they have become so crucial in our efforts to 

maintain a sense of individuality that we can hardly imagine life without them. Indeed, 

our bubble-building capacities have only improved since Simmel’s time. They have 

become more rationalized and more secure, more complex and more invasive. We have 

enabled this process with developments in technology.  

From the newspaper to the magazine, from the boom box to the Walkman to the 

iPod, from the Viewmaster to the portable DVD player to the Gameboy, the PSP, and 

the Nintendo Switch, we have for years been using private media to control our 

experience of public space. This we have already seen. Each new technology brings 

elements of domestic life out into the open, but does so only for a single person. 

Private bubbles become living rooms—comfortable and entertaining, familiar, too. 

Indeed, the contemporary car is more like a lounge on wheels—complete with large 

screens, surround sound, and plush leather seats—than anything else,13 and what once 

required an entertainment room’s worth of immobile equipment now slips into a 

backpack, or perhaps even a pocket. With these technologies, we may compensate for 

the sense of self-alienation that the bubble so encourages. We can feel comfortable, 

sometimes even intimate, in our estrangement.  

Of course, the smartphone represents the most developed and versatile of these 

technologies. It gathers all of these entertainments into one device, and then offers 

more. With but a few taps, a person can make a phone call, send a text, tweet, post, 
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‘gram, make a meme, skim an article, locate a quick lay—whatever. The point of the 

smart phone—the thing it promises that all of its antecedent couldn’t—is easy 

connection to people who already or might possibly care about you, the holder of the 

device. Songs, movies, and video games cannot do this (or at least cannot sustain the 

illusion of doing so for long). With a smartphone in our pockets, we make ourselves 

terminally available, always open to friendly contact from somebody somewhere else.14     

We have thus retreated inward only to turn back out, albeit in another way. 

Today, our streets run empty with interaction. We see them filled with the chatter of 

people talking to absent others, feel them pounded by the damp tap tap of text 

messages and tweets, but encounter few folks talking to one another in the public, 

physical space we all share. AirPods, Apple’s newest product, slyly floats this trend to 

unbidden heights; the cordless white earbuds sit conspicuously in the wearer’s ear, 

allowing her to talk to friends, search the web, and listen to music without touching 

anything by hand. Folks who plug them in slouch around town stammering to 

themselves, and sometimes to other people; I’ve seen several of them ordering coffee 

with the buds still nestled in-ear, and I’ve also checked out a book from a librarian who 

was wearing them. It seems that the pods sit so lightly in the wearer’s ears that they 

never think to take them out. Hence the bubble gets a physical marker. It says, Don’t 

bother me. I’m in a world of my own.  

We can look to our desire for control to understand how our lives have folded 

into this lonely origami. While I can’t control the city, I can curate my experience of it; 

I can add all the personalized layers of digital media that I like, and then relax in my 

tricked-out safe space. Headphones close one off to contingency and contact; they 
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allow a person to relinquish the fear of a stranger’s approach, because it would be rude 

of her to interrupt. With GPS we don’t have to worry about losing our way and ending 

up somewhere we never intended to go, as long as our maps don’t lead us astray. We 

don’t need to ask for restaurant recommendations, or where the best park is, or where 

we might find a good place to stay—apps and the Internet can answer those questions, 

substantiating our decisions with aggregated review scores and clear images of what to 

expect. And whenever someone threatens to approach us, we can manufacture some 

distraction. I once extricated myself from a bad barber’s haircut by faking a phone call, 

and I know friends who have made similarly shifty moves. We have already discussed 

the potential psychological effects of these dodges, and now we can better understand 

why they’re so attractive and easy to pull.  

App designers know that we seek a safe, knowable world, one that conforms to 

our every expectation and desire. They use big data to profile us, and then employ 

algorithms to curate the content we access accordingly. Those who study these things 

call this phenomenon the “filter bubble,” and argue that it splits fissures through the 

common ground we all share. Each of us occupies an increasingly personalized 

geography, shaped, colored, and controlled by programmers. Importantly, however, 

this is a bubble that works both ways; it not only draws what we like or agree with 

closer, but it also eliminates or mollifies “meaning threats,” those instances when our 

beliefs run up against something that stands stolidly against them.15 With devices like 

the smartphone, our spaces become sanitized, and we need not feel vulnerable to the 

unruly spontaneity of other people and things any longer.  
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I cannot help but recall a recent episode of Black Mirror, a television program 

produced by Netflix. The show centers on a single mother named Marie, who seeks to 

protect her daughter Sara after she goes missing from a playground in the opening 

scene. Following a desperate search and recovery—Sara had merely wandered away—

Marie finds herself in a panic, and soon enrolls her daughter in a trial for a new child 

monitoring technology, called Arkangel. The system includes a neural implant that 

monitors Sara’s location and physical health, as well as a live feed that records 

everything she encounters. From a tablet computer, Marie can check in on Sara any 

time she wants. She can observe what her daughter is doing, and program the system to 

censor anything that it perceives as overly stressful or obscene—an aggressive dog on 

