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Praise for Digital Minimalism 

‘I challenge you not to devour this wonderful book in one sitting. 
I certainly did and I started applying Cal’s ideas to my own life 

immediately’  Greg McKeown, author of Essentialism

‘You’re not the user, you’re the product. Hang up, log off, and tune 
in to a different way to be in the world. Bravo, Cal, smart advice 

for good people’  Seth Godin, author of This is Marketing 

‘Cal Newport speaks human truth to digital power. He calls out our 
enslavement to modern devices and calmly presents a better way to 

live and work’  Julia Hobsbawm, author of Fully Connected

‘This book is an urgent call to action for anyone serious 
about being in command of their own life’ 

Ryan Holiday, author of The Obstacle is the Way

‘Cal Newport has discovered a cure for the techno-exhaustion that 
plagues our always-on, digitally-caffeinated culture’  

Joshua Fields Millburn, The Minimalists 

‘Cal Newport’s Digital Minimalism is the best book I’ve read in 
some time about our fraught relationship with technology. If you’re 

looking for a blueprint to guide you as you liberate yourself from 
the shackles of email, social networks, smartphones, and screens, 

let this book be your guide’  Adam Alter, author of Irresistible

‘I hope that everyone who owns a mobile phone and has 
been wondering where their time goes gets a chance to absorb 

the ideas in this book. Put more energy into what makes 
you happy, and ruthlessly strip away the things that don’t’  

Pete Adeney, aka Mr. Money Mustache

‘As a presence on the page, Newport is 
exceptional in the realm of self-help authors’ 

The New York Times Book Review
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‘A compelling case for cultivating intense focus, and offers 
immediately actionable steps for infusing more of it 

into our lives’  Adam Grant, author of Originals and Deep Work

‘A wonderfully entangled, intertwined, and erudite series of strategies, 
philosophies, disciplines, and techniques to sharpen your focus and 

dive deep into your work’  800-CEO-READ on Deep Work 

about the author

Cal Newport is a tenured professor of Computer Science at George-
town University. In addition to his academic work, Newport writes 
about the intersection of these technologies with our personal and 
professional lives. He is the author of � ve books, including So Good 
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Success in a Distracted World. Newport’s ideas have been published in 
top print publications, including The New York Times, the Wall Street 
Journal, the Economist, the Financial Times and the Guardian, but as a 
dedicated digital minimalist, Newport has never had a social media 
account.
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Introduction

 In September 2016, the influential blogger and commentator 
Andrew Sullivan wrote a 7, 000-  word essay for New York 
magazine titled “I Used to Be a Human Being.” Its subtitle 

was alarming: “An endless bombardment of news and gossip 
and images has rendered us manic information addicts. It 
broke me. It might break you, too.”

The article was widely shared. I’ll admit, however, that 
when I first read it, I didn’t fully comprehend Sullivan’s warn-
ing. I’m one of the few members of my generation to never 
have a social media account, and tend not to spend much time 
web surfing. As a result, my phone plays a relatively minor role 
in my  life—  a fact that places me outside the mainstream expe-
rience this article addressed. In other words, I knew that the 
innovations of the internet age were playing an increasingly 
intrusive role in many people’s lives, but I didn’t have a visceral 
understanding of what this meant. That is, until everything 
changed.
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x introduction

Earlier in 2016, I published a book titled Deep Work. It was 
about the underappreciated value of intense focus and how the 
professional world’s emphasis on distracting communication 
tools was holding people back from producing their best work. 
As my book found an audience, I began to hear from more and 
more of my readers. Some sent me messages, while others cor-
nered me after public  appearances—  but many of them asked 
the same question: What about their personal lives? They 
agreed with my arguments about office distractions, but as 
they then explained, they were arguably even more distressed 
by the way new technologies seemed to be draining meaning 
and satisfaction from their time spent outside of work. This 
caught my attention and tumbled me unexpectedly into a crash 
course on the promises and perils of modern digital life.

