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For Janna Sweenie, in whose language attention is the
first word.



Everyone knows what attention is. It is the taking
possession by the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one
out of what seem several simultaneously possible
objects or trains of thought.

William James, The Principles of Psychology, 1890

What information consumes is rather obvious: it
consumes the attention of its recipients. Hence a
wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.

Herbert A. Simon, Designing Organizations for an Information-Rich
World, 1971

Attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity.
Simone Weil, letter to Joë Bousquet, 1942
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PROLOGUE

The Number I Sold You

In October of 2008 I sat down at a keyboard and lied to you. I did
not know it was a lie. That is the part that matters, because the
most useful lies are the ones the liar believes, and I believed this
one completely. I wrote a short piece for my own pages and gave
it a confident title, “Biologically Hardwired to Wander,” and
under that title I made a claim with the flat authority of a man
reading a weather report. Science, I wrote, argues that the
average attention span dies at around eighteen minutes. Some
put the death earlier, at ten. A few set the real limit closer to
three. I offered no study, no name, no laboratory, no date. Where
a citation should have stood I placed a link to a search engine, as
if typing the phrase into a box and watching results bloom were
itself a form of proof. That was how authority worked in 2008, on
a blog, in the early confidence of the web, when a thing felt
verified the moment it could be found, and findability had quietly
replaced verification while no one announced the swap. I was a
fast writer with a wide readership and an appetite to sound
certain, which is the exact profile of a person a bad number loves
to find.

That is the whole disease in a single gesture. There was a
number, and I did not know where it came from, and I did not
ask. The number agreed with something I already felt, that the
people around me were drifting, that students skimmed where
they once read, that a quiet had gone out of the world, and
because the number flattered the feeling, I let it through the door
wearing the badge of science and never checked its papers.

The lie was comfortable, and comfort is the tell. A story about
decline hands you a flattering part to play, the last serious person
in a frivolous age, the one who still remembers how to think
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while everyone else dissolves. It excuses your own wandering
mind, because a wandering mind is no longer a personal failure
once the whole species has been clipped to a quarter of an hour.
It lets the middle-aged scold the young in the oldest and most
satisfying way, by mistaking the habits they formed first for the
natural order of things. Every panic about attention has offered
the same three comforts, and I took all three, gratefully, and
called the taking insight.

From that borrowed number I built a small cathedral of worry.
I wrote that we listen to each other less and read less and pay
less attention in the rooms where attention used to be the price
of admission, the classroom and the meeting and the sermon.
Teachers, I wrote, carve a ninety-minute class into
eighteen-minute portions because the students tune out after
minute nineteen, and I treated those teachers as witnesses for
the prosecution rather than as people repeating the same
unexamined figure I was repeating. I reached, as everyone
reaches, for Neil Postman and his fine and frightening book
about amusement, and for the image of nineteenth-century
Americans standing in open fields for hours to hear Lincoln and
Douglas argue, an image I inflated past its true size because the
inflation served my point. If we become only gatherers and
recorders of information, I asked, instead of processors and
evaluators of ideas, how would we ever feed our minds with what
matters? A generation taught to skim for a quick answer, I
warned, would never learn to bind several ideas into one
argument, and the web had made memory itself feel pointless,
since anything found could be saved and pasted later. I asked,
with the bleak wit of a man enjoying his own gloom, whether we
should be permitted to drive for longer than nineteen minutes, or
to tend our children, or to vote, if our minds had in fact been
clipped to a quarter of an hour. I predicted a coming generation
condemned to a ten-second span, a mind that could hold no more
than a single spoken sentence or a glance at a warning sign.

It is a stirring little sermon. It is also built on sand, and I
poured the sand myself, and then I stood on it and preached.

Before I go on, let me offer the one mercy this book has, and
extend it to you even though I will not extend it to myself. If you
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ever repeated that eighteen-minute figure, or the eight-second
goldfish, or any of their cousins, you carry none of the guilt I am
describing. The number was forged to fool the careful person, the
one who would never knowingly pass on a lie, and it fooled such
people by the million. It flattered a real feeling and wore the
costume of science, and passing it along in good faith was the
most ordinary thing a reader could do. The shame belongs to
whoever built it, not to the rest of us who believed it.

If repeating a sourceless number were the whole of it, this
would be a lighter confession. What I did with the number once I
had it goes further, because I did not leave it on the page as an
abstract worry about the culture. I picked it up and used it as a
weapon against real people who were suffering from a real thing.
In the same season, in the same voice of certainty, I wrote that
attention deficit disorder and its hyperactive cousin were
convenient modern labels, a way for tired parents to get
themselves off the hook and a way for ordinary people with no
special gift to claim a protected status and an easier path. I wrote
that the diagnoses were about selling pills and filling out
insurance forms and nothing more. Medicated children, I wrote,
came out dull and incoherent, their personalities stripped, and I
reached for a word I am ashamed to set down again here, a word
that turns a child into a monster from a cheap film. I told a
reader from another country that she was lucky the diagnosis had
not yet taken root in her culture, because, I said, it would destroy
her country by teaching people to call themselves crippled.

Let me be plain, with no hedging and no soft exit. I was wrong,
and wrong in the way that does damage rather than the way that
merely embarrasses. The damage fell on children, and on the
adults those children grew into. Attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder is real. It is one of the most studied conditions in the
whole of developmental science, mapped across decades, visible
in behavior and in the patterns of the brain, present across
countries and classes. A London physician described these
children to a medical audience in 1902, in lectures about what he
called a defect of moral control, decades before the first
stimulant existed. A German doctor had already set a boy who
could not sit still into a children’s verse in the eighteen-forties,
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Fidgety Philip, who rocked and tipped his chair and dragged the
cloth and the dishes down with him, a portrait any parent of such
a child knows on sight. The condition was there long before the
prescription pad. The pad arrived to meet something that had
been waiting, described and undeniable, for a hundred years.
None of it is a verdict on a parent. It is not a disguise the lazy put
on to dodge work. Real treatment, careful and monitored, gives
children back the school day and gives adults back the thread of
their own lives. Behind the abstraction sits a particular
eight-year-old who cannot hold the page his classmates hold,
whose brain runs on a different timing through no failure of
anyone’s discipline, and who, with the right and careful help,
gets to learn that he is not stupid and not bad. I called that child
a monster. The chapters ahead are in part an apology to that
child, and an argument for the care I refused him. The cruelty in
what I wrote was not softened by my sincerity. My sureness was
the engine of the cruelty, and sureness is the thing this book
exists to distrust.

The shape of that error is the reason for this book. I took a
manufactured number, a span with no birth certificate, and I
used it to deny a documented condition. I let a thing that was
false do violence to a thing that was true. That move, the fake
statistic deployed to wave away a real and inconvenient fact,
scales. One careless blogger on a bad afternoon is the small
version of it; the large version runs at the scale of nations, and it
is running right now, in the headlines you half-read this morning.
The chapters ahead are an attempt to take that machine apart on
the workbench and show you every gear, and I am qualified to do
the work for one unhappy reason. I helped power the machine. I
was a small and confident and unpaid engine of it, running with
the rest.

Watch for the machine and you will see it everywhere, still
running, still unchecked. Every few months a fresh headline
announces that the average attention span has fallen again, to
some new and smaller number, and the number is sourced, when
it is sourced at all, to a survey commissioned by a company that
sells a cure for the exact condition the survey discovers. A maker
of a focus supplement finds that we cannot focus. The vendor of
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meeting software finds that our meetings are broken. A nasal
spray brand finds, to its evident alarm, that the national attention
span has collapsed to the length of a coffee break, and a chain of
local newspapers prints the finding across forty mastheads in a
single afternoon. A press release becomes a study, the study
becomes a headline, the headline becomes the thing your aunt
repeats at dinner, and not one hand in the chain ever touched a
laboratory. I know the chain because I was a link in it, for free,
and the people who run it for money have only refined what I did
for nothing.

Nor was 2008 a single slip I can quarantine and disown. Two
years later I did it again, and this time inside my own art, where
the excuse of ignorance does not reach. By training I am a
playwright, schooled in a theater program and seasoned in the
practical machinery of the stage, and in January of 2010 I
declared that one-act plays were ruining the modern theater. I
meant every word. The shrinking of the form, I argued, was
convenience over substance, a way to save money and scenery
and stagehands while asking less of a director and an actor. In
the same breath I admitted to having written many one-acts
myself, then kept condemning the form as if my own fingerprints
were not on the body. I read a change in the shape of an evening
as a verdict on the audience’s character.

Look at the reflex, because it matches the first exactly. A
change in a form, the move from long plays to short ones, gets
read at once as a moral collapse and a shrinking of the
audience’s mind, and the cause is laid on weakness, laziness, a
failure of will in the people. The question a clear eye asks first
never crossed my mind. I did not ask who profits when the
evening runs shorter. I skipped the intermission and the bar
receipts, the cost of a large cast, the theater setting itself in a
losing race with a television comedy that fills twenty-three
minutes between advertisements. The economics stood in plain
sight, and I walked past them to deliver a homily about the
rotting human spirit.

The contradiction cut deeper than the theater, and I missed it
then too. Two months after I declared attention dead, in
December of 2008, I launched a site of my own called 10txt,
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devoted to telling a whole story in exactly ten words, no more
and no less, and I kept it running for two years and a hundred
stories. I was mourning the short attention span with one hand
and building a monument to it with the other. The experiment
even handed me the lesson this book would later argue, and I let
it slide off me. By the autumn of 2010 the ten-word form had
come to feel, in the word I used at the time, too Twitterish for
serious thought, too compressed to hold any weight, so I
stretched it to ten sentences to make room for what ten words
could not carry. I had built a machine for shrinking a story, lived
inside it long enough to feel exactly what the shrinking cost, and
still walked away blaming the times rather than the cage I had
built.

What changed me was slow and unglamorous, the same thing
that changes anyone who is lucky: I kept reading, and I kept
being wrong in public, and being wrong in public, if you survive
it, is a school. The numbers I had trusted kept failing under the
lightest pressure. A reporter I admired would pull a single thread
on a famous statistic and the whole garment would come apart in
his hands, and I would feel the small sick drop of recognizing my
own method in the people he was exposing. The feeling I had
described in 2008 was real enough. The story I had told about the
feeling was a hand-me-down, and I had never once checked the
label.

Eighteen years passed between that first sermon and this
book. People do change, slowly, if they keep reading and keep
getting embarrassed, and by the start of 2026 I had stopped
reciting the obituary. What I had begun to notice was how often
we are invited to the same funeral, the recurring announcement
that nobody reads anymore and the printed page is finished and
the book is a museum object waiting for its glass case. I had
attended that funeral many times. I had helped carry the casket.
This time I asked a different question, the one that became the
seed of everything here. Whether books are dying turned out to
be the wrong question. The useful question is which kinds of
reading are being replaced, by what, and who collects on the
swap. I named the enemy at last, and it wore two faces: the
conversion of human attention into a strip-mined resource, and
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the use of moral panic to restrict access to what reading remains.
The failing mind of the reader was a decoy, and I had been
chasing the decoy for years.

That two-faced enemy is the door into this book, so let me
open it all the way and tell you what is on the other side, and
what is not. I am going to make three claims, and I am going to
hold them together for the length of the book, because each one
without the others curdles into the kind of half-truth I spent a
decade selling.

The first claim is that the scale and the blame of the attention
crisis were manufactured. The famous numbers that anchor the
panic, the eight seconds we are told we have fallen below, the
eighteen minutes I myself once preached, the ten-minute ceiling
that supposedly caps a lecture, the tidy figures a survey coughs
up on schedule, are forgeries or misreadings. They trace back to
marketing reports and press releases and a feedback loop that
turns a feeling into a poll and a poll into a headline and a
headline into a fact that everyone knows and no one has checked.
The first part of this book is a forgery investigation, and I will
follow each fake number home the way a good reporter follows a
bad check, to the empty account it was drawn on.

The second claim is the one that keeps me honest, and it
draws the line between this book and a comforting fairy tale.
Something real did change. The way we spend attention in front
of a screen has shifted, and it has been measured, with care, over
twenty years, by a scientist who used a stopwatch and then
software and watched the time we hold on a single screen fall
from minutes to seconds. I will not deny that data, and I will not
let you deny it either, because the temptation of a book like this
is to swing too far and call the whole crisis a hoax and your own
felt experience a delusion. Your experience is not a delusion. The
feeling was sound; the failure was in the naming of it, in calling a
change the market engineered a personal decline to be ashamed
of. What the machine did, it did to a mind that was fine, learning
to spend that mind faster than you could guard it.

The third claim is that the alarm itself is a product, sold twice.
It is sold the first time as fear, because a population convinced its
mind is dissolving will buy the pill and the course and the focus
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app and the magazine with the frightened cover. It is sold a
second time as a license, because once people accept that
attention and reading and the life of the mind are under siege,
the removal of books from a child’s library can be dressed as a
rescue instead of a theft. The same panic that empties a wallet
can empty a shelf. By the end of the book those two sales will
turn out to be one business.

Hold those three claims at once and a single sentence falls out
of them, the sentence I wish I had carried in 2008. Concede the
real, and prosecute the fake. The mechanism is real, the blame is
misplaced, the fear is for sale. A reader who keeps all three in
view cannot be sold the easy panic, and cannot be sold the easy
denial, and that double immunity is the one durable gift this book
has to offer.

This book takes its name from that eighteen-minute figure, the
one I preached, because it is the cleanest specimen of the whole
fraud. It sounds scientific. It travels well. The figure changes how
a teacher builds a class, how a producer cuts a show, and how a
reader judges his own tired mind at the end of a long day. And it
has no source, no study, no honest origin that anyone has ever
produced. A lie with that much power over real behavior has
earned the right to its name on the cover of the book that takes it
apart. I gave the lie my voice once. Giving it a proper trial now is
the smallest repair I can make. And a trial is the right word,
because the figure deserves the full process, the evidence laid
out, the source subpoenaed, the witnesses heard, and a verdict
that any honest juror could reach on the facts instead of the fear.

A confession alone cannot hold up a book, and an argument
run in a single lane gives out fast, so this one braids several
strands that keep crossing each other. The forgery work comes
first, the patient unwinding of each manufactured number.
Alongside it runs the science, stated with care: what the brain
researchers find when they go looking for a hundred-year decline
in human attention, which is no good evidence of one, set against
what the screen-loggers find, which is a real and rapid change in
how we move between tasks. History forms a third line, because
the conviction that a new medium is melting the mind is older
than the printing press, older than paper, old enough that
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Socrates worried, in writing, that writing would undo us. Then
comes the market, the long commercial story that runs from a
polymath economist’s pair of breeding rabbits, through the men
who first named attention as a thing to be bought and sold, to the
engineered feed that refreshes under your thumb like a slot
machine carried in a pocket.

The strand I am proudest to carry is the one the crowded shelf
of attention books has never thought to lift. I live with a teacher
of a visual language. My wife signs, and she teaches others to
sign, and the attention a signed language asks of an eye and a
body runs on a different plan from the attention a printed line
asks of them. The eye that reads a pair of hands does not narrow
to a single point the way an eye on a line of print can; it widens,
holding the whole moving field at once, the face that carries the
grammar and the hands that carry the sense and the lit space
between two people where meaning is set down and moved
around. Researchers have measured that widening, an advantage
out at the edges of sight that grows from the deep daily training
of a visual tongue rather than from the ear’s silence. The field
has a name for it, Deaf Gain, and the name is the exact reverse of
a deficit. Somewhere in these pages the whole question turns
over, because once you watch a language live in the hands and at
the periphery of the eye, the picture of attention as one faculty on
one dial, sliding down toward a goldfish, falls apart. Attention is
plural. Culture trains it. A people does not lose attention so much
as get taught, by whoever is paying, where to aim it.

The reading of form is the strand my whole working life
prepared. I will go back to the theater I once libeled and ask the
question I dodged in 2010, what the shrinking of a play measures
and who collects when the curtain comes down early. I will go
back to the page and the spoken book and the long argument,
and to my own years spent making things that ask for more time
than the market wants to give. The last strand matters most, and
I will guard it hardest against my own taste for thunder: the
strand of the republic. A self-governing people has to follow a
thought past the length of a slogan. A citizen who can hold an
argument can be reasoned with; a citizen trained to a reflex can
only be triggered, and the man who wants to rule by reflex has
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every reason to keep the training running. I have spent years
reading how free governments come apart, and the first crack is
rarely ideological. The break tends to come when a public loses
the patience to follow a complicated truth and reaches instead
for the loud and the immediate, which is precisely the appetite
the attention market manufactures and sells. The strip-mining of
attention and the erosion of self-government are one process
billed to two accounts. I will make that case, and make it without
the overstatement that would let a fair critic throw it out,
because the stakes sit too high to dress up.

Through all of it runs the thread of one writer’s correction,
eighteen years long, from the afternoon I sold you a number I had
not checked to the morning I learned to ask who was selling it to
me. I put my own worst writing at the front of this book on
purpose. A man who once ran the machine owes you the receipts,
and a prosecution led by a reformed member of the gang is worth
more than a sermon from someone who never sinned. Everything
I accuse the culture of doing, I did first, in print, under my own
name, with my whole chest.

There is a private reason I had to settle this, beyond the public
embarrassment of my own clippings. I make long things for a
living. I write books that ask for hours, and plays that ask an
audience to sit in the dark with strangers and follow one human
problem from its first tremor to its last consequence. For years
the culture told me, in the voice I had once used myself, that the
appetite for such things was dying, that the market had spoken,
that a maker of long work in a short age was a blacksmith
polishing his anvil while the cars went past. I had to know
whether that was true, because if it was true I was wasting the
one life I have. It turned out to be a sales pitch. The hunger was
never gone, only starved on purpose, by an economy that earns
more from a thousand small distractions than from one long act
of attention, and a starved hunger is easy to mistake for a dead
one.

So here is where we begin, with the smallest and most famous
of the forgeries, a creature that became the mascot of a panic it
never agreed to join. You have met it a thousand times. It swims
in a glass bowl in a thousand slide decks, carrying on its back a
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number that says it can hold a thought one second longer than
you can. The goldfish, it turns out, never said any such thing.
That eighteen-minute figure had no birth certificate. The mind
you have been told is failing is, on every honest measurement,
doing its work, and being spent, lavishly and against your
interest, by people who are paid to spend it. I spent a decade
telling you the opposite. The least I can do now is show you how I
know better, and the only way to show you is to start with the
fish. Bring the suspicion I have earned in you, point it at me first,
and keep it loaded for everyone who comes after me with a
frightening number and a product to sell. Turn the page. It is the
one form of attention no machine can spend for you, and the
whole argument depends on your keeping it open.
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CHAPTER 1

The Goldfish on Trial

I promised to begin with the fish, so here it is, the most slandered
animal in the modern office. It appears on a slide near the front
of the presentation, just after the title and the agenda, a cartoon
goldfish in a round bowl, and beside it a number that has been
read aloud in a thousand conference rooms with the gravity of a
finding from Lavoisier. A human being, the slide announces, can
now hold attention for eight seconds. A goldfish manages nine.
We have fallen, the speaker explains, below the fish. Somewhere
in the room a person who sat still through a four-hour flight that
morning, reading the whole way, nods in rueful agreement that
the species is finished.

The full claim has three parts, and it pays to state all three
before we take them apart. By the telling, the average human
attention span stood at twelve seconds in the year 2000, fell to
eight seconds by 2013, and now sits one full second below the
nine-second attention span of a common goldfish. The numbers
are clean, which is the first thing a careful person should distrust
about them, because the human mind is not a clean instrument
and rarely yields a whole number on demand. A measurement
that arrives pre-rounded, with no error bar and no awkward
decimal, has usually passed through someone in sales before it
reached you.

Before we open the file, we should agree on what kind of proof
a claim like this one should have to clear, because the eight
seconds will be the first of many numbers put on trial in these
pages and they all deserve the same standard. A statement about
the human mind, offered as science, owes you a few plain things.
It owes you a study, with a method you could in principle repeat.
The sample behind it should be large enough and broad enough
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to stand for the billions of people it presumes to describe. It owes
you a measurement of the thing it claims to measure, not a
stand-in quietly swapped for the real quantity. And it owes you a
source you can reach, a paper with authors and a date, one that
ends in a real account rather than in another citation pointing at
last to nowhere. None of this is stern or unusual. These are the
ordinary courtesies any honest figure extends to the people it
asks to believe it. Keep them in hand as we go, because the
goldfish statistic fails every one.

You have met these figures whether or not you went looking
for them. They ran in Time under a headline announcing that
your attention was now shorter than a goldfish’s, then in USA
Today and the National Post and the Telegraph and the Guardian
and the New York Times. The same numbers surfaced in a
Harvard lecturer’s talk, in management seminars, in the opening
slide of corporate trainings, in the worried columns of parents
and the briefing decks of people who sell advertising. They
reached, against all reason, into legal scholarship, where a
search of the law reviews turns up more than a dozen articles
that accept the eight-second span as settled fact and go on to
reason about how a trial lawyer should adjust to a jury that
supposedly cannot attend to anything for longer than it takes to
sneeze. Repetition cannot make a number true, only trusted, and
trust was all the forgery needed.

Watch how fast it spread, because the speed is part of the
evidence. In May of 2015 a Canadian newspaper ran the
Microsoft findings under a headline blaming portable devices for
shrinking the national attention below a goldfish’s. Within two
days Time carried its own version to a far larger audience, and
from there the claim crossed oceans in a week, picked up by
outlet after outlet, each one citing the last, none of them stopping
to open the report and read the small print in the corner of the
chart. This is how a manufactured fact reaches escape velocity.
No single editor decides to launch it. Each one trusts that the
outlet upstream did the checking, the checking happened
nowhere, and the number arrives at the far end of the chain
wearing the borrowed authority of every publication that passed
it along. By the time anyone thought to trace it, the eight seconds
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had been quoted so widely that the quoting itself had become the
proof.

Prestige did the rest. When a tabloid prints a dubious number,
a careful reader discounts it, but when the same number appears
in Time and then in the New York Times, the discount
disappears, because surely those institutions would not pass
along something unchecked. A New York Times columnist gave
the figure a whole essay in early 2016 under the title “The
Eight-Second Attention Span,” and with that the laundering was
complete, a marketing claim about web-page dwell time now
blessed by one of the most trusted mastheads in American
journalism. The lesson is uncomfortable for anyone who leans on
reputable sources, which is to say all of us. Reputation travels
faster than verification. A false fact that enters through a
respected door is harder to expel than one that sneaks in through
a window, because no one wants to believe the respected door let
it in.

The eight seconds keeps good company, and the company tells
you something about how it survives. It belongs to a family of tidy
falsehoods about the brain that refuse to die no matter how often
they are corrected, the kind teachers call neuromyths. We use
ten percent of our brains, the saying goes, though we use all of it.
People are left-brained or right-brained, logical or artistic by the
wiring of the skull, though no such split exists. Children learn
best when taught in their personal style, visual or auditory or
kinesthetic, though the careful studies find no such effect. Each
of these has been debunked in the open literature, and each rolls
on, because each is simple, each flatters an intuition we already
hold, and each gives someone a reason to keep repeating it, a
workshop to sell or a personal quirk to explain. The shrinking
attention span is a neuromyth of exactly this breed, and like its
cousins it has outlived every correction aimed at it.

The world of teaching and training is haunted by a cousin of
the goldfish number that shows the same machinery at work.
Many of us have seen a colorful pyramid claiming that we
remember ten percent of what we read, twenty percent of what
we hear, thirty percent of what we see, and so on up to ninety
percent of what we do, a neat staircase of figures presented as
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the settled science of learning. The percentages are invented.
They were grafted onto an older teaching diagram, a cone of
experience drawn in the nineteen-forties by an educator who
never attached a single number to it, and the figures that later
colonized his cone have no study behind them at all. Like the
eight seconds, the learning percentages are clean, memorable,
and useful to people with curricula to sell, and like the eight
seconds they have survived decades of debunking because they
confirm what a tired instructor already suspects. A fabricated
statistic about the mind does not need to be true to be
operational. It needs only to be repeatable, flattering, and
attached to a diagram, and it will run for half a century on those
three legs alone.

Ask why this particular figure traveled so far and so fast, and
you arrive at the uncomfortable answer that opened this book.
The number flatters. It hands every distracted person a clean
excuse, because a wandering mind stops being a private failure
the moment a study certifies that the whole species has been
reduced to the concentration of a pet. We are not lazy. Our brains
broke, on schedule, around the time the phones arrived, and the
breakage is documented, and so no one is to blame. Psychologists
have a name for the pull behind this, motivated reasoning, the
way the mind leans toward conclusions it would prefer to be true.
Difficulty concentrating gets reclassified, turned from a habit a
person might fight into a condition handed down by a faculty in
decline, suffered rather than chosen one notification at a time. A
figure that lets millions of people forgive themselves at once will
be carried gladly and questioned by almost no one, which is the
precise cover a false number needs to move through a culture
unchecked.

So let us do the thing almost no one did, and follow the eight
seconds back to where it was born. Every trail leads to the same
document, a report published in the spring of 2015 by the
Consumer Insights team of Microsoft Canada, titled, plainly
enough, Attention Spans. It runs to about fifty-two pages and is
credited to a Microsoft researcher named Alyson Gausby. The
first thing to notice is whose name sits above the work, because
the report was not the product of a neuroscience laboratory or a
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university psychology department. It carried the social handle of
Microsoft Advertising in Canada and a promotional hashtag, and
it was written for marketers, to help the people who buy and
place advertisements understand how to reach a consumer in
what the report called a harder and more distracted
environment. That fact will matter more than any other in this
chapter.

The report was not pure invention, and a fair prosecutor says
so plainly. Microsoft’s team did real work of a kind. They
surveyed two thousand Canadians about their media habits, and
they recorded the brain activity of a further one hundred and
twelve people with electroencephalograms while those people
performed tasks, and from this they drew a set of claims about
how heavy users of many screens filter information and move
between streams of media. The brain recordings even turned up
a result the headlines skipped, that the heavy multitaskers had
grown better at certain kinds of rapid switching, a finding the
report noted and the culture forgot, because a story about people
adapting does not sell the way a story about people decaying
does. That research, whatever its limits, was theirs. The
eight-second figure was not. It sat in the report the way a
borrowed quotation sits in a school essay, lifted from elsewhere
and dropped in to lend weight, and in the bottom corner of the
now-famous infographic, in small type, the report named its true
source. The number did not come from Microsoft. It came from a
thing called Statistic Brain.

A word about the kind of place Statistic Brain is, because the
form matters as much as the content. Sites of this sort exist to
supply numbers on demand, a percentage for every habit and a
figure for every fear, packaged with a citation and a clean layout
that together perform the look of research without the substance
of it. A writer on deadline needs a statistic to open a piece about
distraction, types a few words into a search box, and finds a
number waiting, dressed in a source. The citation is the
dangerous part. A bare number invites doubt, while a number
with a footnote feels checked, even when the footnote leads
nowhere, and the reader almost never opens the footnote. What
these sites launder is uncertainty itself, taking a soft and
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sourceless guess and pressing it, through the machinery of layout
and citation, into the hard shape of a fact. The eight seconds
came out of that press.

Statistic Brain is one node in a wider economy of numbers,
and the economy is the real culprit. Across the internet sit pages
that exist to feed the appetite for a citable figure, and they thrive
because modern argument runs on statistics the way older
argument ran on scripture. A claim with a number attached feels
grounded. A claim with a number and a footnote feels
unassailable. The supply rises to meet the demand, and much of
the supply is manufactured, lightly sourced or unsourced, made
to look like research and priced at the low cost of a search. When
the BBC asked Statistic Brain to stand behind its attention figure,
the silence that came back was a feature of the whole
arrangement rather than an exception to it, because a site built
to supply numbers on demand has no incentive to defend any one
of them. The figures are inventory. Inventory does not testify.

Pull the first support into the light and the forgery shows its
seams. The page that holds the attention-span statistic rests on
two citations. The first is a single academic paper from 2008, real
and respectable, the work of four researchers, Weinreich,
Obendorf, Herder, and Mayer, under the title “Not quite the
average: An empirical study of Web use.” It is a study of how
people move around the internet, and at its heart sits a sample of
twenty-five participants. Read that figure again. The universal
claim about the attention span of the entire human species,
carried into Time and the New York Times and a dozen law
reviews, traces to the recorded browsing behavior of twenty-five
people sitting at computers. And the paper is not even about
attention. It concerns the back button, how users get around now
that websites have grown into complex applications, and one of
its incidental findings is that people do not linger on most web
pages. A quarter of all pages in the study were open for less than
four seconds. Half of all visits lasted under ten seconds. The
median page visit ran about nine and a half seconds.

Consider what the web was in 2008, the year those twenty-five
people were watched, because the medium explains the
measurement. The pages of that era were thick with reasons to
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leave fast. Pop-up windows still ambushed the reader. Links
promised one thing and delivered another. Loading was slow,
layouts were cluttered, and a great deal of what a search turned
up was thin or false or built only to sell. A person clicking away
from such a page in four seconds was exercising judgment,
recognizing junk and refusing to spend time on it, which is
attention working well rather than failing. The study measured
how quickly people abandon bad web pages, and the honest
headline it could have carried was about the web, not the mind:
that much of the early internet deserved to be left quickly. Dwell
time on a web page measures the page at least as much as it
measures the person.

Look closely at what happened in the space between that
finding and the slide on the conference screen, because the
whole machine of this book is visible in it. A team of researchers
measured how long a person tends to keep a single web page
open before clicking away. That is a specific behavior, performed
in a specific medium, by a specific and small group of people, in
the early years of the dynamic web. Someone took that one
narrow measurement and rebuilt it into something it had never
claimed to be, a fixed biological limit on human concentration. A
median of nine and four-tenths of a second even sits close enough
to the nine-second goldfish to suggest that somewhere along the
chain a figure for how fast people leave dull websites was
reissued as a figure for the outer edge of the mind. The
measurement was true. Everything done to it afterward was
false.

Notice, too, what the form of the number tells you, because
real measurements of the mind never look like this. When
scientists clock how long people can sustain attention, they get a
spread rather than a point, a range that shifts with the task, the
person, the hour of the day, the stakes, the training, and the
interest the work holds. A bored adult skimming a dull form and a
surgeon in the ninth hour of an operation are not running the
same attention, and no honest researcher would average the two
into a single integer and call it the human limit. A real finding
comes wrapped in conditions and caveats, with an error bar and
a sample and a footnote you can follow to its source. The eight
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seconds wears none of that. It is handed to you as a flat universal
constant, the same for a toddler and a test pilot, fixed to the
second, true everywhere and in every circumstance, which is the
look of a slogan, not of a measurement. Precision without
provenance is a warning sign all its own, and a clean whole
number carrying no decimal and admitting no doubt should make
a careful reader reach for the original source before reaching for
the conclusion.

Turn to the second citation, the bundle of grand institutions,
and it dissolves on contact. Statistic Brain listed alongside the
2008 paper a set of impressive names, the National Center for
Biotechnology Information, the United States National Library of
Medicine, the Associated Press. When a reporter for the Wall
Street Journal went looking, a senior researcher at the National
Library of Medicine searched and could find no reference to the
statistic in the library’s holdings at all. A separate effort by an
analyst who tracks the misuse of data followed the same citations
and came back with nothing relevant. The Associated Press
points to no traceable study. The grand names were furniture,
arranged to look like a foundation, resting on air. A citation that
leads to a citation that leads to no original source is the
documentary version of a man vouching for his honesty by
introducing you to his friend, who turns out to be the same man
in a different hat.

None of this is my discovery. The people who did the tracing
deserve the credit. In March of 2017 a journalist named Simon
Maybin, working for the BBC, walked this exact path and laid it
out for a wide audience. He found what anyone patient enough
finds, that the references run back to the Microsoft report, that
the Microsoft report hands the number to Statistic Brain, and
that Statistic Brain’s own sources do not contain it. He reached
out to Statistic Brain for an explanation, and they did not answer
him. They have never, so far as the record shows, defended the
number, named a real study behind it, or said anything at all. A
figure repeated in every major newspaper on earth has no parent
willing to claim it in public, and that silence is its own kind of
confession. Maybin even ended his account with a wink, noting
that you had just read his entire article when you could instead
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have watched a three-second clip of him taking a pratfall, a small
live demonstration of the attention the panic insists you no longer
possess.

There is a small and telling coda to the Microsoft part of this
story. In the years after the report drew scrutiny, Microsoft
quietly removed it from its own pages, so that the document
which launched the eight-second panic is now most easily found
in copies that other people reuploaded to keep it visible. The
source withdrew the evidence, and the number went right on
traveling, because a forgery, once loose, no longer needs its
origin. The eight seconds had been printed in too many
newspapers and recited in too many rooms to be recalled by the
disappearance of a single file. This is part of why such claims
resist killing. They detach from their source and live on
reputation alone, repeated by people who have never seen the
original and would not be troubled to learn it had been taken
down. A lie with enough momentum becomes self-propelled, and
the truth, arriving later and quieter, rarely catches up. The eight
seconds is now older than some of the people repeating it, and it
has long since stopped needing Microsoft, or Statistic Brain, or
any source at all. It survives on sheer familiarity, which is the
only nourishment a mature lie requires.

Now we come to the mascot, and the mascot deserves a
hearing of its own, because the goldfish has been libeled twice
over in service of a lie about us. Set the human number aside for
a moment and look at the animal. The slide asserts that a goldfish
has a nine-second attention span, stated as though some marine
laboratory had clipped a tiny stopwatch to a tiny fin. No such
measurement exists. There is no body of research establishing
the attention span of a goldfish in seconds, for the plain reason
that no one has a sound method for measuring such a thing, and
the nine seconds was reverse-engineered to make the human
eight seconds land harder. The comparison was built backward
from its own punchline.

Worse, the nine-second figure is a mutation of an older
slander, the one most of us absorbed in childhood, that a goldfish
has a memory of three seconds. That folk belief is itself false, and
the science correcting it is neither new nor thin. Culum Brown, a
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fish cognition researcher at Macquarie University in Australia
who has given roughly twenty-five years to the subject, will tell
you that goldfish remember things for weeks, for months, in
some cases for years, and that we have known as much since the
nineteen-fifties and sixties. The animal we use as shorthand for a
ruined memory is, on the evidence, a capable and durable
learner, a favored subject of cognition experiments precisely
because it remembers so well.

The evidence for the fish is older and deeper than the slander
it corrects. Researchers at Plymouth University trained goldfish
to find their way through a maze and watched the fish still
running the route correctly months later. A study from 1966
watched goldfish learn to avoid a mild shock and hold the lesson
across days. The three-second figure misses by orders of
magnitude, the gap between three seconds and several months of
reliable memory. And the myth gives itself away by its own
sloppiness, because the number is not even fixed in the telling. In
some countries the forgetful fish is said to keep a memory for two
seconds, in others for ten, the figure drifting freely the way
folklore drifts and measured quantities do not. A real
measurement stays put. A rumor wanders, and the goldfish’s
memory has been wandering for a century. Push past memory
into the rest of the animal’s mind and the picture only widens.
Goldfish learn to work levers for food, tell one shape or color
from another, sort a familiar keeper from a stranger, and respond
differently to different pieces of music. The bowl holds a better
mind than the slide ever guessed.

Brown has thought about why the myth refuses to die, and his
answer is the hinge of this whole chapter, so read it slowly. Fish,
he says, have a public-relations problem. Most people never meet
a fish as a creature with an inner life, only as a decoration in a
bowl, and that distance makes the slander easy to keep. He
points to a second reason as well, quieter and more human. The
myth of the forgetful goldfish survives, he suspects, because it
lets the owner feel better about the bowl. If the fish forgets
everything in three seconds, then the small bare tank does it no
harm, and no one need ask whether the creature deserves a
larger and richer life. The lie about the animal exists to excuse
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the conditions we keep it in. Read that sentence again and put a
human being where the fish is, and you have the argument of this
book in a single image. We tell ourselves the goldfish is empty to
feel better about the bowl. We tell ourselves our own minds are
broken to feel better about the machine we have agreed to live
inside. The slander and the cage arrive together, every time, and
the slander is what makes the cage feel reasonable. Look at the
move in its bare form. First you damage the creature in your
telling of it, then you point to the damaged telling as proof that
the conditions are fine, and the circle closes with no one held to
account. The fish cannot object, and for the better part of a
century neither did we. The same trap is set for you in the slide,
and the way out of it begins with refusing the flattering diagnosis
and looking hard at the bowl.

Step back from the citations entirely and the eight-second
claim fails an even simpler test, the test of a single ordinary day.
If a human being could hold attention for only eight seconds, no
one could sit through a film, and yet the year the Microsoft report
appeared, audiences sat in the dark for two hours to watch the
picture that won Best Picture, and did not riot at the ninth second
of the opening credits. No one could follow a symphony, a
sermon, a surgery, a closing argument, or a quarrel with a
spouse that runs, as quarrels do, well past the bell. No one could
read a novel, and people read novels by the millions. A survey by
one streaming company found that most of its users routinely
watch between two and six episodes of a show in a single sitting,
which is several hours of sustained, voluntary, often delighted
attention from the same creatures the slide pronounces
incapable of nine consecutive seconds of it. The claim does not
survive contact with a Tuesday.

Build the catalog of counterexamples and it grows absurd. The
same week you were told your attention had failed, somewhere a
surgeon stood over an open chest for six hours without losing the
thread, a trial lawyer held a jury through a closing that ran past
lunch, a teenager sank an entire afternoon into a video game that
punishes a lapse of focus with instant death, a congregation
followed a sermon to its end, a student sat a three-hour
examination, a musician practiced one passage until the light
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changed, and a reader somewhere finished a six-hundred-page
novel and went looking for the sequel. None of these people had
been issued a different brain from the one the slide describes.
They are the ordinary human article, performing the sustained
attention the statistic swears is gone, and they performed it on
the same day the statistic was being shared as proof that they
could not. A claim the world disproves before breakfast has no
business being called a finding. Call it what it is, a slogan with a
decimal point.

The people who study attention for a living have been saying
this, without much success, the whole time. A psychologist at the
University of Chicago who has measured the attention of college
students for two decades reports that the capacity has held
steady across the years rather than slid downward. Michael
Posner and Marcus Raichle, two of the figures who mapped how
attention works in the brain, find no evidence that the attention
of healthy adults has declined since the trait was first described
in the late eighteen-hundreds. I will give that science its own
chapter later, because it deserves more than a paragraph, and
because the absence of any decline is a larger and stranger fact
than the debunking of one bad statistic. For now it is enough to
mark that the experts and the slide disagree, and that the experts
have the measurements while the slide has a cartoon fish.

Attention has been studied for well over a century, which
makes the story of its sudden collapse stranger still. More than a
century ago, the psychologist William James could open his
account of attention with the line that everyone knows what
attention is, and then spend pages showing how much more there
was to know, how attention selects and withdraws and returns.
The researchers who followed him have measured the trait in
laboratories for generations and have not found the floor
dropping out from under it. I will take up their evidence in full
later, because the claim that nothing has declined is the most
counterintuitive argument in this book and needs room to
breathe. For now, hold the simple contrast. On one side stands a
hundred and thirty years of measurement that finds human
attention about where it has always been. On the other stands a
cartoon goldfish carrying a number with no birth certificate.
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Decide for yourself which to trust.
The damage did not stay on the page. A false number about

the mind becomes, in the wrong hands, a license to remake the
institutions built around the mind, and the eight seconds was put
to exactly that use. In the business of corporate training and
instructional design, the figure hardened into doctrine, cited to
justify chopping every lesson into ever-smaller fragments, the
micro-module, the two-minute video, the single idea per screen,
all of it defended on the ground that no modern learner could
attend to more. Teachers were told, in workshops and trade
articles, that they were now instructing a generation of
eight-second minds and had better cut accordingly. The advice
rests on a fabrication, and it does real harm, because the
capacity to follow a long and difficult explanation is a muscle, and
a curriculum designed on the assumption that the muscle is gone
will see to it that the muscle is never built. Tell a child often
enough that he cannot attend, then teach him only in fragments,
and you will eventually produce the exact deficit you claimed to
find. The forgery does not merely describe a shrinking attention.
Applied to a classroom, it manufactures one.

The law felt it too, which should trouble anyone who imagines
this is a harmless error. More than a dozen articles in the law
reviews have taken the eight-second span as established and
reasoned outward from it, asking how an advocate should
restructure an argument for jurors who supposedly cannot hold a
thought for longer than a breath. The recommendation that
follows is always the same, that lawyers must front-load, simplify,
and abandon the slow accretion of evidence on which a fair
verdict depends, because the modern juror has the concentration
of a goldfish. Set aside that the premise is invented. Consider
only what it would license if believed, a courtroom redesigned
around the conviction that citizens can no longer follow a
complex case, which is a short step from deciding they cannot be
trusted with one. A made-up number about attention, taken
seriously by people who decide how justice is argued, does not
stay an academic curiosity. It begins to bend the institutions that
depend on sustained public reason, and there are few institutions
more dependent on it than a court.
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Return now to the fact I asked you to hold, the one about
whose name sat above the Microsoft report. That a number was
wrong is the least of it, since numbers are wrong all the time.
What matters is who the wrong number served. The report was a
Microsoft Advertising production, written to be read by
marketers, and its closing pages read less like a scientist’s
caution and more like a sales brief. The report tells advertisers,
in so many words, that Canadians lose interest fast, that they are
suckers for novelty, that the way to reach them is to hook them at
the start with short and concrete messaging and to avoid building
slowly toward a point, because the marketing of the day runs on
instant gratification. Read that and the purpose of the
eight-second crisis comes into focus. The document that
announced attention was collapsing was, in the same breath and
on the same pages, selling the cure for the collapse, a strategy
for buying and shaping advertising in a low-attention world. The
party crying that the patient is dying happened to own the
pharmacy.

None of this hunger was the report’s invention, and it has a
long history these chapters will trace. The idea that human
attention is a thing to be measured, bought, and fought over
reaches back through the whole commercial century, well before
any Microsoft slide deck, through the men who first named
attention as the scarce resource of an information age, through
the merchants who learned to bait it and the engineers who
learned to hold it. What the goldfish report did was take that old
commercial logic and dress it in the language of crisis, so that the
capture of attention could be sold as a rescue from an emergency
in the human brain rather than as the business strategy it had
always been. The emergency was manufactured. The business
was real. Naming the gap between the two, between the false
crisis and the genuine industry profiting from it, is the work of
the later chapters on the market, and the goldfish is only our first
sight of the seam.

