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Frictionless musical creation?: A critical analysis of
the democratisation of musical creativity through

technology
Vincent Meelberg1

Abstract
This essay critically examines the relationship between music technology and the
democratisation of musical creativity, using the Ableton Move as a case study. While
digital advancements like the Move simplify music creation by promising accessibility,
speed, and frictionless workflows, they often conflate democratisation with mere
accessibility. True democratisation, however, requires more than removing barriers;
it demands fostering agency, originality, and meaningful engagement. The Move’s
design, prioritising convenience and pre-approved gestures, risks homogenising
music-making by stripping away the struggle, reflection, and discomfort essential
to creative expression. Drawing on theories of creativity and the role of productive
discomfort, the essay argues that friction is not an obstacle but a catalyst for creativity.
It concludes that democratisation in music technology must move beyond frictionless
design, embracing intentional discomfort to empower users to challenge norms,
redefine their creative processes, and reclaim genuine artistic agency.

Keywords: music technology; creativity; discomfort; friction; democratisation

Introduction: Music
technology and accessibility
People have always made use of technology
in musical practices, and this technology ex-
panded the ways in which people could ex-
press themselves musically. Current digital
music-technological developments also con-
tribute to this expansion. Some of these de-
velopments, however, are also considered as
forms of democratisation of the music-making
process, as they simplify this process through
principles like automation.2

While simplification could enhance partici-
pation in making music, it might come at a cost.
Moreover, as I will argue in this essay, enhanc-
ing accessibility does not automatically imply
that the music-making process is democratised.
In discussions about music technology, how-
ever, democratisation and accessibility are of-
ten conflated. An example of such a confla-
tion is the way the Ableton Move is marketed.
The Ableton Move is a so-called groovebox; a
portable all-in-one music-making device that
contains a sampler, a sound engine, and a four-
track sequencer. It is advertised as a musical
device that allows users to create music wher-

1 Radboud University Nijmegen (� orcid.org/0000-0002-9021-543X).
2 Leyshon, “The software slump?”
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ever they are and whenever they want in an
easy, straightforward, and frictionless manner:

Trust your instincts. Move helps you cap-
ture your best ideas whenever they appear.
Pick it up, find new sounds and make fast
decisions about what feels right in the mo-
ment. Follow your intuition wherever it
leads you.3

Is the Ableton Move, because of its focus on
creating music as quickly and conveniently as
possible, an example of how digital music tech-
nology may contribute to the democratisation
of musical creativity? Or is it instead an exam-
ple of how affordable, frictionless design can
undermine the very creativity it claims to make
accessible?

The device’s design appears to revolve
around convenience, accessibility, and effi-
ciency, rather than originality or quality of
the musical output:

Create faster than you can overthink.
Catch the first flashes of inspiration as
quickly as they come, and keep the mo-
mentum going with Move’s simple work-
flow. Mix and match ideas, see what
works and what doesn’t. With Move, it’s
easier than ever to outpace your inner
critic.4

In Ableton’s view, extended musical reflection
is considered a non-productive activity, as it
might result in a too-critical stance towards
one’s musical creations that might hamper one’s
creative output. Instead, the Move is marketed
as a tool for what Ableton calls “instinctive mu-
sic making,” designed to “quickly capture in-
spiration as it comes.”5 This aligns with the
techno-optimist ideal of removing as many

barriers as possible between the user and the
act of creation.6 At the same time, it appears
that, by prioritising speed and convenience, it
risks reducing music-making to a series of pre-
approved gestures, stripping away the struggle,
surprise, and depth that define musical creativ-
ity and instead pushes toward a homogenisa-
tion of music.

In this essay I will critically examine the re-
lation between the democratisation of musi-
cal creativity and music technology. First, I
will discuss what musical creativity is, or can
be. I will argue that creativity requires mo-
ments of friction and failure, and that efficiency
and instant gratification might actually impede
creativity. Next, using the Ableton Move as
a case study, I will analyse how music tech-
nology is framed as leading to a democratisa-
tion of musical creativity. I will assert that this
democratisation is predicated on the idea that
music-making should be made as frictionless
and efficient as possible. As a result, there seems
to be a tension between this idea of democrati-
sation and musical creativity considered as re-
quiring friction and failure. Finally, I will ex-
plore the manners in which technology such as
the Ableton Move can be used to stimulate cre-
ativity, and how this can be considered a form
of democratisation as well, albeit not necessarily
through optimising efficiency and removing
friction.