Almost everyone I spoke to believed in the power of the 
internet, and recognized that it can and should be a force 
that improves their lives. They didn’t necessarily want to give 
up Google Maps, or abandon Instagram, but they also felt 
as though their current relationship with technology was 
 unsustainable—  to the point that if something didn’t change 
soon, they’d break, too.

A common term I heard in these conversations about mod-
ern digital life was exhaustion. It’s not that any one app or web-
site was particularly bad when considered in isolation. As many 
people clarified, the issue was the overall impact of having so 
many different shiny baubles pulling so insistently at their at-
tention and manipulating their mood. Their problem with 

 introduction xi

this frenzied activity is less about its details than the fact that 
it’s increasingly beyond their control. Few want to spend so 
much time online, but these tools have a way of cultivating 
behavioral addictions. The urge to check Twitter or refresh 
Reddit becomes a nervous twitch that shatters uninterrupted 
time into shards too small to support the presence necessary 
for an intentional life.

As I discovered in my subsequent research, and will argue 
in the next chapter, some of these addictive properties are ac-
cidental (few predicted the extent to which text messaging 
could command your attention), while many are quite pur-
poseful (compulsive use is the foundation for many social 
media business plans). But whatever its source, this irresistible 
attraction to screens is leading people to feel as though they’re 
ceding more and more of their autonomy when it comes to 
deciding how they direct their attention. No one, of course, 
signed up for this loss of control. They downloaded the apps 
and set up accounts for good reasons, only to discover, with 
grim irony, that these services were beginning to undermine 
the very values that made them appealing in the first place: 
they joined Facebook to stay in touch with friends across the 
country, and then ended up unable to maintain an uninterrupted 
conversation with the friend sitting across the table.

I also learned about the negative impact of unrestricted 
 online activity on psychological  well-  being. Many people I 
spoke to underscored social media’s ability to manipulate their 
mood. The constant exposure to their friends’ carefully curated 

Copyrighted Material



x introduction

Earlier in 2016, I published a book titled Deep Work. It was 
about the underappreciated value of intense focus and how the 
professional world’s emphasis on distracting communication 
tools was holding people back from producing their best work. 
As my book found an audience, I began to hear from more and 
more of my readers. Some sent me messages, while others cor-
nered me after public  appearances—  but many of them asked 
the same question: What about their personal lives? They 
agreed with my arguments about office distractions, but as 
they then explained, they were arguably even more distressed 
by the way new technologies seemed to be draining meaning 
and satisfaction from their time spent outside of work. This 
caught my attention and tumbled me unexpectedly into a crash 
course on the promises and perils of modern digital life.

Almost everyone I spoke to believed in the power of the 
internet, and recognized that it can and should be a force 
that improves their lives. They didn’t necessarily want to give 
up Google Maps, or abandon Instagram, but they also felt 
as though their current relationship with technology was 
 unsustainable—  to the point that if something didn’t change 
soon, they’d break, too.

A common term I heard in these conversations about mod-
ern digital life was exhaustion. It’s not that any one app or web-
site was particularly bad when considered in isolation. As many 
people clarified, the issue was the overall impact of having so 
many different shiny baubles pulling so insistently at their at-
tention and manipulating their mood. Their problem with 

 introduction xi

this frenzied activity is less about its details than the fact that 
it’s increasingly beyond their control. Few want to spend so 
much time online, but these tools have a way of cultivating 
behavioral addictions. The urge to check Twitter or refresh 
Reddit becomes a nervous twitch that shatters uninterrupted 
time into shards too small to support the presence necessary 
for an intentional life.

As I discovered in my subsequent research, and will argue 
in the next chapter, some of these addictive properties are ac-
cidental (few predicted the extent to which text messaging 
could command your attention), while many are quite pur-
poseful (compulsive use is the foundation for many social 
media business plans). But whatever its source, this irresistible 
attraction to screens is leading people to feel as though they’re 
ceding more and more of their autonomy when it comes to 
deciding how they direct their attention. No one, of course, 
signed up for this loss of control. They downloaded the apps 
and set up accounts for good reasons, only to discover, with 
grim irony, that these services were beginning to undermine 
the very values that made them appealing in the first place: 
they joined Facebook to stay in touch with friends across the 
country, and then ended up unable to maintain an uninterrupted 
conversation with the friend sitting across the table.