The selling did not end with the advertisers, either. A whole
consumer market now runs on the premise that your attention is
broken and purchasable repair is at hand. Applications promise
to rebuild your shrinking focus for a monthly fee. Courses and
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coaches offer to restore the concentration the modern world
stole from you. Supplements claim to lengthen the span the
headlines say is collapsing. Each of these products needs the
crisis to be real, and each cites some version of the
failing-attention story as the problem it exists to solve, which
means a growing industry now holds a direct financial stake in
keeping you convinced that your mind is failing. The eight-second
statistic, born in one marketing department, has become working
capital for a dozen others. Fear of a broken faculty is a renewable
resource, and a great many people are now in the business of
harvesting it.

This is the move to watch for the rest of the book, so let me
name it without decoration. A claim about the failing human mind
almost never arrives from a disinterested source. It comes from
someone positioned to gain when you believe it: a company
selling attention to advertisers, a vendor selling focus to the
anxious, a consultant selling a method, an outlet selling the
frightened click. The eight-second statistic began inside a
marketing document and went to work for marketing in its first
hour, before a single newspaper had touched it. When a number
about your broken brain reaches you, plausibility is the wrong
test, because the best forgeries are plausible by design. The test
that works is to ask who profits from your believing it, and that
answer is rarely hidden for long.

We can now write down the anatomy of the thing, the skeleton
you will see under the skin of every fake number in the chapters
ahead. It begins with a real measurement, narrow and honest,
twenty-five people and a record of how long they kept a web page
open. That measurement is stripped of its context, lifted out of
the medium and the moment and the tiny sample that gave it
meaning. It is restated as a universal law of the human mind, a
fixed span in whole seconds. It is attached to an authority that
did not produce it, a famous company, a research-sounding
website, a bundle of institutions whose names do the work their
data cannot. The citation chain is then drawn out just long
enough that no one follows it to the end, where the original
account sits empty. The finished number is released into a
culture primed to believe it, because it flatters a worry people
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already carry. And somewhere at the head of the chain stands a
party with something to sell, for whom the panic reads as a
product rather than a problem. Six steps, repeated with small
variations, and you have a manufactured fact strong enough to
reshape how teachers teach and how lawyers argue and how a
parent judges a child.

You might reasonably ask why it matters, since attention
spans are not the gravest problem in the world and a wrong
number in a slide deck does little obvious harm. It matters
because of what the wrong number persuaded you to believe
about yourself. If you accepted the eight seconds, then every
time your mind drifted at your desk you had evidence that the
fault was in you, that your brain had been remade for the worse,
that focus was a thing your generation had lost. That belief is
corrosive, and it is also disarming, because a person convinced
his attention is broken stops asking why it keeps being
interrupted and by whom. The forgery does two jobs at once. It
sells you a story about your own decline, and it hides the design
that profits from the decline by dressing that design as your
personal failing. Clearing the goldfish from the record is the first
step in taking the question back, in moving the suspicion off your
own mind and onto the people who have spent a great deal of
money learning how to spend it.

So here is the verdict of the first trial. The goldfish is
acquitted, fully and with an apology owed. It never had a
nine-second attention span to lose, its memory runs to months
and years, and it was hauled into a slide deck to make a point
about us that was not true either. The eight-second human
attention span is convicted, on every count. It has no study
behind it, no laboratory, no honest origin that anyone has
produced in the years since it was first challenged, and the one
institution named as its source has declined to defend it even
once. What survives is a marketing artifact in a lab coat, a dwell
time on a web page wearing the mask of a law of nature, and it
deserves to be struck from the record of things we believe we
know about ourselves.

One conviction settles nothing, of course, because a single bad
number could be a single accident, and the defenders of the
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decline story will say exactly that, that the goldfish statistic was
sloppy but the underlying truth still stands, that everyone knows
attention is dying even if this particular figure was junk. That
objection deserves a real answer, and it gets one, because the
goldfish does not stand alone. There is another number waiting,
older and more respectable and lodged far deeper in how we run
our schools and our meetings, a number that claims the mind
gives out after a fixed stretch of minutes rather than seconds. It
has lecture halls built around it and meeting agendas timed to it,
and unlike the goldfish it wears a coat of real-seeming research
that will take more than a single afternoon to strip away. I know
that number from the inside, because I am the one who carried it
into print and used it to wound. We turn next to the eighteen
minutes, and this time the man in the dock is me.
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CHAPTER 2

The Eighteen-Minute Lie

In 2008 I sat down to write about attention, and I put a number in
the essay that I had not earned. I told my readers that human
attention runs in a fixed stretch of about a quarter of an hour,
that the mind holds for roughly eighteen minutes and then must
be coaxed back, and I wrote it with the flat confidence of a man
reporting the boiling point of water. There was no study behind
it. I had no measurement of my own and no citation to anyone
else’s. What I had was a figure that sounded right, that I had
breathed in from the culture around me, and a byline that made
it look checked. The sentence has been on my conscience for
eighteen years, and the only honest way to start this chapter is to
set it on the table and admit that the forgery I described in the
last chapter is one I have committed.

To understand the sentence you have to understand the man
who wrote it, so let me place him. In 2008 I was forty-three, a
working writer and teacher with a publishing life already three
decades old and a website that I fed nearly every day. I wrote
with speed and assurance, often several thousand words before
breakfast, on whatever had caught me, and the writing went
straight out to readers who had come to expect a certain bracing
certainty from me. That habit, the daily performance of
confidence for an audience, is part of how the bad number got
loose. A man who publishes every morning learns to sound sure
faster than he learns to be right, and the applause for a strong
claim arrives long before anyone checks it. I had built a voice
that could make a guess sound like a verdict, and I had stopped
noticing the difference. The eighteen minutes came out of that
voice working exactly as I had trained it, no aberration at all.
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I should be precise about the move I made to give the number
its authority, because it is the exact move I now spend chapters
condemning. I made no claim to have measured anything. Instead
I gestured at a literature. I wrote that studies showed attention
lasting about eighteen minutes, or that research had established
the limit, the passive constructions doing the work and conjuring
a body of evidence that I never named because I could not have
named it. There was no study in my notes, no paper I had read,
no citation I could have produced if a reader had written to ask.
The phrase studies show is one of the most powerful in the
language precisely because it borrows the authority of science
while pointing at nothing, and I used it the way a forger uses a
watermark, to make the counterfeit pass at a glance. A claim that
cannot survive the simple question, which study, has no business
being printed, and mine could not have survived it.

Look at what the claim asserted, because I dressed a guess as
physiology. To say attention lasts eighteen minutes is to say the
nervous system carries a clock, that somewhere in the brain a
timer runs down at the same rate for a bored teenager and a
transfixed surgeon, for a dull subject and a thrilling one, and tips
every mind into distraction on the same schedule. No such clock
exists. Attention rises and falls with the task, the person, the
stakes, the hour, and the interest the work can hold, which
means there is no single number to report, only a range that
bends with conditions. I knew enough, even in 2008, to know that
a whole number with no decimal and no caveat is the signature of
something invented. But I wrote it anyway, because the number
did a job for me, and I will come to the job it did.

I did not invent the eighteen minutes from nothing. I absorbed
it. The figure was in the water I swam in, in the lecture-hall lore
that says a class loses its grip after a quarter hour, in the
productivity advice that tells you to work in short blocks, in the
speaking world’s worship of the brief talk. I took that ambient
number, the one everybody half-knew, and I gave it the authority
of print. That is what makes it dangerous, because it shows the
forgery does not require a corporation or a marketing
department. A single writer with a confident voice and an
unexamined figure will do. I was the laundering machine that
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chapter one described, running on one desk in one apartment,
turning folklore into fact for everyone who trusted my byline.

Consider the most famous version of my number, the one
stamped on the world’s most watched stage, and watch it come
apart the same way the goldfish did. A TED talk runs eighteen
minutes, and the format is sold as the science of attention, the
precise length the brain can bear before it tires. The truth of
where the eighteen came from is smaller and more human. The
conference’s founder, Richard Saul Wurman, ran talks on feel,
cutting a speaker off at around fifteen minutes when he sensed
the thing had said enough and the room was drifting. When Chris
Anderson took the conference over, he found that the
fifteen-minute guideline kept stretching to twenty or twenty-five
in practice, and he tightened it to eighteen, by his own account,
mostly to be more precise about the limit. He has said plainly
there was no technical reason for the figure. The number came
first, chosen to discipline long-winded speakers and to fit a coffee
break, and the neuroscience was painted on afterward.

The paint is worth examining, because it is how an
administrative choice takes on the trappings of a law. Once
eighteen minutes was the rule, the justifications arrived to
dignify it. The brain is an energy hog, the speaking coaches
explained, burning glucose and tiring under load, suffering
something a communication scholar named cognitive backlog as
information piles up like weight. The molecular biologist John
Medina, in a popular book on the brain, supplied a companion
figure, the claim that listeners begin to drift after about ten
minutes and must be re-hooked. Each of these has a grain of
sense in it, since attention does fatigue and novelty does help.
None of it established that the bearable limit is eighteen minutes,
or ten, or any fixed count, because the number was never derived
from the science. The science was recruited to defend a figure
that a tired curator had already chosen. Anderson’s own honest
description, that eighteen minutes is long enough to be serious
and short enough to hold people’s attention, is a judgment about
format and rhetoric, and it is the truest thing said about the
number by anyone, including me.
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The eighteen minutes belongs to a crowded family, all of them
claiming to fix the mind’s rhythm to a clock, all of them about as
well founded. One is the productivity gospel that says to work in
blocks of twenty-five minutes because focus supposedly frays
past that mark. Another invokes a ninety-minute biological cycle
and instructs you to schedule your day around it. The training
industry sells a doctrine of microlearning, which holds that
lessons must be chopped into bites of a few minutes because the
modern brain cannot swallow more, a doctrine that has reshaped
corporate education into a stream of fragments. Each of these
takes some real and partial observation, that breaks help, that
energy ebbs, that variety aids learning, and inflates it into a hard
rule with a number bolted on. The figures differ, the certainty
does not. Whatever the number, it gets offered as a setting fixed
in the wiring rather than a habit shaped by the work, and the
offer is almost always made by someone selling the method built
around it.

Move from the stage to the classroom and the same hollow
number is waiting, this time aimed at students. Generations of
teachers have been told that a class loses the room after ten to
fifteen minutes, that attention falls off a cliff at the quarter hour
and the lecturer must change tactics or lose the day. Two
researchers, Karen Wilson and James Korn, went looking for the
evidence behind that rule in 2007. They read the note-taking
studies, the in-class observations, the self-reports, the
physiological measures, everything the claim was supposed to
rest on, and they found little support for the idea that attention
drops after ten or fifteen minutes. They traced the rule, in part,
to a single lecturer decades earlier who had plotted a curve of
student attention from his own impressions of restlessness in the
room and the remarks of his colleagues, a hypothetical sketch
that hardened over the years into a law of the mind. A guess one
professor sketched from his own impressions became the thing
every teacher knew.

When researchers stopped repeating the rule and measured
the thing directly, the tidy cliff disappeared. In 2010 a team led
by the chemist Diane Bunce gave students clickers and asked
them to register the moment their attention lapsed during class.
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The lapses were real, but they were short, most of them a minute
or less, and they came in a flickering pattern that depended on
what the teacher was doing, never on a fixed schedule. When the
lecture turned active, with a question to answer or a
demonstration to watch, the lapses fell. Attention behaved less
like a battery draining to a known mark and more like a
responsive thing, shaped moment to moment by the work in front
of it. A later review by the physiologist Neil Bradbury weighed
the whole literature and gave the verdict bluntly, that the
ten-to-fifteen-minute attention span is a pervasive myth without
serious research behind it. The number I had printed in 2008 had
no more foundation than the goldfish’s nine seconds.

Ask why these numbers cling to schools and stages and offices
despite the debunking, and the answer is the one that keeps any
neuromyth alive: the figure is useful to someone, and convenient
to almost everyone. For a lecturer, the ten-minute rule is a
comfort, because it relocates the failure. A class that drifts is no
longer a sign that the lecture is dull or the room is hot or the
material is badly built; it is a law of biology doing its inevitable
work, and the teacher is absolved. A conference treats the
eighteen-minute cap as a tool, a clean rule that disciplines the
long-winded and fits the format, made more sellable by the hint
that it tracks the brain rather than the schedule. To the people
who sell training and software and speaking courses, the fixed
span is inventory, the diagnosed problem their product exists to
solve. A number that comforts the teacher, organizes the
conference, and sells the course will be repeated forever, and its
truth will be the least of anyone’s concerns.

There is a deeper problem with the whole idea of an attention
span stated as one number. Attention is not a single faculty with
a single duration. The mind does several different things that the
one word covers: it holds a focus on a task and resists pull, it
picks a signal out of noise, it sustains vigilance over a long dull
stretch, it splits and switches between competing demands.
These run on different systems and behave in different ways, and
none of them reduces to a stopwatch reading. Asking how many
minutes attention lasts is close to asking how many inches long a
mood is, a question that sounds answerable only until you look
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straight at it. When the real scientists of attention enter this book
in a later chapter, they will not hand you a better single number
to replace the bad ones. They will show that the question itself
was malformed, that attention is a set of capacities shaped by
task and motivation and design, and that the hunt for its true
duration in minutes was a category error from the start.

Set my 2008 sentence beside the anatomy I laid out in the last
chapter and it matches, line for line. There was a number with no
real provenance, the quarter-hour figure floating free in the
culture. I stripped it of the little context it had, which was none,
and restated it as a fixed law of the nervous system. I attached it
to an authority, my own, the byline of a working writer and
teacher that made the figure look vetted. The chain of where it
came from did not run long before it ran out, ending at a citation
to nobody. And the number flattered a story I already wanted to
tell, which is the last and most important piece. The evidence did
not force the eighteen minutes on me. I printed it because it let
me say the thing I had decided to say, and that is the cleanest
definition of a forgery I know, a fact chosen for the work it does
rather than the truth it holds.

I want to insist on the danger of my kind of forgery, the
handmade one, because it is easy to think the corporations are
the whole problem. An advertisement is met with some armor.
People know a company wants their money, and they discount
what it tells them accordingly. A trusted writer gets past that
armor. When the figure comes from a voice you have chosen to
read rather than from a brand, a columnist or a teacher or a
friend who seems to be thinking alongside you, it arrives as the
conclusion of someone on your side, and it is believed in a way no
banner ad ever could be. That intimacy is exactly what I abused.
My readers did not think they were being sold anything, and in
the narrow sense they were right, since I had nothing to sell but
the pleasure of agreement. The figure still did its damage,
carried past their defenses by the trust I had spent years earning.
The most effective vector for a fake fact is the quiet friend rather
than the loud stranger, and in 2008 I was the friend.

All of that would be a small sin if the number had only made
me wrong about the length of a lecture. A bad figure about
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attention spans, taken on its own, wastes a little time and
embarrasses the person who keeps repeating it, and the world
goes on. Mine did more than that, because I did not leave it on
the shelf as a harmless error. I took the eighteen minutes down
and made it a weapon, and I aimed the weapon at children and at
the people who love them and fight for them. This is the part of
the confession I have wanted least to write, and avoiding it is no
longer an option, because it is the reason this book carries the
title it does and the reason I am the one who had to write it.

In 2008 I argued, more than once and with the confidence of a
man who had never examined the question, that attention deficit
disorder was a manufactured illness. I wrote that we had taken
ordinary childhood restlessness, the squirming and the
daydreaming that every generation of children has done, and
rebranded it as a disease so that drug companies could sell
stimulants, so that parents could excuse their failures, and so
that schools could medicate the boys who would not sit down.
The eighteen minutes was my prop in this argument, and it
served the purpose beautifully. If attention naturally gives out at
a quarter hour, I reasoned, then a child who cannot hold still past
it is not disordered at all, only normal, and the diagnosis that
says otherwise is a fiction with a prescription attached. I
delivered this with the tone people reserve for puncturing a
fashionable lie, and my readers who already suspected the same
nodded along, and the nodding felt like proof.

I owe an honest account of why I wanted the diagnosis to be
false, because the wanting is the engine under the whole error.
Part of it was a story about effort. I had built my life on the belief
that concentration is a discipline, a thing you choose and train,
and a condition saying that some minds cannot simply choose it
felt like an insult to the creed I lived by. Some of it was a posture
I enjoyed, the contrarian’s pleasure in telling a comfortable
crowd that its compassion was being played, that the experts had
been fooled and I had seen through them. The rest was
generational, a suspicion of new diagnoses and new medications
that flattered itself as skepticism while functioning as prejudice.
None of these reasons had anything to do with evidence, and all
of them pulled in the same direction, toward the conclusion I had
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already chosen. The eighteen minutes did not lead me to that
conclusion. I reached for it because I had arrived there first and
needed a fact to stand on.

Here is what I did not know in 2008, or did not trouble to
learn, because the knowing would have ruined my argument. The
claim that the pill invented the disease is backwards. The
restless, inattentive child was described in the medical and
literary record for more than a century before any stimulant
existed to be sold. A Scottish physician named Alexander
Crichton wrote about it in 1798, describing the incapacity of
attending with a necessary degree of constancy to any one
object, noting that his patients called the trouble the fidgets, that
it often eased as the child grew, and that it called for patience
and special teaching rather than blame. He assumed it had a
bodily cause. Two centuries ago, before anyone could profit from
naming it, a doctor looked at these children and saw a real
condition of attention, not a moral failure and not a fashion.

The record only deepens from there. In the eighteen-forties a
German physician named Heinrich Hoffmann, writing a picture
book for children, drew Fidgety Philip, the boy who cannot stay
in his chair, who rocks and tips and will not be still through a
family dinner, a portrait so exact that doctors still use it to teach
the hyperactive presentation. In 1902 the English pediatrician
George Still stood before the Royal College of Physicians and
gave three lectures on a group of children he had studied,
children of ordinary intelligence who could not govern their
attention or restrain their impulses, a pattern he called, in the
language of his day, a defect of moral control. The phrase is ugly
to a modern ear, and the morality in it has aged badly, but Still
was describing, carefully and from life, the same children
clinicians now diagnose. None of these men had a drug to push.
Hoffmann had a nursery rhyme, Crichton had a textbook, Still
had a lectern, and all three saw what I, with a century of their
work behind me, refused to see.

There is an irony in this history that cuts close to my own
failure. The earliest of these observers, Crichton in 1798, was
also the kindest and the clearest. He saw children who could not
hold their attention however hard they tried, and his response



37

was patience, special teaching, and the assumption of a bodily
cause they did not choose. The famous one, Still a century later,
brought the moralizing that has dogged the condition ever since,
the language of defect and control that treats a neurological
difference as a flaw of character. What I inherited in 2008,
without knowing the lineage, was Still’s worst instinct stripped of
his clinical care, the moral verdict with none of the patient
observation that might have checked it. I had the contempt of the
moralist and the patience of neither doctor. Had I read Crichton,
the oldest voice in the file, I would have met a man who two
hundred years earlier understood what I, with everything since,
managed to miss, that these children are not lying and not lazy.

The treatment everyone now fixates on arrived last, not first.
Evidence that a stimulant could help these children first
appeared in 1937, when an American doctor named Charles
Bradley, working at a children’s home, noticed that an
amphetamine he had given for another reason calmed his restless
patients and steadied their schoolwork. The drugs that my 2008
self imagined had conjured the disease into being showed up
more than a hundred years after the disease was first set down
on paper. No pharmacy wrote the condition into existence. The
condition was on the page, in three countries and across two
centuries, long before there was a pill with a profit margin, which
means the story I told, that someone invented an illness to sell a
cure, collapses on the dates alone. I had the chronology exactly
reversed, and a single afternoon with the history would have
shown me so.

I want to be careful here, because the opposite error is also
available and I refuse to swap one overconfidence for another.
There are real and serious arguments about how attention deficit
disorder is diagnosed, whether the criteria have grown too wide,
whether some children are medicated who would do better with a
different classroom or more sleep or more time outdoors,
whether the lines are drawn in the right places at all. Thoughtful
clinicians and researchers make those arguments, and I do not
wave them away. But none of that is what I did in 2008. I did not
argue about thresholds or question a particular criterion. I
denied the thing itself, called the whole condition a fraud, and
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moralized the suffering of the people who have it, and I did it
leaning on a number I had made up. A real debate about
overdiagnosis is a useful thing. It is not a license to tell a
struggling child that his difficulty is an act, and that license is
what I helped hand out.

I can even reconstruct the grain of truth I started from,
because the most effective lies grow on real soil. Pharmaceutical
companies do market aggressively, and some have behaved
badly, promoting drugs past their evidence and shaping the
definitions of the conditions their products treat. A skeptic is
right to watch that closely. I took that legitimate suspicion and
made an illegitimate leap with it, reasoning that because a
company profits from treating a condition, the condition must be
invented. The logic does not hold, and a moment’s thought shows
why, since the existence of a profit motive around a disease tells
you nothing about whether the disease is real. Diabetes is real
and immensely profitable. So is heart disease. Criticizing how an
industry sells a treatment is fair and necessary work. Denying
that the patients are sick is a different act entirely, and I
disguised the second as the first, wrapping a denial of suffering
in the respectable clothes of consumer skepticism.

The strongest version of the case I once botched deserves a
hearing. Some serious scholars argue that the history I just used,
the line from Crichton to Hoffmann to Still, is read backward,
that we have gone hunting through old texts for ancestors of a
modern category and found what we wanted to find, and that the
diagnosis as it now stands rests on shakier ground than its
confidence suggests. That argument deserves a hearing, and a
reader should know it exists. But notice what it does and does not
establish. It can fairly question how the condition is bounded,
named, and counted. It cannot turn the struggling child into a
liar, because the difficulty those children live with is observable
whatever we decide to call it, and the cruelty of denying it does
not depend on settling the terminology. My 2008 self did not
make the careful skeptic’s argument about categories and
thresholds. He made the lazy bully’s argument that the whole
thing was invented, and he propped it on a number he had
invented himself, which is a different and worse act than honest



39

doubt.
What makes my error harder to forgive is that I already held

the disproof in my own hands, in the other half of my working
life. I have spent much of that life in the theatre, in dark rooms
watching audiences, and the theatre is built on the exact opposite
of the claim I printed. A play asks a roomful of strangers to hold
their attention, together and unbroken, for two hours and
sometimes three, through scenes that run far past any
quarter-hour limit, and night after night the room does it, leaning
in rather than drifting off. I had sat in those rooms and felt the
held breath, the silence that means several hundred people are
bound to the same moment. From my craft and in my own body, I
knew that attention does not expire on a clock. I carried that
knowledge and the eighteen-minute lie at the same time and let
the convenient one rule the page.

There was a night in 2010 when the contradiction finally
pressed on me, though I did not yet have the words for what it
meant. I was watching a piece of theatre, feeling the familiar
thing, the room held fast well past the point where my own
published number said every mind should have wandered off to
dinner. The two facts sat side by side in me, the lie I had printed
and the truth I was watching, and for the first time the gap
between them felt like a question I owed an answer. I did not
solve it that night. The honest reckoning took years more, and a
slow education in following numbers back to their sources. But
that was the night the eighteen minutes first cracked, the night
the maker in me looked hard at the room and knew the critic in
me had been lying.

Carrying a lie you have staked your name on does something
to the mind that holds it, and I should describe the damage from
the inside. Once you have published a position with force,
defending it stops being about truth and starts being about face.
Every challenge to the claim becomes a challenge to you, and you
meet it by reaching for the counterargument that protects your
standing rather than by reconsidering the claim. I did this for
years. I got better at defending the eighteen minutes and the
contempt for the diagnosis than I would have gotten at examining
them, because the ego rewards the defense and punishes the
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doubt. This is how a single bad sentence metastasizes into a habit
of mind. A staked lie refuses to sit quietly where you left it. It
puts your cleverness to work in its own defense, and the cleverer
you are, the better a guard you make for it, until the day
something cracks the wall and you see how much of your skill
had gone to keeping yourself wrong.

The fragment doctrine reaches past the classroom and the
conference into something larger, which is why this book ends
where it does, with the citizen. Once you accept that no one can
attend to anything difficult for more than a few minutes, a great
deal follows that should worry anyone who cares about
self-government. You stop asking people to read the long article,
the full bill, the hard argument, and you start feeding them the
summary, the clip, the slogan, on the theory that the longer thing
is beyond them. A public trained to expect only fragments loses
the capacity to follow a complex matter to its end, and a public
that cannot follow a complex matter cannot govern one. The
eighteen minutes looks like a harmless rule of thumb for
speakers. Followed to its conclusion, it becomes a quiet
argument for treating citizens as people to be managed in short
bursts rather than reasoned with at length, and that argument
carries a cost a republic cannot afford. I will come back to this,
because it is the gravest stake in the whole book.

Count the years and the symmetry is hard to ignore. I printed
the number in 2008 and I am setting down this correction in
2026, which is eighteen years, the same span the lie itself
claimed, a coincidence I could not have arranged if I tried. For
most of those eighteen years I was a carrier. I repeated the figure
when it suited an argument, I held onto the contempt for the
diagnosis longer than I held onto the number, and I examined
neither, because examining your own certainties is slow and
uncomfortable work that pays nothing up front. What changed
me came slowly and in pieces, never as a single revelation: the
habit, learned late, of following a number home, of asking where
a confident figure was born and walking the citations until they
ended, and then one day turning that habit on my own old
sentence and finding the empty account I had warned everyone
else about. The man prosecuting these forgeries spent eighteen
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years as one of the accused.
I have put myself in the dock first, before the corporations and

the consultants and the merchants of alarm, and the order is
deliberate. A prosecutor who exempts himself has no standing to
try anyone, and a book that only indicted other people for
manufacturing fake numbers about the mind would be a
comfortable book, the kind that lets the reader and the writer
feel superior to the dupes elsewhere. I do not get that comfort,
and I will not offer it. The machinery I am describing ran through
me, on my own keyboard, in service of my own vanity, and it
produced real harm to real people who had done nothing to
deserve it. If I can do this, with my training and my suspicion of
easy answers, then almost anyone can, which is the point. The
forgery of the failing mind is no distant crime committed only by
villains. It lives close at hand, available to the decent and the
clever, and I am the first exhibit because I am the one I can
convict without a doubt.

An apology that congratulates itself is no apology. I retract the
number. I retract the argument it served. The eighteen-minute
attention span is a figure I absorbed from the culture and
dressed in my own authority, and the claim that attention deficit
disorder is a fraud is a cruelty I committed against people who
deserved better from me. I do not get to wash the harm out by
confessing it well, and I am not writing this chapter to be
absolved. Naming a debt is the start of owing it, not the end. If
anyone reading this carried my old words into their own doubt
about a struggling child, or into a doubt about themselves, I
would undo that if I could, and the most I can do now is say
clearly that I was wrong, that I had no evidence, and that the
people I dismissed were telling the truth about their own minds.

This is why the book is named for the eighteen minutes and
not for the goldfish, though the goldfish came first in the telling.
The eight seconds was somebody else’s forgery, traced to a
company and a website I had no hand in. The eighteen minutes is
mine. I made it authoritative with my own hand, and I used it to
wound, which makes it the right emblem for a book arguing that
the machinery of the fake number is not confined to the
corporations and the consultancies out there; it lives in here too,
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in the writer and the teacher and the confident friend, and at last
in me. A trial that excused the man running it would be worth
nothing. The eighteen minutes keeps me in the dock alongside
everyone I am accusing, where I belong.

One forged number from one writer is a confession. Ten
thousand of them, manufactured on purpose and sold by the
gross, is an industry, and that is where we go next. The eighteen
minutes and the eight seconds at least pretended to come from
somewhere, from a study misread or a guess gone hard. There is
a whole machinery built to produce attention statistics that never
had even that much honesty in them, figures conjured from
leading questions and tiny samples and outright invention, then
dressed in percentages and pushed into the press because a
frightening number sells. Having shown you a fake figure made
by one hand, I owe you the factory.
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CHAPTER 3

The Survey Mill

A new study finds that you are worse than you feared. You have
read the headline a hundred times, in slightly different dress on
each occasion. Americans now check their phones ninety-six
times a day, one version says, which works out to once every ten
minutes of waking life. We touch them two thousand six hundred
and seventeen times a day, says another, a figure precise enough
to suggest that somewhere a person sat counting. Our attention
has fallen below the level of a goldfish, says a third, and we have
met that one already. The numbers arrive wearing the uniform of
science, attributed to a study, a poll, a report, and they slide into
the culture as settled facts about who we have become. This
chapter is about where those numbers are made, because almost
none of them are made where you think.

The genre is vast and it never rests. One week the headline is
about how often you check the phone; the next it is about how
long you last before reaching for it, or how many hours a day you
surrender to screens, or how a rising generation has lost the
ability to read a page. Each arrives as a fresh discovery, each
carries a number sharp enough to quote, and each is shaped to
make you feel watched and found wanting. The figures cover
phones, focus, reading, sleep, work, and parenting, and they
share a single emotional design, the small private jolt of
recognizing your own weakness in a national statistic. That jolt is
the product. The number is engineered to produce it, because a
statistic that makes you wince is a statistic you will remember,
repeat, and click.

The word study is doing dishonest work in those sentences,
and it pays to slow down on it. When a headline says a study
finds, you picture a laboratory, a university, a researcher with no
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stake in the answer, a method that could be checked and
repeated. What sits behind most of these attention numbers is
something else, a survey commissioned by a company to sell a
product, designed by a public-relations firm to produce a
headline, and written up as news before a single fact about the
world has been discovered. The survey is less a search for the
truth than a manufacturing process, and the thing it
manufactures is the press coverage. To see how it works, you
have to look at the firms that run the line.

Consider a company called OnePoll, which is candid enough
about its purpose that you can read the whole scheme on its own
website. OnePoll was created in 2002 by a British news agency,
for the express purpose of running surveys for the
public-relations and media industries. This is no polling outfit
that happens to dabble in PR. From its first day it was built to
turn brands into headlines. Its specialists, in the firm’s own
language, know which angles to pursue to maximize press
appeal, and its route to the newswires, through a sister media
group, comes with a guarantee of coverage. The standard
product is a survey of two thousand adults, drawn from a panel of
people who sign up to answer questionnaires for small change,
and the standard deliverable is a story placed in the national
press. In one recent year the operation reported securing tens of
thousands of pieces of coverage from a few hundred such
campaigns.

This is a mature industry with a name for what it does, news
generation, and it has become a daily staple of the press without
most readers ever noticing. The model is simple and it scales. A
firm maintains a standing panel of paid respondents and a
pipeline into the newswires, and it sells brands a finished
product, a survey-driven story all but guaranteed to appear in the
national press. The economics work for everyone inside the deal.
A brand gets coverage it could never buy as advertising at the
same price and with none of the credibility, because a survey
reported as news carries an authority a paid advertisement
cannot. The survey firm collects its fee. The newspaper fills space
at no cost. Only one party loses, the reader, who is handed a
marketing message in the guise of a finding and told it is the
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news.
It clarifies everything to see what the firm sells in the end. The

press coverage is the product, and the survey is merely the raw
material, the pretext that lets a marketing message enter a
newspaper through the front door marked news rather than the
side door marked advertising. A firm in this trade will tell a
prospective client, in plain commercial terms, how many pieces
of coverage a campaign can be expected to generate, because
coverage is the deliverable being purchased. The number of
respondents, the wording of the questions, the size of the finding,
all of it is engineering in service of that single outcome, a story
that runs. The leading questions, the inflated rates, the precise
and unverifiable figures are the research working exactly as
designed rather than flaws in it, optimized for the headline rather
than the truth.

What gives the whole game away is how these surveys are
built. An honest survey begins with a question the researcher
does not know the answer to, asks it carefully, and reports
whatever comes back, including the dull and the inconvenient. A
public-relations survey runs in reverse. It begins with the
headline the client wants, the story that will put the brand’s
name in the paper, and then the questions are written backward
from that headline to produce it. One firm in the trade describes
the process plainly, building the survey questions backward so
the findings will feel relevant and give reporters something to
use. Read that twice. The finding exists before the survey does.
The number is the conclusion, decided in a marketing meeting,
and the questionnaire is the costume sewn around it afterward to
make it look discovered.

This is the forgery from the first chapter, fitted with an engine
and a conveyor belt. The goldfish statistic at least began with a
real measurement, a study of twenty-five web users, twisted out
of shape. My eighteen minutes at least began with a guess I
half-believed. The public-relations survey skips even that much
honesty. There is no misread study at the bottom of it and no
sincere error, because the number was manufactured to
specification before anyone was asked anything. Where the
earlier forgeries were accidents or self-deceptions that someone
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later exploited, this one is a product, made to order, with a price
list and a delivery date. The factory does not stumble into a false
number. It takes the order, builds the false number to fit, and
ships it to the papers by the agreed deadline.

Once you know the surveys are commissioned, the only
question that matters is who is paying, and the answer turns the
panic inside out. Follow the money behind the phone numbers
and you find, almost every time, a company that profits from the
same behavior it claims to lament. The firms warning you that
you cannot put your phone down are, with striking regularity, the
firms that make money when you pick it up. This is the marketing
tell from the goldfish chapter, multiplied across an industry and
running day and night. A single Microsoft report selling
advertising was one face of it. The survey mill is the same face,
mass-produced, with a hundred different clients all
commissioning the same fright because the fright moves their
product.

Take the figure that you have probably repeated yourself, that
the average person checks a phone ninety-six times a day, once
every ten waking minutes. That number comes from surveys
commissioned by Asurion, a company in the business of phone
insurance and phone repair. A firm whose revenue depends on
people owning phones, using phones, and breaking phones pays
to produce and publicize a statistic about how compulsively
people use their phones, and the statistic becomes a news story
carrying the company’s name into every outlet that runs it. The
alarm and the advertisement are the same object. Asurion
commissions that survey to keep its name attached to the
conversation about your device, and a frightening figure is the
surest way into the coverage. Warning you off the phone is the
last thing the arrangement is built to do.

The most famous of all these figures, the claim that we check
our phones a hundred and fifty times a day, has a similar shape
once you trace it. It comes from an influential technology report
published in 2013 by Kleiner Perkins, a venture-capital firm,
presented by one of its analysts at an industry conference. Notice
the source. A venture-capital firm makes its money betting on
technology companies, and in 2013 the bet of the decade was the
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smartphone and everything built on top of it. A figure showing
the phone had become something people reach for a hundred and
fifty times a day read as welcome news for that firm’s portfolio,
the thesis of the whole fund rendered as a statistic, evidence that
the device was now woven into every waking hour and that the
companies riding it were riding something unstoppable. The
number may even be roughly right. The point is that it reached
the world through a party with an enormous stake in your
believing the phone is irresistible.

Then there is the figure that sounds the most scientific
because it is the most exact, the claim that the average person
touches a phone two thousand six hundred and seventeen times a
day. A number that specific feels counted, and in a sense it was,
which makes the real story more instructive. The figure comes
from a 2016 study by a research firm called dscout, and the study
did track actual taps and swipes rather than asking people to
guess. Here is the catch. It tracked them on ninety-four people.
Ninety-four. A sample you could seat in a single lecture hall was
measured for a few days and then announced to the world as the
average human being, the universal you in every headline that
has since repeated the number. The measurement was real. The
leap from ninety-four volunteers to the entire species was not,
and that leap is where a modest finding became a global fact.

Set these figures side by side and they betray themselves,
because they do not agree. One source says you check your
phone sixty-three times a day, another ninety-six, another a
hundred and fifty, another three hundred and fifty-two, and the
touch counts climb into the thousands. The interval supposedly
between checks lands anywhere from every two and a half
minutes to every twelve, depending on which study you happen
to grab. A real quantity does not behave this way. When many
honest instruments measure the same fixed thing, their answers
converge, clustering tightly around the true value. When the
answers scatter across a range this wide, they have stopped
being measurements of one thing and become folklore, each
number generated by a different survey with a different client
and a different loaded question, and the spread between them is
the fingerprint of manufacture. We saw the same drift with the
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goldfish, whose memory was said to last two seconds or three or
ten depending on who told the story. The wandering is the tell.

There is a particular tell in the suspiciously exact figure, the
two thousand six hundred and seventeen touches, the ninety-six
checks, the precise count of minutes and seconds. Real
measurement of a messy human behavior almost never yields a
number that sharp, because real behavior is variable and a
careful researcher reports a range and an uncertainty around it.
A single hard figure carried to the last digit is doing rhetorical
work, performing a precision the underlying data cannot support,
because a round and obviously approximate number invites
doubt while an exact one feels counted. The sharpness is a pose.
It is the difference between saying people check their phones a
great deal, which is true and unquotable, and saying they check
them ninety-six times a day, which is dubious and irresistible.
When a statistic about human behavior arrives polished to the
last decimal, the polish itself should make you suspicious,
because the world does not hand us numbers that clean, and only
manufacture does.

Even where a survey is run in good faith, the instrument it
uses cannot measure what it claims to. Nearly all of these phone
numbers come from self-report, from asking people how often
they check, how long they spend, how distracted they feel. It
turns out that people are terrible at this. A large meta-analysis
published in 2021 in Nature Human Behaviour gathered the
studies that compared what people said about their device use
against what their devices had recorded, and found the two only
loosely related, a correlation around a third on a scale where one
would be perfect agreement and zero would be none. People
overestimate and underestimate, sometimes wildly, and their
guesses bear only a faint relationship to the logs. So when a
survey asks two thousand panelists to recall how many times they
checked a phone yesterday, it is collecting two thousand bad
guesses, averaging them, and printing the average as though it
were a fact about human behavior. The method is broken at the
root.

There are two reasons people are so bad at reporting their
own phone use, and both make the surveys worse. The first is
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memory. Checking a phone is a small, frequent, half-conscious
act, the kind the mind does not bother to record, so asking
someone to count yesterday’s checks is asking them to recall
events they never encoded in the first place. The second is the
pull of the expected answer. By the time anyone is surveyed, the
culture has already told them the correct response, that modern
people are addicted and distracted, and a respondent reaches for
the answer that matches the story in the air rather than the truth
of their own day, which they could not retrieve anyway. The
survey then takes these doubly corrupted guesses, the
unremembered and the socially shaped, and averages them into a
precise-looking figure. Precision laid over guesswork produces a
more convincing error, never accuracy.

The samples behind these surveys deserve their own scrutiny,
because two thousand adults sounds like a serious number until
you ask who the two thousand are. They are members of a panel
rather than a representative cross-section of the country, people
who have signed up to a website to answer questionnaires for a
few pennies each, a self-selected group of habitual survey-takers
paid to have opinions on demand. The figure of two thousand is
chosen for its sound, large enough to read as authoritative in a
press release, in an industry trade that calls it a publisher-proof
sample. Statistical representativeness is not the goal and never
was. The goal is a number big enough that an editor will not
question it and a story that will run without anyone asking how
the two thousand were found or what exactly they were asked.

The questions themselves are the last instrument of
manufacture, and the easiest to abuse. A question can be written
to find almost anything, and a firm building a survey backward
from a headline knows every trick. Ask people whether they ever
feel anxious when separated from their phones and many will say
yes, because almost everyone has felt a flicker of that at some
point, and the headline writes itself, most people suffer
phone-separation anxiety. Ask whether they have ever checked a
phone during a meal, a conversation, a film, and the yes rate
climbs toward the ceiling, and now we have a nation of addicts.
The trick is to set the bar at ever, so that a single instance across
a whole lifetime counts the same as a compulsion, and then to
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report the result as though it described how people live every
day. The survey did not discover a behavior. It built a question
that almost no honest person could answer no to, and then
dressed the inevitable yes as a finding.

A single word in a question can swing a result by fifty points,
and the survey writers know exactly which words to choose. Ask
a person whether they have ever felt distracted by their phone
during a conversation, and nearly everyone says yes, because
ever reaches across an entire lifetime and catches a single lapse.
Ask instead whether they are usually distracted by their phone
during conversations, and the yes rate falls through the floor,
because usually demands a pattern. The behavior being
described has not changed at all between the two questions. Only
the word has changed, and with it the headline, from a startling
claim that most people are distracted in conversation to a dull
and unpublishable one that most people are not. A firm building a
survey to generate alarm will always choose ever, and then
report the inevitable result as though it had asked the honest
question. The word does the lying, quietly, while the number
takes the credit.

The finished press release carries one more touch that
completes the illusion, an expert quotation. Alongside the survey
number sits a sentence of commentary attributed to someone
with a title, a spokesperson for the commissioning brand,
sometimes a consultant or a psychologist retained for the
purpose, offering grave words about what the findings mean for
our overstretched modern lives. The quotation does two jobs. It
supplies the human voice a news story needs, and it lends the
survey the air of expert interpretation, as though a scientist had
examined the data and reached a sober conclusion. The reader
sees a number, a worried expert, and a headline, and reasonably
assumes that research has occurred. What has occurred is a
brand paying a firm to produce a quotable figure and then
providing a quotable mouth to interpret it. The expert is part of
the package, ordered along with the number and the headline.

Follow one of these numbers from birth to ubiquity and the
laundering is complete at every stage. A brand wants coverage
and hires the survey firm. The firm builds the questions, runs
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them past its paid panel, and writes the press release itself,
complete with the headline and a quotation from the brand’s
spokesperson. The release goes out over a newswire that the
firm’s own media group operates, syndicated to outlets that pay
for the feed. A journalist on a deadline pulls the ready-made
story, trims it, and publishes it under a headline like a new study
finds. By the time you read it, every fingerprint has been wiped.
The brand that paid for it has vanished from the story. Gone too
is the firm that built it. The loaded questions, the paid panel, the
manufactured headline, all of it has dropped away, and what
remains is a clean sentence that sounds like knowledge, ready to
be quoted by the next writer, who will not know where it came
from either.