Productive friction in musical
creativity
Creativity, as a concept, is simultaneously per-
sonal and social. At the individual level, R.
Keith Sawyer defines creativity as the process
of creating new mental combinations that are
expressed in the world and that are novel and

3 Ableton, “Move.”
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 See for instance Challis, “Technology, accessibility and creativity in popular music education”; Leyshon, “The

software slump”; Prior, Popular Music Digital Technology and Society.
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original.7 This means that simply repeating fa-
miliar routines, such as driving the same route
to work or reciting memorised lines, does not
qualify as creative. Instead, creativity emerges
when two or more previously unconnected
ideas are combined in a way that is new to the
individual.

This individualist perspective, however, is
only one facet of the phenomenon. The socio-
cultural definition, also articulated by Sawyer,
expands this view, framing creativity as the
generation of a product judged novel and valu-
able by a knowledgeable social group.8 Here,
creativity is not just about personal originality
but about contributing something meaningful
to a broader context, what is often referred to
as “big C” Creativity. Such works, whether
groundbreaking solutions or artistic master-
pieces, must resonate with and be validated by
others, ensuring their relevance and impact.

Berys Gaut further refines this understand-
ing by emphasising that creative acts must ex-
hibit flair: the capacity to produce original and
valuable items through purposeful, thoughtful
action. Creative acts, Gaut maintains, are not
accidental or mechanical. Instead, they require
understanding, judgment, and the ability to
evaluate and adapt to the task at hand.9 This
notion of flair underscores creativity as an in-
tentional, skilful engagement with the world,
rather than a passive or random occurrence.
Fred Orton, in his analysis of artistic intention,
frames intentional, skilful engagement as a pro-
cess where this kind of intention transcends the
purely private or subjective, instead being fun-
damentally shaped by social, historical, and ide-
ological frameworks. Creative acts thus never
occur in isolation but instead are embedded in

the social, historical, and ideological contexts
that define and are, in turn, reshaped by artistic
practice.10

Creativity is also intimately linked to play.
Thomas Hendricks describes play as a journey
into the unanticipated, fuelled by curiosity and
anticipation.11 Play thrives in environments
that allow for spontaneity and exploration and
where the physical or social world permits ex-
perimentation and discovery. It is less about
rigid control and more about embracing the
unexpected, navigating challenges as they arise,
and deriving meaning from the present mo-
ment. Especially moments when things appear
to fail can be deeply meaningful. Adam Green,
Roger Beaty, Yoed Kenett, and James Kaufman
build on this by stressing that creativity is fun-
damentally a process.12 It is not a static achieve-
ment but an ongoing engagement with the
world, marked by iteration, revision, the will-
ingness to confront and transcend patterned
thought, and the courage to make mistakes.

Chetan Walia, finally, frames creativity as
a dynamic process of production, not repro-
duction.13 It begins with perceiving a problem
or disequilibrium in the environment, a ten-
sion that sparks productive activity and chal-
lenges established norms. This act of creation
is not just about solving problems but about
transforming discomfort and uncertainty into
something new, whether a physical object, a
mental construct, or an emotional experience.

Discomfort may in fact act as a stimulator for
creativity. According to Mark Tschaepe, dis-
comfort is “a somatic state of being ill-at-ease
or discontented. More specifically, it is the
experience of being at-odds-with the imme-
diate environment one inhabits.”14 Whereas

7 Sawyer, Explaining Creativity, 8.
8 Ibid., 9.
9 Gaut, “The philosophy of creativity,” 1041–1042.

10 Orton, Aesthetic Thinking.
11 Henricks, “Play as experience.”
12 Green et al., “The process definition of creativity.”
13Walia, “A dynamic definition of creativity.”
14 Tschaepe, “Somaesthetics of Discomfort,” 2.
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comfort is a “bodily sensation of being-at-one
with the immediate environment,”15 discom-
fort directs attention to the state of the body
and its relation to the world. Discomfort invites
engagement and understanding, serving as ma-
terial for building knowledge and resilience.16