I also learned about the negative impact of unrestricted 
 online activity on psychological  well-  being. Many people I 
spoke to underscored social media’s ability to manipulate their 
mood. The constant exposure to their friends’ carefully curated 

Copyrighted Material



xii introduction

portrayals of their lives generates feelings of  inadequacy— 
 especially during periods when they’re already feeling  low— 
 and for teenagers, it provides a cruelly effective way to be 
publicly excluded.

In addition, as demonstrated during the 2016 presidential 
election and its aftermath, online discussion seems to acceler-
ate people’s shift toward emotionally charged and draining 
extremes. The  techno-  philosopher Jaron Lanier convincingly 
argues that the primacy of anger and outrage online is, in 
some sense, an unavoidable feature of the medium: In an open 
marketplace for attention, darker emotions attract more eye-
balls than positive and constructive thoughts. For heavy inter-
net users, repeated interaction with this darkness can become 
a source of draining  negativity—  a steep price that many don’t 
even realize they’re paying to support their compulsive con-
nectivity.

Encountering this distressing collection of  concerns—  from 
the exhausting and addictive overuse of these tools, to their 
ability to reduce autonomy, decrease happiness, stoke darker 
instincts, and distract from more valuable  activities—  opened 
my eyes to the fraught relationship so many now maintain with 
the technologies that dominate our culture. It provided me, in 
other words, a much better understanding of what Andrew Sul-
livan meant when he lamented: “I used to be a human being.”

This experience of talking with my readers convinced me that 
the impact of technology on people’s personal lives was worth 

 introduction xiii

deeper exploration. I began more seriously researching and 
writing on this topic, trying to both better understand its 
 contours and seek out the rare examples of those who can ex-
tract great value from these new technologies without losing 
control.*

One of the first things that became clear during this ex-
ploration is that our culture’s relationship with these tools is 
complicated by the fact that they mix harm with benefits. 
Smartphones, ubiquitous wireless internet, digital platforms 
that connect billions of  people—  these are triumphant innova-
tions! Few serious commentators think we’d be better off re-
treating to an earlier technological age. But at the same time, 
people are tired of feeling like they’ve become a slave to their 
devices. This reality creates a jumbled emotional landscape 
where you can simultaneously cherish your ability to discover 
inspiring photos on Instagram while fretting about this app’s 
ability to invade the evening hours you used to spend talking 
with friends or reading.

The most common response to these complications is to 
suggest modest hacks and tips. Perhaps if you observe a digital 
Sabbath, or keep your phone away from your bed at night, or 

* To some, the fact that I can’t draw from a deep well of personal experi-
ence is a liability. “How can you criticize social media if you’ve never used 
it?” is one of the most common complaints I hear in response to my public 
advocacy on these issues. There’s some truth to this claim, but as I recog-
nized back in 2016 when I began this investigation, my outsider status can 
also prove advantageous. By approaching our tech culture from a fresh 
perspective, I’m perhaps better able to distinguish assumption from truth, 
and meaningful use from manipulation.
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xiv introduction

turn off notifications and resolve to be more mindful, you can 
keep all the good things that attracted you to these new tech-
nologies in the first place while still minimizing their worst 
impacts. I understand the appeal of this moderate approach 
because it relieves you of the need to make hard decisions 
about your digital  life—  you don’t have to quit anything, miss 
out on any benefits, annoy any friends, or suffer any serious 
inconveniences.

But as is becoming increasingly clear to those who have at-
tempted these types of minor corrections, willpower, tips, and 
vague resolutions are not sufficient by themselves to tame 
the ability of new technologies to invade your cognitive 
 landscape—  the addictiveness of their design and the strength 
of the cultural pressures supporting them are too strong for 
an ad hoc approach to succeed. In my work on this topic, I’ve 
become convinced that what you need instead is a  full-  fledged 
philosophy of technology use, rooted in your deep values, that pro-
vides clear answers to the questions of what tools you should 
use and how you should use them and, equally important, en-
ables you to confidently ignore everything else.