Ask why a serious newspaper would print a phone insurer’s
marketing survey as though it were research, and the answer is
in the state of the modern newsroom. The press has been
hollowed out, staffs cut, reporters asked to fill more space with
less time and less money. A ready-made survey is a gift to a
newsroom in that condition. The story arrives finished, with a
number, a hook, a quotation, and a headline, requiring no
reporting, no sources to call, no math to check, and it will draw
clicks because a surprising figure about a universal habit is
irresistibly shareable. The survey mill did not force its way into
the press. It walked through a door that economic collapse had
already opened, offering free content to people who no longer
had the resources to make their own, and the trade became a
daily staple precisely because it solved a real problem for
desperate editors, the problem of filling the paper.

Numbers travel best as pictures, and the survey mills have
learned to ship their findings as infographics built for sharing. A
statistic set in bold type beside a clever icon, a phone with a sad
face, a brain shrinking toward a goldfish, detaches from its origin
even faster than a sentence does. The graphic gets posted,
embedded, screenshotted, and pinned to slide decks, and at
every hop it sheds another trace of where it came from, until it
circulates as a free-floating fact with no visible parent at all. We
met this machinery in the first chapter, where a fabricated figure
lived on a graphic sourced to a statistics website that could not
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defend it. The survey mill industrializes that step too, designing
the shareable image as part of the original order, so the
laundering begins the moment the number is born. A picture is
harder to question than a paragraph, and that is precisely why
they make pictures.

The worst consequence is that these manufactured numbers
do not stay in the tabloids. They climb. A figure that begins in a
marketing survey gets quoted in a trade article, then in a more
respectable magazine, then in a book by an author who found it
in the magazine, and somewhere along that ascent it acquires the
dignity of a fact that serious people cite. We saw the eight-second
goldfish statistic reach the law reviews, where scholars built
arguments about juries on top of it. The survey numbers make
the same climb. They turn up in policy briefs about screen time,
in school-board debates about phones in classrooms, in the
footnotes of books warning about the decline of attention, carried
upward by writers who trusted the source one rung below them
and never walked the ladder to the bottom. By the time a
fabricated figure is being cited in a hearing or a peer-reviewed
paper, no one in the room remembers that it started as an order
placed by a brand.

There is a newer and stranger reason to manufacture these
surveys, one that has emerged only recently and points
somewhere unsettling. The firms that produce them have begun
to advertise a fresh benefit to their clients, that a brand cited
often enough across the web will come to be treated as an
authority by the artificial-intelligence systems people now ask for
answers. Manufacture a statistic, seed it through enough outlets,
and the machines that increasingly mediate human knowledge
will learn it, repeat it, and attribute it to you. The forgery now
reaches past the readers into the systems that will answer the
next generation’s questions, fed there on purpose, so that a
number invented in a marketing meeting can be laundered one
final time, through a machine that sounds neutral and knows
nothing of where its facts were born. The mill has found a way to
counterfeit the culture’s memory, not only its news.

A whole sub-genre of these surveys exists to frighten people
about the young, because a number showing that the next
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generation cannot focus sells to anxious parents, to employers,
and to anyone who likes to feel the world is going downhill.
Headlines announce that a teenage generation has an attention
span of a handful of seconds, that young people lose interest in a
video after a moment, that the developing brain has been rewired
past repair. The figures are commissioned, as a rule, by
companies with something to sell to the young or about the
young, marketing firms demonstrating their command of youth
attention, platforms explaining why content must be short,
consultancies selling the secret of reaching a generation. The
claim flatters everyone except the people it describes. Parents
get an explanation for their teenager that is not their parenting.
Employers get a reason for a young worker’s struggles that is not
the job. And a generation that reads, argues, and builds long and
intricate things online gets written off, on the authority of a
survey that was built to write them off.

Look at the other end of the market and the same logic runs in
the opposite direction, selling the cure rather than the disease.
An entire wellness industry has grown up around the attention
panic, and it needs the panic to be real. Meditation apps,
digital-detox retreats, focus-training programs, productivity
systems, and a small revival of basic phones marketed as escape
all depend on a customer who believes their attention is broken
and can be repaired for a fee. These businesses commission
surveys too, and theirs are tuned to a different note, the figure
that says distraction is ruining your work, your relationships,
your sleep, so that the product can ride in as the remedy. The
phone insurer and the detox retreat sit at opposite ends of the
same panic and feed it from both sides, one selling you the device
and the other selling you the escape from it, and both prospering
from a single shared belief, that your mind is no longer your own.

To see how far these surveys fall from real measurement, set
one beside the work of a serious pollster. A real poll draws its
sample to mirror the population, by age, region, income, and
more, then weights the results to correct for who answered,
reports a margin of error that tells you how much the number
might be off, and publishes its questions so that anyone can
judge whether they were fair. Every one of those safeguards
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exists to keep the pollster honest and to let the reader check the
work. The marketing survey discards all of them. It uses a
self-selected panel, reports no margin of error, hides its
questions, and exists to advance a conclusion rather than to
discover one. The two activities share a word, survey, and almost
nothing else. Calling them by the same name is how the
marketing version borrows the trust that the honest version
spent a century earning.

I have been describing the sellers, but the survey mill could
not run without a willing buyer in the reader, and the willingness
is the same one that opened this book. These numbers spread
because we want them. A statistic certifying that everyone’s
attention has collapsed is a comfort, the same comfort the
goldfish offered and the same one I sold with the eighteen
minutes, because it converts a private failing into a universal
condition that no one need feel ashamed of or do anything about.
We are not weak or undisciplined, the number says. We are
simply modern, swept along by forces no one could resist, and
here is the figure to prove it. A reader who wants that absolution
will not interrogate the survey that grants it. The mill
manufactures the supply, but the demand is in us, and the
manufactured number lands so easily because it tells a
frightened culture precisely what it has already decided to
believe about itself.

Step back and take in what this means for the whole subject of
the book. The attention panic presents itself as a thing
established by evidence, a mountain of studies and surveys all
pointing the same grim way. Pull the mountain apart and a great
deal of it turns out to be this, marketing surveys commissioned
by interested parties and laundered into news. The evidence base
for the claim that your mind is failing is, to a degree that should
alarm you, a marketing channel. When you next see a headline
announcing that the average attention span has shrunk again, or
that some generation can no longer focus, the honest way to read
it is as an advertisement with a number in it, placed by someone
whose product depends on your believing it. The numbers are not
neutral findings that the sellers happened to use. The sellers
made them.
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Take the single survey, harmless enough on its own, and
multiply it by the thousands that run every year, and the
cumulative effect is a kind of slow poisoning of how a culture
sees itself. No one of these stories matters. Together they build a
constant background hum, a steady drip of figures all saying the
same thing, that we are distracted, declining, addicted, and lost,
until the claim feels less like a proposition to be examined than
like the simple weather of the age. That is the real damage the
mill does, larger than any single false number. It manufactures a
mood. A society told ten thousand times that it has lost its mind
will eventually believe it, will lower what it asks of itself, will stop
expecting its members to read the long thing or follow the hard
argument, and will mistake a marketing campaign for a
diagnosis. The surveys are small. The atmosphere they create,
drop by drop, is not.

None of this is the first time surveys have been enlisted to sell
a panic, and a later chapter will trace how old the pattern runs.
Every new medium has arrived to a chorus of alarm backed by
hastily gathered numbers, the novel, the newspaper, the radio
serial, the comic book, the television, each accused in its turn of
ruining the young and rotting the public mind, each panic
furnished with figures that looked authoritative and proved
hollow. The survey mill did not invent the manufactured fright. It
industrialized an old human appetite for evidence that the world
is going to ruin, and it learned to feed that appetite on a schedule
and at a profit. What is new is the scale and the speed, the
thousands of fresh frights produced every year, and the
machinery for laundering each one into the press before the last
has faded. The hunger is ancient. The factory is modern.

A boundary belongs here, because the argument is not that
every number about phones is false or that no one studies these
questions seriously. Real researchers do measure digital
behavior with rigor, using the logged data from devices rather
than the guesses of panelists, and their work is careful and worth
reading. One of them, who has spent two decades measuring how
people attend to their screens, will hold a central place in a later
chapter, because what she found is both true and far more
interesting than the panic. The trouble lies elsewhere, in the fact
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that the real research rarely reaches the front page, because its
findings are measured and qualified and resistant to a screaming
headline, while the manufactured survey is built for nothing else.
A careful number stays in the journal while the manufactured one
runs in the paper, and the gap between them is exactly the gap
this book exists to close.

It helps to carry a few questions to every one of these
headlines, because the manufactured survey cannot survive
them. Ask first who paid for it, since a study commissioned by a
party that profits from the result deserves the skepticism you
would give any advertisement. Look next at the sample, since two
thousand paid panelists is not the nation. Find out whether the
questions were published, since a firm confident its questions
were fair will show them, and a firm hiding the wording is hiding
the trick. Above all, ask whether the number was measured or
merely reported, whether anyone observed the behavior or
simply asked people to guess at it. A headline that cannot answer
these questions is selling you a fact rather than reporting one,
and the few seconds it takes to ask where a number came from is
the whole defense against a machine built to make you stop
asking.

All of this manufacturing serves one master claim, repeated in
survey after survey, that there exists a human attention span and
that it has been shrinking. The mill assumes the thing it claims to
measure. Every poll about how distracted we have become takes
for granted that attention is a fixed quantity, a span with a
length, that could grow shorter the way a candle does. It is time
to question that assumption directly, because it is the foundation
under all the rest. Before we can ask whether the attention span
is shrinking, we have to ask whether there was ever an attention
span to shrink, a single measurable duration that the science
recognizes and the surveys could in principle be tracking. We
turn next to the span itself, and to the strong possibility that the
most measured thing in the panic is a thing that was never there.
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CHAPTER 4

The Span That Never Was

Every claim in the last three chapters rests on a single word that
no one stops to examine, and the word is span. The goldfish has
one, eight seconds long. We have one, allegedly shorter than the
fish. The surveys measure it, the headlines mourn its collapse,
and I once printed a figure for mine. The whole panic assumes
that attention is a quantity with a length, a fixed allowance of
seconds the mind can hold before it gives way, the same for
everyone and dwindling with each generation. Before we argue
about whether that allowance is shrinking, we have to ask the
prior question, the one the panic never asks. Is there an attention
span at all? Is there a single measurable duration that the
science of the mind recognizes, a number the surveys could in
principle be tracking? The answer, worked out with care, is that
the span everyone is measuring and mourning was never a real
quantity at all.

The reason there is no single span is that attention is not one
thing, and this book will use the word for several related
capacities a reader does well to keep distinct. There is the hard
bottleneck of working memory, the three or four items the mind
can hold at once, a fixed limit no training enlarges. A second
sense is sustained focus, the holding of that bottleneck on one
thing over time, which practice and environment shape
enormously. A third is the mutual attention of two people who
attend fully to each other, the social act the Deaf world will show
in its richest form. And beyond all of them sits the collective
attention of a people attending together to its common life, the
capacity on which self-government depends. The panic blurs the
four into a single shrinking quantity. The argument that follows
keeps them apart, and marks, where it matters, which one is in
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play.
This is the hinge of the whole book, so I will say why it matters

before we get into the science. If the attention span is a real
quantity that is shrinking, then the panic is at least pointed at
something true, however much the numbers around it are faked,
and the argument becomes one about degree. If the span is a
fiction, the entire structure rests on nothing, and every survey
measuring its collapse is measuring a ghost. The two earlier
chapters showed that specific numbers were manufactured. This
chapter asks whether the thing those numbers claim to count
exists at all, because a fabricated measurement of a real quantity
is one kind of problem and a fabricated measurement of an
imaginary quantity is a deeper one. The goldfish and the eighteen
minutes were false figures. The span behind them, I will argue, is
a false category, and that is the more important fraud, because it
cannot be fixed by finding a better number.

Let me state the folk idea plainly, because stating it plainly is
most of the work of dismantling it. The popular attention span is
imagined as a duration, a length of time, eight seconds or
forty-seven or whatever the latest survey claims. It is imagined as
universal, a property of the human animal that you and I and
everyone share at roughly the same value. And it is imagined as a
quantity that can change over time the way a candle shortens, so
that the span our grandparents had was longer than ours and our
children’s will be shorter still. Each of these three assumptions,
that attention has a single length, that the length is shared, and
that the length is falling, would need to be true for the panic to
make sense. Not one of them survives contact with what the
science of attention has found.

It helps to ask where the duration framing even came from,
because no one sat down and discovered that attention has a
length. The idea of an attention span entered the language
through education and child study, as a loose way of describing
how long a pupil could be expected to stay with a lesson, and
through the lecture folklore the second chapter took apart, the
supposed ten or fifteen minutes after which a class loses focus.
From those soft, practical uses the phrase drifted into popular
science and hardened, acquiring a false precision it never had at
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the start, until a vague observation about restless schoolchildren
had become a fixed neurological constant with a number
attached. The span began as a figure of speech that slowly forgot
it was one, never a finding that someone measured and reported,
and the surveys then supplied the spurious decimals that made
the figure of speech look like data.

Start where the modern study of attention starts, with William
James and the book he published in 1890, The Principles of
Psychology. James gave attention its most quoted definition, and
the definition says nothing about time. Attention, for James, is the
mind taking possession of one object out of several that are
competing for it, the focusing and concentration of consciousness
on one thing while the rest fall away. The faculty James describes
is one of selection, a choosing of this over that, and selection has
no natural duration. It is an act, not a stopwatch. The first thing
the founder of the field tells us about attention is that it concerns
which thing you hold, and the question of how many seconds you
hold it does not even arise in the definition, because length is not
what the thing is made of.

James went further, and what he observed in 1890 demolishes
the span before the modern panic was ever born. Voluntary
attention, he wrote, cannot be held steady on a single object. It
comes in beats. When we try to attend to something dull, the
mind wanders off, and we haul it back with a pulse of effort, and
it runs on for a few seconds or minutes, and then some stray idea
captures it and carries it away again, and we haul it back once
more. The returning is the work. James saw that what we call
sustained attention is a rhythm of losing and recovering the
thread, over and over, and that the genius who seems to
concentrate for hours is mostly being carried by interest, the
objects of his thought linking each to the next so that the mind
does not have to be dragged. The wandering was there in 1890.
James did not call it a disease. He called the act of bringing the
mind back the root of judgment, character, and will.

What that means for the idea of a span is decisive. If attention
to a single thing was always a matter of beats and returns, then
there was never a continuous beam whose length you could
measure. The seconds James counted were the stretches between
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one return and the next, the brief runs of focus before the mind
slipped, and he treated those gaps as the ordinary mechanism of
a working mind rather than as a measure of its capacity. The pop
attention span takes the gap between returns, the few seconds
before the mind wanders, and mistakes it for the whole of what
attention can do, as though a person who looks up from a book
every minute can read for only a minute at a stretch. We read for
hours by returning to the page a thousand times. The span that
the surveys measure, if it measures anything, is the length of a
single beat, when the true unit of human attention was always
the return, the coming-back rather than the holding-on.

A deeper trouble with the span is that it treats attention as one
thing, and attention is not one thing. The word covers a family of
different capacities that the mind runs on different machinery,
and researchers learned long ago to pull them apart. There is
selective attention, the ability to lock onto one stream and shut
out the rest, the thing you do at a loud party when you follow a
single voice through the noise and somehow miss the others until
your own name surfaces across the room. That capacity was
studied in the 1950s and has nothing to do with duration. It is
about filtering, about choosing a signal and suppressing
competitors, and you could have a brilliant selective filter and a
wandering mind, or a poor filter and great persistence, because
they are separate functions that vary on their own.

The study of selective attention is old enough and solid enough
to show how unlike a span attention is. In the 1950s a researcher
named Colin Cherry set people listening to two different
messages played at once, one in each ear, and asked them to
follow only one, which they could do, while remaining almost
wholly ignorant of the other, catching at most a few gross
features like whether the ignored voice was male or female.
Donald Broadbent built that finding into a model of attention as a
filter, a gate that admits one channel and blocks the rest. What
this research measured was the mind’s power to choose and to
suppress, the same thing James had named, and the measure had
no unit of time in it anywhere. You can describe how well a
person filters, how completely they shut out the competing
channel, how their own name slips through the gate when
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nothing else does. None of those descriptions is a duration,
because selection is not the kind of thing that has a length.

Selective attention is one piece. The science has identified
several distinct attentional systems that operate, and can fail,
independently of one another. In an influential framework set out
in 1990, Michael Posner and Steven Petersen divided attention
into three separate networks with separate jobs and separate
homes in the brain. One, the alerting network, governs your
general state of readiness, the difference between drowsy and
sharp. Another, the orienting network, aims your attention in
space, the spotlight that swings toward a movement at the edge
of your vision. A third, the executive network, handles conflict
and control, the effortful steering that keeps you on a goal when
something easier beckons. These three can be measured
separately, and they can be damaged separately, so that a
condition might impair a person’s alerting and executive control
while leaving their orienting intact. Three different machines
wear the single name attention, and no one of them is a span.

These networks are not a theorist’s abstraction, because there
is a test that pulls them apart and measures each one in the same
sitting. A participant watches a screen, responds to arrows, and
is sometimes warned a fraction of a second before the target
appears, sometimes shown where it will appear, sometimes faced
with conflicting arrows that must be resolved. The warning
probes alerting, the spatial cue probes orienting, the conflict
probes executive control, and the differences in the person’s
reaction times across these conditions yield three separate
scores for three separate systems. The test has been run on
thousands of people, in many countries, in the healthy and the
impaired. It works because the systems are real and separable,
because you can be quick to alert and poor at resolving conflict,
or the reverse. A single span could never produce three
independent scores. The reason the test can measure attention
three ways is that attention was three things all along.

Add to these the capacity for sustained attention, the holding
of focus on a dull task over a long stretch, which is its own
distinct function with its own failure mode, and the capacity for
divided attention, the splitting of focus across more than one
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demand, and the picture is complete. Selection, alerting,
orienting, control, sustaining, dividing, each measured by a
different task, each able to be strong while another is weak. Now
the category error behind the span comes into full view. Asking
how long the attention span is resembles asking how long a tool
is when the word tool covers a hammer, a level, and a saw. The
question assumes a single object where there is a toolbox, a
single number where there is a set of unrelated capacities that
happen to share a name. There is no one length because there is
no one thing, and a survey that reports the attention span has
reported the length of a category that does not have a length.

Part of the span’s staying power is that it quietly rolls several
different things into one word and then assigns the bundle a
number. When people say their attention span is short, they
usually mean some mixture of boredom, low motivation, fatigue,
anxiety, and a task that does not hold them, none of which is
attention in the technical sense, all of which feel like a failure of
attention from the inside. A person who cannot focus on a tax
form is not necessarily low in any attentional capacity. They may
simply find the form tedious, or be tired, or be anxious about the
result, or be pulled toward something they would rather do.
Folding all of that into a single faulty span is convenient, because
it converts a tangle of ordinary human states into one broken
part with a measurement attached. The tangle is real, and the
single broken part with its number is only a fiction laid over it.

Return for a moment to the goldfish and the eight seconds,
now that the taxonomy is in hand, and watch the number dissolve
completely. Eight seconds of what, exactly? It does not match
selective attention, which is measured by accuracy of filtering
and carries no clock. It does not match the working-memory
limit, counted in items and sitting near four. The three networks
are timed in milliseconds of reaction time, and the vigilance
decrement unfolds across half an hour, neither of them anywhere
near eight seconds. The famous figure corresponds to no single
quantity that any branch of attention science measures. It is
eight seconds of nothing, a duration assigned to a faculty that has
no single duration, which is why no scientist produced it and only
a marketing report could. The number is not wrong in the way a
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miscalculation is wrong; its error runs deeper, the error of
answering a question that cannot be asked.

Suppose you press the point and demand a real number, some
genuine measure of how much attention a mind can hold. The
science has one to offer, and it is nothing like the span. Its closest
analog is working memory, the small amount of information you
can keep active in mind at once, and it has been pinned down
with care. The figure is about three to four items. A person can
hold roughly four distinct objects in mind at once before the
system saturates, with no eight seconds or forty-seven anywhere
in it. Edward Vogel and his colleagues even found a brain signal
that tracks it, a wave of electrical activity that climbs as you load
more items in and flattens out when you hit the limit. There is a
real capacity, measured in the laboratory with a clean neural
marker. It is a count of items, and the popular span is a count of
seconds, and the two are not the same kind of quantity at all.

The real capacity number even has its own cautionary history,
a small version of the lesson this book keeps teaching. For
decades the famous figure was seven, from a celebrated 1956
paper by George Miller called The Magical Number Seven, Plus
or Minus Two, and the seven escaped into the culture as the
number of things a mind can hold, used to justify seven-digit
phone numbers and much else. Later work tightened it. When
researchers controlled for the tricks people use to chunk
information into larger units, the true limit came down to about
four, which is the figure the field now accepts. Even Miller’s title
was half a joke, the word magical signaling that he was
describing a rough regularity rather than a law of nature, and yet
the seven hardened into a fact anyway. None of this makes the
capacity unreal; it is real, and it is roughly four. What it shows is
that even a sound number gets mythologized the moment it
leaves the laboratory, which is all the more reason to distrust a
number like the span that never had a laboratory to leave.

Two facts about that real capacity finish off the panic’s central
claim. The first is that it varies from person to person, and always
has. Across the population the limit ranges from fewer than two
items to about five, a spread that researchers have documented
for more than a century, which means there has never been a



64

single human capacity to begin with, only a distribution of
individual ones. The second is that within a person the capacity is
stable, a reliable trait like height, not a thing that erodes week by
week as you scroll. Put those together and the popular story
collapses. The one real, measured capacity of attention is
individual rather than universal, and stable rather than
shrinking, the precise opposite of the span the surveys describe,
which is supposed to be the same for everyone and falling for all
of us at once. Where the science offers a number, the number
refutes the panic that borrowed its authority.

There is a subtlety in the capacity research that makes the
contrast with the span sharper still. The limit is not a passive
bucket that fills with whatever pours in. The same researchers
found that people differ in how well they keep junk out, that a
high-capacity mind is partly one that refuses to waste its few
slots on irrelevant clutter, holding the door against distraction so
the important items get the room. Capacity, in other words, is
bound up with control, with the active work of selecting what
deserves a slot, which loops back to selection and to the
executive network and shows again how tangled and plural these
functions are. The mind’s real limit is a small, defended
workspace rather than a length of time, and the skill of attention
is partly the skill of guarding it. A number of seconds tells you
nothing about any of this. The span is the wrong shape for the
thing it claims to describe.

There is one corner of attention research that does measure
duration, and the panic likes to borrow from it, so it deserves a
careful look. During the Second World War, a psychologist
named Norman Mackworth studied radar operators, men who
had to watch a screen for hours waiting for rare and faint signals,
and he built a test to measure how long they could keep it up. He
found what he called a vigilance decrement. Over a long, dull
watch, the operators’ ability to catch the rare signal fell off,
dropping by something like ten to fifteen percent within the first
half hour and declining further as the hours wore on. Here, at
last, is a measured decline in attention over time, a real number
attached to a real falling-off. The panic seizes on findings like this
as proof of the shrinking span. It is proof of nothing of the kind,
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and the reasons matter.
The vigilance decrement is the wrong thing for the panic to

lean on, for three reasons that dismantle the borrowing. It
describes a particular task, the long boring watch for rare
signals, which is nothing like reading a book or holding a
conversation or following a film, all of which supply a steady
stream of changing content that the radar screen withholds. It
was discovered in 1948, which makes it a permanent feature of
human attention rather than a modern affliction, present in the
wartime generation the panic treats as paragons of focus. And
the decline it names is small and specific, a fading of signal
detection on a monotonous vigil, not a collapse of the capacity to
think. The vigilance decrement is real, old, and narrow. The
shrinking span is imaginary, and dressing one in the other’s
clothes is how a genuine finding gets conscripted into a false
story.

Mackworth found something else that the panic never quotes,
and it overturns the whole notion of a fixed limit. When he gave
the operators a short break, or interrupted the watch with a
phone call, or simply told them how they were doing, the
decrement shrank or vanished. The capacity that seemed to be
draining away came back the moment the conditions changed.
And when he tried the obvious folk remedy, urging the operators
to concentrate harder, it did nothing at all. Read those results
together and the lesson is the opposite of the one the panic
draws. The falling-off came from a badly designed task rather
than from the brain hitting a wall, and a better-designed task,
with breaks and feedback and variety, restored the attention that
the boring one had bled away. Attention answers to the
conditions it is placed in, which is a fact the whole rest of this
book will keep meeting, and it is the maker of the conditions, not
the failing mind, who decides how long attention lasts.

Watch what interest does to the supposed span and the fixed
number falls apart in your own experience. Give a child a screen
with a game they love and the eight-second attention span
evaporates, replaced by an hour of unbroken focus that no survey
would predict. Hand a bored teenager a book that grips them and
they will miss dinner. The same person who cannot attend to a



66

dull lecture for ten minutes will attend to a gripping film for two
hours, to a beloved hobby for an afternoon, to an argument they
care about for as long as it runs. If attention had a fixed length
set in the brain, interest could not override it like this, and yet
interest overrides it every day, which tells you the limit was
never a clock in the head. It was always a question of whether
the thing in front of you was worth attending to, and a span that
vanishes the moment the material improves was never a property
of the mind at all.

If attention naturally comes in beats, as James said, then the
mind must spend a great deal of its time off the task entirely,
wandering, and modern research has measured exactly how
much. A study by Matthew Killingsworth and Daniel Gilbert,
which pinged thousands of people at random moments to ask
what they were doing and where their thoughts were, found that
minds wander for something close to half of waking life. Half.
This is the ordinary condition of the human mind rather than a
malfunction in a distracted few, a mind that spends roughly as
much time ranging over the past and the future and the
imaginary as it spends on the present task. This wandering is not
idle noise, either. The brain runs a whole network, active
precisely when attention turns away from the outside world, that
handles the rehearsing of memories, the planning of what is to
come, the running of conversations not yet had. The wandering
mind is doing work, the work of a creature that has to plan and
remember and imagine, and it was never meant to be pinned to
one task without relief.

Modern instruments have caught attention in the act of
fluctuating, second by second, and the fluctuation turns out to be
the rule. When researchers measure the steadiness of a person’s
responses during a long task, they find the mind cycling between
periods of tight, consistent focus and periods of ragged,
error-prone drift, sliding in and out of what some call the zone
many times over. These oscillations happen on a scale of seconds
and minutes, in everyone, on every sustained task, and they track
the same wandering the brain’s idling network produces.
Attention behaves less like a steady lamp burning for a fixed span
and more like a flickering thing, rising and falling continuously,
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the flicker built into healthy cognition rather than imposed on it
from outside. The mind that holds perfectly still on one object,
never wavering, is the fiction. The real mind shimmers, and
always has.

Notice how neatly the newest neuroscience confirms the
oldest psychology. The network the brain switches on when it
leaves the task is the physical home of the wandering James
described, the intercurrent ideas that captured his attention and
carried it off. What he observed by introspection in 1890, the
mind’s helpless drift away from a dull object, the modern scanner
finds as a measurable pattern of activity. The continuity is the
point. The wandering mind belongs to the standing architecture
of human cognition, no new condition produced by phones or
feeds or whatever the decade fears, the same in James’s study
and in the laboratory and in you, and a culture that calls it a
modern disease has misread a permanent feature of the species
as a recent injury. We have always wandered. We have always
had to bring ourselves back. The phone did not invent either half
of that ancient rhythm.

This wandering deserves a defense, not just an explanation,
because the panic treats it as pure waste. The mind that drifts off
the page is often working on something the page cannot give it.
Mind-wandering is when the brain rehearses the future, runs
through conversations it expects to have, turns over an unsolved
problem in the background, and stumbles into the unexpected
connections we call insight when they surface. Some of the most
creative work in any field happens in the shower, on the walk, in
the half-attentive state the productivity gurus would have you
eliminate. A mind kept relentlessly on task, never permitted to
roam, would be a worse mind, not a better one, cut off from the
planning and the imagining and the consolidating that the
roaming performs. The wandering that the panic wants to
medicate or app away is partly the mind doing some of its most
valuable work, and a culture that pathologizes it has
misunderstood what attention is for.

Here is the decisive point, the one that ends the argument
about whether the span is shrinking. To claim that a quantity has
shrunk, you must have measured it at two times and compared.
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There is no such measurement for the attention span, and there
could not be, because there is no agreed definition of the thing
and no instrument that yields its value. No laboratory has the
average human attention span for 1970 and for 2020 sitting side
by side, because no laboratory has ever measured an average
human attention span at all. The figure does not exist as a
scientific quantity that could be tracked over decades. So when a
headline announces that the span has fallen from twelve seconds
to eight, it invents a decline in a quantity that was itself invented,
a number with no past, no instrument, and no meaning, asserted
to be falling because a falling number frightens and sells.

Notice too that the claim is built so that nothing could ever
disprove it, which is the signature of folklore rather than science.
A real scientific claim specifies what would count as evidence
against it. The shrinking span specifies nothing. There is no
measurement that its believers would accept as showing the span
had held steady or grown, because there is no measurement of
the span at all, only the surveys that assume it and the anecdotes
that feel like it. Any sign of modern distraction confirms the
theory, and the daily proof of sustained attention all around us,
the finished novels and watched films and completed surgeries, is
simply not counted. A belief that takes all evidence as
confirmation and admits no possible refutation has stopped being
a hypothesis about the mind and become an article of faith got up
as one, and the costume is a number.

If anything, the broad evidence on cognition over the last
century points the other way, which the decline-mongers never
mention. The best-documented long-run trend in measured
mental performance is the rise in intelligence-test scores across
most of the twentieth century, large and steady, in country after
country, a pattern named for the researcher James Flynn who did
the most to establish it. Whatever that rise means, and its causes
are debated, it is the opposite of a species growing measurably
stupider or less able to think, and recent signs of a slowdown in
some places do not erase a century of gains. I do not claim the
Flynn rise proves that attention improved, because it measured
something else. I raise it only to puncture the lazy assumption
underneath the whole panic, the assumption that the modern
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mind is obviously degrading and needs no evidence to convict.
The long-run record we possess runs upward. And the burden
falls on whoever claims a decline, and they arrive with a number
they cannot source and a quantity they cannot define.

There is one version of the modern-decline worry that arrives
with real evidence behind it, and it deserves to be met directly
rather than swept into the rubble of the goldfish. The social
psychologist Jonathan Haidt, in his 2024 book The Anxious
Generation, and the psychologist Jean Twenge, whose work on
generational change he draws on, have built the most serious
case anyone has assembled that the smartphone did genuine
harm to the young. The claim is specific. Around 2012, as the
phone and the social feed saturated adolescent life, rates of
depression, anxiety, self-harm, and suicide among teenagers in
the United States and Britain turned sharply upward, and the
steepest rise fell on girls. They offer more than a single
correlation, pointing to the timing of the break, to its repetition
across several countries, and to natural experiments in which the
arrival of high-speed internet in a region precedes a later climb
in adolescent distress. The argument has moved governments,
with schools and states banning phones from classrooms and
weighing minimum ages for social media on the strength of it. I
take the question seriously, and so should you, because the
suffering behind those numbers is real and a parent watching a
teenager disappear into a screen is not inventing the dread.

Two things keep that case from touching the argument of this
book. The first is that it concerns mental health, the weather of
mood and anxiety and despair, and says nothing about the
attention span. Depression is not a shortened attention span, and
a surge in adolescent anxiety is not a measurement showing the
human capacity to attend has fallen to eight seconds. A reader
can hold, at the same time, that the feed may be feeding a
mental-health crisis among the young and that the goldfish figure
is a forgery and the eighteen minutes were invented, because
these are separate claims about separate things, and nothing in
Haidt’s argument depends on the fabricated span being real. The
panic I am prosecuting smuggles the one in under cover of the
other, letting a serious and unsettled debate about teenage
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despair lend its weight to a fake statistic about the length of
human focus. Separate the two and the statistic stands exposed,
with no borrowed gravity to prop it up.

The second is that the mental-health case, for all the
confidence of the headlines and the legislatures, is far from
settled science. Serious researchers have looked at the same
data and come away unconvinced. The psychologist Candice
Odgers, reviewing Haidt’s book for the journal Nature, argued
that the evidence does not support the alarm and warned that the
rush to blame the phone pulls attention away from the real
drivers of youth suffering. The Oxford researchers Andrew
Przybylski and Amy Orben, trying to reproduce the screen-time
findings, kept turning up associations so faint that one of their
analyses likened the effect on well-being to the effect of eating
potatoes. A 2025 consensus effort that gathered more than a
hundred researchers to test the central claims of Haidt’s book
found wide agreement that adolescent mental health has
worsened, and far less agreement that the technology is the
cause. The question is open, in a way the attention-span question
is not, because no measurement of a shrinking span exists to be
argued over. I will not pretend your teenager is fine, since I do
not know your teenager and the worry is a real one. But the
eighteen minutes had no source, the goldfish never forgot, and
whatever the phone may be doing to the young, it is not erasing a
faculty the measurements show is whole.

A stronger version of the worry presses past mood to the brain
itself, the claim that screens are rewiring the young, shaping a
developing attention before it has set. There is something to this,
and it is the one place the panic brushes a real mechanism,
because a developing brain does build itself around what it
practices, and a childhood spent in fast, fragmented switching
trains a different set of habits than one spent in long, unbroken
absorption. But notice that this concedes the book’s case rather
than the panic’s. A brain shaped by its environment is a brain
that environment can reshape, since the same plasticity that lets
the shallow habit form is the plasticity that rebuilds the deep one
when the practice changes, a point the chapter on reading will
press in full. The difference in the young is a difference of
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training, the mark of a different environment rather than a
smaller faculty stamped into the brain at birth, and an
environment is the one thing in this whole story that can be
changed.

The span persists for the same reason the survey numbers do,
because a figure feels like knowledge in a way that a true
description never can. To say that attention is plural, fluctuating,
individual, and shaped by the task is accurate and unsatisfying,
the kind of careful sentence that does not trend. To say the
attention span is eight seconds is false and irresistible, because it
is a number, and a number can be compared, ranked, charted,
and mourned. The quantification is the seduction. A single figure
lets you say this generation is worse than the last, lets you draw
the declining line on a slide, lets you feel you have measured
something even when there was nothing to measure. We met this
in the survey chapter as the false-precision tell, the exact figure
performing a rigor the data could not support. The span is that
tell raised to a principle, an entire false science built on the
comfort of a number where the truth offers only a description.

Fairness requires me to grant the phrase its one legitimate
home, because attention span is not pure nonsense in every
mouth. Teachers and clinicians use it loosely to mean how long a
particular person can stay with a particular task, and in that
narrow, practical sense it points at something real. A toddler will
stay with a puzzle for a minute and an adult for an hour, and a
child’s capacity to persist does lengthen with age, which is a
genuine developmental fact. But notice how far even this honest
usage sits from the panic’s claim. It is relative to a task and a
person, not a fixed universal constant. It describes persistence on
a specific activity, which depends on interest and difficulty and
practice, not a hardwired number of seconds. The legitimate
attention span is a loose description of behavior in context. The
panic’s attention span is a fictional universal quantity, and the
panic survives by smuggling the authority of the first into the
claims of the second.

Even in the clinic, where attention is assessed with more rigor
than any survey brings, no one measures a single span. A
clinician evaluating a child for an attention disorder looks at



72

many separate things, how the child sustains effort on a boring
task, how easily they are pulled off by distraction, how well they
hold instructions in mind, how they manage impulse, each probed
by its own measure, because the clinician knows attention is a
bundle of capacities that can be strong or weak in different
combinations. A diagnosis is a profile across these, never a
reading from one gauge. The contrast with the popular span
could not be sharper. The people who study attention most
carefully, for the highest stakes, use no such number, while the
people selling phone insurance and detox retreats wield it as if it
were the one true measure. When the experts refuse a tool and
the marketers swear by it, the tool is telling you something about
the marketers.

The strongest disproof of the fixed span needs no laboratory,
only your own week. The first chapter built the catalog already,
the surgeon and the jury and the finished novel, all the ordinary
hours that dwarf any span the surveys name. If attention gave out
after eight seconds, or forty-seven, the common business of life
would be impossible, and it plainly is not. A theory that calls a
thing impossible while that thing happens constantly all around
us has stopped describing attention and started revealing how
little the people who repeat it have looked at the lives in front of
them.

The makers of long things have always known what the
science now confirms, that attention is built and not merely
spent. A playwright, a novelist, a composer, a teacher who can
hold a room, all of them work by managing attention across
hours, raising a question and delaying its answer, varying the
rhythm, returning to a theme so that the mind has a reason to
come back each time it drifts. They do not assume a fixed
allowance of audience attention that runs out on a schedule. They
assume an attention that can be earned and lost, shaped by the
quality of the work, exactly as Mackworth found when a change
in the task revived the failing watch. The artist and the scientist
agree against the panic. Attention follows what is offered to it. A
culture convinced that attention has collapsed to a few seconds
is, among other things, letting bad and lazy work off the hook,
blaming the audience’s broken mind for the maker’s failure to
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give it a reason to stay.
Let me be careful not to overshoot, because the honest

position has a hard edge and a soft one, and I will not trade the
panic’s overconfidence for a comfortable denial. Attention is
limited, and that is no fiction. James was right that it comes in
beats and must be effortfully recovered. The working-memory
ceiling of a few items is real and confining. The vigilance
decrement is real, focus does fatigue, and concentrating on hard
or dull material has always cost effort and always will. None of
this chapter says the mind is boundless or that paying attention is
easy. What it says is narrower and firmer. The specific thing the
panic sells, a single universal attention span, shared by all and
shrinking across the generations, is not among the real limits of
the mind. Those real limits are ancient, they are individual, and
they bend with the design of the task. The fake limit is the one
with a number on it and a product attached.

There is a habit of mind that keeps the span fiction alive even
among people who should know better, the habit of blaming the
person for what the situation produces. When someone cannot
focus in an open-plan office full of interruptions, we say their
attention is poor rather than that the room is hostile to attention.
When a reader cannot settle into a book on a device engineered
to interrupt them, we say their span has shrunk rather than that
the device is doing exactly what it was built to do. The error is to
locate in the faculty a failure that lives in the conditions. It is the
most natural mistake in the world, and the attention panic is built
on it at scale, a vast misreading of an environmental problem as a
personal and biological one. Correcting that misreading is the
work of the chapters ahead, and it begins by putting the failing
faculty aside and looking hard at the conditions instead.

If the faculty has not measurably shrunk, a fair question
remains, and the rest of the book turns on it. Something does feel
different about attention now. People are not imagining the pull
of the phone, the fragmented hour, the difficulty of settling into a
long book the way they once could. That experience is real, and a
serious account has to explain it without resorting to the fiction
of a broken faculty. The explanation lies in the world rather than
in the head. What has changed is the environment that capacity



74

now operates in, not the human capacity to attend, which the
science finds stable, an environment redesigned to capture and
fracture attention for profit, filled with engineered interruptions
that did not exist a generation ago. That is a real change, and it
can be measured, but it is measured in the design of devices and
the structure of days, not in the shrinking of a span. To see it
measured with rigor, we need the researcher who did the work.
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CHAPTER 5

Gloria Mark’s Stopwatch

There is a woman who has spent twenty years doing what the
survey mills only pretended to do, and her name is Gloria Mark.
She is a professor of informatics at the University of California,
Irvine, a psychologist by training, and she has measured human
attention in the places where people live and work, by watching,
timing, and logging what real people do at their screens, year
after year, since 2004, rather than mailing a questionnaire to a
paid panel. Her findings are the real thing the fakes were
impersonating. They are precise, replicated, and unsettling, and
they belong at the center of any honest account of modern
attention. They also, read with care, demolish the same panic
that now cites them, because the scientist who produced the
famous number rejects almost everything the panic has built on
top of it.

This is the book’s turning point. The first four chapters were a
demolition, of a fake goldfish, a handmade eighteen minutes, a
factory of survey numbers, and a folk span that was never a real
quantity. A demolition is necessary but incomplete, because
tearing down the false claims leaves a real question standing.
Something does feel different about attention now, and a serious
book cannot wave that feeling away as pure illusion. So the work
changes here. From this chapter on, the task is to find what is
real in the modern experience of attention, to honor it, and then
to show that even the real thing has been misread, its true cause
swapped for a false one. Gloria Mark’s twenty years of
measurement are where the real begins, which is why she opens
the second half of the argument.

Begin with how she works, because the method is the opposite
of the survey mill’s in every respect. The mills start with the
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headline a client wants and build the questions backward to
produce it. Mark starts with no number at all and goes to find
out. In her early studies she and her team carried stopwatches
into offices and shadowed knowledge workers through their
days, clicking the watch every time a person shifted attention
from one thing to another, a document to an email, an email to a
phone call, noting the time and the activity for each switch.
Later, when software could log screen changes automatically,
they let the computers record every shift with a precision no
human clicker could match. The data came from real workplaces,
technology firms and finance companies, from people doing their
own jobs under their own conditions. Nothing was built
backward. Everything was measured forward, from observation
toward whatever the numbers turned out to be.

The strength of Mark’s number is the thing every survey in the
third chapter lacked, which is that it comes from watching what
people did, not from asking them what they thought they did. The
survey panels guessed, and the meta-analysis showed their
guesses barely tracked reality. Mark’s logging software recorded
the switches, to the second, with no human memory or social
pressure in between. There is no recall bias in a timestamp.
There is no leading question in a log file. When the computer
notes that a worker moved from a document to an email at a
particular instant, it has captured a fact, not an impression, and
twenty years of those facts, gathered the same way and
replicated by independent teams, is about as solid as behavioral
measurement gets. This is why her number deserves the trust the
survey figures never earned. It was measured, in the world, again
and again, by people watching rather than asking.

Now the number, the one that has traveled the world. When
Mark first measured attention duration on a screen in 2004, the
average time a worker stayed on one screen before switching to
another was about two and a half minutes. By 2012, with the
automatic logging in place, that average had fallen to
seventy-five seconds. In her studies over the last several years,
and in studies by other teams who have replicated the work, the
average has dropped to about forty-seven seconds, with one 2016
study finding a median of forty seconds, meaning half of all the
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stretches of attention they recorded were shorter than that. Two
and a half minutes in 2004, forty-seven seconds now. The
duration of attention on a screen, by this measure, has fallen to
roughly a third of what it was when she started, in the space of a
single working career, and the decline has been confirmed by
researchers who had no stake in any particular result.