Sara’s walk to school becomes a blur of pixels emitting muffled, robotic barks, and her 

own blood tessellates into a shimmering pattern of geodetic red. A layer of information 

can and will censor anything in Sara’s life. When her grandfather has a stroke and the 

mother is away, Sara is incapable of response; in order to protect her innocence, the 

system blocks his pleas for help, and he dies. It does not take long for Sara to become 

horribly volatile and immature for her age.16  

With the smartphone we trade Arkangel for a different algorithm, albeit a less 

invasive and personal one. This is true of what we see online—recall the filter 

bubble—and what we see in the physical world when we use apps that offer us 

personalized routes and recommendations. Indeed, Google Maps, Yelp, and the like 

shape our experiences of space more than we’d probably prefer to admit, suggesting 

where to go, how to get there, and sometimes even why. In an embarrassing instance of 

smartphone deference, I once forsook a lively restaurant for an empty one simply 
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because the empty one had better reviews online. Apparently, I now trust a large crowd 

of anonymous patrons more than my own eyes, nose, and judgment.  

What this means is that, despite the tech world’s emphasis on individual 

empowerment, we are not the sole authors of our digitally enhanced experiences. 

Outside forces also influence the shape of our bubbles and the paths along which we 

drift them. Unlike Marie, however, app designers do not work out of love for a child—

they work out of love for profit. As a result, our “protective organs” today are neither 

as private nor as pure as we might imagine them to be.  

Digitization blurs boundaries. When I lift my phone to type out a text or draft 

an email, my words become letters, my letters become bits, and everything eventually 

is reduced to collections of ones and zeroes that may be stored somewhere. All of my 

actions are tracked, or at least can be. Savvy collectors can and do sell my data. My 

information moves from company to company, gets intersected by the government, and 

then continues onward, copied and repurposed all along the way. Knowingly or not, I 

usually consent to this, and the distinction between me, the corporate world, and the 

institutions I belong to becomes meaningless.17 My information is everywhere, looped 

through my private bubble and open for all to see. The better a company’s vision, the 

better it can use my data, the more of my attention it can demand, the more control it 

can exert, the more money it can make. All the while, it duplicitously emboldens me by 

collapsing an array of powerful technologies into the palm of my hand.   

—————————— 

 We build our surroundings with whatever we bring nearest to ourselves through 

attention, thought, and imagination.18 There exist parts of Portland that I have seen but 
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remain far from, as well as ones that I have only glimpsed but hold dear. Once, on a 

ride along the river, I came across a line of stones engraved with children’s poetry. “A 

river is wonderful,” wrote one first grader. “It keeps the fish from drying out.” I take a 

few steps forward and glimpse another poem, from a second grader: “A river shivers,/ 

From the mountain’s/ melted snow.” And then a third, from a fifth grader: “Never slam 

it,/ our river Willamette.” I did not take any photos, and I only lingered for a minute or 

three, but still I think of this public encounter whenever I recall my time in the city. In 

the years since, I have returned to the spot to share it with family and friends.   

 Big data and the attention economy devalue experiences like this one, for they 

neither participate nor easily assimilate with the digital realm. Silicon Valley would 

have preferred that I had snapped a photo and shared it—along with a geolocation, time 

stamp, and caption—on social media, or at least that I had saved the image to the 

cloud. These are actions that they can gain data from, sets of information that can help 

them flesh out a model of my digital self. They reap profits from this behavior, and so 

they encourage it without end, even in places ostensibly devoted to quiet and slowness. 

When it comes to the smartphone, our bubbles can refract our experiences anywhere.  

 I recently visited Yosemite National Park, a place that I once considered among 

this nation’s grandest and least commercial of public spaces. Excepting a few 

structures—a gift shop, a huddle of hotels, a dining hall—the park is largely devoid of 

opportunities to buy or sell, and if you travel from San Francisco or Silicon Valley, the 

absence is palpable. Along the park’s winding roads tower pine trees and oaks, cedars, 

sequoias and firs. There exists not a single billboard, convenience store, or shopping 
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center. However, the sense of reprieve doesn’t last long. “Attractions”—the park’s 

code for photo opportunities—line the roadway, and they draw the most crowds.  

I made my first stop at Tunnel View, the lookout that made Ansel Adams 

famous. Exiting my car, I discovered hordes of tourists, their shiny screens mounted on 

selfie sticks and raised high into the sky, crowding out the view. Other visitors pointed 

high-caliber lenses toward people posed as models, and still more bunched together for 

photos with family and friends. It was hard to move without butting into somebody 

else’s photoshoot, let alone see what they were trying to capture.   

The scene had become a site of image production and distribution (cell service 

facilitated this), nothing more. Only a smattering of people talked, and fewer still read 

the mini-histories displayed on raised plaques. It was one of the most commercialized 

spaces that I’ve ever encountered. None of the photos would achieve much artistic 

value—the late-morning sun and dimensionless blue sky would ensure that—but 

everyone would capture something worth posting on social media. The public lookout 

had become a gold mine for Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and like. It was a public 

space commercialized by private reflex. The shared nature of the place mattered only 

as much as it made taking photos difficult.  

I climbed a nearby hill and watched the scene from above. It soon became clear 

that the images were more valuable to the tourists than the landscape itself; indeed, 

they held them closer, miniaturized and contained by the hard borders of their glass 

screens. I understood that the basic fact of El Cap’s public existence mattered less than 

the possibility of its being possessed as an image—it had become a social currency to 

be shared as a reflection of one’s private self. As a result, the digital likeness of the 
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Yosemite Valley had gained a reality that the landscape—distant and intangible—

didn’t have. Somehow, it mattered more.  