There are many philosophies that might satisfy these goals. 
On one extreme, there are the  Neo-  Luddites, who advocate 
the abandonment of most new technologies. On another ex-
treme, you have the Quantified Self enthusiasts, who carefully 
integrate digital devices into all aspects of their life with the 
goal of optimizing their existence. Of the different philoso-
phies I studied, however, there was one in particular that stood 
out as a superior answer for those looking to thrive in our 

 introduction xv

current moment of technological overload. I call it digital min-
imalism, and it applies the belief that less can be more to our 
relationship with digital tools.

This idea is not new. Long before Henry David Thoreau 
exclaimed “simplicity, simplicity, simplicity,” Marcus Aurelius 
asked: “You see how few things you have to do to live a satisfy-
ing and reverent life?” Digital minimalism simply adapts this 
classical insight to the role of technology in our modern lives. 
The impact of this simple adaptation, however, can be pro-
found. In this book, you’ll encounter many examples of digital 
minimalists who experienced massively positive changes by 
ruthlessly reducing their time spent online to focus on a small 
number of  high-  value activities. Because digital minimalists 
spend so much less time connected than their peers, it’s easy 
to think of their lifestyle as extreme, but the minimalists 
would argue that this perception is backward: what’s extreme 
is how much time everyone else spends staring at their screens.

The key to thriving in our  high-  tech world, they’ve learned, 
is to spend much less time using technology.

The goal of this book is to make the case for digital minimal-
ism, including a more detailed exploration of what it asks and 
why it works, and then to teach you how to adopt this philoso-
phy if you decide it’s right for you.

To do so, I divided the book into two parts. In part 1, I 
describe the philosophical underpinnings of digital minimal-
ism, starting with a closer examination of the forces that are 
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ism, including a more detailed exploration of what it asks and 
why it works, and then to teach you how to adopt this philoso-
phy if you decide it’s right for you.

To do so, I divided the book into two parts. In part 1, I 
describe the philosophical underpinnings of digital minimal-
ism, starting with a closer examination of the forces that are 
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making so many people’s digital lives increasingly intolerable, 
before moving on to a detailed discussion of the digital mini-
malism philosophy, including my argument for why it’s the 
right solution to these problems.

Part 1 concludes by introducing my suggested method for 
adopting this philosophy: the digital declutter. As I’ve argued, 
aggressive action is needed to fundamentally transform your 
relationship with technology. The digital declutter provides 
this aggressive action.

This process requires you to step away from optional on-
line activities for thirty days. During this period, you’ll wean 
yourself from the cycles of addiction that many digital tools 
can instill, and begin to rediscover the analog activities that 
provide you deeper satisfaction. You’ll take walks, talk to 
friends in person, engage your community, read books, and 
stare at the clouds. Most importantly, the declutter gives you 
the space to refine your understanding of the things you value 
most. At the end of the thirty days, you will then add back a 
small number of carefully chosen online activities that you be-
lieve will provide massive benefit to these things you value. 
Going forward, you’ll do your best to make these intentional 
activities the core of your online  life—  leaving behind most of 
the other distracting behaviors that used to fragment your 
time and snare your attention. The declutter acts as a jarring 
reset: you come into the process a frazzled maximalist and 
leave an intentional minimalist.

In this final chapter of part 1, I’ll guide you through imple-

 introduction xvii

menting your own digital declutter. In doing so, I’ll draw ex-
tensively on an experiment I ran in the early winter of 2018 in 
which over 1,600 people agreed to perform a digital declutter 
under my guidance and report back about their experience. 
You’ll hear these participants’ stories and learn what strategies 
worked well for them, and what traps they encountered that 
you should avoid.

The second part of this book takes a closer look at some 
ideas that will help you cultivate a sustainable digital minimal-
ism lifestyle. In these chapters, I examine issues such as the 
importance of solitude and the necessity of cultivating  high- 
 quality leisure to replace the time most now dedicate to mind-
less device use. I propose and defend the perhaps controversial 
claim that your relationships will strengthen if you stop click-
ing “Like” or leaving comments on social media posts, and 
become harder to reach by text messages. I also provide an 
insider look at the attention  resistance—  a loosely organized 
movement of individuals who use  high-  tech tools and strict 
operating procedures to extract value from the products of the 
digital attention economy, while avoiding falling victim to 
compulsive use.