Discomfort in educational settings, for in-
stance, can foster a more flexible sense of self
and encourage critical inquiry into deeply held
beliefs.17 Arno Kumagai points out that, in
transformative learning, discomfort pushes in-
dividuals beyond their comfort zones, com-
pelling them to re-examine preconceived ideas
and assumptions.18 The process of navigating
this instability leads not to a return to old ways
of thinking but to the search for new answers.19

M.C. Schraefel and Michael Jones distin-
guish between productive and unproductive
discomfort. The latter is an inconvenience or
annoyance that has no purpose. As examples
Schraefel and Jones mention an itchy sweater
that might cause discomfort in the sense that
it is unpleasant to wear or a shoe that might
cause discomfort while walking because it is
too small.20 The difference between these ex-
periences and the kind of discomfort that can
be productive is that productive discomfort is
a precursor to adaptation, signalling the need
for new skills, practices, or states of being.21 As
such, Schraefel and Jones explain, productive
discomfort is different from pain. If an action
causes pain, it restricts range of motion, speed,
and load capacity. Repeating a painful action
often intensifies the pain and the associated in-
jury. In fact, persistently moving an injured
area during acute pain can hinder healing. Dis-

comfort, however, has the opposite effect: re-
peating the same action over time reduces the
discomfort as the body and mind adapt. Dis-
comfort is a signal of incremental challenge
that leads to positive adaptation, while pain –
whether acute or chronic – signals injury or
potential disease and limits progress.

This raises the question of how to distinguish
between the level of discomfort that leads to
positive adaptation and the point at which dis-
comfort becomes pain, which is a signal to stop.
Unlike pain, discomfort does not limit move-
ment, speed, or load, but it can still lead one to
quit. Research on fatigue suggests that decid-
ing to quit is often a cognitive choice within
discomfort, rather than purely physical exhaus-
tion.22 Fundamentally, what sets pain apart
from productive discomfort is subjective and
hinges on its influence on an individual’s future
capacity.23

As I mentioned above, discomfort can also be
experienced when there is friction in creative
processes such as making music. It emerges as
the cognitive, affective, or procedural tension
that may arise when human creative intentions
encounter the affordances, constraints, or mis-
alignments of the musical tools or systems that
are used.24 This tension is not merely an ob-
stacle but can be a vital component of creativ-
ity, as long as it does not just cause frustration
and make someone give up. No absolute crite-
ria can be formulated, however, to determine
whether a specific instance of friction in a cre-
ative process is productive ormerely frustrating.
As I explained above, deciding to quit is often
a cognitive choice within discomfort, a choice

15 Ibid.
16 Ibid., 5.
17Winks, “Discomfort, challenge and brave spaces in higher education,” 101.
18 Kumagai, “Discomfort, doubt, and the edge of learning,” 649.
19 Ibid., 650.
20 Schraefel and Jones, “Discomfort,” 3.
21 Ibid., 3-4.
22 Marcora et al., “Mental fatigue impairs physical performance in humans.”
23 Schraefel and Jones, “Discomfort,” 6.
24 DeSchryver et al., “From friction to synergy,” 12.
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that depends on the subjective experience of a
particular instance of friction.

The reason why friction can be productive
is because it forces a slowing down of the cre-
ative process and compels people involved in
this process to be patient. This patience, in turn,
underpins essential processes like incubation,
observation, and mindfulness, enabling deeper
engagement.25 Michael DeSchryver, Danah
Henriksen, and Sean Leahy suggest that by
paying attention to detail and revealing con-
nections that might otherwise remain hidden,
patience often catalyses unexpected discoveries
and innovative ideas that are characteristic of
truly creative endeavours.26

Yet modern culture’s emphasis on speed and
immediate results stands in contrast to the value
of patience, which thrives on reflection and de-
liberate thought. This can be considered a “cul-
ture of impatience,” where efficiency is priori-
tised over depth, and the tolerance for boredom
or prolonged engagement diminishes.27 De-
Schryver et al. point out that in music compo-
sition, for example, while software tools and AI
may enable rapid generation of ideas, crafting
something meaningful by curating, refining,
and assembling these fragments into a cohesive
whole requires time and effort. This process of
collaging and refinement becomes a space for
meaningful friction, moments where creators
pause, reflect, and assert their artistic inten-
tions. Rather than hindering creativity, such
friction reintroduces intentionality and deeper
engagement, illustrating how resistance and
deliberation can enrich creative practice.28