Mark herself was astonished by the first figure, and says she
could not believe attention was already that short in 2004, before
the smartphone, before the feeds, when two and a half minutes
now looks almost leisurely. The astonishment matters, because it
tells you this is a real discovery and not a number
reverse-engineered to frighten. She set out to learn how people
work, not to confirm a panic, and the finding surprised her. Here,
finally, is the thing the goldfish statistic and the eighteen-minute
lie and the survey-mill figures were all crude forgeries of, a
genuine, careful, replicated measurement of a real change in
human behavior. The book has spent four chapters tearing down
fakes. It would be dishonest to tear down this. The forty-seven
seconds is real, and the honest task is to understand what it does
and does not mean.

Everything turns on a distinction the panic erases and Mark
insists on. Her number measures how long people stay on a
screen before switching, inside a particular environment, the
modern digital workplace, rather than the maximum a human
mind can focus. Those are different things, as different as the
speed a car travels in city traffic from the top speed the engine
could reach. Mark measured the traffic, the behavior of attention
in a setting dense with email, messages, notifications, and
demands. She did not measure the engine, the underlying
capacity of the mind to attend, which is what the folk attention
span pretends to be and what the last chapter showed does not
exist as a single number. The forty-seven seconds describes what
people do at their screens. It says nothing about what their minds
are capable of, and Mark is careful never to confuse the two.

Hold this number against the last chapter and the two fit
without strain. The science says the mind’s capacity to attend has
not measurably shrunk, that attention comes in beats and
returns, that interest can hold a person for hours. Mark’s number
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says that in one specific, engineered environment, the screen,
people now switch what they look at every forty-seven seconds.
Both can be true at once, because they describe different things.
The same person who switches screens every forty-seven seconds
at work will sink into a novel for an evening, lose three hours to a
film, follow a friend’s story over a long dinner without once
reaching for a phone. The forty-seven seconds is the behavior the
screen produces, not the limit the mind imposes, and the proof is
that the limit dissolves the moment the person leaves the screen
for something that holds them.

I know this from my own days, and I suspect you know it from
yours. When I am working at a screen, drafting a chapter with a
browser open and email one click away, I switch constantly, and
if someone logged my screen they would find a number not far
from Mark’s. And yet I have written books that run past a
hundred thousand words, and full-length plays that took months
of sustained attention to build, holding a single structure in mind
across a year of work. Both facts are mine at once. Fragmented
screen behavior and long, sustained making coexist in the same
person, in the same week, because they happen in different
conditions. The screen, designed to interrupt, produces the
forty-seven seconds. The work, when I close the screen and give
myself to it, produces the book. My attention did not shrink
between the two. The environment changed, and my attention
answered the environment, exactly as Mackworth’s operators
answered the design of their watch.

Mark is explicit about what drives the decline, and the cause is
not a degrading brain. When you watch a person at a screen, she
points out, you have to take in everything pressing on them at
once. They are trying to hold a task while email arrives, while the
pull to check social media tugs, while a colleague appears at the
door, while stress sits in the background, sometimes the chronic
stress of a career or a conflict or a worry that never quite leaves.
The forty-seven seconds is what attention looks like under that
load. It is the signature of an environment engineered to fracture
focus, full of competing demands that did not exist in the same
density a generation ago. Mark locates the change where it
belongs, in the conditions surrounding the mind, and refuses to
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locate it in some failure of the mind itself.
Stress runs through Mark’s account as both a cause and an

effect, locked in a loop with the fragmentation. The interrupted,
switching workday raises stress, as her own studies measured
directly, the racing and the compensating and the
never-quite-catching-up wearing on a person through the day.
And stress, in turn, makes attention harder to hold, shortening
the stretches of focus and increasing the pull toward the quick
relief of a switch. The chronic kind is the worst, the background
hum of a worried career or an unresolved conflict that never fully
quiets, because it taxes the same resources that focus draws on,
leaving less for the work. This is part of why the problem cannot
be solved by willpower alone. A stressed mind in a fracturing
environment carries a load that makes sustained attention costly
rather than failing to try hard enough, and telling it to simply
focus harder ignores the weight it is already under.

Two of Mark’s own positions ought to end the panic’s habit of
citing her, if anyone were listening. She has said plainly that the
goldfish statistic is wrong and should not be anyone’s starting
point, which means the scientist whose number the panic waves
around has publicly disowned the panic’s favorite myth. And she
states that attention is not a fixed trait, that it is dynamic, shaped
by conditions, capable of changing through the day and across a
life. Set those beside the last chapter and the real expert and the
real science say the same thing against the popular story. There
is no fixed span. The goldfish is a fabrication. What changes is
behavior in an environment, not a hardwired allowance running
down. The panic cites Gloria Mark the way a charlatan cites a
doctor whose real advice would put the charlatan out of business.

Mark’s other famous finding is about what interruption costs,
and it reframes the whole problem as one of design rather than
discipline. She has reported that after a single interruption, it
takes on average around twenty-three minutes to return to the
original task at the same depth of focus. Sit with the arithmetic
for a moment. If the average stretch of screen attention is now
forty-seven seconds, and recovering full focus after a break takes
twenty-three minutes, then a worker interrupted every few
minutes never reaches deep focus at all, never climbs back to the
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top before being knocked down again. The modern workday, as
Mark describes it, is less a sequence of focused hours broken by
occasional distraction than a state of permanent partial recovery,
a mind forever climbing back toward a concentration it rarely
reaches before the next demand arrives.

The cost is not only time. In a study Mark and her colleagues
published in 2008, they found that interrupted workers
completed their tasks somewhat faster than uninterrupted ones,
which sounds at first like good news and is the reverse. The
workers paid for that speed in stress, frustration, time pressure,
and a heavier sense of mental load, compensating for the
interruptions by working harder and faster, which raised their
error rates and strained the quality of what they produced.
Interruption, in other words, does not simply slow you down. It
makes you anxious and worse while you race to keep up. The
fragmented attention the modern workplace produces is not a
neutral change in style. It carries a real cost in stress and quality
that the people living inside it feel as exhaustion and burnout,
even when the output looks adequate on paper.

The exhaustion people feel is the body keeping the score the
spreadsheets miss. Burnout, the flattened depletion at the end of
a fragmented day, the particular tiredness of video meetings
stacked back to back, the sense of having been busy for hours
with nothing whole to show for it, all of this is the lived face of
the numbers Mark records. A mind switching every forty-seven
seconds, recovering for twenty-three minutes it never gets,
racing to compensate for interruptions, ends the day spent in a
way that a single hard task, however long, would not have spent
it. The fatigue is real and it has a cause, and the cause is the
shape of the work, not a deficiency in the worker. People are not
tired because they have grown weak. The tiredness comes from
doing something exhausting, holding attention together against
an environment designed to pull it apart, all day, every day, and
feeling guilty about it on top.

Mark has a phrase for the texture of this that captures it
better than any statistic. We no longer have work days, she says.
We have work minutes that last all day. The unit of modern
knowledge work has shrunk from the hour or the morning to the
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minute, a string of brief, interrupted fragments stretched across
the clock, each begun and abandoned and returned to and
abandoned again. A person can sit at a desk for eight hours and
never once have a clear, unbroken stretch in which a hard
problem can be turned over without disturbance. The time is all
there. The continuity is gone, sliced into pieces too small for deep
work to grow in, and the slicing is done by the structure of the
job and the tools, by the expectation of instant reply and constant
availability, not by any weakness in the worker holding on as best
they can.

Email deserves its own mention, because Mark has singled it
out as one of the great fragmenters, and her judgment of it is
blunt. From the point of view of a worker’s time, she has said,
email does not pay off. It arrives all day, each message a small
demand for attention, a decision to make and a switch to
perform, and the steady drip of it keeps a person tethered to the
inbox even while trying to do something else. The promise of
email was efficiency, faster communication, less wasted motion.
The reality, measured in attention, is a machine for interruption,
a queue that never empties and never stops generating reasons
to break off whatever you were doing. Most knowledge workers
check it compulsively, dozens of times a day, and each check is a
switch with a recovery cost behind it. The tool that was supposed
to save time turns out, in the accounting of attention, to be one of
the most expensive things on the desk.

The most surprising thing Mark found complicates any easy
solution, and it is the detail that turns the screw. She expected,
reasonably, that most interruptions would come from outside,
from colleagues and emails and ringing phones. Instead she
found that close to half of all interruptions are self-generated. We
interrupt ourselves nearly as often as the world interrupts us,
breaking off a task to check a message no one sent, to open a tab,
to reach for the phone in a pocket for no reason we could name.
This matters because it means the problem has gotten inside us.
The environment did not just surround us with interruptions. It
trained a habit so deep that we now reproduce the interruptions
on our own, supplying the fracture even when no notification
arrives. The design has been internalized, which is why turning
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off notifications helps less than you would hope, and why the fix
is harder than a setting.

The self-interruption finding is the most unsettling part of the
whole picture, and it deserves to be sat with rather than rushed
past. It means the environment has done more than surround us
with triggers. It has installed itself in us, rewired the habit of
attention so thoroughly that we now generate the interruptions
from inside, reaching for the phone in an empty room, opening a
new tab in the middle of a sentence, breaking our own focus
before anyone else can. The years of training, the constant small
rewards for switching, have built a reflex that fires on its own.
This is why the problem feels like a personal failing even though
it is not one, because the impulse to switch now comes from
within and wears the face of our own restlessness. We did not
choose this habit any more than we chose the design that drilled
it into us. The fracture became ours, which is the deepest mark
the engineered environment has left, and the hardest to undo.

When Mark turned from measuring the problem to making
sense of it, she set out to correct a set of myths about attention,
and the myths she names are the same ones this book has been
dismantling from a different direction. The first is that sustained,
unbroken focus is the natural state of the mind, the baseline from
which distraction is a fall. It is not, and her data agrees with the
science of the last chapter, that attention naturally rises and
falls, that the mind is built to shift and return rather than to hold.
The second myth is that flow, that prized state of total
absorption, is something we should be in all day, and falling short
of it is failure. Flow is rare and was always rare, a peak reached
sometimes and not a plateau to be lived on, and building a life
around the expectation of constant flow guarantees a constant
sense of falling short.

That cult of flow has done real harm, and Mark’s puncturing of
it is a mercy. A whole genre of productivity advice holds up the
state of total absorption as the goal of every working hour, the
thing high performers supposedly live inside, so that anyone
whose day is mostly ordinary effort with the mind wandering in
and out feels like a failure by comparison. Mark’s data says that
picture is false for almost everyone. Deep flow is occasional even
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for the people who do the most demanding work, a state reached
sometimes and never sustained for long, and a normal good day
is mostly focused effort punctuated by drift and rest, not an
unbroken trance of genius. Measuring yourself against constant
flow is measuring yourself against a fantasy, and the fantasy
generates exactly the self-blame the panic feeds on. A more
honest standard is the rhythm, the realistic alternation of focus
and recovery, which a person can live inside without feeling
broken every afternoon.

The third myth is the one that matters most for everything this
book argues, and Mark rejects it without hedging. The myth is
that our distraction is mainly a personal failing, a matter of weak
willpower and poor discipline, something a more virtuous person
would simply overcome. Mark says no. The distraction is driven
by the design of the technology and the structure of the work, by
an environment built to capture and fragment attention, and
treating it as a character flaw in the individual misdiagnoses the
cause and loads guilt onto people who are responding normally to
abnormal conditions. This is precisely the book’s second claim,
arrived at by a scientist with twenty years of data. The fracturing
of attention is real and it is measured, and it is a problem of
design and not of discipline, of the conditions and not of the
character of the person inside them.

The fourth myth is gentler but revealing, the belief that the
mindless, rote activity people do on their devices, the casual
game, the aimless scroll, is simply wasted time, a symptom of the
rot. Mark found the opposite. Easy, absorbing, low-stakes activity
can replenish depleted attention, giving the mind a rest between
bouts of hard focus the way rest between sets lets a muscle
recover, and the fresh ideas that surface during these breaks are
part of how good thinking works. A few minutes of an
undemanding game is not always a failure of will. It can be the
mind refueling, and a culture that treats every light moment as
proof of decline has misunderstood the rhythm of how attention
replenishes. None of this means all scrolling is healthy, since
plenty of it is the compulsive, designed kind that leaves people
worse. What it means is that rest is not the same as rot, and that
a mind needs the easy alongside the hard.
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Contempt for rote activity runs deep in the culture, and it
amounts to a moral judgment. To scroll, to play a simple game, to
let the mind idle on something easy, is treated as a small sin,
evidence of a weak and degraded character, the behavior the
attention panic points to as proof of decline. Mark’s finding cuts
against the whole moralizing frame. Sometimes the easy thing is
what the mind needs, a way to let depleted resources recover so
that the hard thing becomes possible again afterward. The
person who plays a few minutes of a game between difficult tasks
may be managing their attention wisely, not failing at it. The
reflex to feel guilty about every undemanding moment, to read
rest as laziness and recovery as decline, is itself part of the
problem, a cultural script that turns the normal rhythm of
attention into an occasion for shame. Rest belongs to focus rather
than opposing it, part of how focus is maintained over a day.

Behind these corrections sits a richer picture of attention than
the panic’s single dial running from focused to distracted. Mark
found that attention comes in several states, sorted by whether a
person is engaged and whether they are challenged. Focused
attention, engaged and challenged, is the deep work everyone
prizes. Rote attention, engaged but not challenged, is the
absorbed ease of a simple game or a familiar task. Boredom is
the flat state of being neither engaged nor challenged.
Frustration is being challenged without engagement, stuck on
something you cannot get into, though in the workplaces she
studied few people reported much of it. The mind moves among
these states through the day, and the skill of attention, which
Mark calls a kind of kinetic skill, is learning to shift among them
well, to spend focus where it counts and to let rote ease and rest
do their restoring work, rather than demanding deep focus every
hour and breaking against the demand.

Mark also found that focus follows a rhythm across the day,
predictable enough to plan around. People do not arrive at their
desks ready to concentrate. They ramp up, easing in with email
and news the way a runner warms up before the race, and their
focused attention tends to peak in the late morning, around
eleven, and again in the mid-afternoon, around three, with
troughs between. The reason is that attention behaves like a
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resource that depletes and refills. Hard focus spends it, rest and
easy activity restore it, and a person who spends without ever
replenishing ends the day cognitively exhausted, performing
badly no matter how hard they push. This is why Mark’s advice is
to design the day around your own rhythm, doing demanding
work at your peaks and lighter work in your valleys, rather than
forcing focus on a schedule that ignores when the mind is ready
for it. Attention here is a managed resource with a daily shape,
which is nothing like a fixed span ticking down.

Mark’s prescription needs to be stated precisely, because it is
neither the panic’s self-blame nor a naive cheerfulness. She
replaces the worship of willpower with what she calls agency
paired with attention rhythm. Willpower says grit your teeth and
force focus, which fails because it fights the mind’s natural
alternation and ignores the environment doing the fracturing.
Agency says understand your own rhythm, learn when your focus
peaks and when it dips, design your day to put hard work at the
peaks and rest in the valleys, and take back what control you can
over the conditions, closing the tools that interrupt you when you
need to think. The difference is between blaming yourself for a
broken faculty and managing a real resource inside a hostile
environment. It is a humane and practical middle path,
demanding effort without demanding the impossible, and it rests
on the same truth this book keeps reaching, that attention
answers to conditions, and that some of those conditions are ours
to change.

Now stand back and see what the panic has done with all of
this, because it is a kind of theft. Gloria Mark’s work says, in
summary, that attention is not a fixed trait, that the goldfish
number is false, that the fragmentation is caused by environment
and design rather than personal weakness, that unbroken focus
was never natural, that rote rest is not waste, and that the
answer is agency and rhythm rather than guilt and willpower.
The panic took her one alarming number, the forty-seven
seconds, and used it to argue the opposite of every one of those
points. It says attention is a fixed faculty, and that faculty has
shrunk to a goldfish’s, and the shrinkage is your personal failing,
and you should feel ashamed, and you should buy something to
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fix your broken brain. The panic cites her number to prove a
thesis she has spent a book refuting. It kept the figure and threw
away the science.

This is the forgery method from the first chapter, run now on a
number that happens to be real. Mark’s genuine, narrow
measurement of screen attention is stripped of its context,
restated as a universal law about a faculty the last chapter
showed does not exist, pinned to a real scientist while everything
she concluded is discarded, and handed to the people selling
focus apps and detox retreats and discipline cures. A true
number, run through that machine, comes out as false a story as
any lie, because the deception lived in what the number was
made to mean, never only in the figure itself.

I should be fair to Mark about one thing that helped the theft
along, a matter of words. She uses the phrase attention span for
her measure, and her book carries the decline in its marketing,
and the word span is the same word the folk myth uses for the
imaginary fixed maximum. One phrase ends up covering two
different things, her precise behavioral measurement and the
popular fiction, and the overlap is the seam the panic pried open.
None of this is Mark’s fault. A scientist is entitled to name her
variable, and her book is careful about what the number means
even when the headlines built on it are not. But it shows how a
single ambiguous word becomes a lever, how the panic can
borrow the authority of a careful measurement by exploiting the
fact that it shares a name with a fantasy. The word did some of
the work, as words always do in these forgeries, carrying the
reader from what Mark measured to what the panic wants them
to believe.

Watch how Mark’s careful work travels and you see the third
chapter’s laundering at work on a real source. In her papers and
her book, the forty-seven seconds sits inside paragraphs of
context, the qualifications about environment and stress and
design, the insistence that attention is not a fixed trait, the
rejection of the goldfish. By the time the number reaches a
productivity blog or a morning-show segment or a wellness
brand’s infographic, all of that context is gone, and what remains
is the bare figure under a headline about your shrinking brain.
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The same number means one thing in Mark’s hands and the
opposite in the panic’s, and the difference is precisely the context
that the laundering strips. A careful finding does not stay careful
as it travels. It sheds its qualifications at every step, until the
scientist’s measured claim has become the marketer’s blunt
weapon, pointed back at the people the scientist was trying to
defend.

One question Mark’s work raises but does not fully answer,
because it was not her subject, is who built the environment she
measured. The fragmentation did not arise from nature. Someone
designed the notifications, the feeds that refresh, the badges and
pings and the small rewards that make a person reach for a
phone they had no reason to touch. The environment that drives
attention down to forty-seven seconds was engineered,
deliberately, by companies whose revenue depends on capturing
exactly the attention they fragment. Mark documents the
behavior with care and locates its cause in the conditions. Those
conditions, and the people and the profit behind them, are a story
this book will come to, because the engineered environment is
the hinge on which the whole panic turns. The mind did not
break. The world around it was rebuilt to interrupt it, by parties
who are paid when it does.

This acceleration shows up beyond the workplace, in the
texture of what we watch. Mark notes that the average shot
length in film and television has been shrinking for decades, from
the long, patient takes of older movies to a current average of
around four seconds a shot, with music videos faster still. The
screen does not hold a single image for long anymore, cutting
and recutting at a pace that would have looked frantic to an
earlier audience. This is the same change in another medium, the
environment of images speeding up to match, or to create, a
faster rhythm of looking. Which came first is an open question,
whether the cuts got shorter because attention got faster or
attention got faster because the cuts trained it, and the answer is
probably each feeding the other. Either way, the point holds. The
pace lives in the environment, in how the films are cut and the
feeds are built, not in some clock buried in the skull.
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This chapter makes a genuine concession, and the concession
is the spine of the argument rather than a crack in it. Something
real has changed, and Gloria Mark measured it with twenty years
of careful, replicated, logged data, the gold standard the surveys
could only counterfeit. Attention on screens has fractured, the
workday has shattered into minutes, interruption exacts a heavy
cost in stress and quality, and people feel this as exhaustion that
is not imagined. The book does not deny a word of it. What the
book denies is the panic’s reading of it, the leap from a real
change in behavior to a fictional decline in a faculty, from an
engineered environment to a broken brain, from a problem of
design to a failure of character. Mark’s own work is the strongest
evidence for the distinction. The measurement is true. The story
the panic wraps around it is false, and the woman who took it
says so herself.

Something is lost in all this fracturing. The long, unbroken
stretch of attention is where certain kinds of work can only
happen, the hard proof, the intricate argument, the deep chapter
that has to be held whole in the mind. When the workday shatters
into minutes and the evening fills with the same pull, those
stretches get rarer, and the work that needs them gets harder to
do or quietly stops being attempted. That is a real loss, and a
culture that loses the capacity for sustained collective attention
loses something it will miss. The book does not quarrel with the
worry that something valuable is slipping. It quarrels with the
diagnosis. The thing slipping is the conditions that let that power
be exercised, not the human power to attend, which is intact, and
conditions can be rebuilt in a way that a broken faculty could not.

The makers I know have all arrived, by instinct or by scars, at
the same defense Mark recommends by data, which is to build
the conditions for focus by force. They close the email, turn the
phone face down in another room, and carve out the early
morning or the late night when the demands go quiet, guarding
those hours against the encroachments that would shatter them.
This is not willpower in the panic’s sense, the heroic clenching
against temptation. It amounts instead to environmental design
at the scale of a single desk, the deliberate construction of a
small space where deep work can still happen because the
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interruptions have been shut out of it. The writer who finishes
the book, the composer who finishes the score, does it by
managing conditions, the same lesson Mackworth drew from his
radar operators and Mark from her loggers. The work gets done
by people who refuse to let the engineered environment set the
terms of their attention.

Mark ends her own account on a note of cautious hope, and
the book shares it for the same reasons. If the trouble were a
broken faculty, there would be little to do but mourn, because
you cannot rebuild a brain by act of will. But the trouble is the
environment and our learned habits inside it, and both of those
can change. Conditions can be redesigned, by individuals
reclaiming their hours and, harder and more important, by the
makers of the tools and the structurers of work choosing to stop
fracturing attention for profit. The habit can be unlearned,
slowly, with effort and self-knowledge. None of this is easy, and
none of it is the cheap optimism of a self-help slogan. Redesign is
slow, and it runs against powerful interests that profit from the
present arrangement, which is why the later chapters will have to
name them. The hope is the realistic kind that comes from a
correct diagnosis, the knowledge that the thing wrong with
modern attention is fixable precisely because it was made, and
what was made can be remade.

If the fracturing of attention is real but its cause lies in a
designed environment rather than a failing mind, a hard question
follows at once, because a culture that will not blame the room
has to blame something. Increasingly it has reached for the
language of medicine, relocating into the individual brain a
struggle that began in the environment and giving that struggle a
clinical name. The next chapter follows that relocation into the
most charged territory the whole attention panic has produced,
the diagnosis, the accommodation, and the bitter argument over
who deserves relief from a world built to exhaust attention, an
argument in which I once took the cruelest possible side.
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CHAPTER 6

The Benefit of the Doubt

In the autumn of 2008, in the same weeks I invented an attention
span and handed it to my readers as a fact, I sat in the comment
thread beneath my own essay and told a woman in India that she
was lucky. Lucky, I said, that the diagnosis of attention deficit
disorder had not yet taken hold in her country, because it would
teach her people to call themselves crippled and would ruin
them. In the same thread I called medicated children zombies. I
wrote that adults who claimed the disorder did it to get extra
time on tests and to shelter behind the Americans with
Disabilities Act, that the whole apparatus was a way for an
ordinary person with no particular gift to claim a protected status
and an easier path through the world. I have already set those
words down in the prologue and called them what they are. What
the prologue did not do was answer the argument inside them,
because the argument did not die when I stopped believing it. It
went on without me, and in June of 2026 it came back, almost
phrase for phrase, in a legal opinion from the government of the
United States. This chapter is the answer I owe the man who
typed it.

The answer has to begin with the real thing, before taking
apart the false one built around it. Attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder is real. It is among the most studied conditions in all of
developmental science, described in the medical literature for
more than a century, visible in behavior and in the patterns of the
brain, present across every country and class where anyone has
thought to look. Treated with care, monitored and adjusted, it
gives a child back the school day and gives an adult back the
thread of a life that kept slipping out of reach. The prologue said
all of this plainly. Its reality is settled. The dispute is about
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everything we have built around it, the market and the
paperwork and the suspicion, and that machinery is where the
damage now lives. This chapter takes up a different question, one
the reality of the disorder does not answer. It asks who gets
diagnosed, who gets the accommodation, who decides, and who
pays when the deciding goes wrong. Those questions have no
clean answers, and a question without a clean answer is the kind
a panic feeds on, which is why the cruelty I once spread still finds
purchase here, eighteen years after I should have known better.

Start with the numbers, because the panic always travels on
numbers. Diagnoses of the disorder among American children
climbed from about six percent in the late 1990s to about ten
percent by the middle of the following decade, a rise an analysis
in JAMA Network Open documented in detail, and federal
surveys put the figure near eleven percent, roughly one child in
nine, by 2022. A climb like that invites the easy verdict, that the
label is being handed out like candy to any restless boy. The easy
verdict is wrong about where the growth is now. Among children,
the rate has held roughly flat since about 2017, which is not the
shape of a label still spreading without limit. The steep recent
increase is among adults, and above all among women, where in
some countries the number of adults filling prescriptions for the
disorder rose more than twentyfold between 2010 and 2023.
Those are grown women, not children newly broken by phones,
arriving at a diagnosis in their thirties and forties, often after a
child of their own is assessed and the description of that child
reads, line by line, like a description of the mother who has spent
her whole life believing she was simply disorganized and weak.
The crowd being diagnosed today looks less like the fidgety
nine-year-old of the stereotype than like that mother, recognizing
in herself, decades late, something no one thought to look for
when she was a girl.

There are two ways to read that rise, and the chapter will need
both of them. One way reads it as inflation, a medical label
stretched to cover the ordinary friction of being alive,
restlessness and boredom and the wandering mind recast as
pathology. The other reads it as overdue correction, the system
at last finding the people the old and narrow picture missed,
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especially the women and girls whose version of the disorder
never resembled the hyperactive boy it was built around. Both
readings carry truth, and the temptation is to seize one and
throw away the other, to declare the whole thing either a fraud or
a reckoning. Resisting that temptation is the discipline the rest of
the chapter requires, because the fraud and the reckoning are
happening in the same numbers, at the same time.

The loudest version of the rise happens on a phone. A
teenager scrolls through a feed of short videos reciting the signs
of an attention disorder, finds herself in three or four of them,
and arrives at the clinic, or skips the clinic and arrives nowhere,
already certain of the name for what is wrong with her. A 2025
study published in PLOS ONE examined the hundred most
viewed videos about the disorder on TikTok and found that fewer
than half of the claims in them matched the diagnostic manual,
and that the videos leaned hard on pathologizing ordinary
experience, the lost keys, the dull meeting, the mind that drifts,
presenting the common furniture of a human day as evidence of
disease. There is a name in psychology for why such lists land so
hard, the Barnum effect, the tendency of a person to read a loose,
broadly worded, faintly flattering profile as a precise portrait of
themselves, the same mechanism that makes a horoscope feel
uncanny. A set of signs general enough to include the restless
evening and the missed deadline and the wandering mind will be
recognized by almost anyone, because almost everyone has lived
all of it. The videos that work best work exactly this way, and the
study found that the young adults who watched the most of them
were the most likely to overestimate how common the disorder is
and the readiest to recommend even the low-quality videos to
others. Roughly one in four adults now suspects an attention
disorder in themselves. The measured rate sits far lower, closer
to one in twenty, and the distance between the two is a distance
of recognition rather than fraud, a culture handed a vocabulary
of symptoms broad enough to name everyone.

It would be easy to read all of that as a generation of fakers,
and reading it that way would be a return to the chair I sat in in
2008. The reading is lazy and it is wrong. People reach for the
label for reasons that are mostly not fraud. Getting a real
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evaluation can take months and cost thousands of dollars. Many
have been dismissed by medical institutions before and have
learned not to trust them. The online communities offer a
powerful relief, the message that you are not broken, only built
differently, and for the long-undiagnosed, the woman who
masked for forty years, that message is sometimes the first
accurate thing anyone has said about her mind. An algorithm,
having learned that the content holds the eye, serves more of it
without caring whether it heals or harms, and the same
vocabulary that frees the afflicted also hands a name to anyone
who wants one. The self-diagnosis surge is the attention panic
turned inward rather than a moral failure of the young, an
environmental injury, the real and worsening difficulty of
focusing in a world engineered to shatter focus, renamed by the
person suffering it as a private defect with a clinical label. The
culture spent two decades telling people their attention was
broken. It should startle no one that people went looking for the
diagnosis that fit the verdict.

There is a deeper pull toward the label than relief from a hard
evaluation, one that deserves naming without a sneer. A
diagnosis rewrites a person’s whole past. The years of lost keys
and missed deadlines and unfinished projects, the sense of
moving through life a half-step behind everyone else, stop
reading as evidence of a weak character and start reading as
symptoms of a condition that was never the person’s fault. That
reframing can be the most merciful thing that ever happens to
someone who spent thirty years believing they were simply lazy,
and for the ones who have it, it is the doorway to treatment that
works. The same reframing is available, though, to anyone who
finds their ordinary failures easier to carry under a clinical name,
and a label that explains everything and forgives everything is a
comfortable thing to hold whether or not a clinician would
confirm it. Identity hardens around it. Communities form around
it. Once a person has rebuilt their self-understanding on the
diagnosis, the wish to keep it, and to defend it, no longer waits on
what an examination would find. None of that is fraud. It is the
ordinary human work of making sense of a life, and it points away
from the individual and toward the conditions that leave so many
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lives feeling like they need the explanation.
Follow the diagnosis off the phone and into the place where it

pays, the school, and the panic acquires a social class.
Registration for disability accommodation on American campuses
has risen sharply, by more than half over a decade by some
counts, and the share of colleges where more than one student in
ten holds a registered disability has multiplied several times
over. At certain wealthy private institutions the figures are
arresting. Pace University saw its share of students with a
registered disability go from about five percent to roughly
thirty-seven. At Hampshire College it climbed from about ten
percent to thirty-eight, at Scripps from eleven to thirty-six.
Across the most selective and expensive colleges, the rate now
sits near a fifth of the student body. The reflex is to call this an
epidemic of fragility, or of fakery. But the data points somewhere
more uncomfortable than either. The increase runs steepest at
the richest schools, for reasons that have little to do with which
students are more disabled and everything to do with which
families can afford to have a disability found.

The neuropsychological testing that produces an
accommodation letter can run to several thousand dollars paid
out of pocket, rarely covered in full by insurance, and a family
that can pay for it once can pay again, finding a second clinician
if the first declines to write the letter the parents already know
their child needs. Set that against the poorest urban districts,
where the schools serve mostly low-income children and the
share of students with a formal accommodation plan can fall
below one percent, a fraction of the rate in wealthy enclaves and
well under the national average of roughly three percent. The
children there do not have fewer difficulties; no one has paid to
have their difficulties named and documented, and the public
system around them lacks the staff and the hours to do it for free.
Outright fraud, the forged report, the rehearsed lie, turns out to
be rare, and the careful studies file the real and common
phenomenon under a gentler word, access. This is the first hard
truth the chapter has to hold, and it runs in the opposite direction
from the one my 2008 self was so sure of. The scandal is less the
poor student gaming the system than the affluent one who can
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purchase the label the poor student cannot, so that a mechanism
built to level a field quietly tilts it further toward the people
already standing at the high end of it.

Beneath all this sits the law I mocked in that comment thread,
the Americans with Disabilities Act, and in 2008, the same year,
Congress amended it. Those amendments widened the legal
definition of disability and made qualifying for protection easier,
moving the question a school must ask away from whether a
person counts as disabled enough and toward how to
accommodate the person already standing there. It is tempting to
lay the whole surge at the feet of that change, and tempting is a
long way from correct. The government’s own regulatory
analyses credit the growth in diagnoses chiefly to rising
awareness, falling stigma, and expanded clinical capacity, and
treat the legal change as a smaller contributor. The amendment
widened the door. It did not conjure the crowd standing in front
of it.

The accommodation letter is only one of the prizes a diagnosis
unlocks. Another is the prescription. The stimulants that treat the
disorder also sharpen attention in people who do not have it,
which has made them a currency on competitive campuses,
where students without a diagnosis buy or borrow the pills to
study longer and test harder, and where a diagnosis is the legal
key to obtaining them at all. The sorting problem that haunts the
extra time haunts the medication too. For the person whose
disorder is real, the right stimulant at the right dose is the
difference between a day that holds together and a day that
scatters; for the person chasing an edge, the same pill is a
performance enhancer with a doctor’s signature attached. The
access runs along the same class line as everything else in this
chapter, the family that can pay for the evaluation securing both
the extra time and the prescription while the poor student with
the identical struggle gets neither. In 2008 I wrote that the whole
enterprise was about selling pills and nothing more. I had the
cynicism without the truth. The pills are real medicine for the
people who need them, and they are also, for the people who do
not, one more thing the diagnosis can be made to buy.
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Which carries the argument to the thing I begrudged out loud
in 2008, the extra time. Is it fair to give one student more time on
an examination than another? The specialists who study testing
have a precise way to put the question, a standard they call
differential boost. A fair accommodation, by that standard, should
help the disabled student more than the same accommodation
would help a student without the disability, and if extra time lifts
everyone’s score by about the same amount, it is working as a
general advantage rather than a correction for a specific
impairment. The evidence on whether it does is mixed, and an
honest writer has to say so, with careful studies splitting on the
question and the measured effect shifting depending on what a
given test asks of a student. The stakes in the distinction are real,
because the same extra hour that rescues a student whose
disorder slows her reading also, handed to a student who reads
fine, simply buys him a better grade than his unaccommodated
neighbor earned. A testing system that cannot tell those two
cases apart cannot promise either student that the result is fair,
and the uncomfortable conclusion holds in both directions:
sometimes extra time corrects an unfair disadvantage, and
sometimes it is more time, the kind of advantage anyone would
take, passing for a remedy.

The fairness question also has a floor the panic never reaches,
the fact that some skills cannot be accommodated at all without
destroying the thing the test exists to measure. Disability law has
understood this from the start. Under the Act and the
rehabilitation law before it, no school is required to make a
change that would work a fundamental alteration in the nature of
a course, or to waive a skill that is essential to it, a principle the
courts worked out in cases like the one a medical student named
Wynne brought against Tufts. A disabled student is owed a quiet
room, a scribe, a sign-language interpreter, extra time wherever
time is incidental to what is being tested. That same student is
not owed a stopped clock in a course where working under time
is itself the skill. Consider where that line falls. The interpreter’s
booth, where my wife’s profession lives, in which the whole skill
is rendering meaning at the pace of a speaker who will not slow
down. The surgeon’s hands, the court reporter’s speed, the
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musician performing before people who paid to hear it played in
time. In all of these the clock is the medium the real thing
happens in rather than an obstacle laid in front of it. The courts
ask a school to separate the way a subject has always been
taught from the objectives that are essential to it, to bend the
first and protect the second. Where the real-time performance is
the essence of the thing, the law lands where common sense
already stood. The clock stays.

I worked this problem as hard as I know how, looking for the
rule that would make the extra time fair in every case, and I have
to report that the rule does not exist, and the reason is structural.
An accommodation is a correction laid on top of a baseline. It
declares that this person, measured under the standard
conditions, needs an adjustment to be judged fairly. But the
standard conditions are themselves a choice, and the instant you
concede that some students need more time, the fair-minded
reformer asks why everyone should not simply get more time,
and the answer is that more time for all of them only lifts the
baseline and rebuilds the same gap one step higher up. You
cannot equalize by adding to everyone, because the
accommodation was a difference from a norm, and raising the
norm raises the difference along with it. The disability office,
meanwhile, cannot sit in the room and watch a mind at work. It
can only certify, from a piece of paper, a need it never witnesses,
and the piece of paper, as we have seen, is something money can
buy. Every lever that promises fairness at the level of the exam
fails somewhere. The document is purchasable, the universal
extension is a treadmill, and pulling the clock destroys the
courses where the clock was the point.

So picture the student my 2008 self was certain he could pick
out of a crowd, the one who bought a diagnosis he does not need,
seated for fourteen weeks under the eye of a teacher who has run
a classroom for thirty years. That teacher can tell, the argument
goes. You are with the students every day, you watch them
without pause, you build over the years an instinct for who is
struggling and who is working the angles. There is truth in the
claim, and I will not wave it away. A teacher of long standing
does accumulate real knowledge of the room. Such gaming is
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real, and I felt the full weight of it in 2008, and I feel it still. The
trouble lies in what the instinct does with the student it cannot
see at all.

The instinct that is sharp for the obvious case runs close to
useless for the hidden one, and the hidden cases are the larger
and the more wronged group. Those most reliably missed by
observation are the quiet, the inattentive, the ones who have
learned to mask, and they are disproportionately girls and
women. A boy who cannot stay in his seat gets sent for
evaluation; a girl with the same disorder, drifting rather than
disrupting, gets written down as a daydreamer and left where
she sits. Girls are raised to hide the trouble, and they wear
themselves out hiding it, building elaborate private systems of
lists and alarms and rehearsed routines to pass as organized,
presenting as tidy and capable while the mind underneath races
and stalls. The teacher sees only someone a little dreamy or
scattered and never reaches for the word disorder, and the girl,
absorbing the verdict, decides her exhaustion is a flaw in her
character and resolves to try harder. The diagnostic criteria
themselves were drawn largely from studies of hyperactive boys,
and they fit the way the disorder tends to show in girls poorly. All
of it leaves a signature in a single ratio. In childhood, boys are
diagnosed about three times as often as girls. In adulthood the
ratio runs close to even, which means a whole generation of girls
was looked at, every day, for years, by experienced and
well-meaning adults, and cleared. Much of the reckoning inside
the recent surge is those same women, arriving decades late at
the name for what they had been carrying alone. The gut that
knows on sight who deserves the extra time is the same gut that
spent decades assuring women with a real disorder that they
were lazy, or careless, or stupid.

This is the trap that closes on the teacher’s-eye solution,
however earned the eye behind it. The student who bought a
diagnosis and the student who masked a real one look identical
from the outside. Both present as fine. Both hand in strong work.
Neither shows the struggle, the first because there is none to
show and the second because hiding it has been the work of her
life. No instinct can separate them by looking, because the one
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fact that would tell them apart is the fact both of them conceal. I
have a witness to how badly the confident outside read can fail,
and I am married to her. Hearing strangers meet my wife, who is
Deaf, and their instinct informs them that she is cold, or rude, or
staring straight through them, and their instinct is simply wrong,
misreading an invisible difference through a lens ground for its
own kind. The same certainty that claims it can spot the faker is
the certainty that misreads the Deaf woman giving you her whole
attention. A teacher granted the authority to decide who is faking
would be handed an instrument that has been wrong, for a
century, about precisely the people with the least power to argue
back.

So neither student can be the answer to the question, because
the question has no answer at the place everyone is asking it. The
document lets the faker through. The gut throws the masked
woman out. A universal clock is only a treadmill. Stopping the
clock guts the courses built on time. Every mechanism for sorting
the deserving from the undeserving at the level of the exam
breaks down, which locates the failure somewhere other than the
choice of mechanism, in the belief that fairness can be allocated
there at all. The honest target is the economy that turns a
diagnosis into a thing the rich can buy and the poor cannot, and
the environment that swells the ranks of the struggling until the
faker can vanish inside the crowd, not either student trapped in
the quarrel. The previous chapter measured that environment
with a stopwatch, the forty-seven-second switch the modern
screen produces in nearly everyone, and what this chapter adds
is the next move in the same sequence: a world built to fracture
attention manufactures an ever-larger population that struggles
to hold focus, and a culture that will not look at the building
reaches instead for a clinical name to explain the wreckage one
person at a time. That fight, over who deserves the extra hour, is
staged in the wrong room.

It is a fight in the wrong room, and while the country has been
busy having it, the protection itself has begun to disappear. In
June of 2026, two days apart, the federal government took two
steps that together mark the turn this chapter has been moving
toward. On the sixteenth, the administration announced that it
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would move the federal administration of special education out of
the Department of Education and into the Department of Health
and Human Services, route the enforcement of disabled students’
civil rights to the Department of Justice, and dismantle the
education department itself. Two days later, on the eighteenth,
the Office of Legal Counsel issued an opinion on the reach of the
two statutes that protect disabled Americans, the same statutes I
had mocked in 2008. Each deserves a careful look.

The schoolroom change touches the students this chapter has
been about most directly. Special education in the United States
has lived, since the law that created it, inside the Department of
Education, governed by a statute that frames a disabled child’s
needs as an educational right, an entitlement to a free
appropriate public education delivered in the least restrictive
setting. Moving its administration to Health and Human Services
reframes that child, quietly, from a student owed an education
into a patient with a medical condition to be managed, and the
people who work in the field heard the change exactly that way.
Routing the enforcement of disabled students’ civil rights to the
Justice Department compounds it, because a family whose child
is denied an accommodation must now reach past the
educational process built to resolve the dispute inside the school
and toward the machinery of a lawsuit, which most families lack
the money or the years to pursue. Advocates and teachers’
unions warned that the shift trades a model built to help a child
learn for one built to diagnose and to litigate, and that the
children least able to absorb the loss are again the poor ones,
whose families cannot supply in private what the public system is
being relieved of providing.

The opinion of the eighteenth addresses a different corner of
disability law from the schoolroom, the question of whether
people with mental disabilities have a right to be cared for among
their neighbors instead of warehoused in an institution, a right
the Supreme Court recognized in 1999 in a decision called
Olmstead. It argues that the Court required no such thing,
reading the 1999 ruling as a narrow holding that a state cannot
institutionalize a patient without justification while leaving what
counts as justification an open question, and it concludes that the
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regulations enforcing what is known as the integration mandate
exceed the statute and may be rescinded. The opinion is not law.
An opinion cannot repeal a statute, the federal courts have read
the case the other way for twenty-five years, and the document
concedes in its own words that its reading sits out of step with
the common understanding of the decision. What it does is
announce that the government will stop enforcing the right to
community living and align itself with the states already
attacking that right in a case now climbing through the courts. It
arrives alongside a 2025 executive order to expand the
involuntary commitment of homeless people, many of whom
carry exactly the mental disabilities at issue, and alongside deep
cuts to the Medicaid program that pays for community care, so
that a state short of money now holds both a permission and a
shove to put disabled people back behind walls.