Each chapter in part 2 concludes with a collection of prac-
tices, which are concrete tactics designed to help you act on the 
big ideas of the chapter. As a budding digital minimalist, you 
can view the part 2 practices as a toolbox meant to aid your 
efforts to build a minimalist lifestyle that works for your par-
ticular circumstances.
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In Walden, Thoreau famously writes: “The mass of men lead 
lives of quiet desperation.” Less often quoted, however, is the 
optimistic rejoinder that follows in his next paragraph:

They honestly think there is no choice left. But alert 

and healthy natures remember that the sun rose clear. 

It is never too late to give up our prejudices.

Our current relationship with the technologies of our 
 hyper-  connected world is unsustainable and is leading us 
closer to the quiet desperation that Thoreau observed so many 
years ago. But as Thoreau reminds us, “the sun rose clear” and 
we still have the ability to change this state of affairs.

To do so, however, we cannot passively allow the wild tan-
gle of tools, entertainments, and distractions provided by the 
internet age to dictate how we spend our time or how we feel. 
We must instead take steps to extract the good from these 
technologies while sidestepping what’s bad. We require a phi-
losophy that puts our aspirations and values once again in 
charge of our daily experience, all the while dethroning pri-
mal whims and the business models of Silicon Valley from 
their current dominance of this role; a philosophy that accepts 
new technologies, but not if the price is the dehumanization 
Andrew Sullivan warned us about; a philosophy that priori-
tizes  long-  term meaning over  short-  term satisfaction.

A philosophy, in other words, like digital minimalism.
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A Lopsided Arms Race

we didn’t sign up for this

I remember when I first encountered Facebook: It was the 
spring of 2004; I was a senior in college and began to notice an 
increasing number of my friends talk about a website called 
thefacebook.com. The first person to show me an actual Face-
book profile was Julie, who was then my girlfriend, and now 
my wife.

“My memory of it was that it was a novelty,” she told me 
recently. “It had been sold to us as a virtual version of our 
printed freshman directory, something we could use to look 
up the boyfriends or girlfriends of people we knew.”

The key word in this memory is novelty. Facebook didn’t 
arrive in our world with a promise to radically transform the 
rhythms of our social and civic lives; it was just one diversion 
among many. In the spring of 2004, the people I knew who 
signed up for thefacebook.com were almost certainly spending 
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4 digital minimalism

significantly more time playing Snood (a  Tetris-  style puzzle 
game that was inexplicably popular) than they were tweaking 
their profiles or poking their virtual friends.

“It was interesting,” Julie summarized, “but it certainly 
didn’t seem like this was something on which we would spend 
any real amount of time.”

Three years later, Apple released the iPhone, sparking the 
mobile revolution. What many forget, however, was that the 
original “revolution” promised by this device was also much 
more modest than the impact it eventually created. In our cur-
rent moment, smartphones have reshaped people’s experience 
of the world by providing an  always-  present connection to a 
humming matrix of chatter and distraction. In January 2007, 
when Steve Jobs revealed the iPhone during his famous Mac-
world keynote, the vision was much less grandiose.

One of the major selling points of the original iPhone was 
that it integrated your iPod with your cell phone, preventing 
you from having to carry around two separate devices in your 
pockets. (This is certainly how I remember thinking about the 
iPhone’s benefits when it was first announced.) Accordingly, 
when Jobs demonstrated an iPhone onstage during his key-
note address, he spent the first eight minutes of the demo 
walking through its media features, concluding: “It’s the best 
iPod we’ve ever made!”

Another major selling point of the device when it launched 
was the many ways in which it improved the experience of 
making phone calls. It was big news at the time that Apple 
forced AT& T to open its voicemail system to enable a better 

 a  lopsided arms race 5

interface for the iPhone. Onstage, Jobs was also clearly enam-
ored of the simplicity with which you could scroll through 
phone numbers, and the fact that the dial pad appeared on the 
screen instead of requiring permanent plastic buttons.