Interestingly, the design philosophy behind
the Move appears to contradict this view on
creativity. The Move is designed to prioritise
speed and convenience over depth and reflec-
tion. It encourages users to repeat what Sawyer

calls “mastered behavioural patterns”29 rather
than forge original connections. The device’s
clip-based, four-track structure further rein-
forces this repetition, reducing the creative act
to the assembly of pre-existing elements.

Moreover, the Move’s presets, templates, and
autoload features, which all contribute to the
removal of friction, seem to replace curios-
ity with convenience, and unanticipated chal-
lenges with predictable outcomes. The result
is a device that may facilitate music production
but does not really stimulate creativity in the
sense elaborated above. There seems to be less
room for the messy, generative potential of cre-
ative acts, no space for the discomfort that is so
important to producing something genuinely
new.

The Move thus makes it easy to produce
something, but not necessarily something
meaningful. Because of its design architecture,
the device encourages users to work within es-
tablished sonic and structural frameworks. The
Move’s workflow, designed to make music pro-
duction as accessible and frictionless as possible,
may tend to privilege certain loop-based, grid-
based, and broadly Western tonal assumptions
to music-making. This risks erasing alterna-
tive approaches to time, structure, and sound
that do not comply with this workflow, as they
do not fit neatly into Ableton’s paradigm. Yet,
the very fact that music technology removes
friction is often presented as an argument for
the democratising power of this technology.

The democratising potential of
music technology
The Ableton Move is an example of how mu-
sic technology is often framed as a tool for
democratisation. Marketed as a portable, acces-

25 Piirto, “The creative process in writers”; Hassan, “Creativity trilateral dynamics.”
26 DeSchryver et al., “From friction to synergy,” 12.
27 Ibid., 13.
28 Ibid., 13–14.
29 Sawyer, Explaining Creativity, 8.
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sible, and affordable device for “instinctive mu-
sic making,” the Move promises to lower bar-
riers to entry and empower creators. The kind
of empowerment that is promised, however, is
based on a logic of expansion and exclusion, not
democratic participation. While devices such
as the Move may appear democratic by allow-
ing greater access, participation, and “voice”
(anyone can create music or share tracks), their
power dynamics are fundamentally different
from traditional democratic ideals, which are
tied to public debate, social justice, and cultural
struggle.

This is why Paul Harkins and Nick Prior
argue that the term “democratisation” has be-
come a “baggy and idealised aspiration,”30 often
invoked to justify the expansion of proprietary
ecosystems. In the case of the Move, this is
exemplified by the fact that the Move is seen
as a musical sketchbook rather than a complete
music production system. Music started on the
Move can, or perhaps more accurately, should,
be imported in Ableton’s digital audio work-
station, Live, in order to turn this music into a
fully-fledged, finished track:

Explore now, refine later. Move is about
getting into the flow and seeing where it
takes you. Create, rework and combine
ideas until something clicks, then head to
Live to finesse or add finishing touches.31

Nancy Weiss Hanrahan argues along the same
lines as Harkins and Prior by asserting that the
contemporary conception of democratisation
in music has been reduced to a set of technical

protocols, rather than a process of contestation
or struggle for justice.32 This also resonates
with Walter Benjamin’s perspective on the re-
lation between technological progress and pol-
itics. For Benjamin, technological progress
must serve political progress: the empower-
ment of the masses to challenge, redefine, and
own their creative processes.33 Instead, the
Move’s democratisation operates through the
expansion of networks that include only those
who “add value” to the system, as Hanrahan
notes,34 echoing Benjamin’s warning that me-
chanical reproduction can just as easily serve
capitalist exploitation as it can emancipation.35