 I have been told that the Belvedere Museum in Vienna displays two versions of 

Kiss (Lovers), Gustav Klimt’s famous painting. One is the canvas that Klimt himself 

handled, and the other is a reproduction, made for people to take selfies in front of. The 

second became necessary when, several years ago, it became difficult for patrons see 

the original because so many folks blocked it as they posed for pictures. The 

reproduction solved this problem, but in the process changed the very nature of the 

photographic opportunity. It could now take place anywhere; the experience could be 

duplicated again and again without losing anything essential.  

In the vocabulary of Walter Benjamin, what the new reproduction lacks is the 

original’s aura—its particular presence in space and time, its context. When you see 

the painting that Klimt himself handled and brushed, you see distance; the canvas 

carries within itself its passage through history, and it is impossible for a person to get 

too close. The copy, however, meets the viewer halfway; it was made for her and her 

only, but also for every other person who happens see it. The reproduction, says 

Benjamin, thus “extracts sameness even from what is unique.” 19 It retains neither the 

distinctiveness nor the weighty past of the original. It is color layered on paper, not a 

painting from an artist but a fake printed for the masses, who eagerly await the 

opportunity to duplicate it again and again and again.   

 Those who encounter photos of the replica without ever visiting the Belvedere 

Museum will never guess that they stand witness to an image of a reproduction. 

Indeed, in the realm of the internet, the distinction between the real and the fake 
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doesn’t matter. The popular retort “Pics or it didn’t happen” attests to this basic fact; 

here, it is the image that matters most, not the embodied thing that it supposedly 

represents. The French cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard names this reordering of value 

the “precession of the simulacra,” describing how, in modern times, models precede 

the reality that they supposedly represent. In this sense, he argues, we live in the 

“hyperreal,” in simulations that have skipped over their origins and, with symbols, built 

reality anew. Cybernetics rests on this premise. Today, we flicker as information, 

pinging from computer to computer as signal, our feet dragging to bits in fiber optic 

cable.  

The same pattern holds true for our online selves. When I post a photo to social 

media, I participate in a system that is often related to my real life, but not in any 

necessary way. I could—and many people do—enact an online persona that is totally 

contrary to my every day self. I could create the illusion of experiences that I’ve never 

had, and form friendships with people whom I’ve never met in person. Unless 

somebody makes an effort to locate me—to encounter my historical, embodied self—

she will never know the extent of my charade. Where it ends has become immaterial; I 

may shape myself as I wish.20 Of course, the obverse is true, too: I may be molded just 

as well.  

—————————— 

The world we create online and the world we inhabit with our bodies interact 

without pause, creating and shaping one another bit by informational bit. Nevertheless, 

as the digital world assumes primacy, our lived spaces increasingly cede aura for 

simulation: a sameness takes over, and it is hard to tell what is what.  
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I am reminded of an artisan gift shop near my brother’s apartment in North 

Park, a hip neighborhood in San Diego. The store sells smooth ceramic bowls, glass 

jars, succulent plants, and small trinkets of the kind you might see on Etsy. Everything 

is either earth-toned or pastel colored, and the place feel as if it were a popular 

Pinterest page reproduced in a way that admits human bodies. Everything is clean, 

beautiful, and organized, almost digital in its precision.  

The shop occupies a corner lot, and has painted on its south-facing wall a 

gradation of stripes, all complimentary shades of Millennial Pink. At first pass, the wall 

looks like nothing special. On second pass, you wonder why there are still people 

standing in front of it. On third pass, you realize that it is a background made for the 

internet: people line up in front of it to have their photos taken. They pose, fake laughs, 

and hug one another, and then lunge back toward their phones. Hunched over, tapping 

and swiping, they look anxious, frantic, as if they need to see the image themselves to 

reaffirm their reality and relocate any sense of calm. Meanwhile, another person steps 

up to the wall, eager to repeat the same process.   

————————— 

 Back in Portland, I eventually decided that Google Maps had become more of 

an obstacle than an aid. It felt dangerous to constantly check my smartphone during 

rush-hour traffic, and the program’s routes seemed unnecessarily complicated, 

irresponsibly risky. I began constructing a map of the city in my head, remembering 

pleasant bikeways and how they connected to one another. I learned the town’s street-

naming system—ascending numbers away from the river, descending letters away 

from the central Burnside Street—and oriented myself using the cardinal directions. 
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With time, I chose routes that felt safe and pleasurable, even if they took longer than 

Google’s. If I ever got lost, I could always use my GPS to get back on track.  

 I soon chose a favorite bridge: the Tilikum Crossing Bridge of the People, a 

bright white suspension bridge that’s open to bikes, pedestrians, and light rail 

passengers only. I began traversing it at every opportunity, even if it was out of the 

way. I enjoyed its safety, as well as the opportunity to ride close to so many fellow 

cyclists. I felt community as I heard the rattle of chains and the crisp ding of passing 

bike bells. Together, we embraced the cycling life, waking up by bike and spinning 

evening in with smooth, golden pedal strokes. Even if we all kept quiet, we still moved 

in mutually-acknowledged confluence, and that was gratifying enough.  