“The killer app is making calls,” Jobs exclaimed to applause 
during his keynote. It’s not until  thirty-  three minutes into 
that famed presentation that he gets around to highlighting 
features like improved text messaging and mobile internet ac-
cess that dominate the way we now use these devices.

To confirm that this limited vision was not some quirk of 
Jobs’s keynote script, I spoke with Andy Grignon, who was 
one of the original iPhone team members. “This was supposed 
to be an iPod that made phone calls,” he confirmed. “Our core 
mission was playing music and making phone calls.” As Gri-
gnon then explained to me, Steve Jobs was initially dismissive 
of the idea that the iPhone would become more of a  general- 
 purpose mobile computer running a variety of different  third- 
 party applications. “The second we allow some knucklehead 
programmer to write some code that crashes it,” Jobs once told 
Grignon, “that will be when they want to call 911.”

When the iPhone first shipped in 2007, there was no App 
Store, no social media notifications, no quick snapping of pho-
tos to Instagram, no reason to surreptitiously glance down a 
dozen times during a  dinner—  and this was absolutely fine 
with Steve Jobs, and the millions who bought their first smart-
phone during this period. As with the early Facebook adopt-
ers, few predicted how much our relationship with this shiny 
new tool would mutate in the years that followed.
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It’s widely accepted that new technologies such as social media 
and smartphones massively changed how we live in the  twenty- 
 first century. There are many ways to portray this change. I 
think the social critic Laurence Scott does so quite effectively 
when he describes the modern  hyper-  connected existence as 
one in which “a moment can feel strangely flat if it exists solely 
in itself.”

The point of the above observations, however, is to empha-
size what many also forget, which is that these changes, in 
addition to being massive and transformational, were also un-
expected and unplanned. A college senior who set up an ac-
count on thefacebook.com in 2004 to look up classmates 
probably didn’t predict that the average modern  user would 
spend around two hours per day on social media and related 
messaging services, with close to half that time dedicated to 
Facebook’s products alone. Similarly, a first adopter who 
picked up an iPhone in 2007 for the music features would be 
less enthusiastic if told that within a decade he could expect to 
compulsively check the device  eighty-  five times a  day—  a “fea-
ture” we now know Steve Jobs never considered as he prepared 
his famous keynote.

These changes crept up on us and happened fast, before we 
had a chance to step back and ask what we really wanted out of 
the rapid advances of the past decade. We added new tech-
nologies to the periphery of our experience for minor reasons, 
then woke one morning to discover that they had colonized 
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the core of our daily life. We didn’t, in other words, sign up for 
the digital world in which we’re currently entrenched; we 
seem to have stumbled backward into it.

This nuance is often missed in our cultural conversation 
surrounding these tools. In my experience, when concerns 
about new technologies are publicly discussed,  techno- apologists 
are quick to push back by turning the discussion to  utility— 
 providing case studies, for example, of a struggling artist finding 
an audience through social media,* or Whats App connecting a 
deployed soldier with her family back home. They then conclude 
that it’s incorrect to dismiss these technologies on the grounds 
that they’re useless, a tactic that is usually sufficient to end the 
debate.

The  techno-  apologists are right in their claims, but they’re 
also missing the point. The perceived utility of these tools is 
not the ground on which our growing wariness builds. If you 
ask the average social media user, for example, why they use 
Facebook, or Instagram, or Twitter, they can provide you with 
reasonable answers. Each one of these services probably offers 
them something useful that would be hard to find elsewhere: 

* This example comes from personal experience. In the fall of 2016, I ap-
peared on a national radio show on the CBC network in Canada to discuss 
a New York Times column I wrote questioning the benefits of social media 
for career advancement. The host surprised me early in the interview by 
bringing into the discussion an unannounced guest: an artist who pro-
motes his work through social media. Funnily enough, not long into the 
interview, the artist admitted (unprompted) that he was finding social 
media to be too distracting and that he now takes long breaks from it to 
get work done.
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the ability, for example, to keep up with baby pictures of a 
sibling’s child, or to use a hashtag to monitor a grassroots 
movement.