The drive to expand the population of music
makers, then, is less about empowering individ-
uals than about extracting their creative labour
and data. Liam Pram and Fabio Morreale, for
their part, also note that so-called “democratis-
ing” systems often operate in extractive ways,
harvesting users’ creative input while obscur-
ing the mechanisms that govern their opera-
tion.36 Pram and Morreale furthermore point
out that the promise of “rediscovering” innate
musical desire through technology, as for in-
stance voiced by Mikey Shulman, CEO of the
AI music company Suno, risks becoming a cor-
porate strategy to enrol users in closed ecosys-
tems, where creativity is standardised and com-
modified.37 For Benjamin, this represents the
co-optation of cultural production by capitalist
forces, where creativity is stripped of its critical
potential.38

Ultimately, Hanrahan concludes, democrati-
sation through music technology amounts to
the levelling of expertise.39 As a result, Pram

30 Harkins and Prior, “(Dis)locating democratization,” 84.
31 Ableton, “Move.”
32 Hanrahan, “Democratisation without democracy,” 415.
33 Benjamin, “The author as producer,” 95.
34 Hanrahan, “Democratisation without democracy,” 418.
35 Benjamin, “The work of art in the age of its technological reproducibility.”
36 Pram and Morreale, “Opening musical creativity?” 4.
37 Ibid., 12.
38 Benjamin, “The work of art in the age of its technological reproducibility.”
39 Hanrahan, “Democratisation without democracy,” 419.
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and Morreale maintain, “the drive to expand
the population of music makers [through the
proliferation of affordable and accessible musi-
cal devices and digital services] is likely a shal-
low pursuit of growth over meaningful engage-
ment, and democratisation could represent a
‘form of technologically–mediated deskilling,’
reforming the kinds of musical tasks that are
left to the user.”40 In this view, democratisation
through music technology thus might actually
result in a “dumbing down” of musical creators.
Consequently, in a techno-optimist view the
democratisation of musical creativity is equated
with the increase of access through affordabil-
ity and the removal of friction. And while the
Move’s workflow, which is based on presets,
templates, and autoload features, does indeed
remove friction and increases access, it does
not necessarily foreground genuine agency or
originality.

This explains why so much music produced
with devices like the Move ends up sound-
ing generic. Users rely on presets and algo-
rithms rather than exploring their own creative
voices. The Move’s design encourages speed
and conformity, not reflection and original-
ity. As Johannes Brusila, Martin Cloonan, and
Kim Ramstedt argue, however, democratisa-
tion should shift focus from passive consump-
tion to active choice and production,41 but the
Move’s design appears to do the opposite. It
lowers the barrier to entry but channels users
into standardised, corporate-approved path-
ways, stripping away the friction, struggle, and
individuality that define genuine creative ex-
pression. As a result, accessibility is conflated
with democratisation, but the two are not the
same. Accessibility refers to the removal of
technical, financial, or logistical barriers: mak-
ing tools cheaper, easier to use, or more widely
available.

A substantive democratisation of musical cre-
ativity, however, would require tools and sys-
tems that not only make music-making possi-
ble for more people but also empower them to
challenge, redefine, and take ownership of their
creative processes. This could involve open-
source platforms, user-driven customisation,
or spaces for collective deliberation about the
purposes and values of music-making. More-
over, it would imply that musical creators have
the freedom to produce and embrace their own
music, not merely work within pre-approved
sounds, templates, or workflows. As I argued
above, musical creativity is predicated on dis-
comfort, friction, and failure, and making this
ability more accessible should not imply the
elimination of the very elements that make up
this capacity. Instead, these elements need to be
embraced and foregrounded in music technol-
ogy in such a way that they motivate creators
to create new and original music.

Without these elements, accessibility risks
becoming a superficial form of inclusion, one
that serves the interests of platforms and cor-
porations, rather than the creative and cultural
agency of the people using them. In this light,
the Move’s promise of democratisation is re-
vealed as a hollow one: users gain access to
tools, but not the power to define their own
terms of engagement or resist the homogenis-
ing forces of the platform. For Benjamin, this
is the antithesis of the author as producer, a role
that demands critical engagement with the ap-
paratus of production, not mere participation
in it.42