Hold the schoolroom and the institution side by side, because
the distinction between them matters. The opinion governs the
institutionalized adult, not the teenager asking for time and a half
on a chemistry final, and the two are not one case. What binds
them is the engine. The same statutes I mocked in 2008 are being
read down at once, and the protection is being withdrawn from
the people with the least power to buy their way around its loss,
the institutionalized, the special-education child, the adult too
poor to purchase a letter. A footnote in the opinion even suggests
that disability law itself, by keeping people out of institutions,
helped drive the rise in homelessness, a reading the lawyers who
built the community-living system call exactly backward, since
the right to community care has been among the most effective
tools they have for housing people who would otherwise have
nowhere to go. And here the long argument of this chapter
narrows to a single line. While the public stays occupied in the
wrong room, deciding whether some visible student deserves an
accommodation, the government is quietly stripping the
accommodation from the people who were never gaming
anything at all. The faker is the decoy. The dismantling is the
event. It is the goldfish all over again, a loud and absorbing
quarrel about one person’s defect drawing every eye while the
real harm proceeds, unwatched, in the next room.
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And the argument doing the drawing is one I know from the
inside, because I once wrote a version of it. The case now
advanced from the Office of Legal Counsel, that protection
breeds dependence, that the law was stretched past its meaning,
that people lean on a label to claim what everyone else has to
earn, is the case I typed into my own comment thread in 2008,
aimed at adults who get extra time on tests and shelter under the
ADA. I pointed it at individuals and mistook it for common sense.
Enlarged and dressed in citations, the same argument becomes
the legal rationale for stripping a civil right from millions of
people. That is how an argument travels, from a private
grievance about the kid who got extra time, to a complaint that
people are gaming the system, to a brief, to an opinion, to a
policy, each step lending the one before it a little more authority,
until a petty resentment arrives at the top of the government
wearing the robes of constitutional principle. I take no comfort in
imagining my blog post mattered to any of it; the argument was
in the air I was breathing, and I was one small set of lungs
breathing it back out. But I know the song because I once sang it,
and that knowledge is the only standing this chapter claims. It
speaks from inside the argument rather than down at it from a
safe remove, the work of a man taking apart a machine he once
helped build, in time to watch the state finish assembling it.

One discipline has to govern all of this, or a fair reader pulls it
apart, and the discipline is to keep two true things in hand at
once. The gaming is real. Wealthy families do buy the diagnosis,
and the resentful classroom is not imagining what it sees. The
dismantling is also unjust, and the people losing the protection
are overwhelmingly those who never gamed anything. The
danger is the first being used as the alibi for the second, a
narrow problem about a few purchased letters inflated into a
warrant to tear a right away from millions, which is the oldest
move in this entire book, the small real thing blown up into the
giant false one because the giant false one serves an interest. So
the chapter grants what the opinion gets right, that the Olmstead
ruling was splintered and its famous test was never quite the law,
and that the warning sounded in 1999 about careless release,
about the homelessness and the jailing that follow
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deinstitutionalization done badly, was real and has since come
true. Then it refuses the conclusion the opinion draws, because
reading a right down to nothing, against a quarter century of
precedent, timed to the month with funding cuts and an order to
commit the homeless, is abandonment masquerading as textual
modesty, whatever name it signs at the bottom.

Return, at the last, to the eight-year-old. In the prologue I
confessed that I once called such a child a monster, a boy whose
brain ran on its own timing through no failure of his discipline,
who with the right and patient care would come to learn that he
was not stupid and not bad. Everything this chapter has laid out,
the diagnosis you can buy, the letter you can game, the gut that
misreads the girl, the law read down to a husk, lands on that
child hardest of all, because he holds the least power in the
system and has the most to lose inside it. The benefit of the doubt
is the thing being rationed in every part of this story, and it is
being rationed exactly backward. A wealthy family buys it. The
masked girl is refused it. The state now proposes to revoke it
wholesale from the people who need it most simply to live in the
world rather than behind a wall. A decent society extends the
benefit of the doubt to the person who might be suffering and
cannot prove it, and accepts that a few will take what they were
not owed, because the alternative, a society that withholds its
mercy until suffering has been certified and paid for, abandons
the people the certifying was invented to protect. I stood on the
wrong side of that choice for a decade. The least I can do now is
name the choice out loud, and say that the child I libeled was
owed the benefit of the doubt, and so is the woman the world
keeps mistaking for fine, and so is the man the state would
simply rather not have to see.

Underneath all of it runs a single reflex, older than the
diagnosis and older than the law, the reflex of looking at a mind
that works differently and reading the difference as a defect, of
blaming the person for what the room has done to them. It is the
reflex that let me write what I wrote, and that lets a government
write what it is writing now, treating a struggle the environment
manufactured as a flaw inside the person struggling. And it is
old, the oldest move in the whole story, older than the
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smartphone, older than print, as old as writing itself. Twenty-four
centuries ago, in Athens, the most celebrated mind of its age
looked hard at a new technology and pronounced it a threat to
memory and a danger to human thought. He was talking about
the alphabet.
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CHAPTER 7

Socrates Against the Alphabet

The oldest recorded complaint that a new technology was ruining
the human mind comes to us from Athens, around twenty-four
hundred years ago, from the mouth of Socrates, and the
technology he feared was the written word. Not the phone, not
the television, not the printing press, none of which existed. The
alphabet. Setting language down in marks that could be read
later was, to the most celebrated thinker of his age, a danger to
memory and a threat to real understanding, and he said so in
terms that anyone following the present panic about screens will
find unnervingly familiar. The argument against
attention-wrecking technology long predates the digital age. It
was already old when Plato wrote it down, and the fact that Plato
wrote it down is the first of several ironies this chapter will need.

This history matters for a simple reason. If the conviction that
a new medium is destroying our minds turns out to be a thing
every generation says, and to have been wrong every previous
time, then the current version of that conviction inherits a heavy
burden before it speaks a word. The pattern does not prove the
attention panic false by itself, because a thing can be feared
many times and be real on the last. But a claim that arrives in the
exact uniform of two thousand years of false alarms should be
made to earn its welcome, not handed one on arrival. So we will
walk the lineage carefully, from the alphabet forward, to see how
closely the newest fear matches the oldest, and to learn what the
failures of the old fears should teach us about the new.

The argument survives in Plato’s dialogue the Phaedrus,
where Socrates tells a story he says he heard from the old
traditions of Egypt. In the city of Naucratis there lived a god
named Theuth, the inventor of number and geometry and



106

astronomy, of dice and draughts, and above all of writing. Theuth
came before Thamus, the king of Egypt, to show off his
inventions and urge that they be spread to all Egyptians. When
they reached writing, Theuth presented it as a gift for the mind, a
recipe that would make the people wiser and improve their
memories, an elixir, he said, of memory and of wisdom. He
offered it the way a modern company offers a new device, as a
tool that could only enlarge what the human being was capable
of. The king was not persuaded.

Thamus answered that the inventor of an art is not the best
judge of its effects on those who use it, and that Theuth, out of
fondness for his own creation, had credited writing with the
opposite of what it would do. Writing would not strengthen
memory. It would breed forgetfulness, Thamus said, because
people who learned it would stop exercising their memory and
lean instead on external marks, trusting characters scratched
outside themselves rather than the living recollection within. The
phrase Plato gives him has lasted because it is exact: writing
would produce forgetfulness in the minds of those who learn to
use it. The faculty, unused, would wither. Replace this single
sentence with a modern equivalent about smartphones and
satellite navigation atrophying our capacity to remember
directions and phone numbers, and you have a paragraph from
any of a hundred recent books about what screens are doing to
our brains.

The king’s second charge was subtler and cuts even closer to
the present. Writing, he warned, would give people the
appearance of wisdom in place of its substance. A reader could
pass his eyes over many things without being taught them
properly, absorb a great quantity of information without
understanding any of it, and come away believing himself learned
while remaining, in truth, ignorant. Such people would be
tiresome to deal with, carrying the outward show of knowledge
with nothing solid beneath it. The complaint is that the new
medium substitutes the feeling of knowing for the work of
knowing, that it lets information flow in faster than
understanding can form. Anyone who has heard a contemporary
lament about skimming, about shallow reading, about a
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generation that can look anything up and therefore knows
nothing, has heard Thamus, almost word for word, across two
thousand four hundred years.

Socrates pressed the case further on his own account, with a
comparison that has never lost its force. The written word, he
said, is like a painting. The figures in a painting stand before you
as if alive, but if you ask them a question they maintain a solemn
silence, and the same is true of writing, which seems to speak but
cannot answer, cannot explain itself, cannot defend its claims
when challenged. Worse, a piece of writing drifts everywhere
once it is loosed on the world, falling into the hands of those who
understand it and those who do not, unable to choose its readers
or adjust its message to the listener in front of it. Against this
dead and rootless thing Socrates set the living word of genuine
conversation, the spoken exchange planted in the soul of a
learner, which can answer back, sense its audience, and know
when to speak and when to keep silent. Real teaching happened
in dialogue. Writing was only its lifeless picture.

There is a detail in the Greek that holds the whole problem in
a single word. When Theuth offers writing as a recipe for memory
and wisdom, the term Plato uses is pharmakon, and pharmakon
means both remedy and poison at once, a drug that can heal or
harm depending on the dose and the use. The ambiguity is the
most honest thing in the story rather than a flaw in it. Theuth
sees only the cure, Thamus sees only the poison, and the word
itself refuses to take a side, insisting that the same invention can
be both. That double nature is exactly what every later panic
forgets. The new medium is never purely a remedy, as its
inventors and sellers claim, and never purely a poison, as its
critics insist. It is a pharmakon, healing and harming together,
and the work of judging it well is the work of holding both halves
in view, which is the one thing a panic, by its nature, cannot do.

Stand back from the particulars and you can see the whole
machine of the modern panic already assembled, every part in
place. A new medium appears. It is said to atrophy a mental
faculty, in this case memory, and to manufacture a false and
shallow version of knowledge in place of the real thing, and to be
passive and dead next to the authentic activity it threatens to
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replace. And running underneath, the fear for the young, the
learners whose minds will be formed by the new thing and ruined
by it. Memory, depth, authenticity, and the endangered child.
Twenty-four centuries later the attention panic recites the
identical four-part liturgy, swapping the alphabet for the
smartphone and leaving the structure untouched. The script was
finished before Aristotle was born.

Now the first irony, the one that ought to give every alarmist
pause. Socrates delivered this argument against writing, and we
possess it, in detail, with its analogies and its rhythm intact, for
exactly one reason. Plato wrote it down. The critique of writing
reaches us only as a piece of writing, preserved by the
technology it condemns, carried across the centuries by the
marks that Socrates said would rot the mind. Had Plato honored
his teacher’s suspicion and refused to commit the argument to
the page, the argument would have vanished within a generation,
remembered by no one, exactly as Socrates predicted that
unwritten things must eventually be. The case against writing
was saved from oblivion by writing. There is no cleaner
demonstration of what the medium can do that memory alone
cannot.

The second irony cuts deeper. Socrates himself wrote nothing.
He left no books, no essays, no treatises, not a single line in his
own hand, by deliberate choice, a man of the spoken word who
trusted only the living conversation. And so everything we know
about him, his method, his trial, his death, the arguments he
made against writing, we know because other people wrote them
down, Plato above all, and Xenophon beside him. The philosopher
who refused the page and condemned it is one of the most
thoroughly preserved human beings of the ancient world, and he
is preserved entirely by the thing he refused. Strip writing out of
history and Socrates disappears with it, becomes a rumor, a
name without a voice. The medium he distrusted is the only
reason he is not forgotten.

Here is the verdict that the centuries have returned on
Socrates, and the attention panic needs to hear it plainly. He was
wrong about the catastrophe. Writing did not destroy the human
mind or hollow out human wisdom. It became the foundation of
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philosophy, of mathematics, of law, of science, of every
accumulation of knowledge that one generation has been able to
hand to the next instead of carrying it all in fragile living heads
and losing most of it at every death. The recorded mind turned
out to be capable of more than the oral mind, not less, able to
build across centuries because it no longer had to rebuild from
scratch each lifetime. The thing Socrates mourned as the death
of memory was the birth of the library, and the library is why we
still have his words to argue with.

And yet the honest reckoning cannot stop at calling him simply
wrong, because he was not simply wrong, and pretending
otherwise would repeat the panic’s own sin of treating a
complicated change as a single verdict. Writing did externalize
memory. The prodigious feats of oral recall that sustained the
epics, the bards who held thousands of lines in living memory
and performed them whole, that art did fade as the marks took
over the work, and something real was traded away in the
bargain. The deeper charge has teeth too. Information has always
been able to outrun understanding, and a person can indeed
accumulate the tokens of knowledge without the substance, then
and now. The lesson of Socrates runs narrower and more useful
than the claim that fears about media are always foolish. A
medium can reshape the mind, in real and lasting ways, while the
apocalypse it is accused of bringing never arrives. Writing
changed how people remembered. The catastrophe stayed
imaginary. That distinction is the whole inheritance this chapter
is trying to pass forward.

What happened to memory when writing spread is more
interesting than either Theuth or Thamus guessed, and it refutes
the simple story of atrophy. People did not simply stop
remembering. They developed deliberate arts of memory,
elaborate mental techniques for storing and retrieving great
quantities of material, the most famous being the method of
imagined places, in which a speaker walks a remembered
building and finds each point of his argument waiting in a
different room. These arts flourished for centuries alongside
writing, taught to orators and scholars and preachers, a whole
discipline of trained recall that coexisted with the written word
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rather than being destroyed by it. The mind, faced with a tool
that could hold information outside itself, did not let its own
powers wither in a uniform decline. It adapted, offloading some
kinds of remembering while cultivating others, exactly the
complicated, mixed adjustment that the panic’s single story of
decay cannot accommodate. Faculties shift and rebalance when a
new tool arrives. They do not simply switch off.

If the Phaedrus were the only instance, it would be a charming
curiosity, a single ancient man on the wrong side of history. It is
nothing of the kind. The same alarm, built to the same blueprint,
has been raised at the arrival of every major communication
technology since, with a fidelity that begins to look less like
coincidence and more like a fixed feature of how human cultures
react to the new. The next great occasion was the printing press,
and it produced a panic whose vocabulary will sound eerily
current to anyone who has complained about the internet.

When movable type spread through Europe in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, it did what the alphabet had done on a
far larger scale, multiplying texts beyond anything the world had
seen and putting more words into circulation than any single
mind could hope to master. The scholar Ann Blair has
documented how this abundance struck the learned men of the
period, and their reaction was not gratitude. They complained of
being overwhelmed, of a flood of books too vast to take in, of a
confusing and harmful excess that threatened to bury good
learning under sheer quantity. The naturalist Conrad Gessner,
cataloguing the books of his age in the middle of the sixteenth
century, fretted about exactly this glut, the harmful confusion of
too much to read. Blair’s point, which she makes across an entire
scholarly history, is that the sense of drowning in information, far
from being a disease of the digital present, afflicted educated
Europe with real force four and five hundred years ago, and in
language almost interchangeable with our own.

The verdict on the printing-press panic is by now obvious. That
harmful flood of books was the engine of the Reformation, the
Scientific Revolution, and the Enlightenment, the spread of
literacy across whole populations, the slow construction of the
modern world. The overload was real in the trivial sense that
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there were indeed more books than any person could read, a
condition that remains true and bothers no one. What did not
happen was the degradation of the mind that the overwhelmed
scholars feared. Confronted with more than they could absorb,
people did not grow stupid. They invented indexes and tables of
contents, reference works and ways of taking notes, the whole
apparatus of finding and sorting that lets a finite mind use an
infinite library. The problem was real and the solution was tools,
and the catastrophe, once again, stayed away.

The tools that early modern readers built to manage the flood
answer the overload panic and predict our own solutions at once.
Drowning in more books than any scholar could read, the learned
did not surrender to confusion. They invented and refined the
index, which lets a reader find a single point without reading the
whole, and the table of contents, and the alphabetical reference
work, and the commonplace book in which a reader copied out
and organized the passages worth keeping. They built, in short,
the machinery of selective access, the means by which a finite
mind makes use of a library it can never finish. Anyone who has
run a search, followed a hyperlink, or skimmed an abstract to
decide whether to read the paper beneath it has used the direct
descendants of these instruments. The response to too much
information was never to absorb less of it by brute force. The
cure was to invent better ways of finding the part you needed,
and the mind that learned to handle abundance came out
differently skilled rather than weaker.

Then came the novel, and with it the clearest ancestor of the
present panic, because the thing feared was so nearly the thing
now mourned. In the eighteenth and into the nineteenth century,
as cheap printed fiction reached a wide and growing readership,
educated Europe convinced itself that reading had become a
plague. The condition even acquired clinical names. In the
German lands it was called Lesesucht and Lesewut, reading
addiction and reading rage, and physicians and moralists across
the continent wrote of a reading fever, a reading mania, an
epidemic of reading sweeping through the young and the
impressionable. People were said to be consuming novels
compulsively, helplessly, the way a later century would speak of
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consuming screens.
The catalogue of harms attributed to novel-reading is worth

reciting in full, because it is, almost item for item, the catalogue
now attributed to phones. Novels would corrupt morals and
inflame the passions. They would breed idleness, so that women
neglected their households and the young shirked useful work.
Readers would lose the line between fantasy and reality, unable
to tell the imagined from the actual, living in invented worlds at
the expense of the real one. The solitary reader sat lost alone in a
book instead of joined in company. And the body suffered too,
eyesight and posture ruined, nerves frayed, a vague sickliness
bred in those who indulged. The historian Frank Furedi has
called this episode the first true media moral panic, the template
for a kind of manufactured alarm that has recurred ever since,
and reading the list of charges it is impossible to miss how
thoroughly the present panic has simply reused them.

The fear even extended to the most modern of accusations,
that the medium was driving the young to kill themselves. When
Goethe published The Sorrows of Young Werther in 1774, with its
sensitive hero who ends his own life over a hopeless love, the
book was blamed for a wave of copycat suicides among
impressionable readers, a phenomenon that would later be given
Werther’s own name. The worry was respectable enough that
even the great critic Lessing, who admired the novel, fretted that
it might lead a young man of similar temperament to imitate its
hero’s end. Two and a half centuries before anyone blamed a
social network for a teenager’s death, a work of literature stood
accused of the same crime, on the same logic, with the same
mixture of real grief and unprovable causation behind the
charge.

Set that beside the present and the irony becomes almost
unbearable. The deep, sustained, hours-long absorption in a long
novel, the same activity that the attention panic now holds up as
the lost paradise, the thing screens have supposedly stolen from
us, is the identical activity that an earlier panic condemned as an
addiction rotting the minds of the young. What one century called
a disease, the next century mourns as a lost virtue. The novel was
the poison; now the novel is the medicine whose absence is
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killing us. Nothing about the activity changed. What changed is
only that it stopped being new, and the panic, which attaches
itself to whatever is newest and never to what it has grown used
to, moved on to the next arrival and left the novel reclassified as
the good old thing we have tragically abandoned. This single
reversal should be enough on its own to make anyone suspicious
of the whole genre of alarm.

The twentieth century kept the tradition alive and gave it
perhaps its purest specimen in the campaign against comic
books. In 1954 the psychiatrist Fredric Wertham published
Seduction of the Innocent, a book arguing that comic books were
a corrupting form of literature and a serious cause of juvenile
delinquency, poisoning the young with images of violence and
crime and teaching children, even well-behaved ones, how to
become criminals. Wertham had been waging this campaign
since the late nineteen-forties, and his book brought it to a boil,
alarming parents across the United States and galvanizing a
movement to clean up or shut down the comics industry.

What passed for science behind the comics scare is a study in
how authority launders a weak argument into an accepted fact,
and it should be read alongside the survey mills of an earlier
chapter. Wertham’s central evidence amounted to a parade of
case studies, troubled children who had committed bad acts and
who also happened to read comics, from which he concluded that
the comics were the cause. His most quoted statistic, that the
overwhelming majority of children in reform schools were comic
readers, is a textbook example of mistaking correlation for
causation, since nearly all children of the period read comics,
delinquent or not, so the figure proved precisely nothing. The
comics creator Stan Lee later observed that Wertham impressed
the public the way a man shouting fire in a crowded theater
impresses it, with almost no scientific validity behind the alarm,
and that people believed him chiefly because he carried the title
of doctor. That credential did the work the evidence could not,
exactly as it would for the modern statistics about attention.

The consequences were real even though the science was not.
Wertham became the star witness at the 1954 hearings of a
United States Senate subcommittee investigating juvenile
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delinquency, where he testified, in a line that captures the
temperature of the whole affair, that Hitler was a beginner
compared to the comic book industry. Under the threat of
government regulation the industry surrendered and imposed the
Comics Code Authority on itself, a censorship regime that gutted
the horror and crime titles, destroyed the leading publisher of the
genre, and constrained what American comics could say for
decades. And the punchline, the part that matters most, is that
the Senate’s own final report declined to blame comics for crime,
and Wertham’s research has since been picked apart by scholars
who found it exaggerated and, in places, simply manipulated. A
panic resting on bad science, amplified by a credential and a
congressional stage, reshaped an entire medium, and the harm it
claimed to prevent had never been demonstrated at all.

Notice the role the credential plays in every one of these
episodes, because it is the same role the survey numbers play
now. The alarm always arrives certified by an authority whose
standing substitutes for the evidence it lacks. Thamus is a king,
and his judgment carries because he is a king. Wertham is a
doctor, and the public believes him, as Stan Lee saw, chiefly
because he is a doctor, not because his case studies prove
anything. The eighteenth-century reading sickness came stamped
with the authority of physicians who gave it Latin-sounding
names. In each case the title does the persuading that the data
cannot, lending the weight of medicine or philosophy or office to
a claim that would collapse if examined on its merits. The modern
attention panic runs the same play, draping a folk anxiety in the
authority of science, citing a professor or a study or a number so
that the borrowed credibility can stand in for proof. When the
evidence is thin, the credential is the load-bearing wall, and a
reader who wants the truth learns to look behind the title at what
the claim can demonstrate on its own.

From there the line runs unbroken to the present, and it
hardly needs detailed retelling because the reader has lived
through its later chapters. Radio, when it entered the home, was
accused of destroying children’s attention, wrecking their
schoolwork, and overstimulating young minds with its ceaseless
noise. Television inherited the indictment and intensified it, the
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box that would rot the brain, kill the habit of reading, shrink the
attention of a generation, and turn active children into passive
watchers, a charge that has obvious kinship with the worry about
screens that followed. After television came video games, blamed
for violence and addiction and stunted attention, and after games
the internet, and after the internet the smartphone, each in turn
cast as the unprecedented destroyer of the young mind. The
scholars who studied the eighteenth-century reading mania
noticed this chain themselves, observing that the moral anxiety
about new media simply repeats, passing from the novel to radio
to television to games to the internet, the same dread renewed at
each arrival.

The fixation on the young is the most constant feature of all,
and the most revealing about what the panic is underneath. In
every version the children are the battleground, their forming
minds the thing at stake, their habits the proof that disaster is
underway. This is partly because children do take up the new
medium first and most fluently, so that their fluency, alien to
their parents, reads as a symptom rather than a skill. And it is
partly because nothing recruits alarm like a threat to one’s
children, no lever moving a parent faster than the suggestion
that something is harming the kids. The panic knows this,
whether or not anyone running it knows that it knows.
Frightening adults about their own minds is hard. Frightening
them about their children’s minds is easy, and the fear, once lit,
burns past any evidence. So the new medium is shown corrupting
the young above all, because that is the version of the story no
parent can afford to ignore, and the harder the love, the easier
the manipulation.

One thread does run through all of it that deserves more
respect than the rest, and refusing to grant it would be its own
dishonesty. The worry that Thamus first voiced, that a medium
can deliver information faster than understanding can form, that
it can hand people the appearance of knowledge without the
substance, is not empty. It had a point about writing, it has a
point about the endless scroll, and it will have a point about
whatever comes next, because the gap between having
information available and having understood it is real and
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permanent. This is the kernel of truth that lets each panic feel
justified, the genuine observation around which the false
catastrophe is built. The honest task is to keep the kernel and
discard the shell, to admit that media change how we think while
denying that they are killing the mind, which is precisely the
distinction Socrates could not make and the distinction the
attention panic refuses to make today.

Underneath the whole recurring spectacle is a single error of
interpretation, the same one the fifth chapter found at the root of
the attention panic. A generation looks at the next generation’s
minds, sees them working differently, and reads the difference as
damage. The child who reads novels instead of memorizing verse,
who watches television instead of reading novels, who scrolls
instead of watching television, is doing something new with
attention, and new is frightening in a way that invites the darkest
reading. It takes a deliberate effort to consider that the young
mind might be adapting rather than degrading, acquiring some
capacities while loosening others, becoming different without
becoming worse. The panic never makes that effort, because
difference alarms and decline explains, and decline comes with a
villain and a remedy attached. Mistaking change for decline is
the engine that has driven every one of these alarms, from the
alphabet to the feed, and the antidote is the patience to ask
whether the thing in front of us is a loss or only a difference we
have not yet learned to read.

So the history does not let us conclude that the attention panic
is false. The repeated failure of the old alarms is not a proof that
the new one is wrong, only a warning that it is built from the
same suspect materials and has the same dismal record behind
it. What the history does is shift the burden and strip the
urgency. The attention panic presents itself as a response to
something unprecedented, a crisis without parallel in human
experience, and that self-image is simply false. There is a parallel
for every part of it, going back to the alphabet, and the parallels
all ended the same way, with the predicted death of the mind
failing to occur while the mind went on doing what it had always
done in a slightly altered key. Anyone who wants to claim that
this time is different, that this medium is the one that breaks us,
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owes an account of why, and a survey number and a dead
goldfish do not supply one.

None of this says that media do not matter, or that nothing
ever changes. Writing changed memory. Print changed
scholarship. The novel changed the inner life. Each new medium
reshaped how human beings think and attend and remember,
and the digital environment is reshaping those things now, in real
and measurable ways that the last chapter took seriously. The
argument is not that the latest technology has no effect. The
argument is that the catastrophic frame, the death of memory,
the end of attention, the ruin of the young mind, has been wrong
every single time for twenty-four centuries, and that the present
panic wears that frame’s exact face. Change is the constant.
Catastrophe is the constant error.

Step back from the particular panics and the larger shape is
plain. Each new medium since the alphabet has been charged
with carrying off some faculty the world could not afford to lose,
and each charge has been mistaken in the same way, grieving a
death that never arrives. What the shape does not explain is its
own persistence. If the alarm has been wrong every time, raised
at the arrival of writing and printing and the novel and the screen
and falsified in every instance, why is it sounded again, in each
new generation, with total conviction, and believed every time to
be fresh news about this one?
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CHAPTER 8

The Same Funeral

Every generation gathers, sooner or later, to bury the mind of the
generation that comes after it. The funeral is held with real grief
and real conviction, and the eulogy hardly changes from one
century to the next. The young, it is said, have lost something the
old possessed, some faculty the world cannot do without, a
capacity for attention or memory or seriousness or depth that is
passing out of the world with the arrival of these distracted
children. They mean it. They have watched the young do
something the old find alien, and they have read that difference
as a death. And then, with a regularity that ought to embarrass
everyone involved, the supposed corpse sits up, brushes itself off,
grows into a competent adulthood, and presides in turn over the
burial of its own children. The body never stays in the ground.
The grief gets recycled anyway.

This image is worth holding precisely because it is so familiar
that we stop seeing it. A man in his fifties watches his teenage
children move through the world and feels, in his chest, a specific
grief, the sense that they are missing something he had at their
age, that the texture of their inner lives is thinner than his was,
that a light is going out. The feeling is sincere and it is awful, and
it has been felt by parents in every literate society on record. The
Athenian felt it watching his sons learn from sophists instead of
memorizing Homer. A Victorian felt it watching his children read
cheap novels instead of improving tracts. The man at the dinner
table tonight feels it watching his daughter’s thumb move up a
screen. The grief is one of the oldest human experiences. That
mistake is just as old.

The lament being delivered in our own time is about attention
and reading. The young cannot focus, the obituary runs. They
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cannot sit with a book, cannot follow a long argument, have
traded the deep sustained mind of their elders for the twitching
distraction of the feed, their concentration shattered into the
fragments the earlier chapters measured. This chapter is about
the funeral itself rather than the supposed corpse, about the
words recited over it and the people who keep the service going,
and above all the question the last chapter ended on, which is
why a complaint raised uselessly in every century is believed,
every time, to be fresh news about this one. The answer turns out
to involve a forged quotation, a recurring panic about literacy,
and a piece of psychology that explains the whole sad business
better than the people performing it would like.

Start with the most famous piece of evidence ever offered for
the timelessness of the complaint, the quotation everyone
reaches for to prove that grumbling about the young is as old as
civilization. It is attributed to Socrates, and it runs more or less
like this, that the children of the day are tyrants who contradict
their parents, gobble their food, and tyrannize their teachers,
that they love luxury and have bad manners and show contempt
for authority and disrespect their elders and prefer chatter to
exercise. The lines are quoted constantly, in newspapers and
commencement speeches and parenting books, always with the
same comforting moral, that the kids have always seemed to be
going to the dogs and somehow never quite arrive, so we need
not worry too much about the latest batch.

The quotation is a forgery. Socrates did not say it, Plato did
not write it, and no ancient author produced it. It was composed
in 1907 by a young Cambridge student named Kenneth John
Freeman, in his doctoral dissertation on ancient Greek education,
a work published as Schools of Hellas. Freeman was writing his
own summary, in his own modern words, of the general drift of
complaints that various ancient authors had made about the
young, and he never claimed to be quoting anyone. He offered
the paraphrase as a paraphrase, with no quotation marks and no
false attribution. The words that a century of speakers have put
in the mouth of Socrates were written by an Edwardian graduate
student summarizing his reading, and he would likely be appalled
to find them on a thousand inspirational posters under another
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man’s name.
The path from Freeman’s honest paraphrase to the fraudulent

Socrates quotation is worth tracing, because it is the laundering
method of the first chapter running on a different kind of fact.
Freeman wrote the summary in 1907. An American educator
named James Walsh quoted it accurately, with full credit to
Freeman, in a 1911 address to schoolmasters. Then a magazine
reprinted Walsh a decade later, trimming and combining his
passages until the seams showed. By 1922 a newspaper had cut
the attribution loose from Freeman entirely and reattached it to
Socrates, and once the words bore the name of the most famous
philosopher in history they became unkillable, spreading across
the globe for a hundred years, printed and reprinted, retracted
by careful editors and resurrected by careless ones, until the
forgery was far better known than anything Socrates said about
anything.

Look at what the method did, because it is exactly the
operation performed on the goldfish and the eighteen minutes. A
real but modest thing, a graduate student’s 1907 summary, had
its true origin stripped away. The bare words were then attached
to a towering authority, Socrates, whose name lent them a
weight they could never have earned on their own. The
qualification that made them honest, Freeman’s clear signal that
this was his paraphrase and not anyone’s quotation, was
discarded. And the result was set loose to confirm what everyone
already wanted to believe, that complaining about the young is a
timeless human reflex. The most cited proof that the burial of the
young mind is ancient turns out to be a twentieth-century
fabrication, a forged antique, and the irony coils back on itself,
because the forgery succeeded precisely because the reflex it
documents is real enough to make the fake feel true.

The forgery’s reach is a lesson in how authority compounds. In
1971 the British Medical Journal published an address by a
respected physician on the conflict between the generations, and
he opened it with the Socrates quotation, presenting the
fabricated lines as ancient wisdom to a readership of doctors who
had no reason to doubt a colleague citing a classical philosopher.
The most prestigious medical journal in the English-speaking
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world thus laundered the fake a little further, lending it the
credibility of medicine on top of the credibility of Socrates.
Careful newspapers printed it and later printed corrections
admitting its origin was unknown. Reference books flagged it as
spurious while popular books kept reprinting it as genuine. The
forgery survived all of this, because a quotation that confirms
what people already believe needs no evidence and resists all
correction, gliding past every debunking on the strength of
feeling true. A lie that flatters a prejudice is nearly immortal, and
this one has the prejudice of every aging generation to keep it
alive.

Here the honesty that has governed this whole book has to
assert itself again, because there is a trap in the debunking. The
quotation is fake, but Freeman was paraphrasing something
genuine. He did not invent the ancient complaints out of nothing.
He was summarizing real grumbling by real authors, and the
underlying phenomenon, the tendency of the old to find the
young deficient, is as ancient as he suggested even though the
specific words are his. To wave the forged quotation away and
conclude that nobody in antiquity ever complained about the
young would be its own falsehood, the mirror image of the
original error. The disciplined finding is the layered one. The
famous proof is counterfeit, and the thing it claims to prove is
nonetheless true, which means the counterfeit was unnecessary,
a forged receipt for a real debt.

Genuine ancient complaints are easy enough to find once you
stop relying on the fake. The comic playwright Aristophanes,
writing in Athens in the fifth century before our era, built a whole
play around the quarrel between the stern old education and the
slick new one, staging an older voice that mourned the discipline
and reverence of a vanished youth against the clever,
undisciplined sophistry corrupting the boys of the day. Aristotle,
in his Rhetoric, sketched the young as creatures of impulse and
appetite, changeable, hot-tempered, sure they know everything,
governed by passion rather than judgment, a portrait no
flattering parent would recognize. The grumbling is authentic
and old. What is fraudulent is only the single most quoted
instance of it, which is fitting, since a complaint this persistent
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was always going to attract a forged proof or two.
The authentic ancient grumbling is scattered and qualified in a

way the forgery is not, and that is precisely why the forgery
thrived. Real ancient complaints about the young exist, in
Aristophanes and Aristotle and in the Roman poets who sighed
that each generation came out feebler than the one before, but
they tend to arrive tangled in context, hedged and specific and
inconvenient, the way real evidence usually does. A graduate
student’s clean 1907 summary was simply more quotable than
the messy originals, and once it acquired the name of Socrates it
became more quotable still, a tidy punchy antique with none of
the awkward qualifications of the genuine texts. The demand was
for a crisp, ancient, authoritative proof that despair about the
young is eternal, and when the real sources would not supply one
in a single memorable sentence, a forgery obligingly filled the
gap. The appetite for the proof manufactured the proof.

Nor did the complaint stay in antiquity. It has been held in
every era since, with the dead faculty changing to suit the
anxieties of the age, and one recurring version is so close to our
own that it deserves a full look, the perennial American
conviction that the young can no longer read. In 1955 a writer
named Rudolf Flesch published a book whose title became a
catchphrase, Why Johnny Can’t Read, a bestseller that
announced a national reading crisis and indicted the schools for
producing children who could not make sense of a printed page.
The book struck a nerve precisely because it confirmed what
worried adults already felt, that literacy, that bedrock of a
serious civilization, was crumbling in the hands of the young.

The detail that gives the game away is the literacy rate at the
time. When Flesch announced that Johnny could not read,
something close to ninety-five percent of American adults were
literate by the official measures, a historically high figure, the
product of a long rise in schooling and reading that showed no
sign of reversing. The alarm about collapsing literacy was
sounded during one of the most literate moments in the history of
the country. The panic, in other words, did not track the actual
trend in reading at all. It tracked the perennial conviction that
the young are losing what the old had, a conviction that fastens
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onto reading in an age that prizes reading exactly the way it
fastens onto attention in an age that prizes attention.

Deeper still is the irony that the decades of loudest alarm
about the failing minds of the young were decades in which, by
the hard measures, those minds were improving. Across the
twentieth century, as panic after panic announced that the young
could not read and could not think, measured intelligence scores
were climbing steadily, generation over generation, the rise the
fourth chapter named after the researcher who documented it.
Literacy was at historic highs and still inching upward. The
young of each alarmed decade went on to be more schooled,
more literate, and higher scoring than the alarmed generation
doing the complaining. The objective trend and the subjective
panic pointed in opposite directions, the numbers rising while the
alarms multiplied, which is exactly what the kids these days
effect predicts, since the effect is a feature of the observers and
not a report on the observed. People were grieving a decline that
the data showed to be a rise, and the gap between the grief and
the evidence is the whole phenomenon in a single frame.

The reading panic, like every version in this sequence, kept
returning on schedule. Flesch himself came back a generation
later, publishing Why Johnny Still Can’t Read in 1981, the same
indictment renewed for a new set of children who had been
infants when the first book appeared. Two years after that, a
federal commission issued a report titled A Nation at Risk,
warning that falling test scores, declining literacy, and a rising
tide of mediocrity in the schools threatened the country’s future,
a document that galvanized decades of anxious education reform.
The young, once again, were failing to be what their parents had
been, and the proof, once again, was a set of numbers showing
decline.

Those numbers deserve the same scrutiny the earlier chapters
gave to surveys and spans, because they did not say what the
alarm claimed. The centerpiece of the decline narrative, the
falling average score on the college admissions test, turned out
on later examination to be an artifact of who was taking the test.
Over the years in question, the pool of test-takers had expanded
enormously, reaching far beyond the narrow, privileged group
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that had once sat the exam to include students from backgrounds
that had previously never approached college at all. When a test
is taken by a broader and more representative slice of the
population, the average can fall even as every individual group
within it holds steady or improves, a statistical illusion produced
by the changing composition of the pool rather than any decline
in the students. Analysts who took the trouble to disaggregate
the figures found exactly this, that the alarming average decline
dissolved into stability or gain once you looked at comparable
groups, and the claim that the young were getting dumber
collapsed into a misread statistic, one more verdict of decline
written over an empty grave.

The template is so fixed by now that it scarcely bothers to
disguise itself. That 1955 title, Why Johnny Can’t Read, has in our
own decade been recycled almost verbatim to indict the newest
technology, with fresh books and articles asking why Johnny
can’t think, can’t focus, can’t pay attention, the noun swapped
out and the structure left standing. The form is a kind of
fill-in-the-blank lament, a Mad Lib of decline in which only the
endangered faculty changes while the grammar of doom holds
constant. Johnny could not read in 1955, could still not read in
1981, cannot focus now, and will presumably be failing at
something else in 2050, and in every case the failure will be
presented as an unprecedented emergency rather than the latest
verse of a song that has been sung continuously for longer than
anyone can remember.

Other eras chose other faculties to grieve, and the examples
could fill a book of their own. A medical writer in 1911 lamented
that mass schooling had become a soulless machine grinding the
individuality out of children, reducing the education of a young
mind to an industrial process. Victorian moralists wrung their
hands over the coarsening of youth, the decline of manners, the
corrupting effects of cheap entertainment and idle hours. Every
generation locates the rot in whatever it most fears losing, and
dresses the same essential complaint in the fashion of its
particular moment, so that the lost faculty is variously memory,
reverence, literacy, attention, seriousness, or moral fiber,
depending on the century, while the underlying gesture, the old
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condemning the young, never varies at all.
There is a tell in where the golden age is always located, and it

gives the illusion away. The lost paradise of attention or literacy
or virtue is never placed in the distant past, never in the actual
childhoods of the ancients. It is always set roughly one
generation back, in the youth of the people doing the
complaining. The man lamenting today’s distracted teenagers
locates the golden age of attention in his own remembered
adolescence. His father located it in his. His grandfather located
it in his. Each golden age sits exactly where the complainer’s own
youth sits, and slides forward in time as one generation replaces
the last, which is impossible if the golden age were a real
historical period and entirely predictable if it is a projection of
each elder’s own remembered youth. The paradise is always
thirty years gone because it is always the complainer’s own
childhood, reconstructed and gilded, and a paradise that keeps
moving forward in lockstep with the people remembering it was
never a place at all.

So the pattern is established beyond reasonable doubt. The
question the last chapter left open, and the one this chapter
exists to answer, is why. Why does a complaint that has been
wrong in every previous instance get raised again, with total
sincerity and total conviction, in each new generation? Why does
the historical record, which shows the complaint raised uselessly
century after century, never inoculate anyone against holding it
once more? For most of human history these questions had no
answer beyond the obvious cynicism that old people are grumpy.
But the questions have now been studied with the tools of
experimental psychology, and the answer that has emerged is
precise, well evidenced, and a little humbling, because it locates
the source of the panic in the minds of the old who keep raising it
rather than in the young it is raised against.

The study that cracked it was published in 2019 by two
psychologists, John Protzko and Jonathan Schooler, under a title
that names the thing directly, an investigation of why the youth
of today seem to be lacking. They ran a suite of five preregistered
experiments on a large sample of American adults, several
thousand in all, and they began by confirming what everyone



126

already knew anecdotally, that the kids these days effect is real
as a belief, that adults reliably rate the children of the present as
worse than the children of the past on traits the adults care
about. The belief was easy to confirm. What the researchers
wanted to understand was where it comes from, and their
findings turned the whole complaint inside out.

Their first discovery was that the belief is specific rather than
general, pointed in a way that leads straight back at the person
holding it. People did not simply think the young were worse
across the board. They thought the young were worse at the
particular things those people themselves happened to be good
at. The authoritarian adults who prized obedience were the ones
convinced that the young had lost their respect for authority. The
intelligent adults were the ones convinced that the young were
growing less intelligent. And the well-read adults, the ones who
loved books and valued reading, were the ones most convinced
that the young had abandoned reading. Each group projected its
own strength onto the past and found the young deficient in
exactly that strength, while showing no particular alarm about
the traits they themselves lacked.

The precision of this finding is what lifts it above mere
cynicism about cranky elders. The researchers checked whether
the beliefs tracked traits that had nothing to do with the
complaint, and they did not. A person’s standing on an unrelated
trait failed to predict his beliefs about the young, while his
standing on the relevant trait predicted them sharply. The
well-read came out more negative about the young’s reading in
particular, while staying neutral about the young in general. The
intelligent were pointed in their conviction about slipping
intelligence, without being globally gloomy. This complaint was
laser-targeted to the complainer’s own area of pride, which rules
out the easy explanation that some people are simply sour about
youth across the board. The effect is a specific, structured
distortion rather than grumpiness, one in which each person’s
particular strength becomes the particular lens through which he
finds the young wanting, and that structure is the fingerprint of a
cognitive mechanism rather than a mood.