The source of our unease is not evident in these  thin-  sliced 
case studies, but instead becomes visible only when confront-
ing the thicker reality of how these technologies as a whole 
have managed to expand beyond the minor roles for which we 
initially adopted them. Increasingly, they dictate how we be-
have and how we feel, and somehow coerce us to use them 
more than we think is healthy, often at the expense of other 
activities we find more valuable. What’s making us uncom-
fortable, in other words, is this feeling of losing  control—  a feel-
ing that instantiates itself in a dozen different ways each day, 
such as when we tune out with our phone during our child’s 
bath time, or lose our ability to enjoy a nice moment without 
a frantic urge to document it for a virtual audience.

It’s not about usefulness, it’s about autonomy.
The obvious next question, of course, is how we got our-

selves into this mess. In my experience, most people who strug-
gle with the online part of their lives are not weak willed or 
stupid. They’re instead successful professionals, striving stu-
dents, loving parents; they are organized and used to pursu-
ing hard goals. Yet somehow the apps and sites beckoning 
from behind the phone and tablet  screen—  unique among the 
many temptations they successfully resist  daily—  managed to 
succeed in metastasizing unhealthily far beyond their origi-
nal roles.

A large part of the answer about how this happened is that 

 a  lopsided arms race 9

many of these new tools are not nearly as innocent as they 
might first seem. People don’t succumb to screens because 
they’re lazy, but instead because billions of dollars have been 
invested to make this outcome inevitable. Earlier I noted that 
we seem to have stumbled backward into a digital life we didn’t 
sign up for. As I’ll argue next, it’s probably more accurate to 
say that we were pushed into it by the  high-  end device compa-
nies and attention economy conglomerates who discovered 
there are vast fortunes to be made in a culture dominated by 
gadgets and apps.

tobacco farmers in t-shirts

Bill Maher ends every episode of his HBO show Real Time 
with a monologue. The topics are usually political. This was 
not the case, however, on May 12, 2017, when Maher looked 
into the camera and said:

The tycoons of social media have to stop pretending 

that they’re friendly nerd gods building a better world 

and admit  they’re just tobacco farmers in T-shirts 

selling an addictive product to children. Because, let’s 

face it, checking your “likes” is the new smoking.

Maher’s concern with social media was sparked by a 60 
Minutes segment that aired a month earlier. The segment is 
titled “Brain Hacking,” and it opens with Anderson Cooper 
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interviewing a lean,  red-  haired engineer with the carefully 
tended stubble popular among young men in Silicon Valley. 
His name is Tristan Harris, a former start-up founder and 
Google engineer who deviated from his  well-  worn path 
through the world of tech to become something decidedly 
rarer in this closed world: a whistleblower.

“This thing is a slot machine,” Harris says early in the in-
terview while holding up his smartphone.

“How is that a slot machine?” Cooper asks.
“Well, every time I check my phone, I’m playing the 

slot machine to see ‘What did I get?’ ” Harris answers. “There’s 
a whole playbook of techniques that get used [by technol-
ogy companies] to get you using the product for as long as 
possible.”

“Is Silicon Valley programming apps or are they program-
ming people?” Cooper asks.

“They are programming people,” Harris says. “There’s al-
ways this narrative that technology’s neutral. And it’s up to us 
to choose how we use it. This is just not  true—”

“Technology is not neutral?” Cooper interrupts.
“It’s not neutral. They want you to use it in particular ways 

and for long periods of time. Because that’s how they make 
their money.”

Bill Maher, for his part, thought this interview seemed fa-
miliar. After playing a clip of the Harris interview for his 
HBO audience, Maher quips: “Where have I heard this be-
fore?” He then cuts to Mike Wallace’s famous 1995 interview 
with Jeffrey  Wigand—  the whistleblower who confirmed for 
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the world what most already suspected: that  the big tobacco 
companies engineered cigarettes to be more addictive.