On clear days, I could look up from the bridge and see all the way to Mount 

Hood, a stratovolcano soaring eleven thousand feet to the east. In a sweeping glance, I 

could also peek at Mt. St. Helens, and then gaze back down to the Willamette River, 

which runs north to the Columbia, and then west to Astoria, where the water finally 

empties out into the Pacific Ocean. I was not at the center of it all, but was undoubtedly 

among it, and so I kept pedaling.  
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5. When Mirrors Become Windows and Screens Open Up 

 

The rays which stream through the shutter 

 will be no longer remembered  

when the shutter is removed. 

  

Henry David Thoreau, Walden 

 

Shortly after the iPhone X came out, users discovered a problem: its selfie 

camera was too good. The device’s TrueDepth technology revealed pores and 

blemishes, bringing pointy noses into relief and forehead wrinkles to the fore. It also 

reduced any distracting backgrounds to a soft blur, placing isolated faces in sharp, 

unforgiving focus. Disgruntled users soon took to Twitter to share their complaints. 

“Don’t take a selfie with an iPhone X camera,” writes Avneedt.Kalha. “It will ruin 

your day.” “You need a whole facial and moisturizing routine along with a spa day 

before you take a selfie on the iPhone X,” opines Mr. Swagittarius. “But seriously,” 

interjects Trevor Velasco, “the camera on the iPhone X makes me 100x more ugly.”1   

The TrueDepth camera exposed how shallow selfie takers can be, but it also 

showed that their obsession has a limit, that they do not want to see their faces in total 

detail. In a way, it broke the spell of Narcissus; it cleared the pool, made it too life-like, 

and so caused users to pause, look up, and perhaps even look out.  

I say make the smartphone camera as gruesomely exact as possible, so vividly 

unflattering that users stop and seek beauty elsewhere. The show Black Mirror is called 

Black Mirror not only to suggest that our screens reflect our darker selves, but also to 

remind us that this particular sort of narcissism isn’t new. The name gestures toward 

the Claude Glass, a small convex mirror used by painters and tourists in the eighteenth 
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century. Like the smartphone, the Claude Glass consists of a blackened surface that 

bends the world toward its beholder. Its use requires a person to turn away from what 

she wants to see, but also allows her to grasp the view, possess it in her hands and 

encompass it with her eyes.2 The purer the glass, the clearer the image. A selfie camera 

is not much different; still, the world beyond our palms slips by, its grace both 

unrecognized and unsung.  

—————————— 

 In 2016, I attended a talk given by Terry Tempest Williams, a renowned nature 

writer and recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship, among other achievements. 

Williams took to the dim stage on a muggy late-summer night, wearing all black. Her 

gray hair shimmered, just barely visible against the blood-red curtains. A dim spotlight 

illumined her when she reached the podium, where she adjusted the microphone.  

 “Acorn, almond, adder, ass,” she began, her voice moving slowly, 

emphatically. “Beaver, boar, bluebell, bullock, blackberry; conker, colt, crocus; canary; 

clover, carnation, catkin, cauliflower, cowslip; dandelion, doe, drake; fern, fungus, 

ferret.”   

Williams wound her way through the alphabet, naming animals and plants. Her 

list felt long and indulgent, but nevertheless carried weight; her intonations were 

priestly.  

 “Vine, violet; walnut, weasel, wren, willow. These are all words that have been 

purged from the Oxford Junior Dictionary. The editors say that they no longer reflect 

the experience of children, and so they have removed them. In their place, they have 

added blog, broadband, bullet point, cut and paste…”  
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Williams continued to list a collection of distinctly contemporary words, ones 

often associated with technology and global-scale concerns: MP3 player, voicemail, 

EU, debate, compulsory, democratic, endangered, Euro.3 Why a child would need to 

know these terms—or whether or not she could understand them—remained an 

unanswered question throughout the presentation. It didn’t matter. Williams was 

speaking against the demise of words she believed in. She was mourning the end of a 

world that the editors of the Oxford Junior Dictionary believed it was their duty to 

destroy.  

"When you look back at older versions of dictionaries,” says Vineeta Gupta, the 

head of junior dictionaries at Oxford University Press, in a 2008 interview, “there were 

lots of examples of flowers for instance [sic]. That was because many children lived in 

semi-rural environments and saw the seasons. Nowadays, the environment has 

changed.”4 

Gupta presents us with one side of the classic chicken and egg problem. What 

he ignores is that language builds our world as much as it reflects it, and that what we 

can articulate shapes what we can notice. Andy Clark, the extended mind philosopher 

discussed in chapter three, describes how the act of naming things helps structure our 

lived environment, grouping similar elements together into categories—a hectic mess 

of wood and leaves becomes a row of poplar trees, and a tangle of white tufts in the sky 

becomes a spread of cirrus clouds. On one level, Clark says, this permits us to sort 

through and make sense of our surroundings; the relative stability of symbols steadies 

our perceptions even as we stand amidst reality’s dynamic flux. However, the act of 

labeling also serves a greater purpose: it heightens our capacity for selective attention. 
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Words give us the ability to choose what we attend to; we can ignore some categories 

in order to concentrate on other ones, and then begin to notice similarities, differences, 

and qualifications. Like a microscope, we can continually magnify and refine our focus 

so long as we have a vocabulary fine enough for the task.5 Language allows us to 

deliberately look beyond ourselves.  