127

That finding is devastating to the present panic. The people
most loudly convinced that the young can no longer read or focus
are, by this finding, precisely the people who most value reading
and focus, the writers and professors and serious readers for
whom sustained attention is a prized possession and a
professional identity. The complaint that the young have lost the
capacity for deep attention is, statistically, the complaint we
would expect to hear most from the people who have the most
deep attention, less because the young have lost anything than
because those particular observers are primed to notice its
absence. This complaint is loudest among the attentive for the
same reason the reading panic is loudest among readers. The
lament is a mirror, and the face in it belongs to the one delivering
it.

The researchers identified two mechanisms behind this, and
the first explains the mirror. People notice the absence of a
quality most acutely in the domains where they themselves excel.
The serious reader has high standards for what reading should
be, a refined sense of what deep engagement with a text feels
like, and so the serious reader is exquisitely equipped to register
every way in which a teenager scrolling a phone falls short of
that standard. The distractible person, lacking those high
standards, simply does not see the gap as sharply. Expertise in a
trait becomes a kind of instrument for detecting its lack in others,
and the instrument is so sensitive that it reads ordinary
difference as alarming deficit. What feels like clear-eyed
observation of a declining generation is the predictable output of
being good at the thing you are measuring them against.

The second mechanism is the one that does the real damage, a
bias buried in memory itself. People cannot accurately remember
what they and their peers were like as children. The childhood
self is no archived recording waiting to be played back. Each
recall rebuilds it out of present materials, and the chief present
material is the adult doing the remembering. So the adult who is
now a voracious reader reconstructs a childhood in which he and
his friends were voracious readers, importing his current self into
the past and remembering a golden youth that closely resembles
his accomplished present. He then compares this flattering false
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memory to the real children in front of him, and naturally the real
children, who are merely children, come up short against a
memory that is secretly an adult in disguise. The decline he
perceives is the gap between a manufactured past and an actual
present, and it is entirely an illusion.

Protzko and Schooler did not merely infer this mechanism.
They demonstrated it, by reaching in and manipulating the
illusion directly. In their later experiments they gave people false
feedback about their own current abilities, altering what a
person believed about how much he presently enjoyed reading,
and they watched the change propagate backward, reshaping the
person’s memory of how much he had enjoyed reading as a child,
which in turn reshaped how much he believed the young had
declined. Change the present self and the remembered past
shifts to match it, and the perceived decline of the young shifts
with it. The causal chain ran from current self-image through
reconstructed memory to the verdict on today’s children, exactly
as the memory mechanism predicted, which means the kids these
days effect amounts to a projection of the aging self onto a past
that never existed, and not a response to the young at all.

What makes the memory mechanism so insidious is that it
does not feel like distortion from the inside. Memory does not
announce itself as a reconstruction. It presents itself as a
recording, a faithful playback of what was, so that the gilded
false memory of one’s own studious youth arrives in
consciousness wearing all the confidence of direct recall. The
man does not experience himself as inventing a flattering past.
He experiences himself as remembering it, vividly and with
certainty, and the certainty is part of the trap, because a
reconstruction that feels like a recording is impossible to argue
with from within. This is why the verdict is delivered with such
conviction. The person delivering it is sincere and feels no doubt
at all, faithfully reporting a memory that happens to have been
assembled, without his knowledge, out of the person he is now,
and the sincerity of his grief is no evidence whatever that the
decline he describes ever happened.

The lead researcher put the upshot plainly. There is a mental
trick, he observed, that makes each generation appear to the one
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before it to be objectively in decline even though it is not, and
because the trick is built into the basic machinery of memory and
self-comparison, every generation runs it afresh, experiencing
the illusion as a new and urgent discovery rather than as the
inherited error it is. This is the answer to the question the last
chapter posed. The funeral is believed fresh in every century
because it is generated anew in every aging brain, not learned
from culture and therefore not corrected by history, regenerating
from the raw materials of memory and pride in each person who
lives long enough to look at the young and misremember himself.
The historical record cannot inoculate anyone against an illusion
that the mind manufactures from scratch each time.

A follow-up study sharpened the picture further by adding the
dimension of age. The older a person gets, the harsher his
judgment of the young becomes, the illusion deepening as the
years accumulate and the gap between the remembered golden
self and the actual young widens. Those who lead the complaint,
then, are predictably the oldest and the most accomplished in
whatever trait is being mourned, the senior, the established, the
expert, the people whose authority makes their lament
persuasive and whose position in the culture gives them the
platforms from which to deliver it. It is officiated by exactly the
figures best equipped to make it sound like wisdom and worst
equipped to recognize it as illusion.

Now lay this psychology over the attention panic and watch it
fit like a glove. The claim that the young have lost the capacity
for sustained attention and deep reading is the kids these days
effect operating on the traits of attention and reading. It is voiced
most loudly by the people the research predicts, the well-read
and the focused, the writers and academics and serious readers
whose professional identity is built on the same faculties they
accuse the young of lacking. It rests on a comparison between
the young of today and a remembered youth of deep
uninterrupted concentration, a memory that the science tells us
is largely a projection of the complainer’s present attentive self
backward onto a past that was likely more distractible than he
recalls. Every feature of the attention panic that the earlier
chapters could not fully explain, its intensity, its demographic, its
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immunity to evidence, falls into place the moment you see it as
this ancient illusion wearing the season’s fashions.

The power of this account is that it converges with everything
the earlier chapters established, the subjective illusion and the
objective evidence arriving at the same destination from opposite
sides. Its objective side has already been settled. The faculty of
attention has not measurably shrunk, the one real measurement
describes an engineered environment rather than a degraded
brain, and the flagship numbers are fakes. Now the subjective
side closes the case. Even the felt experience of watching the
young decline, the inner conviction that seems like firsthand
evidence, turns out to be a documented illusion of memory and
expertise. The person who says he can see with his own eyes that
the young have lost their focus is reporting a perception that the
science has taken apart and shown to be manufactured. Both
roads lead to the same place. The young are not in cognitive
decline, the objective measures say, and the powerful sense that
they are is an illusion of the aging mind, the subjective science
says, and when the outside data and the inside experience are
explained by the same conclusion, the conclusion is about as
secure as these things get.

None of this means the young are identical to the youth of
forty years ago, and the discipline of this book requires saying so
clearly. Each generation does grow up different, shaped by an
environment it did not design, and the young today do read
differently and attend differently than their parents did, for the
environmental reasons the fifth chapter laid out. Those
differences are real and worth understanding. The change is not
in question. What the kids these days effect adds is the machine
that reliably converts change into decline, difference into
deficiency, taking the genuine fact that the young are different
and running it through the illusion of memory and the bias of
expertise until it comes out as the false conclusion that the young
are broken. The change is real. The decline is the illusion the
change gets processed into.

None of this leaves us without a way to tell a real worry from
the reflex, and a careful reader deserves the test. A real worry
survives the checks that the panic fails. It tracks the actual
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numbers instead of contradicting them, holding up when the data
is disaggregated rather than dissolving the way the falling test
scores did. A real worry does not map suspiciously onto the
complainer’s own area of pride, the way the reading panic maps
onto readers and the attention panic onto the attentive. Such a
worry can specify a concrete mechanism and a concrete harm
rather than gesturing at a vague decline of the spirit. And it does
not depend on a remembered golden age that happens to
coincide with the worrier’s own youth. Apply those checks to the
attention panic and it fails every one, contradicting the data,
mirroring the complainers, resting on a fake mechanism, and
mourning a golden age of focus that is at bottom a gilded
memory of being young. A worry that fails all four has stopped
being an observation and become the reflex.

I caught myself at it last month, which is why I can describe it
from the inside rather than the outside. A young relative was
telling me about a book, and I noticed she had read it in
fragments, a few pages between other things, across a couple of
weeks, and I felt the old verdict form, the silent conclusion that
she could not read the way I had read at her age, in long
unbroken sittings. Then I made myself do the arithmetic on my
own memory. I thought back to what I had read at her age, and
how, and the honest reconstruction was less flattering than the
reflex wanted, a teenager who read in fits and starts too,
distracted by the telephone and the television and the thousand
small pulls of his own era, nothing like the monk of sustained
concentration my memory had been about to invent. She had
finished the book. I had often not finished mine. The verdict I was
about to pass on her was a verdict that, fairly applied, would have
convicted me first.

Eighteen years ago I would have delivered that verdict without
a second thought, would have told you with full confidence that
the young had lost the capacity for the kind of attention I prized,
and I would have believed I was observing rather than projecting.
The turn this book records is in part the slow recognition that the
funeral I was tempted to lead was the same one every generation
of my predecessors had led over me and my own distracted
youth, that the obituary I wanted to write had been written about
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me once, and was wrong then, and would be wrong now.
Recognizing the illusion does not entirely dissolve it. The pull is
built in, as the researchers say, and a man my age has to choose,
deliberately and against the grain of his own memory, not to
condemn the young he is primed to condemn.

There is something close to comedy in the structure of it, if the
cost were not so high. Every person who leads the funeral was
once its subject, mourned in his own youth by elders certain he
was the broken generation, and every person condemned today
will live to deliver the same verdict tomorrow, standing over his
own children with the certainty that once stood over him. The
wheel turns with perfect regularity, each generation forgetting
that it was once the corpse, each taking its turn as both the
grieved and the griever, and never, across all the turns, pausing
to notice that the body always rises. A species watching this from
the outside would laugh. We cannot quite laugh, because we are
inside it, taking our turn, and because real young people absorb
real damage from a ritual their elders perform without noticing
they have performed it before, on themselves, to no purpose, in a
previous lap of the same wheel.

The choice matters because the funeral is not harmless, and
the harm runs in several directions. The most direct damage falls
on the young who are told, constantly and authoritatively, that
their minds are broken, that they have lost a capacity their elders
possessed, that they are a diminished generation. Told this often
enough by enough credentialed voices, the young come to believe
it about themselves, and the belief becomes the kind of shame
the fifth chapter described, the conviction that one’s ordinary
response to an engineered environment is a personal and
generational failure. A young person who accepts the verdict
delivered over him learns to see his own mind as defective, which
is both false and corrosive, a wound inflicted by an illusion.

There is a cruelty in the timing of this, because the message
reaches the young at the age when they are deciding who they
are. A teenager told by every authority around him that his
generation’s minds are broken, that he cannot focus, that he has
lost a capacity his elders had, does not hear a neutral statistical
claim. He hears a verdict on himself, delivered by the adults
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whose judgment he is built to trust, at the precise moment he is
forming his sense of his own capabilities. Belief shapes
performance, as a long line of research on expectation has
shown, and a young person who has absorbed the conviction that
he is constitutionally unable to concentrate may stop trying to
concentrate, may read his ordinary struggles as proof of the
defect he has been told he has, and may become, in part, the
broken thing the verdict declared him to be. The complaint can
help dig the grave it claims only to be mourning.

The reflex carries a civic cost as well, beyond the wound to
any individual young person. A society convinced that its rising
generation is cognitively broken governs that generation
differently. It trusts the young less, hands them less, expects less
of them, and designs its institutions around the assumption of
their deficiency. It grows reluctant to extend to them the
franchise of full adulthood, the responsibility and the authority
that a society confident in its young passes forward as a matter of
course. The energy that might have gone toward equipping the
young for the world they will inherit gets spent instead on
containing and remediating a damage that is largely imaginary. A
republic that believes its children are diminished will treat them
as diminished, and a generation treated as diminished is handed
a smaller inheritance than its predecessors received, which is
how an illusion in the minds of the old becomes a real constraint
on the lives of the young.

The honest alternative to all this is curiosity rather than
indifference, a willingness to look at the actual young without the
gilded memory in the way. They are different, and the difference
is interesting. They move through information at a speed their
elders find vertiginous, hold more sources in play at once, switch
frames with a fluency that earlier generations never needed to
develop. Some of what they do is loss and some is gain and most
is simply adaptation, the normal reshaping of a mind to the world
it inhabits, and none of it can be seen clearly through the fog of
grief that the kids these days effect pumps out. The young
deserve to be met with attention rather than grief, studied rather
than mourned, and the first step toward seeing them is to set
down the false memory of ourselves that we keep measuring
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them against.
And this grief, like every panic in this book, has its priests and

its profiteers, the people who keep it going because keeping it
going pays. The kids these days illusion supplies an inexhaustible
audience, every aging adult primed to believe the worst about
the young, and where there is an audience primed to be alarmed
there is always someone ready to monetize the alarm, to write
the book and sell the program and offer the cure for the broken
young minds. That cognitive default is the raw ore. The panic
industry is the refinery that turns it into product, and the
machinery by which a built-in illusion becomes a marketable
crisis is a subject the coming chapters will take up directly. For
now it is enough to see that the panic has a cast as well as a
cause, professional mourners who profit from an anxiety the
mind was already inclined to feel.

Every layer of the modern panic has now been answered. The
flagship numbers are fabrications, the goldfish and the eighteen
minutes and the survey figures. A single shrinking attention span,
the faculty those numbers claim to measure, does not exist as the
science understands attention. The one real measurement, Gloria
Mark’s, describes behavior in an engineered environment rather
than a broken brain, and the scientist who made it rejects the
panic’s reading of it. The fear is ancient, raised at the arrival of
every medium since writing, and wrong every time. And the
conviction that this generation in particular is losing its mind is a
documented illusion of the aging brain, the kids these days effect,
manufacturing a decline that is not there. The panic has been
disassembled down to its last component, and not one of its
load-bearing claims has survived.

Which raises the obvious question, the one a fair reader
should be asking by now. If the numbers are fake, the faculty
intact, the fear ancient, and the generational decline an illusion,
then is there anything real here at all, any genuine change
behind the noise, or is the whole modern experience of fractured
attention a pure fabrication from end to end? The answer is no,
the experience is not pure fabrication, and the next chapter turns
to the one thing in this entire story that is authentically new, the
single feature of the present moment that has no real precedent
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in the long history of media panics. The new thing is an explosion
of information so vast that it has made human attention, for the
first time, a scarce resource, rather than a shrinking mind or a
broken generation, a change an economist saw coming more than
half a century ago, and named with a precision the panic has
never matched.
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CHAPTER 9

Herbert Simon’s Rabbits

One Easter early in the nineteen-seventies, the neighbors of a
Carnegie Mellon professor bought their daughter a pair of
rabbits. By design or by luck the pair was one male and one
female, and rabbits being rabbits, the household soon found
itself, in the professor’s phrase, living in a rabbit-rich world. He
watched this small population boom with the eye of a man who
thought for a living about scarcity and abundance, and he drew
from it a lesson that turned out to describe the century to come
better than any of the panicked numbers that would later try. The
professor was Herbert Simon, and the rabbits were about to
teach him the most important thing anyone has said about
attention.

Rabbits are the right animal for the lesson, because rabbits
are the textbook case of multiplication running away from you. A
single pair, left to breed, becomes a few, and the few become
dozens, and the dozens become a swarm, each generation larger
than the one before, the numbers curving upward faster and
faster until the field that comfortably held two cannot feed two
hundred. Information behaves the same way, and behaves so
more every year. What one printing press produced in a year, a
server now produces in a second, and the curve of how much
information exists in the world bends upward with the same
accelerating steepness as a warren of rabbits left to their own
devices. Simon had the perfect creature for his analogy, an
animal whose defining trait is that it multiplies beyond all
reckoning, and he set it against a quantity that does not multiply
at all.

The lesson begins with the lettuce. A world rich in rabbits,
Simon observed, is a world poor in lettuce, because rabbits eat,
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and the more rabbits there are the less lettuce there is to go
around. A population boom in one thing is a shortage in whatever
that thing consumes, and the flip side of multiplication is always
scarcity, which means the flip side of a population problem is a
resource-allocation problem. There is only so much lettuce, and
once the rabbits have multiplied past a certain point the real
question stops being how to get more rabbits and becomes how
to ration the lettuce among the rabbits you already have.
Abundance on one side of the ledger writes scarcity on the other,
and the scarce thing, not the abundant one, becomes the thing
worth thinking about.

Simon was not, of course, writing a tract on rabbit husbandry.
He was reasoning by analogy toward information, and the
analogy is exact. An information-rich world, he argued, is by the
same logic a world poor in whatever information consumes, and
what information consumes is not hard to identify. It consumes
the attention of the people it reaches. Every article, every
broadcast, every message demands a slice of a person’s finite
attention in order to register at all, and so an abundance of
information produces, with the same iron necessity that turns
rabbits into a lettuce shortage, a scarcity of attention. Simon
compressed the whole insight into a single sentence that has
outlived almost everything else from the conference where he
said it, the observation that a wealth of information creates a
poverty of attention.

He said this in 1971, in a talk titled Designing Organizations
for an Information-Rich World, delivered at a Johns Hopkins
gathering on computers and the public interest. Notice the date.
More than half a century ago, before the personal computer,
before the internet, before the smartphone, before a single one of
the technologies the present panic blames for destroying our
minds, a thinker had already worked out the actual structure of
the problem, correctly, in a form that has needed no revision
since. The diagnosis the culture is still fumbling toward with
goldfish and stopwatches was delivered, complete and rigorous,
when the most advanced information technology in the average
home was a television set and a telephone.
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It matters who delivered it, because the contrast with the
panic’s sources could not be sharper. Herbert Simon was not a
marketing department or a survey firm or a writer chasing a
frightening headline. He was one of the towering intellects of the
twentieth century, a polymath whose work founded or reshaped a
half-dozen fields at once. He won the Nobel Prize in economics in
1978 for his work on how decisions get made inside
organizations. Three years before that he had won the Turing
Award, computing’s highest honor, with his collaborator Allen
Newell, for foundational work in artificial intelligence. He helped
build one of the first computer science departments in the world
at Carnegie Mellon, wrote some of the earliest programs that
simulated human problem-solving, and spent fifty years on a
single overarching question, which was how minds and
organizations take in information and turn it into decisions.

That question is the reason he saw the attention problem
before anyone else, because attention was the hinge of his life’s
work. Simon’s most famous idea is what he called bounded
rationality, the recognition that human beings are not the
perfect, all-knowing calculators that classical economics had
assumed, but finite creatures working with limited information
and limited mental capacity, who therefore cannot optimize and
instead do something he named satisficing, taking the first option
that is good enough rather than searching the whole space for
the best. A man who had spent decades insisting that the human
mind is a finite information-processor was uniquely equipped to
notice what happens when you point an infinite stream of
information at a finite processor. He had been studying the
bottleneck his whole career. The rabbits just gave him the image
for it.

Set this pedigree beside the pedigree of the goldfish. The
claim that human attention has dwindled to nine seconds came
from a marketing report citing a number with no scientific
source, traced in an earlier chapter to a misreading of a study
about a website button. By contrast, the claim that attention is
the scarce resource of the information age came from a Nobel
laureate and Turing Award winner reasoning carefully from first
principles in a published lecture. One of these accounts is
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foundational economics and the other is a corporate fabrication,
and a culture trying to understand what is happening to its own
mind reached past the laureate and embraced the fish. The story
everyone repeats is the false one, manufactured to sell a software
product, while the true one, free for the taking for fifty years, sits
unread in a conference volume. That inversion is its own small
tragedy, and it is the tragedy this whole book exists to correct.

So here, eight chapters into a book that has spent its length
prosecuting fabrications, is the place to concede something real.
Attention is under real pressure in the present world. A real
change has occurred, something measurable and large and
without precedent at this scale. The panic is not screaming about
nothing. It has simply, catastrophically, misidentified what the
something is, mistaking a change in the world for a change in the
mind, and the way to see the mistake clearly is to follow Simon’s
logic to its end.

What changed is the information environment, and the change
is the largest of its kind in human history. For almost the entire
span of the species, information was the scarce thing. Knowledge
was hard to produce, hard to copy, hard to store, and hard to
find, locked in the memories of the few and the rare expensive
manuscripts of the fewer, so that for most of history the binding
constraint on a thinking person was getting access to more, the
problem the seventh chapter watched scholars struggle with
when even the flood of printed books felt overwhelming against
the backdrop of how little had come before. The whole apparatus
of libraries and schools and printing existed to fight a shortage of
information. Information was the lettuce, and there was never
enough.

In the span of a few decades that ancient condition reversed
completely. Information became one of the most abundant things
in the world, produced in unimaginable quantities, copied at no
cost, stored without limit, and delivered instantly to anyone with
a device in their pocket. The lettuce did not merely become
plentiful. It buried the world. And the moment information
crossed from scarce to overabundant, the scarce resource on the
other side of the ledger flipped, exactly as Simon’s logic said it
would, from information to attention. The bottleneck moved. For
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the first time in history the hard problem stopped being how to
get more information and became how to defend a fixed supply of
attention against an effectively infinite supply of things
demanding it.

Simon saw this coming when the flood was barely a trickle by
present standards. His information-rich world of 1971 ran on
broadcast television and the office photocopier, a world that
would look like a desert of scarcity to anyone holding a modern
phone. Yet the structure he described was already visible to him,
and the structure is what matters, because the structure has not
changed since, only the scale. The rabbits have multiplied a
millionfold, the lettuce shortage has become a famine, and
through it all the relation Simon named, the inverse relation
between the abundance of information and the scarcity of
attention, has held with perfect fidelity. He saw the shape of the
problem while the problem was still small enough to ignore, and
the culture ignored it.

Here the reframe arrives, and it dismantles the panic at the
root. Bounded rationality says the human mind has always been a
finite information-processor, with a fixed and modest capacity for
attention, the same small working memory the fourth chapter
measured at three or four items, the same narrow channel
through which experience has always had to pass. This finiteness
is the permanent condition of being human, no defect and no
modern development, as true of Aristotle as of a teenager today.
The mind never had a vast attention that has lately shrunk. The
mind has always had a bounded attention, fixed and finite, the
same yesterday and today.

Which means the central claim of the entire panic, the claim
that attention spans are shrinking, is wrong in its grammar.
Attention did not shrink, because attention was never large and
was never going to grow or contract in the first place. It is a fixed
quantity, bounded by the architecture of the brain, and it sits
today at roughly the size it has always been. What changed is not
the size of the attention. What changed is the size of the demand
on it. The amount of information competing for that fixed, finite
attention exploded by orders of magnitude, while the attention
itself stayed exactly the constant thing it had always been, and
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the experience of that fixed thing being overwhelmed by an
exploding demand got relabeled, falsely, as the thing itself
getting smaller.

The rabbits make the error impossible to miss. Picture a single
head of lettuce in a field, and around it, where last year there
were two rabbits, this year there are two hundred. The lettuce is
being consumed faster, stripped bare in minutes where it once
lasted days, and a careless observer watching the lettuce vanish
might conclude that the lettuce has somehow gotten smaller, that
heads of lettuce these days just do not have the substance they
used to. In truth the lettuce is the same size as ever, and there
are simply a hundred times more rabbits eating it. Swap
attention for lettuce and information for rabbits and you have the
whole misdiagnosis of the age in a single image, a fixed resource
overwhelmed by an exploded demand, mistaken for a resource
that has withered. The mind is the lettuce. It did not shrink. The
rabbits multiplied.

Even the behaviors the panic treats as symptoms of decay turn
out, in Simon’s framework, to be the sane responses of a healthy
bounded mind. Satisficing is the obvious example. Faced with a
hundred articles where there is time to read one, a person cannot
possibly evaluate them all and select the optimum, so the
bounded mind does the rational thing and takes the first one
good enough for the purpose, moving on the moment it has what
it needs. This looks, to the panicked eye, like skimming, like an
inability to focus, like the shallow twitching attention of a ruined
generation. It is nothing of the kind. It is the only intelligent way
for a finite processor to operate inside an infinite library, the
strategy a well-designed system would use, the strategy Simon
spent his career showing to be the signature of rationality under
realistic constraints rather than a falling away from it.

Watch the maligned behavior up close and the rationality of it
shows. A person sits down to learn something and finds forty
articles on the question, each promising to be the definitive
treatment, far more than any afternoon could hold. The
optimizing move, reading all forty and weighing them against
each other to find the single best, is not available, because the
afternoon ends and the forty become eighty by tomorrow. So the
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person opens one, reads until it answers the question well
enough, and closes it to get on with the work the answer was for.
To a panicked onlooker this is the death of deep reading, a mind
too restless to stay with a single text. To Simon it is a finite
intelligence allocating a scarce resource correctly, declining to
pour hours of irreplaceable attention into a comparison the
situation does not reward. The behavior the panic mourns as a
symptom is, seen clearly, a competence, the mind’s own sensible
economics at work.

So the real problem of the information age is the one Simon
named, and it is a problem of allocation. If attention is the scarce
resource, then the question that matters, the only question that
matters, is how to allocate that scarce attention well, how to
spend a fixed and precious budget of notice across an
overabundance of things competing to consume it. This is an
economic problem and a design problem. It is not a moral failing
to be cured by willpower or a medical deficiency to be treated
with a diagnosis. It is the ordinary problem of any economy, the
allocation of a scarce resource among competing demands,
applied to the resource that the modern world has made scarcest
of all, which is human attention itself.

Calling attention a scarce resource is a literal economic
description rather than a metaphor, and taking it literally is what
makes the rest of the story legible. A scarce resource has a price.
It can be spent, wasted, invested, stolen, and above all bought
and sold, and the instant a thing can be bought and sold a market
forms around it. Land is scarce, so there is a market in land.
Labor is scarce, so there is a market in labor. Attention, now that
it has become the scarcest thing in the information economy, has
a market too, vast and largely invisible, in which your notice is
the commodity changing hands. You may not think of yourself as
standing in a marketplace when you glance at a screen, but a
great deal of money is moving in that instant, and the thing being
traded is the few seconds of awareness you just spent. Once
attention is understood as a priced good, the question of who is
buying it, and what they are paying, and what they do to get
more of it, becomes unavoidable.
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Simon did not stop at naming the problem. He proposed a
solution, and his solution is the key that unlocks everything the
rest of this book will examine, because what got built is its
photographic negative. A well-designed information system,
Simon argued, should be an attention conserver. Its job is to
protect the scarce resource, to take the overwhelming flood of
available information and condense it, filter it, reduce it to the
small amount that a finite mind can use. A good system absorbs
and distills more than it emits. In his memorable formulation,
such a system should listen and think more than it speaks, taking
in the roar of the world and handing the user back only the quiet,
usable distillation of what matters.

He pressed the point with a warning that reads now like
prophecy. Designing an information system by starting from how
much information it can deliver, Simon said, is doing the job
backwards. The flood of information is not the achievement.
Anyone can produce more information; the world is drowning in
it. The achievement, the entire value a system can add in an
information-rich world, is subtraction, the intelligent removal of
almost everything so that the scarce attention of the user falls
only on the few things worth it. A system worth having reduces
the demand on your attention. It does not add to it. The whole
point of good design, in a world of too many rabbits, is to be the
thing that protects the lettuce.

The principle that value lies in subtraction is one every good
editor already knows in his bones. Hand a skilled editor a
sprawling manuscript and the service rendered is removal rather
than addition, the cutting away of everything inessential until
what remains is the sharp, usable core the reader needs. A good
index does the same, and a good map, and a good teacher, each
earning its keep by deciding what to leave out, by standing
between a person and an overwhelming whole and handing back
only the part that matters. Simon understood the ideal
information system as exactly this kind of editor, a machine for
intelligent omission, its worth measured by how much of the
flood it could spare you. In a world starved of information, a tool
that produced more was a gift. In a world drowning in it, the gift
is a tool that produces less, that has the judgment to throw most
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of the ocean away and pour you a single clean glass.
Picture what that humane vision would look like if anyone built

it. A feed that showed you the handful of things you needed and
then stopped, having nothing more worth your while. Or a device
that interrupted you only when interruption was warranted and
otherwise kept a respectful silence. A search that handed you the
answer and let you leave, satisfied, your attention spent and
returned to you intact. Tools designed on Simon’s principle would
treat your attention as the precious and finite thing it is, would
spend it as carefully as a good steward spends a scarce budget,
would measure their own success by how little of it they
consumed on your behalf. That is the technology the man who
diagnosed the problem hoped would be built to solve it.

It is the opposite of what was built. The systems that came to
dominate the information-rich world were engineered to
consume attention rather than conserve it, to multiply
information rather than condense it, and to speak without
ceasing where Simon had asked them to listen. The feed does not
show you a handful of things and stop; it is bottomless by design,
engineered so that there is always one more item to pull you
onward. Your device does not keep a respectful silence; it
interrupts constantly, buzzing for attention it has no real reason
to claim. The search does not let you leave satisfied; it surrounds
the answer with a dozen further hooks meant to keep you from
leaving at all. Every principle Simon laid down for the humane
handling of scarce attention was inverted, deliberately and at
scale, by the systems that got built.

Consider the single design choice that captures the whole
inversion, the bottomless feed. A list has an end. You reach the
bottom, and the ending is a natural place to stop, to look up, to
decide whether to go on. The engineers of the modern feed
studied that ending and abolished it, building scrolls that
regenerate forever so that the bottom can never be reached and
the natural moment of release never arrives. Far from an
oversight or a technical limitation, this is a deliberate piece of
engineering whose entire purpose is to defeat the moment when
a person’s attention might be returned to them, to keep the
lettuce disappearing by making sure the rabbits never run out.
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Simon’s conserver would have given you an ending and let you
go. The thing that got built was designed, with care and at
expense, to make sure you never could, and the difference
between those two designs is the difference between a tool that
serves you and a tool that feeds on you.

The reason for the inversion is the whole subject of the
chapters to come, and it is simple enough to state here. Simon
assumed that the designer of an information system would be
trying to serve the person using it, and on that assumption his
prescription follows inevitably, since a system serving the user
would naturally conserve the user’s scarce attention. But the
systems that got built were designed to serve the people who
profit from the user’s attention rather than the user, and once
attention became scarce it also became valuable, and a scarce,
valuable thing does not get protected. It gets harvested. When
your attention is what is being bought and sold, the incentive
driving the system reverses completely, because the goal is no
longer to spend as little of your attention as possible but to
extract as much of it as possible, and a system built to extract
attention will do the precise opposite of everything Simon
recommended.

There is a darker turn in the rabbits, too, once the market
enters. Simon’s neighbors’ rabbits multiplied by accident, an
Easter gift that got out of hand. The information rabbits that
overwhelm us now are bred on purpose. An entire industry exists
whose business is to flood you with more, more notifications and
more posts and more autoplaying video, because each unit of
your attention that the additional information consumes is a unit
of revenue for the people producing it, the world’s need for that
information being beside the point. The overabundance is no
longer a natural condition that good design might help us
survive. It has become a manufactured one, an engineered flood,
rabbits bred and released into your field by farmers who profit
every time the lettuce disappears. The scarcity of attention is no
longer just a side effect of information abundance. It is a
resource shortage that someone is deliberately deepening
because they have found a way to sell the thing that is running
out.
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Two readings of the same fact, then, divide along a single line,
and the line organizes the rest of this book. The fact is Simon’s,
that attention has become the scarce resource in a world awash
in information. One reading, Simon’s own, treats this as a design
problem to be solved by building systems that conserve the
scarce resource and hand people back their attention intact. The
other reading, the market’s, treats it as an opportunity to be
exploited by building systems that consume the scarce resource
as fast as possible and sell the consumption. The same true
observation, that attention is scarce and therefore precious,
leads in one direction to a technology that protects you and in the
other to a technology that preys on you, and the history of the
last several decades is the story of which reading won.

With Simon’s framework in hand, the findings of the earlier
chapters lock into place. The screen-switching that Gloria Mark
measured so carefully, the attention that lands on one thing for
forty-seven seconds before moving to the next, is exactly what
the allocation of a fixed, finite attention looks like inside an
environment engineered to consume it. Far from the twitching of
a broken brain, it is a bounded mind doing its rational best to
ration a scarce resource across a field that has been deliberately
overstocked with rabbits. The real number, the forty-seven
seconds, is the behavioral signature of Simon’s poverty of
attention, the measurable trace of a finite resource being drawn
down by a manufactured flood, and Mark’s insistence that the
cause lies in the environment rather than the person is Simon’s
point restated with a stopwatch.

Now the panic’s error can be located with total precision, in
the vocabulary of the man who got it right. There was a real
structural change, the flip from information-scarcity to
attention-scarcity. There was a real design problem, the question
of how to allocate finite attention well. And there was a real act
of exploitation, the deliberate engineering of systems to consume
the scarce resource for profit. The panic took all three of these
real things, every one of them located in the world and the
systems built upon it, and relabeled them as a defect inside the
individual skull, a personal failure of focus, a generational
shrinkage of mind. It blamed the lettuce for the rabbits. It



147

pointed at the victim of an engineered environment and called
the victim broken.

And here is why that misdirection is so useful to the people
doing the engineering, a point the coming chapters will drive
home. If your fractured attention is your own personal failing, a
sign that your individual mind has grown weak, then the
response is for you to fix yourself, to download the focus app and
book the digital detox and feel the appropriate shame, while the
industry that bred the rabbits and released them into your field
stands entirely untouched, its business model intact and even
vindicated, since a broken-minded public is exactly the market
for the cures it also sells. Far from a harmless mistake, the
misdiagnosis transfers blame from the system that engineered
the scarcity to the person suffering it, and that transfer is worth a
great deal of money to the parties who benefit, which is reason
enough to suspect it did not become the dominant story entirely
by accident.

I live in the flood, and the pressure is real. Conceding it is the
foundation of this argument rather than a weakness in it. As a
writer and a publisher I face more to read, more to track, more
competing for my finite attention every single day than any
writer of any previous generation could have imagined, and the
pull of it is genuine and exhausting. The feeling that my attention
is besieged is accurate. There are more rabbits in my field than
there have ever been in anyone’s, and the besiegement is the
lived experience of a bounded mind inside the most
information-rich environment ever constructed, not a fantasy and
not a moral panic.

What I have learned, slowly, is to read that besiegement
correctly, and reading it correctly changes everything about what
I do in response. When I close the tabs and silence the feed and
sit down with a single long manuscript for an afternoon, the old
capacity is simply there, unchanged, the same sustained
attention I supposedly lost, working exactly as it always did the
moment the field is cleared of the engineered rabbits. My
attention never shrank. It was being consumed, by an
environment built to consume it, and the consumption stopped
looking like an attention deficit the instant I understood it as a
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resource problem rather than a personal one. The mind was
never the broken thing. The field was overstocked, and clearing
the field gives the mind right back.

Everything turns on which diagnosis a person accepts,
because the two diagnoses lead to opposite lives. Accept that
your attention is failing and you live in quiet shame, suspecting
your own mind, downloading the apps, blaming yourself for a
weakness that was never yours, while the systems engineered to
drain you keep draining, vindicated by your self-blame. Accept
instead that your attention is fine and the environment is
engineered against it, and the shame lifts, replaced by something
more useful, a clear view of what is happening to you and a
fighting chance to do something about it. The first diagnosis is a
sentence of private failure with no appeal. The second is a
description of a solvable problem with a named cause, which is
the beginning of every solution there has ever been. This is why
getting Simon right is not a matter of intellectual tidiness. It
decides whether a person spends the rest of their life apologizing
to a machine or learning to switch it off.

Simon described the scarcity and prescribed conservation,
and a more sensible world would have built what he imagined,
systems that guard our attention as the precious finite resource it
is. The world built the opposite, and it did so because other
people heard the same insight Simon had, that attention had
become scarce and therefore valuable, and drew from it a
conclusion he never intended. Where Simon saw a resource to
protect, they saw a resource to sell, and they set about
constructing the most sophisticated machinery in history for
capturing human attention and converting it into money. They
are the subject of the next chapter, the merchants who turned
the poverty of attention into the richest business of the age, and
their trade is older and stranger than the smartphones that
perfected it.
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CHAPTER 10

The Merchants of Notice

The trade has a name and a precise shape, and seeing the shape
clearly is the first step toward understanding everything that has
happened to attention in the last two centuries. An attention
merchant is an enterprise that gathers up human attention,
usually by giving something away, a newspaper, a song, a show, a
service, and then resells that gathered attention to a third party
who wants it, which in nearly every case means an advertiser.
The free thing is the lure. The attention it collects is the catch.
And the catch is sold to someone else entirely, someone the
audience never meets and rarely thinks about, who is paying for
access to the one resource the audience produces simply by
paying attention.

This arrangement contains a reversal that most people inside
it never notice, and the reversal is the key to the whole business.
In an ordinary transaction the person receiving the service is the
customer, the one whose satisfaction the seller is trying to earn.
In the attention trade that is not how it works. The audience is
the product rather than the customer, the thing being harvested
and sold, while the real customer, the one whose satisfaction
drives the enterprise, is the advertiser who buys the audience.
The familiar formula captures it exactly, that when you are not
paying for the product, you are the product, and once you see
your own attention as the merchandise on the table, the strange
behavior of every free service you use begins to make sense.

This arrangement is so woven into daily life that it has become
invisible, which is part of its power. The map application that
guides you for free, the social network that connects you for free,
the video site that entertains you for free, the search engine that
answers you for free, none of these is a charity, and all of them
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are running Benjamin Day’s trade. The service is the lure, your
attention is the catch, and somewhere out of sight an advertiser
is paying for the catch, which is why the service is free to you in
the first place. A useful habit, when encountering any free digital
service, is to ask where the money comes from, because the
answer is nearly always the same, that the money comes from
selling your attention to someone else, and the free service exists
to gather the attention that gets sold. Free, in the attention
economy, is the price of being the product.

The historian who traced this industry most thoroughly is Tim
Wu, a law professor at Columbia, whose book on the subject calls
its practitioners the attention merchants and follows their trade
across nearly two centuries. Wu’s central finding is that the
capture and resale of human attention has grown into one of the
defining industries of modern life, and that its basic model has
stayed largely constant beneath all the changing technology, a
steady exchange of free diversion for a moment of your notice,
which is then sold onward to whoever bids highest. The faces and
the gadgets change every few decades. The underlying deal does
not.

Wu’s purpose, which this chapter borrows, was to make the
terms of the trade visible rather than to deliver a sermon against
advertising, on the theory that a person who can see plainly what
is being taken from them, and what they are getting in return, is
in a position to decide whether the bargain is worth it. That is the
stance this chapter takes as well. The attention merchants gave
the world real things, and pretending otherwise would be
dishonest. The aim here is to see the trade clearly, to credit what
it provided, and to mark with precision the point where it turned
from a rough but tolerable bargain into something closer to
extraction.

This trade was born in New York in the summer of 1833, in the
person of a twenty-three-year-old printer named Benjamin Day.
Day was a businessman with a printing press to keep busy, not a
journalist and with no real interest in journalism, and he had
noticed something about the newspaper market that no one had
yet exploited. The papers of the day sold for six cents a copy,
which placed them beyond the reach of ordinary working people
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and confined their readership to the merchant and political elite.
Its leading paper reached only a few thousand subscribers in a
metropolis of three hundred thousand. The audience for news
was, by deliberate pricing, a small and wealthy one.

Day’s idea was to invert that pricing completely. He would sell
his paper, the New York Sun, for a single penny, far below what
it cost to produce each copy, taking a loss on every sale. The
point of the loss was the audience it would buy. At a penny, the
paper could reach the vast population the six-cent papers had
priced out, the laborers and clerks and tradesmen who had never
been newspaper readers, and if Day could assemble that mass
audience he would possess something no one else had, the
gathered attention of a huge slice of the city. He did not intend to
make his money from readers. He intended to make it from
selling those readers to advertisers, who would pay handsomely
for the chance to put their wares in front of so many eyes.

To gather the mass audience he needed, Day had to fill his
cheap paper with something that would reliably seize the
attention of ordinary people, and he discovered quickly that
sensation worked better than substance. The Sun ran crime and
scandal and violence and human tragedy, much of it lifted
straight from the police courts, stories chosen for their power to
grab and hold a reader rather than for their importance or
accuracy. This was the birth of something we now take entirely
for granted, content engineered for capture rather than for value,
the direct ancestor of every lurid headline and every clip
designed to stop your thumb. The principle that the bait should
be optimized to catch attention, with truth and worth as
secondary considerations at best, was established in the first
year of the first attention merchant.

Day was willing to go further than sensationalizing the real,
and here the trade reveals an ancestral kinship with the
fabrications of this book’s early chapters. In 1835 the Sun ran a
series of articles claiming that a famous astronomer had
discovered life on the moon, complete with descriptions of
bat-winged humanoid creatures and unicorns observed through a
powerful new telescope. The entire account was invented, a hoax
from beginning to end, and it was wildly successful, driving the
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Sun’s circulation to new heights and cementing its dominance.
That first attention merchant, having learned that sensation sells,
simply manufactured the sensation when reality would not supply
it, fabricating a story out of nothing because the fabrication
captured attention better than the truth could. The lie was the
business model itself, working as designed, rather than a
betrayal of it.

Now follow the money one step further, to the question of who
was buying the attention Day harvested, because the answer
completes a circle this whole book has been drawing. From the
beginning, the advertisers the penny papers courted were sellers
of soap and, above all, sellers of patent medicine. The audience
that Benjamin Day assembled and sold was assembled and sold,
in large part, to the makers of snake oil. The first product moved
at scale through the machinery of harvested attention was the
fraudulent cure, and the kinship between the attention trade and
the fake remedy was there at the creation, a founding feature
rather than a later corruption.

Patent medicines were the great advertising boom of the
nineteenth century, and they were almost entirely fraudulent.
The concoctions were neither legally patented, which would have
required disclosing their ingredients, nor proven to cure
anything, and they were marketed as panaceas, single bottles
promising relief from every ailment a body could suffer. The
makers were the most aggressive advertisers of their age,
blanketing the new mass-circulation papers and magazines with
claims of miraculous cures, building national brands out of
colored water, alcohol, and worse. Advertising as a distinct
profession grew up substantially in the service of selling these
fake remedies, which means the craft of capturing and directing
public attention was refined, in its formative decades, as a tool
for moving snake oil.

The remedies were not merely useless. Many were actively
dangerous, laced with alcohol in quantities that produced
dependence, or with opium, morphine, and cocaine that
produced worse, so that the cure-all frequently delivered an
addiction in place of a cure. A product that promised health while
quietly fostering dependency was, of course, an excellent
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business, since the dependency guaranteed repeat custom, and
the advertising kept the demand high while obscuring the harm.
The first great fortune built on harvested attention was built, in
significant part, on selling people substances that hurt them
under the banner of making them well.