“Philip Morris just wanted your lungs,” Maher concludes. 
“The App Store wants your soul.”

Harris’s transformation into a whistleblower is exceptional in 
part because his life leading up to it was so normal by Silicon 
Valley standards. Harris, who at the time of this writing is in 
his midthirties, was raised in the Bay Area. Like many engi-
neers, he grew up  hacking his Macintosh and writing com-
puter code. He went to Stanford to study computer science 
and, after graduating, started a master’s degree working in BJ 
Fogg’s famed Persuasive Technology  Lab—  which explores 
how to use technology to change how people think and act. In 
Silicon Valley, Fogg is known as the “millionaire maker,” a 
reference to the many people who passed through his lab and 
then applied what they learned to help build lucrative tech 
 start-  ups (a group that includes, among other  dot-  com lumi-
naries, Instagram co-founder Mike Krieger). Following this 
established path, Harris, once sufficiently schooled in the art 
of  mind-  device interaction, dropped out of the master’s pro-
gram to found Apture, a tech start-up that used pop-up fac-
toids to increase the time users spent on websites.

In 2011, Google acquired Apture, and Harris was put to 
work on the Gmail inbox team. It was at Google where Harris, 
now working on products that could impact hundreds of mil-
lions of people’s behaviors, began to grow concerned. After a 
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interviewing a lean,  red-  haired engineer with the carefully 
tended stubble popular among young men in Silicon Valley. 
His name is Tristan Harris, a former start-up founder and 
Google engineer who deviated from his  well-  worn path 
through the world of tech to become something decidedly 
rarer in this closed world: a whistleblower.

“This thing is a slot machine,” Harris says early in the in-
terview while holding up his smartphone.

“How is that a slot machine?” Cooper asks.
“Well, every time I check my phone, I’m playing the 

slot machine to see ‘What did I get?’ ” Harris answers. “There’s 
a whole playbook of techniques that get used [by technol-
ogy companies] to get you using the product for as long as 
possible.”

“Is Silicon Valley programming apps or are they program-
ming people?” Cooper asks.

“They are programming people,” Harris says. “There’s al-
ways this narrative that technology’s neutral. And it’s up to us 
to choose how we use it. This is just not  true—”

“Technology is not neutral?” Cooper interrupts.
“It’s not neutral. They want you to use it in particular ways 

and for long periods of time. Because that’s how they make 
their money.”

Bill Maher, for his part, thought this interview seemed fa-
miliar. After playing a clip of the Harris interview for his 
HBO audience, Maher quips: “Where have I heard this be-
fore?” He then cuts to Mike Wallace’s famous 1995 interview 
with Jeffrey  Wigand—  the whistleblower who confirmed for 
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the world what most already suspected: that  the big tobacco 
companies engineered cigarettes to be more addictive.

“Philip Morris just wanted your lungs,” Maher concludes. 
“The App Store wants your soul.”

Harris’s transformation into a whistleblower is exceptional in 
part because his life leading up to it was so normal by Silicon 
Valley standards. Harris, who at the time of this writing is in 
his midthirties, was raised in the Bay Area. Like many engi-
neers, he grew up  hacking his Macintosh and writing com-
puter code. He went to Stanford to study computer science 
and, after graduating, started a master’s degree working in BJ 
Fogg’s famed Persuasive Technology  Lab—  which explores 
how to use technology to change how people think and act. In 
Silicon Valley, Fogg is known as the “millionaire maker,” a 
reference to the many people who passed through his lab and 
then applied what they learned to help build lucrative tech 
 start-  ups (a group that includes, among other  dot-  com lumi-
naries, Instagram co-founder Mike Krieger). Following this 
established path, Harris, once sufficiently schooled in the art 
of  mind-  device interaction, dropped out of the master’s pro-
gram to found Apture, a tech start-up that used pop-up fac-
toids to increase the time users spent on websites.

In 2011, Google acquired Apture, and Harris was put to 
work on the Gmail inbox team. It was at Google where Harris, 
now working on products that could impact hundreds of mil-
lions of people’s behaviors, began to grow concerned. After a 
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