40 Pram and Morreale, “Opening musical creativity?” 4.
41 Brusila et al., “Music, digitalization, and democracy,” 2.
42 Benjamin, “The author as producer.”
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Reconsidering the
democratising effects of music
technology
Friction is not an obstacle to the democratisa-
tion of musical creativity but a necessary con-
dition for it. Musical tools that introduce re-
sistance – whether through technical limita-
tions, the need for skill development, or un-
predictable behaviours – can empower users to
develop their own unique voices, rather than
conforming to pre-determined templates or al-
gorithms. DeSchryver et al. argue along these
lines by highlighting that technology’s rela-
tionship with creativity is more than just a mat-
ter of removing friction. Technology can en-
hance creative processes, amplifying and refin-
ing creative expression. Moreover, technology
can in fact introduce friction that challenges or
complements human creativity.43 This, how-
ever, requires that musical devices should in-
clude an element of what Schraefel and Jones
call “design for discomfort.”44

Schraefel and Jones point out that, at first
glance, the idea of designing for discomfort
may seem counterintuitive. After all, com-
fort is a universally sought-after state, one that
modern life has made increasingly accessible.
We are surrounded by conveniences such as
abundant food, sedentary entertainment, and
climate-controlled environments that cater to
our innate desire for ease. Yet, while these com-
forts may have offered evolutionary advantages
in the past, they now pose challenges to our
long-term health, learning, and social connec-
tion. In a world where comfort is the default,
Schraefel and Jones argue, intentionally seek-
ing and embracing discomfort may be essential
for personal growth, skill development, and
meaningful engagement with the world.45

Discomfort, when framed as a temporary
and necessary part of a creative musical pro-
cess, can become a powerful tool for stimu-
lating original music making. Moreover, it
could even be considered an alternative way to
democratise musical creativity. Not by remov-
ing friction, but by introducing discomfort in
a productive manner. The question then be-
comes how systems and devices can be created
that help individuals not only endure discom-
fort but also appreciate its role in achieving
their musical aspirations. According to Schrae-
fel and Jones this can be accomplished by de-
signing with an explicit awareness of discom-
fort.46

To incorporate discomfort effectively into
design, Schraefel and Jones propose five key
principles.47 First, prepare for discomfort in or-
der to reduce resistance through planning and
understanding. Next, make the role of discom-
fort explicit. Third, provide support during
discomfort by offering resources to endure the
experience of discomfort. Fourth, offer micro-
rewards during the process that function as
small meaningful incentives tied to the process.
Finally, provide support for recovery to allow
users time for adaptation and reflection.

The Ableton Move, as a portable, frictionless
music-making tool, could also be redesigned
to intentionally incorporate discomfort as a
means to stimulate deeper creativity and en-
gagement. And this redesign does not only
have to be a theoretical thought experiment,
as recently music software developer Charles
Vestal managed to hack the Move. Part of this
hack, called Move Everything, is expanding the
sound tools to include more instruments and
effects. In this way users are able to circum-
vent Ableton’s curated selection of sounds and
effects and use their own. Secondly, the hack

43 DeSchryver et al., “From friction to synergy,” 3.
44 Schraefel and Jones, “Discomfort.”
45 Ibid., 11.
46 Ibid., 4.
47 Ibid., 9.
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also adds accessibility and workflow features
that were not previously part of the Ableton
Move. For example, it optionally integrates a
screen reader directly onto the device. This
makes the Move the first fully standalone mu-
sical device with genuine support for visually
impaired musicians. It reads out controls via
text-to-speech and allows adjustments to speed,
pitch, and volume. All of this happens on the
device without any extra tools. This also allows
visually impaired people to use the Move and
its sketchbook music-making concept to make
music. Further, it comes with a built-in ra-
dio with various international stations that you
can sample from within the device. Not only
can you sample from the radio, but also from
YouTube right from the Move hardware.48

Drawing from the principles of discomfort
design and the critique of frictionless technol-
ogy, and taking into account the possibilities
the Move Everything project offers, the Move
might be reimagined to embrace discomfort,
and ultimately contribute to a democratisation
of musical creativity by both hacking the de-
vice itself and offering specific online forums
and resources where users can learn and share
their experiences. The first and second princi-
ples of discomfort design revolve around the
idea of explicitly framing the creative struggle
and the value of discomfort. Instead of empha-
sising ease and speed, the Move’s marketing
and documentation could highlight the value
of struggle in the creative process. Tutorials
could frame discomfort as a necessary part of
learning and innovation, preparing users to em-
brace challenges rather than avoid them. This
involves a clear communication of the device’s
limitations, such as its four-track structure and
limited effects, not as shortcomings but as in-
tentional constraints designed to spark creativ-
ity.