Marketing leaned on every trick that would later define the
trade, including the fabricated endorsement. Advertisements for
patent medicines brimmed with testimonials, ordinary sufferers
and the occasional purported expert swearing that a few bottles
had cured them of diseases no bottle could touch, the
endorsements as invented as the cures. The pitch aimed squarely
at emotion, at the fear of sickness and the hope of relief,
bypassing reason to reach the places where a frightened person
is most easily moved. When the muckraking journalists of the
early twentieth century finally exposed the industry, cataloguing
the alcohol and narcotics and the worthless secret formulas, the
exposure helped drive the first real food and drug regulation into
law. But the techniques survived the products, outliving the
particular fraud that birthed them, passing into the general craft
of advertising and waiting there for the next thing that needed
selling to a hopeful and frightened public.

The sellers understood that a fraudulent claim travels better
when it borrows the colors of a trusted source, an insight the
early chapters of this book met in another form. Patent medicine
companies printed almanacs, the yearly reference books that
ordinary households bought and trusted as reliable guides to
weather and planting and practical fact, and folded their false
medical claims into that credible format, so that the snake-oil
pitch arrived dressed as dependable information from a familiar
and trusted source. The technique is identical to the one that
turns a marketing statistic into an apparent scientific finding, the
laundering of a sales claim through the borrowed authority of a
format people trust, and it was perfected by the first attention
merchants more than a century before a fake number about a
goldfish put on the lab coat of neuroscience.

The power relations of the trade were laid bare whenever they
were challenged. By the late nineteenth century the newspapers
had grown so dependent on patent-medicine advertising revenue
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that the medicine makers could dictate terms, and when the state
of North Dakota passed a law requiring disclosure of ingredients,
the patent-medicine trade association responded by pulling every
one of its advertisements from every newspaper in the state. The
message was unmistakable. The papers served at the pleasure of
the advertisers who funded them, and an advertiser displeased
by inconvenient laws or inconvenient coverage could simply
withdraw the money on which the papers survived. This is the
structural truth of the attention trade made visible, that the
reader is the product and the advertiser is the customer, and
when the two come into conflict it is the customer whose wishes
prevail.

Here, then, is the symmetry that sits at the center of this
chapter. The attention economy was founded to sell fake cures.
Its first great customers were the snake-oil men, its formative
craft was the art of moving fraudulent remedies, and the
techniques it pioneered, the engineered sensation, the borrowed
authority, the claim calibrated to exploit hope and fear, were
developed to separate desperate people from their money in
exchange for colored water. And the panic this book has spent its
length dismantling is the latest fraudulent cure sold through the
same ancient machine, the focus apps and the digital detoxes and
the whole anxious cottage industry of remedies for an attention
crisis that the machine itself manufactured. The snake oil never
left the building. It only changed its label, and what it sells now is
a cure for the condition the attention merchants create.

From its origins in the penny press and the patent-medicine
boom, the trade climbed steadily into every new medium that the
following century produced. The pattern repeated with each one.
A new technology of news or entertainment would arrive, often
hailed as a tool of enlightenment or connection, and within a few
years it would be turned into a platform for harvesting attention
and selling it to advertisers, the founding bargain reasserting
itself in fresh clothes. Radio, television, cable, the personal
computer, the internet, the smartphone, each entered the world
carrying utopian hopes and each was, sooner or later, converted
into an engine for the same old trade.
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Radio carried the merchants into the home, across the
threshold that print had never quite crossed. The broadcast was
free to the listener, supported entirely by sponsors who paid to
reach the families gathered around the set, and the programming
existed to assemble those families so their attention could be
sold. Daytime serial dramas aimed at women at home acquired a
name that says everything about the arrangement, the soap
opera, so called because soap manufacturers sponsored them,
building entertainment around the marketing of detergent. The
story was the bait and the soap was the business, and the listener
who thought she was simply enjoying a program was, in the logic
of the trade, being delivered to an advertiser by the program she
enjoyed.

Then came the internet, and with it a perfection of the trade so
complete that it deserves to be understood as a difference in kind
as well as degree. The early web carried the familiar utopian
hopes, a people’s technology of free information and open
connection, and for a brief period it seemed it might escape the
old gravity. It did not escape. The same trade reasserted itself
online with a precision and a reach that made every prior version
look crude, and the companies that mastered it, Google and
Facebook above all, became some of the most valuable
enterprises in the history of the world by running Benjamin Day’s
business at planetary scale.

The capture of the web was a real loss, because the promise
had been real. For a brief window the network looked like an
escape from the old trade entirely, a place where anyone could
publish, where information wanted to be free, where the
gatekeepers and their advertisers might finally be routed. The
decision that foreclosed that promise was the decision to make
the web free to use and to fund it with advertising, the same
bargain Benjamin Day had struck, which meant that the business
of the web became, by default, the harvesting of attention. Once
advertising was the revenue, attention was the product, and once
attention was the product, every incentive bent toward capturing
more of it, and the open commons of the early dream hardened
into the most efficient attention-harvesting apparatus ever built.
The web did not have to become this. The choice to fund it by
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selling attention is what made it so.
Its scale alone is staggering. Advertising has become an

industry worth more than a trillion dollars a year worldwide, of
which the large majority is now digital, and a mere handful of
platforms command most of it. Google, Meta, and Amazon
together take well over half of all global digital advertising
spending, and the dependence runs deep, with Meta drawing
roughly ninety-eight percent of its enormous revenue from
advertising alone. The harvesting and resale of human attention
is no longer one business among many. It is one of the largest
industries on the planet, the financial foundation beneath the
companies that now mediate much of human communication.

Three things make the digital version of the trade new in kind,
beyond the mere fact of its size, and the first is the
bottomlessness of the supply. Where a newspaper had a last page
and a broadcast had a sign-off, the digital feed has no end,
engineered to scroll forever so that the harvest never has to
pause, the lure never runs out, and the moment when a person’s
attention might naturally be released and returned to them is
abolished by design. The container that once had edges was
rebuilt to have none, specifically so that the gathering of
attention could continue without the interruptions that the older
media could not avoid.

The second novelty is surveillance, and it transformed the
precision of the trade. Benjamin Day sold undifferentiated
eyeballs, a mass audience addressed all at once with the same
pitch. The digital merchants harvest vast quantities of personal
data about each individual, every click and pause and purchase
and location, building detailed models of who you are and what
moves you, so that the advertisement aimed at you is tuned to
your particular desires and your particular weaknesses. A
shareholder filing concerning Meta described the company’s
targeting systems plainly, as built on the harvesting of vast
personal data and capable of discrimination and the manipulation
of public debate, and the scale of the data harvest behind that
targeting has drawn record privacy penalties, five billion dollars
from American regulators in one case and over a billion from
European ones in another. The merchant no longer sells a crowd.
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He sells you, specifically, modeled and targeted with a precision
Day could not have imagined.

The depth of the modeling is hard to overstate, and harder to
feel from the inside. Every action you take on a platform, every
video watched to the end or abandoned, every post lingered over,
every search and pause and swipe, feeds a statistical portrait of
you that grows more detailed with use, until the system holds a
model of your preferences and triggers more complete in some
respects than your own self-knowledge. Tristan Harris compared
this model to a kind of figure built from your own clippings, a
likeness assembled from the traces you shed, which the system
can run experiments against to discover what will move you
before it tries the move on the real you. That advertisement,
when you finally see it, has been tested against your double,
refined until it is the version most likely to capture your
particular attention. The merchant of the broadcast age aimed a
single pitch at millions. The merchant of the present age aims a
different, individually optimized pitch at each one, having first
built a working model of the mind it intends to capture.

A third novelty is the strangest, and it belongs especially to
the social platforms. Benjamin Day had to pay writers to produce
the sensational content that gathered his audience. Facebook
discovered that it did not need to produce the bait at all, because
the users would produce it themselves, for free, posting the
photographs and opinions and outrages that capture one
another’s attention, while simultaneously generating, through
that same activity, the personal data that powers the targeting.
The platform became a machine that runs on the unpaid labor of
the harvested, who manufacture both the lure that catches their
neighbors and the data that prices the catch, an arrangement of
remarkable efficiency in which the product makes itself.

This harvest, measured in the only unit that matters to the
person being harvested, is enormous. The average user of these
platforms gives them hours every day, a substantial fraction of
waking life poured into feeds engineered to keep it flowing, and
across billions of people that adds up to a quantity of human
attention without any precedent in history, oceans of notice
gathered and sold. This is the lettuce of the previous chapter
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disappearing at industrial scale, the finite attention of a species
drawn down daily into the machinery of the trade. Whatever
value people receive in exchange, and they do receive some, the
sheer magnitude of what is being extracted deserves to be felt
rather than waved away, because it amounts, in aggregate, to the
largest single claim on human attention ever assembled, and it
grows with every new device and every new person brought
online.

Now the trade reaches the point where it tips from harvesting
into something harder to defend, and the engine of that turn is
competition for a resource that cannot grow. Human attention is
strictly finite. There are twenty-four hours in a day and a fixed
number of people, and as Tristan Harris, a former Google design
ethicist who became a prominent critic of the industry, has
pointed out, you cannot manufacture more of it, since it takes
nine months and a new human being to add any. The supply of
attention is capped by biology, and the demand for it, the number
of companies and apps and channels competing to capture it,
keeps rising without limit.

That mismatch creates a zero-sum war, because a fixed supply
fought over by rising demand means that any attention one
platform captures is attention another platform loses. The
competition is total and the currency is universal, every service
measuring its success in the same scarce units. The chief
executive of Netflix once observed that his real competitors were
Facebook, YouTube, and sleep itself rather than other streaming
services, because in the end everything draws from the same
limited reservoir of human attention, and the company that wins
more of it wins at the direct expense of everyone and everything
else competing for the same hours.

When the supply cannot be expanded, the only way to extract
more is to capture a larger share of what exists, and the way to
capture a larger share is to exploit human psychology more
aggressively than the competition does. Harris gave the resulting
dynamic a memorable name, calling it a race to the bottom of the
brain stem, a competition in which each platform reaches lower
into the older and more automatic layers of the mind, past reason
and deliberation and into instinct and reflex, hunting for the
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triggers that capture attention whether the person wills it or not.
The competitive pressure drives the design steadily downward,
toward whatever works on the parts of us we cannot easily
govern.

The principle being exploited is one Harris understood from an
unlikely apprenticeship, since he had been a magician as a boy. A
magician, he observed, does not defeat your intelligence; he
exploits your perceptual weaknesses, the predictable gaps and
reflexes of attention that hold true regardless of how clever you
are. Persuasive technology works the same way, targeting the
vulnerabilities of the human mind rather than its strengths, the
reflexes and cravings and anxieties that can be triggered reliably.
The futurists kept watch for the day machines would surpass
human strength and intelligence, and while they watched the
high ground, the real threshold was crossed quietly below, the
point at which technology learned to exploit human weakness,
which is all the leverage anyone needs to take control.

These techniques are familiar to anyone with a phone, even if
their purpose is rarely named. The pull-to-refresh gesture works
on the logic of a slot machine, delivering its reward on an
unpredictable schedule, because intermittent and variable
reward is the most compulsive pattern known to psychology, the
same mechanism that keeps a gambler at the lever. The infinite
scroll removes the natural stopping points that would let a
person surface and choose to do something else, keeping the
mind submerged in the feed past the moment it would otherwise
have climbed out. These features are the deliberate output of a
race to capture attention by defeating the user’s own self-control,
not conveniences that happened to be addictive.

This is why the common advice to simply exercise more
self-control misunderstands the contest. On one side sits a single
human being with an ordinary supply of willpower and a brain
shaped by evolution for a world that no longer exists. On the
other sits an industry employing some of the most talented
engineers and psychologists alive, equipped with
supercomputers, endless behavioral data, and the ability to run
millions of experiments to discover what defeats that willpower
most reliably. The match is grotesquely uneven, a lone individual
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against a machine built and refined precisely to overcome
individuals, and telling the loser to try harder is both useless and
a little cruel. The fragmentation of attention reflects the
predictable outcome of that unfair fight rather than any
referendum on character or discipline, and pretending it reflects
personal weakness is the misdirection that lets the stronger party
escape scrutiny while the weaker one shoulders the blame.

Harris reached for a vivid image to describe the next move,
once the easy attention had been captured and more had to be
wrung from the same fixed supply. The merchants began to
extract additional attention from the same people by fragmenting
it, by getting a person to attend to two things at once and then to
several, to run a video in one window and a chat in another and a
feed in a third, splitting a single stream of attention into multiple
thinner streams that could each be harvested. Harris called this
fracking the human brain, drilling into a depleted reserve and
breaking it apart to force out the last extractable units, and the
image is exact, because the result is attention split into smaller
and smaller fragments, each fragment less valuable than a whole
but billable all the same.

This is the place where the entire argument of this book
converges, because that fragmentation, that splitting of attention
into smaller and smaller pieces, is precisely the phenomenon the
panic has spent years misdescribing. The constant switching that
Gloria Mark measured, the attention that lands for forty-seven
seconds and moves on, is the footprint of the fracking rather than
the symptom of a generation’s broken minds, the measurable
trace of a finite resource being deliberately split and split again
by an industry that profits from the splitting. The fragmentation
is real, exactly as the second half of this book has conceded, but
it is a product manufactured by the merchants, engineered into
the environment on purpose, and then sold back to its victims as
evidence of their own decline.

Set this beside the bounded mind of the earlier chapters and
the full picture resolves. The human attention being fracked is
the same fixed, finite resource it has always been, the narrow
aperture that passes a few items at a time and cannot be
widened. The merchants cannot enlarge it, so they do the only
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thing a fixed resource permits, which is to divide it, slicing the
single stream into ever-thinner parallel trickles that can each be
metered and sold. What looks like a generation that cannot hold a
thought is a generation whose finite attention has been
deliberately partitioned by an industry that profits from the
partitioning, the whole, deep, sustained attention broken into
shards because shards, in sufficient number, yield more billable
units than a single unbroken stream. The capacity itself was
divided rather than lost, taken apart by parties who found that a
divided attention is more profitable than a whole one, and who
possess the tools to do the dividing against the will of the person
whose attention it is.

Where Simon hoped technology would conserve attention, the
merchants build systems that consume it as fast as they can,
because their entire revenue is the attention consumed. A minute
conserved earns them nothing; a minute captured, fragmented,
and sold earns money, so the business model rewards
consumption over conservation with the reliability of arithmetic.
The attention merchants are the rabbit breeders made concrete,
manufacturing the overabundance on purpose, because the
overabundance is what consumes the attention they sell.

And this is why the broken-brain story, the entire panic this
book set out to dismantle, is so perfectly convenient for the
people who built the machine. Treat your fractured attention as
your own personal failing, a shrunken span or a weak will or the
mark of a degraded generation, and the burden of repair falls on
you, while the merchants who engineered the fragmentation
vanish from the story altogether, blameless and unexamined. The
panic functions, whether or not anyone designed it to, as the
attention economy’s alibi, directing public concern toward the
supposed defects of the victims and away from the deliberate
design of the system. A culture convinced that its own minds are
broken does not think to ask who broke them, which is exactly
the question the merchants would least like asked.

The fraudulent cure closes the circle one final time, because
the same machine that fragments your attention turns around
and sells you the remedy for the fragmentation. The focus apps
and the screen-time dashboards and the digital-wellness
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features, some of them built by the same platforms doing the
fracking, are the snake oil of the present age, a cure for the
affliction marketed by the parties who manufacture the affliction.
Even the reform movement was absorbed, its language of digital
wellbeing adopted as a product feature by the companies it was
meant to challenge, so that the appearance of a cure became one
more thing to be harvested. The patent-medicine men would have
recognized the maneuver instantly, since selling the disease and
the cure to the same customer was their oldest trick.

A fair accounting requires holding two things at once, and the
first is that none of this makes advertising evil or the people who
built these companies villains. The attention trade gave the world
a great deal of real value, free news and free entertainment and
free tools, access to information and connection for billions of
people who could never have paid the full price directly. The
bargain at the heart of the trade, your attention in exchange for
something you wanted, was often a fair one, freely entered and
beneficial, and a history that ignored those benefits to paint the
whole enterprise as a crime would be its own kind of distortion.

Consider the case of journalism, which complicates any simple
verdict on the trade. The advertising model that Benjamin Day
invented also funded, for a century and a half, the newsrooms
that held power to account, the foreign bureaus and the
investigative desks and the daily coverage a self-governing
people needs. The bargain that sold readers to advertisers also
paid the reporters, and when the digital platforms captured the
advertising that once supported newspapers, they hollowed out
the journalism the old bargain had sustained, leaving behind
news deserts and shuttered papers across whole regions. So the
attention trade cannot be dismissed as pure parasitism, having
underwritten real public goods along with the snake oil, and its
present crisis is partly the story of a flawed but functional
arrangement being replaced by a more efficient one that funds
the harvesting without funding the journalism. The loss is real,
and it warns against any account that treats the whole history as
villainy.

A second thing to hold is that the trade has escalated past the
point where that fair bargain still describes it. The line worth
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drawing falls between a trade that gathered your attention with
rough consent and a trade that extracts it by exploiting
weaknesses you cannot readily defend, between a bargain you
could see and accept and a system engineered to defeat your
capacity to refuse, and not between advertising and its absence
at all. The penny paper that caught your eye with a lurid headline
and the feed that fracks your attention through variable-reward
slot mechanics and bottomless scroll are both attention
merchants, but they are not the same thing, and the distance
between them is the distance the trade has traveled from a
tolerable exchange toward something closer to a controlled
substance.

There is a final irony here, and it bears directly on this book’s
argument against alarm. The competition for attention is so total
that even the movement to reform it has been shaped by the
same incentives, and the most prominent critics of the attention
economy have built careers and funding bases on maximizing
alarm about it, their warnings calibrated for emotional impact,
their focus pivoting from one technological menace to the next as
public anxiety moves. This is not a charge of bad faith, since the
underlying analysis is often sound, but an observation about how
complete the trade has become, that alarm itself is harvested
attention, and the panic this book dismantles is alarm being sold,
whether the seller is hawking patent medicine, focus apps, or
dire prophecies about the machines. The attention economy has
grown so total that it shapes even those who set out to oppose it.

I have my own position in this trade, and naming it clarifies
the whole distinction. As a writer and publisher I am, in a narrow
sense, in the attention business, since I make things and hope
that people will attend to them and compete, like everyone, for a
share of the scarce notice. But the model I work in is the older
and cleaner one, the model that predates the attention
merchants. I sell the work itself, the book, to the reader, and the
reader who buys it is my customer, the person whose satisfaction
is the entire point of the transaction. No advertiser pays me for
access to my readers’ eyes. The reader pays for the book, and the
exchange ends there, between the maker and the person who
wanted what was made.
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That distinction is the whole moral architecture of the
situation, drawn in a single line. A writer who sells books to
readers serves the reader, because the reader’s satisfaction is
the product being sold, and the writer’s interest and the reader’s
interest point the same direction. An attention merchant who
sells readers to advertisers serves the advertiser, because the
reader is the product, and the merchant’s interest and the
reader’s interest point in opposite directions, the one seeking to
extract and hold attention, the other seeking to spend it well and
move on. One trade aligns the maker with the audience and the
other sets them against each other, and almost everything that
has gone wrong with attention follows from which of those two
trades came to dominate the age.

My corner of the trade is small and deliberately old-fashioned,
a constellation of sites and books and recordings that people find
and choose and, when they wish, pay for. None of it harvests
anyone’s attention to resell. A reader who comes to a book of
mine and decides it is not worth the time simply leaves, costing
me nothing and owing me nothing, and that freedom to leave is
the mark of the honest trade, the one where the reader is the
customer instead of the merchandise. I have no incentive to trap
anyone, no slot-machine mechanics to install, no reason to
fracture a reader’s attention, because captured attention earns
me nothing. I profit, when I profit at all, from making something
good enough that a person chooses to spend their scarce notice
on it and feels the choice was worth making. The discipline is to
keep wanting that, the earned attention of a willing reader, in
place of the captured attention the other trade is built to extract.

The stakes reach past commerce, into territory this book will
enter more fully before it ends. When the resource being
harvested and resold is human attention, and the targeting has
become precise enough to manipulate what people believe as
well as what they buy, about products and about politics alike,
the trade begins to bear on the conditions of a free mind and a
self-governing society. An industry built to capture and direct
that attention at scale, tuned to exploit the weaknesses of each
individual mind, is therefore not merely an annoyance or a drain.
It is a standing pressure on the capacity for self-government,
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which is why what looks like a story about advertising turns out,
in the end, to be a story about freedom.

This chapter has described the trade and traced its long
history, but it has left the actual transaction in shadow, the
precise mechanism by which your specific attention gets
appraised and sold. That mechanism is stranger and faster than
most people imagine, an auction that runs millions of times a
second rather than once a day, in the fraction of an instant
between your tap and the page that answers it. Every time a feed
refreshes or a page begins to load, a lightning round of bidding
erupts in the machinery beneath, your attention offered to the
highest bidder and sold before the screen finishes drawing, the
highest-bidding advertiser of the old definition rebuilt as a literal
auctioneer living inside the device in your pocket.
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CHAPTER 11

The Auction in Your Pocket

You tap a link, or you open an app, and for a fraction of a second
nothing seems to happen. A blank space where the content will
be, a flicker, the faint sense of a wheel turning somewhere. Most
people experience that pause as emptiness, the brief dead time
before a page assembles itself, and think nothing of it, because
there is nothing to think, only waiting. Inside that pause, in the
tenth of a second between your tap and the page that answers it,
a market convenes, conducts its business, and closes, and the
thing it buys and sells is you.

What happens in the gap is an auction. The page you are
loading has a space reserved for an advertisement, and in the
instant before that space fills, it is put up for sale, offered to
advertisers who bid against one another for the right to place
their message in front of your eyes, specifically yours, at this
exact moment. The highest bidder wins, the winning
advertisement loads into the space along with the rest of the
page, and the whole transaction, the offer and the bids and the
sale and the delivery, completes in roughly one hundred
milliseconds, faster than you can register that anything occurred.
This is a literal auction, for your literal attention, held inside the
device in your hand, every single time a page loads. The phrase is
no figure of speech and no loose way of describing targeted ads.

And it does not happen once. It happens constantly, millions of
times every second across the connected world, a financial
market of staggering size and speed running silently beneath the
surface of ordinary life, faster than any stock exchange and
incomparably larger in the number of its transactions. Every
page, every app, every refresh, on every device, in nearly every
waking moment of billions of people, fires another round of this
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bidding. The auction in your pocket is a single node in the largest
and fastest marketplace ever constructed by human beings, and
the commodity traded in that marketplace, millions of times a
second, is human attention, sold by the glance.

The machinery has a name, real-time bidding, usually
shortened to RTB, and it is the engine of what the industry calls
programmatic advertising. By recent counts, more than ninety
percent of digital display advertising is now bought and sold this
way, through these instantaneous automated auctions, rather
than through the old method of humans negotiating to buy
advertising space in advance. The highest-bidding advertiser
from the previous chapter’s definition of the trade has stopped
being a phrase and become a fact, a literal machine submitting
literal bids, in milliseconds, billions of times over, for the chance
to reach you.

Walk through the machinery slowly, because it deserves to be
seen clearly rather than felt vaguely. The moment a page begins
to load, the website or app showing it to you, the publisher in the
trade’s language, has an advertising slot that needs filling, and
its systems recognize the opportunity in the instant it arises. A
piece of software working for the publisher, called a supply-side
platform, takes note of the available space and begins assembling
a description of what is for sale, which turns out to be a
description not so much of the space as of you.

That description is called a bid request, and its contents are
the heart of the matter. A bid request carries information about
the person who is about to see the ad, which is to say information
about you, your device and its precise model, your location, your
browsing history, inferences about your age and gender and
interests, and an identifying code, a cookie or a mobile
advertising identifier, that ties this moment to the accumulated
profile of everything else known about you. This packet of
information about you is what goes up for auction, dressed as an
advertising opportunity, and it is dispatched into the marketplace
to solicit bids.

The identifying code riding in the bid request is the thread
that turns scattered moments into a coherent dossier. On its own,
a single bid request is a snapshot, one page, one location, one
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instant. But the identifier, the cookie or the advertising ID, is
stable across time and across sites, which means the snapshot
from this morning’s news site can be linked to the snapshot from
last night’s shopping app and the one from the map you opened
on the way to work, until thousands of disconnected glimpses
assemble into a continuous record of where you go, what you
read, what you buy, and what you appear to want. The profile is
accreted across millions of auctions rather than built in any
single one, each bid request adding another fleck to a portrait
that grows sharper and more intimate with every page you load,
a likeness of you compiled from the residue of your own
attention.

From there the bid request reaches an ad exchange, the
central marketplace of the system, which broadcasts it onward to
many demand-side platforms, each of them software working on
behalf of advertisers. Each demand-side platform reads the data
about you in the bid request, checks it against the targeting
criteria of the advertisers it serves, consults its own model of who
you are and what you are likely to do, and decides, in the few
milliseconds available, exactly how much you are worth to its
advertiser at this precise moment. Having decided your worth, it
submits a bid, a specific dollar figure for the right to reach you,
and across the marketplace dozens or hundreds of these
machines do the same thing at once.

The auction then resolves the way auctions do, with the
highest bid winning, and the winning advertiser’s message is
served instantly to your screen, sliding into the reserved space as
the rest of the page finishes drawing. The bid request, the
broadcast to the bidders, the reading of your data, the calculation
of your worth, the submitted bids, the auction itself, and the
delivery of the winning ad, all of it happens in about a tenth of a
second, before the page has finished loading. You experienced a
brief pause and then a page. What occurred was a marketplace
pricing your attention and selling it to the highest bidder, while
you waited.

Dwell for a moment on the speed, because it is the speed that
hides everything. A hundred milliseconds is a tenth of a second,
shorter than a single blink of a human eye, far below the
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threshold at which a person can perceive that a sequence of
events has taken place. The auction is engineered to fit inside
that imperceptible sliver precisely so that the page does not seem
to hesitate, so that your experience remains smooth and the
market beneath it stays out of sight. Were the auction slow
enough to notice, were there a visible pause while machines
haggled over your worth, people might begin to ask what the
delay was for. The whole apparatus is tuned to run faster than
human awareness, which means the surveillance and the sale are
hidden by physics itself, conducted in a slice of time too small for
a person to inhabit, beyond any concealment that mere policy
could provide.

Here is the fact worth holding still to absorb. Your attention is
not sold at a fixed rate, the way a newspaper once sold a column
inch of advertising space at a set price to anyone who wanted it.
Each appearance of an ad in front of you, each impression in the
trade’s term, is priced individually, in real time, by auction,
according to who you are and what you are worth to a particular
advertiser in a particular instant. You carry a fluctuating market
price, a going rate for your notice, and it rises and falls by the
second depending on what the machines know or guess about
you.

What sets that price, moment to moment, is the data. A person
the system believes is in the market for a new car is worth more
to an auto dealer than a person who is not, and bids accordingly.
Someone inferred to be pregnant becomes briefly valuable to a
whole category of advertisers and is priced up. A person whose
data suggests wealth, or illness, or a particular emotional
vulnerability that a particular pitch is designed to exploit,
commands a different price than a person whose data suggests
otherwise. Your attention, in this market, is worth precisely what
the most interested bidder will pay to reach the particular person
the data says you are, never a flat amount, and that figure is
computed fresh, hundreds of times, every day of your life.

The pricing follows your circumstances with an intimacy that
can be chilling once you see it. Someone whose recent searches
suggest a new diagnosis becomes briefly valuable to sellers of
treatments and supplements and dubious remedies, and is priced
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accordingly. Someone whose data hints at grief, or loneliness, or
financial desperation, or a gambling habit, becomes a more
valuable target for whatever industry preys on that exact
condition, and the bids climb. The system bids more for you when
you are vulnerable than when you are strong and skeptical and
content, because a vulnerable person is a more reachable target,
and reachability is what the bidders are paying for. The moment
you are most susceptible to a particular pitch is, by the cold logic
of the auction, the moment your attention is worth the most to
the one selling that pitch, and the machine is built to find that
moment and sell it.

Consider your position in this market, because it is a strange
one. You are the asset, the thing being appraised and traded, the
commodity over which the bidding happens, hundreds of times a
day across every screen you touch. Yet you are the one
participant who is not present at the transaction. You never
agreed to enter this market, you cannot observe it happening,
you do not know your own price or who is buying you or what
they intend, and of the money that changes hands over your
attention you receive not one cent. The most actively traded
thing in your entire life is your own awareness, and you alone
among all the parties to its sale are kept outside the room.

Now the auction turns from a market into something harder to
forgive, because the bidding cannot function without
surveillance, and the surveillance it requires is total. To decide
what your attention is worth, the bidders must know who you
are, which means the bid request must carry intimate
information about you, which means that information must be
sent out, again and again, all day, to whatever companies are
participating in the auction. The pricing of attention and the
surveillance of persons are the same thing in this system,
because the price cannot be set without the surveillance, and so
the surveillance runs every time the price is set.

One detail the industry would least like understood is what
happens to that information when the auction fires. The bid
request does not travel privately to a single buyer and stop there.
It is broadcast, sent simultaneously to every company
participating in the auction, the exchanges and the demand-side
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platforms and the data brokers and the analytics firms, and every
one of them receives the full packet of data about you, whether
or not they end up winning the bid. The great majority of them
lose the auction, and keep your data regardless, having received
it simply by being invited to bid.

Once that broadcast goes out, control of the information is
gone for good. There is no technical mechanism to discover what
the receiving companies do with the data, no way to limit
whether they store it or analyze it or merge it into the profiles
they sell, and no way to prevent them from passing it onward to
other companies still. Hundreds, sometimes thousands, of firms
receive a packet of intimate information about you each time you
load a page, and that data, once broadcast, cannot be recalled,
corrected, or contained. It is loosed into a market of
unaccountable intermediaries who owe you nothing and answer
to no one for what becomes of it.

What rides in that broadcast packet is not the bland
commercial trivia the word advertising might suggest. The data
sent out about you can include what you are reading and
watching and listening to in the moment, along with inferences
drawn over time about your sexual orientation, your religious
faith, your ethnicity, your medical conditions, and your political
views, and your physical location, sometimes specified down to
your GPS coordinates. It carries identifying codes that stitch each
new broadcast to all the previous ones, so that a persistent and
detailed dossier on you, where you go and what you do and who
the data suggests you are, accumulates across the thousands of
daily auctions and never stops growing.

Behind the auction stands an entire industry whose only
product is information about people, the data brokers, firms most
of us could not name and have never knowingly dealt with, which
collect, buy, merge, and sell dossiers on hundreds of millions of
individuals. These companies vacuum up the bidstream data
along with purchase records, location feeds, public records, and
a thousand other sources, and assemble profiles detailed enough
to sort people into categories by income, health, religion, sexual
orientation, political leaning, and far more granular things
besides. Their inventory is you, packaged and labeled and offered
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for sale to anyone willing to pay, and they operate almost entirely
in the dark, accountable to no one whose data they trade. The
auction is the most visible face of this hidden economy, the point
where the profiles are put to work, while the brokers and their
dossiers run underneath the whole arrangement, the silent
warehouse from which every targeted pitch is drawn.

An organization that examined this system closely, the Irish
Council for Civil Liberties, reached a stark conclusion and gave it
a name, calling real-time bidding the biggest data breach ever
recorded. By their accounting the system broadcasts data about
people’s online activity and real-world location something on the
order of one hundred and seventy-eight trillion times a year
across the United States and Europe alone. Translated to the
scale of a single life, that means the average person in the United
States has their activity and whereabouts exposed by this system
around seven hundred and forty-seven times every day, a private
dossier flung outward to strangers several hundred times
between waking and sleeping.

The breadth of the exposure matches its frequency. By the
same investigation, thousands of companies are authorized to
receive this stream of data about the people of a single country,
with the count in the United States approaching five thousand
firms. The auction in your pocket is therefore two things at once,
inseparably, a marketplace that sells your attention and a
continuous leak that broadcasts your most private information to
a crowd of companies you have never heard of and will never be
able to name, repeated hundreds of times a day, every day, for as
long as you carry a phone.

Translate those figures out of the abstract and they become
hard to bear. Seven hundred and forty-seven exposures a day is
one roughly every two minutes of waking life, a broadcast of your
whereabouts and your reading and the inferences drawn about
you flung outward to strangers more often than most people
check the time. It does not pause when you put the phone down,
because the apps keep working in the background, and it does
not distinguish between the trivial and the tender, broadcasting
your visit to a medical site or a support forum with the same
indifference it broadcasts your check of the weather. Across a
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year, across a population, the totals climb into the trillions, a
continuous hemorrhage of private information so vast and so
constant that the mind refuses to hold it, which may be the only
reason it has been tolerated at all.

The consent you are imagined to have given for this is a
fiction, and a thin one. The cookie-consent banners that interrupt
every website, the boxes assuring you that your privacy is valued
and inviting you to accept, were designed by the advertising
industry itself, and the framework underlying them has been
ruled unlawful by European regulators who found it failed the
basic requirements of genuine consent. Clicking accept on a
banner to make it disappear is not the same as knowingly
agreeing to have your intimate data broadcast to thousands of
companies hundreds of times a day, and no one has ever
knowingly agreed to that, because no banner has ever described
it plainly. This appearance of consent was manufactured
precisely so that the reality of the surveillance could proceed
without it.

The design of the consent itself is an exercise in engineered
helplessness. The banners are built to be dismissed, the accept
button large and bright and easy, the path to refusal buried
under layers of menus and toggles deliberately tedious to work
through, so that the rational move for a person who simply wants
to read an article is to click accept and move on. Far from an
accident of clumsy design, this is a craft, a set of techniques
refined to extract the appearance of agreement while making
genuine refusal so laborious that almost no one attempts it. The
consent that supposedly legitimizes the entire surveillance
apparatus is manufactured by exploiting the same human
impatience the rest of the system is built to exploit, and a
permission obtained by wearing down the person giving it is no
permission worth the name.

This leak runs so wide that it has become a matter of national
security as well as private dignity. The data brokers feeding the
auction sell audience categories that include military personnel,
intelligence and counterterrorism workers, and employees of the
aerospace and defense industries, which means the same
machinery that lets a shoe company find likely sneaker buyers
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lets anyone with a budget identify, locate, and track the
movements of the people a nation most needs to keep hidden. A
system built to sell attention turned out, as an unplanned
consequence, to be a precision instrument for surveilling soldiers
and spies, available to whoever pays, including the foreign
governments such people are meant to be protected from.

A last absurdity collapses any tidy story about the efficiency of
all this, which is that the auction is a black box even to the people
putting money into it. The system runs so fast and so opaquely
that the advertisers spending the money frequently cannot see
where it goes, and the publishers selling the inventory cannot
fully account for what they are selling, and into that engineered
darkness floods an ocean of fraud. The machine that knows your
GPS coordinates cannot reliably tell its own paying customers
what they bought.

Fraud begins with the simple fact that much of the attention
being auctioned is not human. Roughly half of all traffic on the
web is now generated by automated programs rather than
people, and a large share of the advertising impressions sold
through the auction are served to those bots, which dutifully load
the ads and generate the clicks that the system bills to
advertisers as if a person had seen them. Robots watch the
advertisements, robots click them, and money flows for attention
that no human being ever paid.

The sums involved are enormous, though no one can measure
them precisely, which is itself part of the indictment. Estimates of
the money lost annually to advertising fraud range widely, from
tens of billions of dollars to well over a hundred billion, with
credible research placing recent yearly losses around the
hundred-billion mark, and the fraction of programmatic traffic
judged invalid running anywhere from a fifth to half, depending
on the channel. A substantial portion of the most sophisticated
attention market ever built consists, in plain terms, of machines
showing advertisements to other machines, with real money
passing over the fake transaction.

Beyond the bots there are the made-for-advertising sites, an
entire shadow industry of worthless websites that exist for no
reason except to carry ads, churning out low-quality pages,
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increasingly generated by software, whose only function is to
catch a stray visitor and serve an impression, draining billions
more from the system. The auction cannot reliably distinguish a
real person reading a genuine article from a bot loading a
fraudulent page, and that inability is revealing, because it shows
how little the machine knows about the attention it sells, for all
the intimate data it holds about the people it claims to be selling.

A conflict of interest at the heart of the system is the deepest
reason the fraud persists. The dominant platforms that run the
auctions are paid a cut of every transaction, which means they
earn money on fraudulent impressions exactly as they earn it on
real ones, and so the parties best positioned to police the fraud
are the parties who profit from it. Asking the auction houses to
root out the fake traffic flowing through their own marketplaces
is asking them to reduce their own revenue, and they have
responded with roughly the enthusiasm one would predict.
Independent firms have grown up to detect the fraud the
platforms will not, an entire defensive industry built atop the
offensive one, though they fight at a disadvantage against a
system whose owners have little incentive to help them win. The
fraud endures as a cost the industry has found it more profitable
to tolerate than a flaw it is racing to fix.

Set the two facts side by side and the portrait of the industry
sharpens into something almost surreal. The machine that
surveils you hundreds of times a day, that broadcasts your health
conditions and your location and your politics to thousands of
companies, that prices your attention to the millisecond with
apparent precision, cannot reliably determine whether the
attention it is selling belongs to a human being at all. The
surveillance of you is exact and the knowledge of its own product
is a shambles, and an industry that knows everything about the
watched and almost nothing about the watching is an industry
whose precision is aimed entirely at extraction and not at all at
truth.

These stakes leave the realm of commerce entirely the
moment this machinery is pointed at politics, which it has been.
The same infrastructure that delivers a tailored shoe
advertisement to a likely buyer can deliver a tailored political
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message to a likely voter, a different argument or a different fear
aimed at each person according to the profile the surveillance
assembled, and the precision that sells products sells candidates
and causes and grievances by exactly the same means.
Persuasion that once had to be broadcast to everyone at once can
now be whispered to each citizen individually, customized to the
weaknesses the data reveals.

The case that made this concrete carries a name now used as
shorthand for the whole danger, Cambridge Analytica. This firm
obtained data drawn from as many as eighty-seven million
Facebook profiles without the informed consent of the people it
concerned, built psychological profiles from that data, and used
them to aim micro-targeted political messages at American
voters during the 2016 campaigns. The episode proved past
argument that the surveillance infrastructure could be turned
toward elections, and that the supposed consent of the people
whose minds were the target did not meaningfully exist.

In keeping with this book’s refusal to inflate any threat,
though, the actual potency of what Cambridge Analytica did
deserves a colder look than it usually gets. Political scientists
who studied the firm’s methods concluded that its psychographic
targeting was neither novel nor measurably decisive, that the
statistical link between a person’s social-media activity and their
personality is weak, and that political campaigns had been
profiling voters with data for years before Cambridge Analytica
arrived. One former architect of Facebook’s own advertising
system dismissed the firm’s grand claims as worthless.
Cambridge Analytica, in other words, may itself have been
peddling a kind of snake oil, an overhyped promise of scientific
mind-control that performed far less impressively than its
marketing claimed.

The accountability that followed the scandal tells its own story
about the balance of power. American regulators imposed a
record fine of five billion dollars on Facebook over its handling of
user data, the largest privacy penalty in history at the time, and
the company’s stock price rose when the news broke, because
investors recognized the sum as trivial against the river of
revenue the underlying business produces. A fine that the market



177

greets as good news functions as a license fee rather than a
punishment. And the same machinery implicated in the scandal
was used, in the same election, by a foreign influence operation
that bought advertisements targeting millions of voters to
inflame division, demonstrating that the targeting infrastructure
built to sell consumer goods is equally available to anyone,
including hostile governments, who wishes to aim a message at a
population’s vulnerabilities.

So the scandal resolves into two true things held at once,
which is the pattern this book keeps uncovering beneath the
noise. The infrastructure is real, the harvest of millions of profiles
without consent was real, and the capacity to aim political
messages at individuals according to their data is real, and all of
that is serious. The further claim that this capacity amounts to
reliable control over how people vote is largely hype, promoted
by a firm with every interest in appearing powerful and amplified
by a public hungry to be frightened. An honest course credits the
machinery and refuses the mythology, the same discipline that
separates the real screen-switching of earlier chapters from the
fictional collapse of the human mind.

The deeper danger to a republic, in any case, is structural and
patient, and it does not depend on the effectiveness of any single
firm. A system that surveils every citizen, prices each one’s
attention, and stands ready to deliver an individually tailored
message to anyone, tuned to their inferred fears and loyalties, is
a standing instrument of persuasion at a scale and precision no
propagandist in history ever held. Whether or not that instrument
has yet swung an election, it exists, it is available for hire, and a
self-governing people whose attention is auctioned to the highest
bidder and whose beliefs are targeted one by one has already
surrendered something a republic cannot do without, which is
the sovereignty of its own citizens’ notice.

Set the new instrument against the old propaganda to feel the
difference in kind. The propagandist of the twentieth century,
however sinister, broadcast a single message to a mass audience
and hoped it would land, unable to know who heard it or to vary
it from one listener to the next, and a citizen could at least see
the same poster or hear the same broadcast his neighbor did and
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argue with him about it. The new persuasion is private and
individual, a different message shaped for each person according
to the fears and loyalties the data reveals, delivered in a feed no
one else can see, leaving no shared public text to point at and
dispute. A lie broadcast to everyone can be caught and answered
in the open. A thousand different appeals whispered separately to
a thousand different people, each tuned to a private weakness,
cannot be caught at all, because no one but the target ever sees
them, and that invisibility is a new thing under the sun for the
manipulation of a public.

The auction explains what the earlier chapters could only
name. Herbert Simon observed half a century ago that
information abundance had made attention the scarce resource
of the age, and the auction is the proof of his insight rendered in
dollars, the literal market that takes the scarce resource and
assigns it a clearing price by the unit, in real time, millions of
times a second. Attention is a commodity in the strict sense, by
no analogy and no loose metaphor, with an exchange, a price
discovery mechanism, and a transaction volume that dwarfs
every other market on earth.