This last point proves crucial. We have seen how behavior designers devise 

ways to hijack users’ minds, installing and endlessly encouraging habits that bypass the 

thought process altogether. When it comes to the smartphone, designers operate on the 

assumption that less thinking is always better, and they do so with great success—

people cannot seem to stop using their products. The key to resistance, then, might 

reside in our careful use language itself.  

To illustrate this idea, Clark relates a lab experiment involving a chimpanzee 

named Sheba. When Sheba is seated beside another chimp for supper, she is instructed 

to point to the dish that she wants. One dish always holds more food than the other, and 

Sheba compulsively points to the larger one. The researchers give that dish to the other 

chimp, which infuriates Sheba, who on further tests cannot seem to figure out what is 

going wrong. However, Sheba knows the language of numbers—that one comes after 

two comes after three, etc.—and when the researchers present the food to Sheba in 

numbered containers, she learns to point to the smaller figure, thus getting more food. 

Her use of material symbols, Clark suggests, offer a sort of mental friction, 

“loosen[ing] the bonds between perception and action” and allowing Sheba to 

overcome her rote reactions. Language, it seems, can thus conquer engrained habit. We 
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can choose to notice the world beyond our devices if only we have the appropriate 

vocabulary ready at hand.6  

However, when the Oxford Junior Dictionary replaces acorn, vine, violet, and 

willow with broadband, MP3 player, and other jargon from the tech world, they take 

away a little bit of our capacity to discern these choices and reason through them. Like 

Sheba, our more urgent desires assume priority, and the worldly abundance that 

endures just beyond them dissipates from our awareness. We become pure reaction, 

trapped in the world of smartphones, smart products, and the bloodless information that 

runs through them all. The habit designers cackle in their fortune, and then design 

emoji that further their cause; indeed, the current emoji dictionary—comprised of a 

whopping 2,666 symbols—includes only eight flowers, four of which are roses. By 

contrast, the same set contains eighty-two expressive emoji faces.7   

These substitutions in language signal a disturbing shift in our lives, one that 

has been implicit so far and that I now seek to make clear: that is, the sharp severing of 

our attention from the more-than-human world that we ceaselessly and inextricably 

participate in, whether we recognize it or not. This is about more than the filter bubble 

and more than our conceptions of space. At a profound level, screens screen—yes, they 

enable us to see far and wide, but they also weave dense sieves just inches from our 

faces, enacting harsh filters on what we can and do see.  

I have a Seattle friend whose roommate never leaves her apartment. She works 

from the kitchen, and when she needs something, she picks up her smartphone or 

laptop and orders it from Amazon.com. The company parades to her doorstep groceries 

and supplies, restaurant dinners and new clothing for the rare occasion that she does 
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venture outside. It being Seattle—Amazon’s command capital—she can order 

something in the morning and have it delivered by afternoon. I imagine this makes her 

feel omnipotent, like royalty. Amazon transforms her every whimsical tap or click into 

indisputable command, so long as she pays enough for it. The same goes for the 

company’s entertainment suite, only faster. Music, movies, TV, and more come 

streaming into her apartment in a profusion too thick for even a lifetime of 

consumption.  

These things appear in her home as if out of nowhere, even though we know 

that this can’t be true. I imagine her apartment sitting atop a great, tangled web, one 

built on the grand complexity of interaction between, among, and across layers of 

people, ideas, plants, rocks, insects, animals, and things, to name just a few. Like a 

pyramid, the web narrows as it rises, but it ascends so high that it obscures itself—it 

breaches the cloud line before it comes to a point at her doorstep, where she takes a 

piece of it into her life. If she bothers to think about origins, she will not see the 

underlying mess (nor will she see that the cloud is, in fact, a physical structure in some 

desert or another). She will instead point to some nearby warehouse, stacked neatly 

with rows of plastic-wrapped products. The trace of the human hands—let alone of the 

more-than-human world—that made any of this possible can and will remain invisible.  

It is lonely atop this hidden tangle. A queen, however high she may sit, has but 

few friends and maintains only meager relation to the common folk. The smartphone 

expands this special dominion out into the world, but in doing so also extends the 

possibilities of self-insulation, the delusion of private omnipotence. We have already 

seen the quantified markers of this–forty-percent of American adults now experience 
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loneliness chronically8—as well its bubble-like spatial effects, but we haven’t yet 

explored its particular qualities. We don’t know yet know exactly who (or what) we are 

missing.   

—————————— 

 Popular coverage of loneliness often seeks to understand it as a symptom of a 

society that delegates even its social tasks to machines and computers. It points out the 

irony between the massive increase in the possibility of connection and the 

concomitant demise of its realization.9 Access, the media suggest, does not mean 

intimacy. Tech writers and cultural commentators alike cite studies correlating swollen 

Facebook use with a rash of isolation, as well as other academic articles examining the 

perceived qualitative difference between liking something and commenting on it in. 