The third and fourth principles, i.e. provide
support during discomfort and offer micro-

rewards during the process, could be imple-
mented by introducing a “learning mode” that
gradually unlocks features as users demonstrate
mastery. For instance, interaction with the
Move could start with only two tracks and ba-
sic effects, requiring users to deeply engage
with sound design before accessing more tools.
Furthermore, skill-based challenges could be
included that offer guided exercises that push
users out of their comfort zones, such as “Cre-
ate a track using only field recordings” or
“Compose a melody using only the device’s
built-in microphone.” These challenges could
be gamified, with rewards tied to completion
rather than output quality.

The fifth and final principle, support for
recovery, could involve a “cool-down” pe-
riod after extended use, encouraging users
to step away and reflect. The device could
suggest listening to their work with fresh
ears or sketching ideas on paper before re-
turning. In addition, an online platform for
users to share “failed” experiments or works-
in-progress could be created, normalising dis-
comfort as part of the creative journey. This
could include a “Lessons from limitations” fo-
rum where users discuss how constraints led to
breakthroughs.

By reimagining the Move through the lens
of discomfort design, it can be transformed
from a tool that merely facilitates quick results
into one that actively nurtures depth, orig-
inality, and meaningful engagement. This
redesign is not about making music-making
harder for its own sake, but about recognising
that creativity emerges when it is challenged,
when limitations become opportunities, and
when the process itself is valued as much as the
final product.
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Conclusion: Reclaiming
creativity in the age of
frictionless technology
The Ableton Move embodies a paradox inher-
ent in contemporary music technology: while
it promises to democratise musical creativity by
removing barriers and simplifying the creative
process, its frictionless design risks undermin-
ing the very qualities that define creativity by
minimising struggle, surprise, and the trans-
formative power of discomfort. By prioritis-
ing speed, convenience, and pre-approved ges-
tures, the Move reduces music-making to a se-
ries of standardised actions, stripping away the
depth, originality, and personal agency that lie
at the core of creative expression. The device’s
emphasis on instant gratification and seamless
workflow aligns with a techno-optimist vi-
sion of democratisation, where accessibility is
conflated with empowerment, and efficiency
is mistaken for innovation. Yet, as I argued
throughout this essay, true creativity does not
flourish in the absence of friction, but in its em-
brace. The tension between patterned thought
and unscripted exploration, between comfort
and challenge, is where meaningful art may
emerge.

The rhetoric of democratisation in music
technology often obscures a more troubling re-
ality: the homogenisation of sound, the extrac-
tion of user data, and the reinforcement of cor-
porate ecosystems that prioritise consumption
over genuine agency. When democratisation is
reduced to affordability and ease of use, it risks
becoming a tool for deskilling rather than em-
powerment, for conformity rather than origi-
nality. The Move’s closed workflow exempli-
fies this trend, channelling users into narrow
creative pathways while claiming to stimulate
individual expression.

The hacking of the Move through projects
like Move Everything, however, demonstrates
that technology can be reclaimed and repur-

posed to support creative agency. By introduc-
ing intentional friction, music technology can
become a site of resistance and innovation. A
truly democratic music tool would not elimi-
nate struggle but would design for it, offering
users the resources to navigate discomfort and
the freedom to define their own creative jour-
neys. It would prioritise open platforms and
community-led education, ensuring that ac-
cess to tools translates into real opportunities
for self-expression and cultural participation.

Ultimately, the democratisation of musical
creativity requires more than just making tools
available; it demands a redefinition of what
this kind of democratisation means. It must
move beyond the market-driven logic of fric-
tionless design and toward a model that values
process over product and agency over conve-
nience. The challenge for designers, educators,
and artists is to create technologies that do not
merely lower the barrier to entry but also ele-
vate the potential for transformative, idiosyn-
cratic, and socially resonant creativity. Only
then can music technology fulfil its promise,
not as a means of standardisation, but as a stim-
ulus for the diverse, unpredictable, and deeply
human act of making music.
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