Still more scrutinize the preponderance of meaningless of interactions on Twitter. The 

solution, they all suggest, is more face-to-face interaction, more time devoted to our 

real-life friends. Studies link in-person relationships with feelings of connectedness and 

satisfaction, so unplug and get out. “We make decisions about how we use our 

machines,” writes one commentator in The Atlantic, “not the other way around.”10 

I don’t necessarily dispute this solution, but I also don’t accept it as wholly 

honest or true. We know the ways in which social media exploit our attention, how, 

when it comes to unplugging, our devices will always try to hijack our choices before 

we can even articulate them. We also know that the escape into ourselves isn’t exactly 

new, even if we have plunged deeper and with greater frequency in recent years. 

Moreover—and this is what popular writers ignore most vigorously—we know that our 

mobile technologies shape not only how we communicate, but also what we find worth 
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communicating. Each privilege certain forms of perception and enables distinct types 

of shared worlds at the exclusion of others.11 Memes and 140-character tweets, for 

example, encourage different types of engagement and conversation than, say, novels, 

or even newspapers, for that matter. Today’s mobile media pushes all of our 

interactions toward the byte-sized, the hyper, the narcissistic, the shallow, the 

unsatisfactory.  

The smartphone encourages the delusion that each of us occupies a unique and 

supremely important place in the universe. What’s on your mind? wonders a dialogue 

box at the top my Facebook News Feed. What’s happening? asks Twitter. What are you 

looking for? inquires Amazon. I press the Snapchat icon and am greeted by an image of 

myself, swipe over to YouTube and am shown a selection of recommended videos, each 

perfectly suited to my inimitable interests. I have a full staff of digital butlers in my 

pocket, each personally responsible to me. I can command and request, seek help and 

express; nearly anything can happen from the palm of my hand.   

Loneliness is the dark shadow of this false but glimmering autonomy. This holds 

true not only in the sense that I, as a smartphone owner, don’t have to interact with real-

life people nearly as frequently as I used to, but also in the way that I now find myself at 

the center of a horribly careless web of relations. My digital butlers report to me only, 

but to they do so to everybody else, too. I receive emails and likes, promotions and 

personalized sales pitches, but none of them in fact are particular to me. The powers that 

be attempt to overcome this poor quality with sheer quantity, but the result feels less like 

a many-armed hug than a constricting spider Web, looping and tangling and binding me 

at its center. Apps ask what I want, how I feel, but somehow I can’t articulate it to them. 
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Perhaps what I need is less a question than a response—something coming from outside 

of me.  

We are alone without context; I gaze into my device and the experience absorbs 

me. With a screen so smooth that it feels like nothing, and colors so sharp that they 

outshine my surroundings, my body fades away into unawareness. I can teleport from 

North America to Asia to Australia, soar above the Eiffel Tower and pan over to Mt. 

Kilimanjaro. I can ogle sizzling bibimbap alongside spicy curry, watch steam rise from 

fresh-brewed mate and the pores of oven-fluffed Manju; I catch what’s playing in 

Bollywood and Hollywood and listen to all the beats bumping from Lollapalooza, 

Coachella, Burning Man, and Primavera Sound. But I can’t feel or taste or smell 

anything, nor can I immediately share it with anyone else. All of it exists out of context. 

I am isolated and without world, in the Web and in my head.  

Perhaps what I feel is dissatisfaction with the illusion of bodiless independence 

that our Information Era so encourages. With the smartphone we have achieved at least 

a semblance of that transcendent autonomy, and now we can measure by experience 

what we might have lost along with its gain. I hazard that the forfeiture is as severe as 

the soul itself, or at least its withering. We can feel lonely for things as well as for 

people. We can lose ourselves when we lose our things.12  

—————————— 

The human being is never, in fact, alone. It’s ontologically impossible. We are 

all made from something else. For dust thou art, and unto dust shall thou return—even 

the Bible knows this. Only about a tenth of the one-hundred trillion cells in the human 

body contain human DNA,13 and even these are composed of organelles, proteins, 
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elements, atoms, quarks—it’s turtles all the way down, each supporting and 

constituting the next. Moreover, our make-up changes constantly as we eat, inhale, 

drink, absorb, poop, pee, exhale, live. Our bodies thrive through this material 

interchange, within and without, a fact that screens often screen out.  

From the locus of our bodies we extend self into surroundings (and indeed there 

is no hard boundary between the two).14 We can feel atomization, but we can’t live it. 

Everything comes from somewhere, carries the mark of soil and the stories of people. 

Take the simple t-shirt: I recall a special video series produced by the NPR 

program Planet Money, which follows the garment from Mississippi cotton plantation 

to Bangladeshi factory to consumer closet. We ride in the farmer’s tractor, witness 

workers stitching collars and cuffs, sweep from ocean to ocean by container ship. We 

cross companies and cultures, climates and geographies. All of these things form the t-

shirt; if they did not exist, neither would it.  

The most striking sequence in the series arrives at the end, when we come face 

to face with all the people involved throughout the process. We see their names and 

their jobs, but also what moves them: Brian, the Wisconsin seed engineer, brews his 

own beer and mead; Ernesto, the Columbian ship captain, sings karaoke and plays ping 

pong at sea; Bowen, the Mississippi cotton farmer, watches the Weather Channel when 

he can’t sleep; and Jasmine, the Bangladeshi garment worker, has a recurring dream in 

which her boat sinks in the middle of a big river, but she swims safely across to the 

other shore. “What is behind a t-shirt?” asks Doris Restrepo, a worker from Columbia, 

“It’s a world.”  
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I often remind myself of this series as I dress in the morning. It points me 

toward the depth of each object, toward that hidden something that may at once dazzle 

and humble me if only I catch it in the right ray of light. I imagine all of the other 

connections and stories that I haven’t encountered, how much remains unearthed not 

only by the media, but by my own perceptions, too. The opportunity for surprise seems 

boundless. Indeed, Henry David Thoreau made it his life’s work remain open to these 

wonders. “No method nor discipline can supersede the necessity of being forever on 

the alert,” he writes. “What is a course of history, or philosophy, or poetry, no matter 

how well selected, or the best society, or the most admirable routine of life, compared 

with the discipline of looking always at what is to be seen?”15  

Thoreau kept one of the largest journals in the history of Western literature; at 

his death, it held two million words.16 He played naturalist and philosopher, poet and 

mythologist. Surely, he could not part with the vocabulary that the Oxford Junior 

Dictionary so easily dispensed with. In his essay, “Solitude,” Thoreau calls forth his 

more-than-human companions by name—foxes and skunks and rabbits, whippoorwills 

and bullfrogs, alder, poplar, and evergreen. He feels an affinity with the pond’s ripples, 

and notices the roar of wind through wood. A naturalistic vocabulary was 

indispensable to Thoreau’s writing life; it gave shape to both his thought and his world, 

too. Moreover, in his openness, he never longed for more human company: “I have 

never felt lonesome, or in the least oppressed by a sense of solitude,” he writes.   

And yet, words alone remained inadequate to his task of seeing. “We are in 

danger of forgetting the language which all things and events speak without metaphor, 

which alone is copious and standard,” he writes. “Much is published, but little 
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printed.”17 Unprinted, not for a lack of worth, but because of the limitations of 

language itself. 

A word neither contains nor constitutes the thing it represents. Rather, it points 

toward it as a sign. A person who’s seen a bullfrog (or its likeness) will call one to 

mind when she reads the word or hears it spoken. The sign will evoke a particular 

meaning for her, and might invite certain memories, too. She may recall the 

reverberations of its throaty hum, a line-drawing scribbled by her young cousin, or a 

diagram from her high school science class, but the bullfrog is so much more than 

those fragments of memory, association, and representation. A person could describe 

the bullfrog in the most exacting detail, and still something would necessarily be left 

out. With a single indescribable ribbit, the bullfrog will resist any of our attempts to 

trap it with signs; it will not be reduced to the names we give it. In a flourish, the 

bullfrog will hop over the corral of words with which we have tried to encircle it.   

Now what, the reader might ask, do the semiotics of the bullfrog have to do 

with smartphones? Before I can respond, I must first commit a murder— make the 

bullfrog croak, if you will—and so I stomp on it, heel first, with my boot. In a dual act 

of power, I have thus slayed the bullfrog; I have taken not only its life, but also, 

through language, its independence. I have configured it as the object to my subject. I 

have confined its meaning to a sign and trapped it in submissive relationship to me. I 

have taken much from the bullfrog.   

Just as I wish to move on, I spy between the lugs of my boot pink-red viscera 

and one shining googly eye. Tatters of slime-green skin stretch toward the ground in 

clumps, and I smell mud mixed with blood and half-digested crickets. Already, flies 
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have descended on the fresh kill. I cannot shake the vibrancy of it all. Even in its death, 

the bullfrog possesses a particular aura; its corpse carries with it the imprint of time. 

As body-juice streams down its skin in chunky rivulets, I begin to understand how the 

bullfrog participates in a web of relations that has nothing to do with me.18 Even in its 

death, it objects to its objectification, and if its body doesn’t act anymore, it still 

produces effects. I imagine how I will leave and it will continue participating in the life 

of the swamp, transforming into soil, perhaps even tree.  

Humans are no different. As WeCroak reminds me five times daily, we all 

croak, too. To notice this—how, in the end, we all return to dust—is to step off the 

high throne of humanity that the smartphone so encourages us to occupy. It is to 

recognize that we are not only among things, but of them as well. The political theorist 

Jane Bennett embraces this basic acknowledgement and dances with its vivacious 

implications in her book, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things.  “If matter 

itself is lively,” she writes, “then not only is the difference between subjects and 

objects minimized, but the status of the shared materiality of all things is elevated. All 

bodies become more than mere objects.” Bennett, too, would identify herself with the 

bullfrog, both dead and alive. She would notice its singularity and its peculiar efficacy, 

and then she would take its lifeless vitality as an opportunity to smooth out a bit of the 

mountainous topography that throws shadows over our ethical community. “[To] 

experience the relationship between persons and other materialities more horizontally,” 

she might say, “is to take a step toward a more ecological sensibility.”19  

 Of course, the challenge of this ecological sensibility is that it asks us to 

descend below the cloud, down to the place where our feet touch the ground. It 
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compels us to notice the feeling of our soles on soil, to wiggle our toes in the muck and 

to understand through them all of the gritty similarities we both share. Bennett’s ideas 

call upon us to vanquish all pretense of any a priori or digitally-constructed autonomy. 

They ask us instead to embrace radical contingency and all the messy, vibrant, 

beautiful uncertainty that follows. As much as the smartphone and its technological kin 

try to convince us otherwise, we are all made of the same stuff as acorn, alder, adder, 

and ass.  

————————— 

 At a basic level, the pre-linguistic material world is unknowable and beyond 

our control. Everything—and each of us—simultaneously eludes confinement by 

human concept and withholds something from human perception. Bennett names this 

special quality of things the “out-side,” and locates it as the seat of unpredictability and 

spontaneity alike. In the out-side, we discover a depth that dodges objectification—we 

uncover that which cannot be spoken or written, simulated or frozen flat as an image.20 

The out-side thus names the “irreducibly strange dimension of matter” that will forever 

remain inaccessible to us, but, according to Bennett, should always attract our 

imaginations. In seeking the out-side, we might glimpse in the material world a 

vibrancy greater than that of our screens, and embodied connections deeper than those 

we make online. The out-side gives us a peep into matter’s vitality, breeding life into 

all the dead stuff that our techno-dreamers and cyberneticists have so long sought to 

transcend.  

However, any hint of the out-side requires that we first prepare our in-sides;21 

we must ready ourselves for both attention and surprise. This, the smartphone does not 
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encourage. We have seen in detail how it shapes our in-sides in ways that ceaselessly 

pull us back into the digital realm, again and again without thought. We have seen how 

the device has conditioned us to remain inside our heads, to extract sameness from 

difference, to twitch in hyper attention, and to withhold ourselves from spaces, stories, 

and ideas that might scare, deter, or offend us. Enough with that. The out-side cannot 

be skimmed because it lives below the surface, and a different in-side might be built in 

order to meet it. With the right words and a humbleness before the things they point to, 

we might open our in-sides to that which comes from without. We might notice all the 

liveliness among us, and perhaps even begin to feel some of the out-side’s boisterous 

spontaneity within ourselves, too.  

 Silicon Valley detests the indefinite unruliness of things; it prefers app-based 

user behavior, which is at once measurable, subject to design, and capable of being 

modeled. With the smartphone we are given a menu of options and conditioned to 

believe that not much exists beyond them. We are given autonomy but placed in a 

cage, even though just beyond our screens we might discover resplendence in the 

potentialities of contingency. Indeed, the Greeks knew privacy meant deprivation. In 

their view, a person who spent her life separate from the world lived as a barbarian, 

unfree and barely human. She behaved but did not act. It was only by entering into the 

world that she might gain freedom. It was only among a larger community that she 

might locate what is shared and what is real.22   

The trends of today’s technologies vigorously encourage us to believe 

otherwise. They tell us that we are special, that our ideas matter and that we have the 

power to control both ourselves and our spaces. They put us on a throne, cloud the 
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world over, and then duplicitously ask us to let them wear the crown and watch the 

gold. We become puppets in a profitable hoax. So long as we can redirect out attention 

elsewhere, however, it need not be this way. There is always ground for resistance, 

action.  

—————————— 

Several weeks ago, I found myself walking along a set of abandoned train 

tracks near my home. A grey mat squashed the morning sky, and I gazed at my feet as 

they coasted from railroad tie to railroad tie. I saw gravel and gum wrappers, broken 

glass and general gunk, but also a wet piece of white paper, crumpled into place among 

the pale mud. I picked it up, smoothed it out. “BUY NOTHING,” I read from its 

headline. There was more:  

Buy Nothing: Give freely. Share creatively. Post anything you’d like to give 

away, lend, or share among neighbors. Ask for anything you’d like to receive or 

borrow. Keep it legal. Keep it civil. No buying or selling, no trades or bartering, 

no soliciting for cash. We’re an adult-only hyper-local gift economy. We are 

not a charity or community bulletin board. 

 

 The bottom of the page showed a link to a Facebook group, which I searched 

for on my smartphone. Within seconds, I found and joined “Buy Nothing Walla Walla 

(Northeast), WA,” linking myself to about forty other people, all of whom lived within 

a mile or two from one another. Posts on the Discussion page offered wooden strollers 

and air plane pillows, dog shampoo and air compressors, red leather boots and soft 

toddler’s slippers. 

I found more information on the About page, which told a larger story. Buy 

Nothing names “a worldwide network of hyper-local gift economies in which the true 

wealth is a web of connections formed between people who are real-life neighbors.” 
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The group is not so much about the gifts as it is about the gifting, the opportunity to 

interact with neighbors rather than transact with buyers and sellers. Its presence on 

social media recognizes the power of the tool to facilitate these interactions, but the 

group ultimately seeks to transcend its online home. With time, it hopes that its social 

network will dissolve into a community of neighbors, all of whom know one another 

because they share what material goods they can.23 In a humble way, the group uses 

screens to offer a world beyond them.  

“To give,” I write, starting a new post. “Running shoes, size 11.5. Good for 

romping around outside. Spring is coming, and the flowers will soon be in bloom. Will 

accompany for inaugural walk, if desired.
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