The auction also explains, finally and completely, why the
systems of the previous chapter are engineered to fragment your
attention. Every refresh of a feed opens a fresh advertising slot
and fires a fresh auction. Every new page loaded is another sale.
The bottomless scroll and the ceaseless refresh and the endless
stream of new items are not only devices for holding you; they
are devices for manufacturing inventory, because each new
fragment of your divided attention is another lot to be auctioned,
another impression to be priced and sold. The fragmentation is
the production line itself, rather than a mere side effect of the
design.

Those forty-seven seconds of the fifth chapter, then, the
fracked and splintered attention of the ninth, acquire a price tag
in the tenth. Each time your attention is captured, released, and
recaptured, the recapture triggers another auction and another
sale, so that a single hour of your divided notice can be sold many
more times than a single hour of unbroken concentration ever
could. The industry is not shattering your focus by accident or
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through indifference to your wellbeing. A shattered focus is a
focus that can be sold over and over, and the breaking is the
business, because each shard is separately billable.

The arithmetic is worth making explicit, because it exposes
the motive behind a thousand design decisions. An hour of
unbroken reading on a single page presents one advertising slot
and fires, perhaps, one auction. That same hour spent switching
among a feed that refreshes every few seconds presents dozens
or hundreds of slots and fires dozens or hundreds of auctions,
each a separate sale of the same hour of your attention. From the
standpoint of revenue, your divided hour is worth many times
your concentrated one, the difference lying in how often your
attention was sold rather than in how much you saw that
mattered. Every feature that chops your attention into smaller
pieces, the refresh, the scroll, the autoplay, the notification that
pulls you back, multiplies the number of billable moments wrung
from the same finite supply, which means the engineering of
distraction is the most faithful expression of the business model
rather than a betrayal of it.

And so the convenient misdiagnosis that this whole book has
worked to dismantle reaches its final and most useful form. If
your scattered attention is your personal failing, a weak will or a
broken brain or a degraded generation, then you will spend your
energy blaming and trying to fix yourself, and you will never once
think to ask the question this chapter has answered, which is who
is buying your attention, through what machinery, at what price,
hundreds of times a day, behind a screen that shows you nothing
but a page quietly loading. The story that your mind is broken is
the perfect cover for the auction, because a person busy
apologizing for their own distraction does not look up to see the
marketplace running in their pocket.

Trace the misdiagnosis back through the whole book and its
function clicks into place. The fake goldfish statistic, the invented
attention span, the eulogies for a generation’s ruined minds, all
of them point the finger inward, at the supposed defect in you,
and away from the machinery that profits from your
fragmentation. And the same culture that convinces you your
mind is broken stands ready to sell you the cure, the focus apps
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and the detox retreats and the mindfulness subscriptions, the
snake oil of the present age, marketed by the same ecosystem
that fractures the attention it then offers to heal. The auction
runs while you scroll a wellness feed searching for a remedy,
selling your attention to the highest bidder even as you try to
reclaim it, and the panic that sent you searching is the thing that
keeps the auction safely out of view.

There is something clarifying, and unsettling, in grasping that
you are the asset in a market you never agreed to enter. I carry,
as everyone does, a device that auctions my attention all day
long, that has broadcast my location and my reading and the
data’s guesses about my health and my politics to companies
whose names I will never learn, that assigns me a price to the
millisecond and sells me to strangers while I imagine I am merely
checking something. In this market I am livestock, appraised and
traded, and every dollar my attention earns flows to someone
else entirely.

I have felt the machine’s accuracy in the small, eerie way
everyone now knows, the advertisement that arrives moments
after a private thought, the product that seems to have read my
mind because, in a sense, it read my data. For years I told myself,
as many do, that the phone must be listening, because no other
explanation seemed to fit how precisely the pitch matched the
moment. What is happening is stranger and more total than
eavesdropping. My phone does not need to hear me, because the
dossier already knows where I have been and what I have
searched and what people like me tend to want next, and from
that it predicts the thought before I have finished having it. The
uncanny ad is the auction working as designed, pricing a moment
of my attention to the company most confident it could read me,
rather than any coincidence or hidden microphone.

But I also know that I stand, as a maker of things, on the far
side of the line the previous chapter drew, and the contrast has
never been starker than when the machinery of the worse trade
is laid bare. When I sell a book to a reader, no auction fires, no
bid request broadcasts the reader’s intimate data to a thousand
companies, no third party prices the reader’s attention and sells
it behind the reader’s back. The reader chooses the book, pays
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for the book, and reads it, and the transaction is visible and clean
and complete between the two of us, with no hidden market
running underneath. Seeing the auction in full detail is the
strongest argument I know for the older and humbler way of
making a living from what one makes.

The practice that follows is the one this book keeps returning
to, which is the refusal to become a node in the auction’s
machinery. I cannot fully remove my own attention from the
market while I use the same tools as everyone else, and I will not
pretend to a purity I do not have. What I can do is refuse to run
the auction on anyone else, to make things people freely choose
rather than harvest and resell their notice, to keep my own work
on the visible and consenting side of every transaction. That
refusal, modest as it is, is most of what honest making amounts to
in an age built on the merchandising of attention.

A fair reckoning, here as throughout, has to credit what the
machine achieves before condemning what it costs. Real-time
bidding is an authentic feat of engineering, a marvel of speed and
coordination that performs real work, matching advertisers to
audiences with an efficiency the old methods could never
approach, funding the vast array of free services that billions of
people use without paying, and now and then placing in front of a
person something they were glad to find. A blanket denunciation
of programmatic advertising would have to ignore that it solved a
real problem and produced real value, and this book does not
deal in blanket denunciations.

What the reckoning cannot accept is the terms on which that
value is delivered, which are surveillance without meaningful
consent, the broadcast of intimate personal data to thousands of
unaccountable companies, the sale of a person’s attention
without their knowledge or participation or any share of the
proceeds, and the placement of a precision instrument of
persuasion into any hands that can pay for it. The dividing line, as
it was with the trade’s whole history, is consent and visibility. An
open market in attention, conducted with real knowledge and
real consent and real limits, might be a bargain a free person
could accept. The market we have runs in the dark, on terms no
one was ever plainly offered, and that darkness, more than the
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existence of the market, is the offense.
It is worth saying what a tolerable version would require,

because the failure is one of terms rather than of technology.
Imagine an attention market in which the data about you stayed
with you, shared only by your deliberate choice and only with
parties you could name, in which the bid request carried no
broadcast of your health or your location to thousands of
strangers, in which you could see your own price and take a
share of it, in which consent meant a real and informed yes
rather than a banner clicked in surrender. Such a system is
technically possible; nothing in the engineering forbids it. What
forbids it is that the current arrangement is more profitable for
the companies that built it, and so the surveillance and the
broadcast and the manufactured consent persist because the
people who profit prefer them, rather than because they are
required to show anyone a relevant ad. The machinery could
serve a fair bargain; it was built to serve an unfair one instead.

Step back from the machinery and notice what the whole
system assumes about attention, because the assumption is false
and the falseness matters. The auction treats attention as a
uniform quantity, a substance like crude oil or electricity, the
same from every person and every moment, divisible into
identical units that can be metered and priced and sold without
regard to their content. A second of a grieving widow’s notice
and a second of a bored teenager’s notice are, to the machine,
interchangeable inventory, equivalent lots distinguished only by
the price a bidder will pay. This is a severe impoverishment of
what attention is, a flattening of the most varied and meaningful
of human capacities into a fungible commodity, and the flattening
is no accident of the trade. A thing must be made uniform before
it can be sold by the unit, and the auction can only function by
pretending that all attention is the same.

This chapter has shown attention bought and sold as though it
were a uniform substance, a fungible commodity to be metered
out and auctioned by the glance, identical from one person and
one moment to the next. But human attention is nothing so flat or
so simple, and the machine’s model of it is impoverished in a way
the next chapter will make plain. There are kinds of human
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attention the auction cannot perceive, cannot price, and cannot
harvest at all, forms of deep, reciprocal, embodied notice that
pass between people directly and live entirely outside any
market, and one of the richest of them belongs to a language
carried in the hands, the eyes, and the face rather than in sound.
To understand what the merchants are taking from us, and what
lies forever beyond their reach, the book turns next to a
community that has built a whole culture and a whole grammar
upon a form of attention no auction can touch.
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CHAPTER 12

The Eye That Reads the Room

Watch two people talk in American Sign Language and the first
thing you notice, before you understand a word, is the quality of
the looking. They face each other squarely. Their eyes stay
locked, not in the strained way of a hearing person forcing eye
contact, but easily, continuously, because the looking is the
listening. Hands move, faces shift through expressions that are
doing grammatical work, bodies lean and turn, and through all of
it the gaze holds, each person pouring their whole visual
attention into the other and receiving the other’s in return.
Nobody glances at a phone. Nobody lets their eyes drift to the
television over the other’s shoulder. The conversation is a closed
circuit of mutual attention, and to step into a room where it is
happening is to feel, with a small shock, how rare that
completeness has become everywhere else.

Spend time at a Deaf gathering, a party or a dinner where
most of the room is signing, and the visual intensity of the place
becomes its own atmosphere. Conversations carry across
distances that would defeat speech, two people signing clearly to
each other from opposite ends of a long table while a third joins
from the doorway, because sign travels as far as sight does.
People monitor the whole room with a peripheral awareness that
hearing people reserve for moments of danger, catching a wave
or a flash of motion at the edge of vision and turning toward it
without breaking the thread of their own conversation. A hand
waved overhead, a table tapped so the vibration carries, a light
flicked on and off to call the room to order, all of it a communal
management of attention conducted in a register the hearing
rarely notice. The room is reading itself constantly, and the
reading is effortless, because everyone in it has spent a lifetime
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learning to see.
This is a kind of attention the previous chapters never

described, because it is the opposite of everything they
described. The channel will not permit fragmentation, so this
attention does not fracture. No machine sits between the two
people to take a cut, so nothing here is harvested. With no
impression to sell, no slot to fill, and no bidstream to broadcast,
nothing is auctioned. It passes directly from one person to
another, embodied and reciprocal and complete, and it exists
entirely outside the market that the last chapter laid bare. To
understand what the merchants have been taking from us, it
helps to look hard at a form of attention they cannot reach, and
the richest one I know lives in a language with no sound at all.
The neurologist Oliver Sacks gave hearing readers their most
accessible way into that world in Seeing Voices, his account of
how perception and thought reshape themselves around a
language taken in through the eye rather than the ear.

I have a particular reason to know it, which is that I have
spent the better part of my adult life inside it. My wife, Janna
Sweenie, is Deaf, an educator and a performer in American Sign
Language, and our marriage is conducted in a visual world. The
attention this chapter is about did not come to me from a study. It
is the medium of my home, the way conversation happens at my
kitchen table, the discipline I have had to learn and relearn for
years, and much of what I understand about attention I
understand because of her and because of the language we
share. The panic that the world has lost its capacity for deep,
present attention looks strange from where I sit, because I watch
that capacity exercised, fully and ordinarily, every day.

Begin with what the language is, because almost everything
the hearing world assumes about it is wrong. American Sign
Language is not English rendered on the hands, not a code that
maps signs onto English words, not pantomime, and not a loose
system of helpful gestures. It is a full natural human language,
with its own grammar, its own syntax, its own structure,
unrelated to English and in fact descended from French Sign
Language rather than from anything spoken around it. A person
fluent in English who knows no ASL understands a signed
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conversation no better than they would understand spoken
Japanese, because they are different languages, and the hands
are not spelling out English in the air.

Long before any laboratory took up the question, the case for
sign as a true language had a deaf man to make it. In 1779 a deaf
Parisian bookbinder named Pierre Desloges wrote what may be
the first book ever published by a deaf author. Deafened by
smallpox at seven and kept from sign until he was twenty-seven,
when an unschooled deaf Italian taught him at last, Desloges had
lived the isolation the hearing world imposed before he found a
whole community conducting its life in a language the authorities
refused to honor. His book answered a hearing abbé,
Claude-François Deschamps, who had dismissed signs as crude
gesture, and Desloges answered from the inside, insisting that
the language of the deaf carried every thought a voice could
carry and that it had thrived among deaf Parisians long before
any hearing teacher claimed to have invented it. He warned his
readers against the comfortable lie that deaf people were a
species of automaton, fit only to vegetate. Two centuries on, the
world remembers Desloges and has forgotten Deschamps, the
verdict a man earns by arguing the truth against the authority of
his day.

The rigorous proof arrived almost two centuries after
Desloges, through the work of William Stokoe, a linguist at
Gallaudet University, the Deaf university in Washington, who
turned the tools of structural linguistics on ASL and published his
findings in 1960. Before Stokoe, sign was widely dismissed, even
by many educators of the deaf, as a primitive substitute for real
language, a crude pictorial gesturing that lacked grammar and
structure. Stokoe demonstrated the opposite with rigor, showing
that ASL possesses the full architecture of a language, a
phonology and a morphology and a syntax, organized by rules as
systematic as those of any spoken tongue. His work, resisted at
first, eventually forced the recognition that signed languages are
true languages, and it founded the entire modern field of sign
linguistics.

The structure Stokoe uncovered is built, like spoken language,
from meaningless parts that combine into meaning. He identified
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the parameters from which every sign is constructed, the
handshape, the location where the sign is made, the movement of
the hands, the orientation of the palm, and the markers carried
on the face, and he showed that changing a single parameter
changes the word, exactly as changing a single sound turns the
English bat into pat. Two signs identical except for handshape
are two different words, a minimal pair, the bedrock evidence
that a language has a phonology. ASL builds its vocabulary from
a finite set of these contrastive elements, the same fundamental
design that underlies every human language.

One difference from spoken language matters enormously for
the question of attention, and it is the difference of simultaneity.
In speech, sounds arrive one after another in a single line, strung
out in time, so that a listener processes a sequence. In sign, the
parameters of a word happen all at once, the handshape and the
location and the movement and the facial marker occurring
simultaneously, and meaning is built in the space around the
signer’s body as well as in time. To read ASL is to take in several
channels at the same instant and to track meaning across a
three-dimensional space, a perceptual task quite unlike following
a line of sound, and it asks of the eyes a kind of full, distributed,
simultaneous attention that spoken language never demands of
the ears.

Here is the fact from which everything else in Deaf attention
follows. You must look in order to receive. Spoken language is
generous about attention in a way easy to overlook, because
sound travels in all directions and arrives whether or not the
listener is looking, so a hearing person can absorb speech while
facing away, while reading, while scanning a room, while
glancing at a screen. Signed language grants no such latitude.
The message exists only in the visual field, which means it
reaches only a person whose eyes are on the signer, and a Deaf
person cannot sign to someone who is looking elsewhere,
because there is no one there to receive it. Looking away is not
rudeness layered on top of inattention. Looking away simply is
inattention, total and immediate, the conversation severed the
instant the gaze breaks.
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What this enforces, every time two people sign, is sustained
mutual visual attention, the thing the rest of modern life has
made nearly extinct. The signer and the receiver hold each
other’s visual field continuously, for the length of the exchange,
neither able to drift or split or half-attend without the
conversation simply stopping. A signed conversation cannot be
conducted while scrolling a feed, cannot be half-heard from the
next room, cannot proceed through the divided, glancing,
fractional attention that the attention economy has trained the
hearing world to consider normal. The channel itself demands
presence, and presence is what it gets.

That demand has produced, over generations, a sophisticated
grammar of attention, in which the gaze itself does linguistic
work. Where a hearing speaker manages the turns of a
conversation through tone and pauses in sound, a signer
manages them through the eyes. A signer about to ask a question
tends to meet the other’s gaze, while one about to make a
statement may look away as they begin. A signer who pauses and
looks off to find the next sign is signaling that the turn is not
finished, holding the floor with a glance, and a person ready to
seize a turn can look away and start signing rather than wait. The
eyes negotiate who speaks and who attends, a constant, fluent
choreography that hearing people perform crudely if at all,
because their channel does the work for them.

The face, in ASL, is grammar rather than decoration, which
deepens the attentional demand further. Raised eyebrows turn a
statement into a yes-or-no question; furrowed brows mark a
different kind of question; specific movements of the mouth
function as grammatical particles that modify the meaning of the
hands. A receiver who watches only the hands and ignores the
face misses half the sentence, the way a reader who skipped
every verb would miss half a paragraph. So the eyes must take in
the hands and the face together, and the body, and the space, all
at once, which is why the looking in a signed conversation is the
act of comprehension itself rather than a polite frame around the
talk.

The eyes carry meaning in another way, through the use of
space and the technique signers call role shift. A signer can
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establish a person or thing by glancing to a particular spot, and
that spot then holds the referent for the rest of the conversation,
so that a later glance toward it points back to the absent person
as surely as a pronoun. A signer can turn slightly and shift their
gaze to take on a character’s perspective, becoming that person
for a moment to show what they did or said, a fluid embodiment
that replaces the clumsy he-said and she-said of English with
direct enactment. To follow this, the receiver must attend to
where the eyes go and where the body turns as well as to the
hands and face, because direction and gaze are part of the
sentence. Attention to the whole person, in space, is the only way
to read the language at all.

This same machinery of gaze and space gives ASL a literature
and an art of its own, which the hearing world is only beginning
to recognize. ASL poetry exploits the simultaneity of the
language to do things no spoken poem can, holding two images in
the two hands at once, rhyming through handshape and
movement rather than through sound, sculpting meaning in three
dimensions. A skilled storyteller in ASL can become a dozen
characters in succession through role shift, moving body and
gaze so fluidly that an audience always knows who is speaking,
can show a scene from inside it and then pull back to narrate it,
can compress a whole landscape into the space above a table. To
follow such a performance is to exercise visual attention at a
height most hearing people never reach, tracking character and
perspective and image through a medium that addresses the eye
the way music addresses the ear. The art exists, and it demands
an attentive audience the way all art does.

Put these demands together and a signed conversation
emerges as something close to the most attentionally complete
exchange that ordinary human life contains. Each person gives
the other their entire visual field, continuously, reading hands
and face and body and eyes and the space between them
simultaneously, while offering all the same channels in return to
be read. There is no version of this that runs in the background,
no signing while distracted, no partial presence. Two people in
ASL conversation are, of necessity, fully present to each other,
and that complete mutual presence, which the hearing world
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increasingly treats as a rare and effortful achievement, is simply
the baseline condition of talk in the Deaf world.

I can report from experience how demanding this attention is,
because I came to ASL as an adult and a hearing person, and
learning it humbled me. The first lessons exhausted me in a way
no spoken-language class ever had, because I could not let my
eyes rest for even a moment without losing the thread entirely,
and the constant, total visual focus left me drained after an hour
the way hard physical work does. I had spent my whole life
listening with half my attention, letting sound wash over me
while my eyes wandered, and the language forced me to discover
how partial my attention had always been. There is no coasting in
a signed conversation, no letting the words arrive while the mind
drifts elsewhere, and the discipline of staying fully present, eyes
up and locked, was a skill I had to build almost from nothing,
having let it wither across decades of distracted hearing.

Because attention is so central to the language, the culture
built around it has developed into something like an ethics of
attention, a set of courtesies that the hearing world has largely
forgotten. To break eye contact in the middle of a signed
conversation without explanation is plainly rude, the visual
equivalent of turning your back while someone speaks, or of
glancing at your phone while a friend confides in you. If a sound
or an event pulls a hearing person’s attention away
mid-conversation, Deaf etiquette requires explaining what
happened rather than leaving the other person staring at a
suddenly vacant face. To stand among Deaf people and speak
aloud to a hearing companion without signing, shutting the Deaf
people out of a conversation happening in front of them, is a
recognized discourtesy. Attention, in this culture, is something
owed to others and offered to them deliberately, a form of
respect rather than a resource to be spent however one likes.

Set that beside the habits the hearing world now considers
ordinary and the contrast is stark. Hearing culture has come to
treat divided attention as normal and even efficient, the
half-listening across a phone screen, the conversation conducted
while both parties glance at their devices, the meeting attended
with one eye on a feed. The audio channel forgives all of it,
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delivering the words regardless, so the erosion of presence
proceeds without obvious cost. The Deaf world never had that
forgiveness available, and so it preserved, out of plain necessity,
the etiquette of full attention that the hearing world has been
busily discarding, especially in the years since the screen entered
every pocket.

One phrase best names the hearing world’s condition,
continuous partial attention, a state of perpetual low-grade
monitoring in which one is never fully anywhere, always
half-tracking a screen, a notification, a second conversation, a
feed. It has become so normal that most hearing people no longer
experience it as a deficit or even notice it as a state, mistaking it
for ordinary consciousness. Step into the Deaf world and the
contrast exposes it instantly, because continuous partial
attention is impossible there, the language permitting only full
attention or none. A Deaf person watching me sign can tell at
once whether I am fully present or merely performing presence
while my mind wanders, because the wandering shows in the
eyes, and there is nowhere for divided attention to hide. The
hearing habit of being slightly elsewhere, which the attention
economy has refined into a permanent condition, simply cannot
survive in a visual conversation.

The depth of this attentional culture shows most clearly in how
its children acquire it, because the youngest signers face a
coordination problem that hearing children never encounter.
When a hearing parent teaches a hearing child the word for a
dog, the parent can speak the word while the child looks at the
dog, the sound arriving through one channel and the sight
through another, so that language and world reach the child at
the same moment without competing. The child looks at the
animal and hears that it is a dog, and the two streams fuse
effortlessly because they travel by different routes.

A Deaf child has no second channel. Both the language and the
thing it names arrive through the eyes, which means the child
cannot look at the dog and read the sign for dog at the same
time, because the two occupy the same visual sense and the child
can aim it at only one at once. To learn a word, the Deaf child
must shift gaze between the object and the signer, the world and
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the language taking turns in a single channel, and achieving the
shared focus that hearing families get for free becomes, in a Deaf
family, a coordinated accomplishment requiring real skill from
both parent and child.

Deaf families have evolved an entire choreography to solve
this, a daily art of securing and directing and sharing visual
attention. Deaf parents use a distinctive register of child-directed
signing, making their signs larger and slower and more
repetitive, the visual cousin of the sing-song speech hearing
parents use with babies. They sign directly on a child’s body or
on the page of a book or beside the object itself, so the sign and
the thing share a single field of view and the child need not
choose between them. They tap a shoulder, wave a hand at the
edge of vision, lean into the child’s sightline, and wait, patiently,
for the child’s eyes to arrive before beginning to sign, because
signing to an unwatching child is signing to no one. Every
exchange is a small negotiation of attention, conducted dozens of
times an hour, teaching the child the management of gaze itself
along with the words.

The results overturn any assumption that shared attention is a
fragile thing easily lost. Deaf infants, and hearing infants raised
by Deaf parents, learn to follow an adult’s gaze earlier than their
non-signing peers, grasping sooner that where another person
looks carries meaning worth tracking. Children raised in sign
develop precise, consistent gaze-shifting and effective
conversational turn-taking strikingly young. The early immersion
in a visual language, far from straining a child’s attention,
appears to sharpen the skills of joint attention and gaze control
that underlie it, building them robustly and early. A capacity that
the panic treats as endangered is, in these homes, cultivated with
deliberate care and acquired with apparent ease.

Set this beside a now-common scene in the hearing world, the
parent scrolling a phone while a small child tries to get their
attention, and the comparison stings. Researchers have
documented what happens to infants when a parent’s face goes
blank and unresponsive, absorbed in a device, and the distress it
causes, the child’s growing agitation at a face that is physically
present but not attending. The Deaf family, by the structure of its
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language, cannot drift into that absence without the conversation
collapsing, and so the full attending face, the thing a developing
child most needs, is built into the daily mechanics of
communication rather than competing with a screen for it.
Hearing culture has invented a thousand ways to be physically
with a child while attentionally elsewhere, and the Deaf world
has, almost by an accident of its language, preserved the older
arrangement in which being with someone means looking at
them.

The deepest evidence that this kind of attention is real, and
that it builds rather than depletes the mind, lies in the brain
itself. A life conducted through visual language and visual
attention measurably reorganizes the nervous system, and
researchers have documented the changes in detail over several
decades. The brain of a person who has spent a lifetime attending
to a visual world is not the same as the brain of a lifelong
listener, and the differences run in a direction the attention panic
would find inconvenient.

What the research finds, consistently, is enhanced visual
attention in the periphery. Deaf people, especially those deaf
from birth, are faster at detecting motion and targets at the
edges of the visual field, quicker to orient toward something
appearing in peripheral space, and better at reallocating
attention across the periphery, where a hearing person,
accustomed to relying on sound to alert them to events off to the
side, tends to be slower. The enhancement is specific rather than
general, concentrated in peripheral and attention-demanding
vision rather than in central acuity, which makes sense for people
who must monitor a visual environment that hearing people
monitor by ear.

The mechanism is the brain’s plasticity, its capacity to rebuild
itself around the demands placed upon it. In deaf individuals,
regions of the cortex that would ordinarily process sound get
recruited to process vision instead, a reorganization that
researchers call cross-modal plasticity, while the visual areas
themselves are reshaped by the heavy use they receive. The
changes are structural as well as functional, visible in the
architecture of the cortex, and they are driven partly by deafness
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itself and partly by the use of a signed language, since the
lifelong work of reading a visual language trains visual attention
in ways that show up even in hearing people who sign. The brain,
asked to attend visually for a lifetime, becomes better at
attending visually.

This is the finding that ought to detonate the central premise
of the attention panic. The panic insists that immersion in a
demanding modern environment is shrinking human attention,
breaking the brain, leaving a degraded organ that can no longer
focus. The Deaf brain says the reverse. Immersion in a
demanding attentional practice builds the capacity it draws on,
enlarging and reorganizing the brain toward greater skill, not
lesser. Attention is plastic, shaped by what a life asks of it, and a
life that asks for deep, sustained, complex visual attention
produces a brain measurably better at it. The mind is less like a
reservoir slowly draining and more like a muscle that grows
toward whatever work it is given, which means the question is
never whether attention is being lost but which kinds of attention
a culture chooses to build.

This plasticity also settles an argument from earlier in the
book, about the bounded and unchangeable limits of attention.
The working-memory bottleneck is real and fixed, the few items
the mind can juggle at once, and no culture trains its way out of
that constraint. But what a brain does with its attention, how it
deploys and distributes and sustains the resource it has, turns
out to be deeply trainable, shaped across a lifetime by the
demands a person’s world places on them. The Deaf brain does
not hold more items in working memory than the hearing brain; it
has instead built different and richer habits of visual attention,
redistributing the resource toward the periphery and toward
sustained mutual focus. The lesson is that the fixed limits and the
trainable skills are different things, and the panic confused them,
treating a trainable skill that a degraded environment had let
wither as though it were a fixed limit that had somehow shrunk.

Deaf people have a name for this whole reframing, a way of
turning the hearing world’s pity on its head. Where audiology
speaks of hearing loss, of deficit and lack and a sense gone
missing, the scholars H-Dirksen Bauman and Joseph Murray,
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both of Gallaudet, proposed the concept of Deaf Gain, the
recognition of deafness as a distinct way of being in the world,
with its own perceptual capacities, its own culture, its own
language, and its own ways of knowing. The frame insists that
defining Deaf people by what they cannot hear obscures
everything their way of living offers, including a cultivated depth
of visual, spatial, and reciprocal attention that the hearing
majority has mostly lost or never built. Gain stands where loss
used to stand, difference where deficit used to stand.

The gains the concept points to are concrete, and the hearing
world quietly benefits from many of them. Visual and spatial
thinking honed by a life in sign has made Deaf people notable
contributors in fields that reward it, and the design of clear visual
communication owes debts to Deaf ways of organizing
information in space. The whole science of how vision and
attention work, what the periphery can do, how the brain
reallocates a sense, has been advanced by studying Deaf people,
whose brains reveal the plasticity that hearing brains conceal.
Even the texture of ordinary interaction has something to learn
from a culture that treats full attention as a basic courtesy. The
frame of Deaf Gain asks the hearing world to notice that a
community it pitied has been demonstrating, all along, capacities
and practices the wider society would do well to recover, offered
as a gift rather than awaiting correction.

That last claim about vision deserves its sources by name,
because this book asks the same of everyone else. The finding
that deaf people attend differently rests on some of the most
carefully replicated work in the study of the brain. Helen Neville,
beginning in the nineteen-eighties, and Daphne Bavelier, whose
2000 study at the University of Rochester used brain imaging to
show the effect directly, established that deaf people detect and
attend to movement at the edges of vision more readily than
hearing people do, and Matthew Dye carried the work forward
into the present. The advantage is narrower than the headline
version suggests. It shows up in the periphery, not at the center,
mainly when attention has to pick a target out of clutter, and it
tracks early access to a signed language rather than deafness
alone. Peter Hauser, a deaf neuropsychologist who studies this
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directly and runs one of the few brain-and-language labs led by a
deaf scientist, is careful to say that visual attention is several
different systems, and that early language lifts some of them
while leaving others largely untouched. The developmental
psychologists Kathryn Meadow-Orlans, Patricia Spencer, and
Lynne Koester, following deaf infants, traced how that visual
attention begins to organize attachment and communication from
the earliest months, before a child has a single sign. Real and
specific, the capacity grows from a life in a visual language, not
from the absence of sound.

The reframing is careful rather than triumphalist, and its
limits are worth noting, as its own authors do. Bauman and
Murray caution that Deaf Gain is not a universal romance, that it
must stay attentive to the particular lives of particular Deaf
people in particular circumstances, and it makes no claim that
deafness is a magical endowment or that every Deaf person
embodies some attentional ideal. What it claims is narrower and
sturdier. The Deaf world, as a matter of linguistic and cultural
fact, cultivates and sustains a form of mutual attention that the
dominant hearing culture has allowed to wither, and that
cultivation is a genuine human accomplishment worth seeing
clearly.

Seeing it clearly also means refusing to romanticize the
history, which is a story of oppression survived rather than of
celebration. For most of the last century and a half, the hearing
world worked to stamp signed language out of existence,
convinced that deaf people should be forced to approximate
speech instead. An international congress of educators in Milan
in 1880 condemned the use of sign in deaf education and
resolved to favor oral methods, and the verdict spread across the
deaf schools of the Western world. In the United States, an oral
policy held sway from the 1890s through the 1960s, banning sign
in many classrooms, punishing children for using their hands,
and fracturing the transmission of ASL from one generation to
the next.

The cruelty of that campaign was cognitive as well as cultural.
Sign was attacked as primitive and savage, a lower form of
communication that held deaf people back from the civilization
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that speech supposedly represented, and in the name of that
ideology children were denied the one language they could fully
and naturally acquire. The result, for many, was language
deprivation, the serious and lasting harm that follows when a
child is given no full language during the years the developing
mind most needs one, a harm that early access to sign almost
entirely prevents. In forcing speech on children who could not
hear it, oralism often left them with no complete language at all,
the opposite of the enrichment it claimed to offer.

That prejudice has a name, audism, and it has not vanished,
and the Deaf world still moves through a society built for hearing
people, full of barriers and frictions and daily small exclusions
that no amount of reframing erases. Nothing in this chapter
should be read as a claim that deafness is easy, or that the Deaf
world is some untroubled paradise of presence, or that the
challenges of living as a visual people in an auditory society are
anything less than real. The attentional richness this chapter
describes was built and held in the teeth of a society that spent
generations trying to erase its language, which makes the
achievement more impressive rather than less, a gain won
against pressure rather than handed down in comfort.

The recovery of the language and the culture, against that
long suppression, is one of the quieter triumphs of the last
century. Gallaudet University, where Stokoe did his work,
became a center of sign linguistics and of Deaf pride and
self-determination alike, and in 1988 its students shut the
campus down in the Deaf President Now protest, refusing to
accept yet another hearing president and winning, for the first
time, a Deaf one. ASL, driven underground in the schools,
survived in Deaf families, in Deaf clubs, and in the residential
schools where children passed it to one another out of sight of
their oralist teachers, and it emerged in the late twentieth
century recognized at last as the full language it had always
been. The attention culture this chapter describes is a living and
confident one rather than a fragile survival, carried by a
community that fought for its language and won, and that now
teaches it openly to a hearing world finally willing to learn.
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There is a kind of attention the auction of the previous chapter
cannot touch, and the Deaf world is built on it. Real-time bidding
treats attention as a flat, fungible substance, identical from one
person to the next, divisible into units that can be metered and
priced and sold. The mutual, embodied, reciprocal attention of
two people signing is none of those things. It generates no
impression to auction, passes through no exchange, leaves no
bidstream to broadcast, and never crosses the screen where the
market does its harvesting. It is attention entirely outside the
reach of the merchants, because it is given directly from one
person to another and consumed by no one but them.

The market’s blindness to it is revealing. Consider the richest
and most complete form of human attention there is, the full
mutual presence of two people attending wholly to each other,
invisible to the most sophisticated attention-pricing machine ever
built, because that attention is not for sale and never was. The
auction can measure and monetize a fractured glance at a feed,
but it cannot even represent two people holding each other’s
gaze in conversation, which tells you how impoverished the
auction’s model of attention is. The machine sees only the thin,
harvestable sliver of attention that passes through screens, and
mistakes that sliver for the whole, when the whole includes vast
territories of human attention the machine cannot perceive at all.

None of this means the Deaf world floats free of the attention
economy, untouched by the screens that have colonized
everyone. Deaf people carry the same phones and use the same
platforms, often relying on them more heavily than hearing
people because video calling and texting opened communication
that older technology denied them. Video has been a real
liberation for a visual community, and the same devices that
fracture attention also carry ASL across distances for the first
time in history. The auction runs in a Deaf person’s pocket
exactly as it runs in anyone’s. What remains beyond the market’s
reach is the core practice rather than the technology, the
face-to-face signed conversation that cannot be conducted
through a harvesting feed, that requires two people fully present
to each other in a shared space or a clear video frame. Merchants
can sell a Deaf person’s scattered attention like anyone’s, yet
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they cannot touch the attention two people give each other in
sign, because that attention never becomes inventory.

The Deaf world also offers a living refutation of the panic at
the heart of this book. The panic insists that modern people have
lost the capacity for deep, sustained, mutual, present attention,
that our minds have been broken into fragments too small to hold
a thought or a gaze. Here is an entire culture, millions of people,
sustaining exactly that attention, every ordinary day, as the
unremarkable baseline of conversation. The capacity is not
extinct and was never going to go extinct, because it is a human
capacity, available wherever a culture asks for it and practices it,
and neglected only where the surrounding environment is
engineered to discourage it. What the panic calls a lost faculty is,
more accurately, a neglected practice, and the neglect is not
universal.

Carry the goldfish back into this room and the absurdity of it is
complete. The claim was that human attention had dwindled
below that of a goldfish, that we could no longer hold focus for
more than a handful of seconds, that a whole species had been
neurologically downgraded. Then look at two people signing for
an hour without their eyes once drifting, at a Deaf storyteller
holding a room rapt through a long performance read entirely by
sight, at a Deaf child learning to track language and world in a
single demanding channel before the age of two. The
forty-seven-second figure that measured screen-switching in an
engineered environment measured that environment, not the
human capacity, and the capacity stands fully intact wherever the
environment calls it forth. A goldfish cannot learn ASL. The
people the goldfish was meant to insult are reading whole
conversations in three dimensions, with their faces, in real time.

This is the final blow to the false single number that opened
this book. The Deaf world proves that attention is not one
uniform quantity steadily shrinking across a whole species,
measurable by a goldfish comparison or an eighteen-minute
ceiling. Attention is plural, divided into central and peripheral,
auditory and visual, each developed differently in different
people. It is cultural, shaped by what a community values and
practices. It is relational, something that happens between
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people rather than inside one isolated skull. And it is plastic, built
up or left to wither according to demand. A single declining
figure was always a fiction, and the varied, cultivated, relational
reality stands plainly visible in any room where people are
signing.

The implication reaches past the Deaf world to everyone. If
attention is plural and cultural and plastic, built by what a
community practices, then no one is simply stuck with the
attention their environment has handed them, and the scattered,
harvested focus that the attention economy cultivates is a
condition rather than a fate. The Deaf world built its rich
attention deliberately, through a language and a culture that
demand it, and any culture can decide what kinds of attention it
wants to build and what environments it wants to live inside. The
fatalism of the panic, the gloomy certainty that our minds are
broken and there is nothing to be done, dissolves on contact with
a community that simply made a different choice. Attention can
be cultivated, and the first step toward cultivating it is
recognizing that it is a practice and not a verdict.

The deepest thing the Deaf world has to teach about attention,
though, is about its purpose rather than its mechanics, about
what attention is finally for. In a signed conversation, attention is
a gift. Each person hands the other their entire visual field, their
whole present awareness, holding nothing back for a screen or a
stray thought, and receives the same gift in return. The exchange
is an act of mutual recognition, of fully seeing another person and
being fully seen by them, and the attention is the substance of
the connection rather than a means to some further end, the
thing itself.

Set it beside what the merchants have made of attention and
the contrast becomes a kind of indictment. The attention
economy took attention to be a resource lodged inside people, to
be extracted from them by whatever means worked and sold to a
stranger who would never meet them. The Deaf world holds
attention to be something given to another person, freely and
completely, as the medium of regard between them. One
arrangement strips attention out of relationship to sell it; the
other understands that attention given to another person is the
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relationship, the actual content of love and friendship and
respect. The merchants degraded into a commodity the thing
that, rightly used, is how human beings recognize one another.

There is an old intuition, running through many traditions,
that to give someone your full attention is among the most
generous things one person can do for another, that attention is a
form of love, that to be fully seen is a deep human need. The Deaf
world embodies that intuition in its grammar, making the full
attending gaze the literal precondition of every exchange, so that
the generosity moral philosophers describe in the abstract is, in
sign, simply how conversation works. To attend completely to
another person is to treat them as worth your whole presence,
and to be attended to that way is to be confirmed as real and
present and valued. The attention economy inverts this, training
people to give one another the scraps of a divided focus while
reserving nothing whole for anyone, and then calling the result
connection. The Deaf world remembers what the merchants
made the rest of us forget, that attention withheld is regard
withheld, and attention given is a kind of love.

This may be what people mourn when they say their attention
is broken. The loss they feel is not a shrunken capacity in the
brain, a faculty that has atrophied past repair. What they have
lost is the experience of full mutual presence, of being completely
with another person and having them completely with you, which
the harvested and fractured and screen-mediated texture of
modern life has steadily crowded out. The Deaf world keeps that
experience alive as a matter of daily course, and in keeping it
alive holds up a mirror to the hearing world, showing it the
quality of attention it has been trading away one notification at a
time.

I see all of this most clearly at my own kitchen table, with
Janna. To talk with her is to be required, gently and completely,
to be present. I cannot half-attend while glancing at my phone,
cannot carry on the conversation from the next room, cannot
offer the partial, distracted, fractional attention that the rest of
my day is full of and that I am ashamed to admit I sometimes drift
toward. The language will not allow it. To talk with my wife I
must put the device down, turn my body to face her, and give her
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my eyes and my whole attention, and she gives me hers, and for
the length of the conversation we are simply, completely there
with each other.

Our home is organized around sight in ways a hearing visitor
rarely registers. The lights matter, because a darkened room is a
silenced room; we keep sightlines open between the spaces
where we live, because a wall is a kind of deafness between us;
we have learned the choreography of getting each other’s
attention across a room, the wave, the stamp on the floor whose
vibration carries, the flick of a light. To call Janna from another
room, I cannot simply raise my voice, so I have learned to come
to where she can see me, which means that wanting to talk to my
wife requires, every time, the small deliberate act of making
myself visible to her. The house has taught me that presence is
something you arrange and offer rather than something you
broadcast, and that a conversation begins with the meeting of
eyes rather than with sound.

The same attention that fills our home follows her out into the
hearing world, where it is constantly misread. When Janna gives
a hearing stranger the attention her language has trained into
her, the full and steady regard, the eyes that stay, the face and
body turned squarely toward the speaker, the stranger often does
not recognize it as attention at all. They read it as something
else, as a stare, as coldness, as an intensity that unsettles them,
now and then as a kind of challenge, and they look away or
stiffen or decide privately that she is strange. The irony is exact
and cruel. She is offering more attention than they are used to
receiving, the whole, undivided presence that the rest of this
chapter has been praising, and they experience the surplus as a
deficit, the gift as a threat. A culture that has trained itself to the
glance and the half-look has lost the capacity to sit inside a full
one, so that the fullness of her attention reads, to people starved
of it, as a violation of some unspoken rule about how much one
person is allowed to look at another. What I watch happen to my
wife in a checkout line or a waiting room turns the whole
attention panic on its head. The hearing world announces that no
one can pay attention anymore, and then meets a person who
pays it completely and flinches.



203

Years of a marriage conducted partly in a language that
demands full presence have taught me more about attention than
any study I read while writing this book. I learned, slowly and not
always gracefully, that attention is something you give rather
than something that is taken from you, that to give it completely
is an act of love and to withhold it is a small cruelty, and that the
divided, glancing attention the merchants have trained into me is
a kind of poverty I had stopped even noticing. Janna’s work
carries that understanding outward to others, teaching ASL and
performing in it, building programs and materials that bring the
language and the depth of attention it requires to people who
have never encountered them. She has spent her life inside the
thing the world claims to have lost.

Being the hearing person in a Deaf marriage has been a long
education in humility about attention. I arrived fluent in a kind of
attention my culture rewards, the quick scan, the rapid switch,
the capacity to track several things shallowly at once, and I
discovered that in my wife’s world this was close to a disability, a
restless inability to simply be with one person and one
conversation. I had to learn her culture’s attention the way I
learned its language, slowly and imperfectly, and the learning
changed me, made me aware of how much of my life I had spent
only partly present, how rarely I had given anyone the complete
attention that in her world is ordinary courtesy. Marriage across
that line is a daily lesson that the attention I was trained to be
proud of is thin, and that the attention I had to learn is the richer
and the more humane of the two.

From inside that life, the great attention panic looks less like a
crisis and more like a confession. A culture announcing that it
has lost the ability to pay deep, sustained attention to anything is
a culture describing what its own arrangements have done to it,
and mistaking a self-inflicted neglect for a natural calamity. The
capacity it claims to have lost is alive and well a few feet away, in
my own home, in millions of homes, exercised daily by people
whose language would collapse without it. The faculty was never
the problem. What the merchants broke was the conditions under
which people are willing and able to give attention rather than
the human capacity for it, and those conditions, unlike a
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damaged brain, can be rebuilt by anyone who decides to.
Taken as a whole, the chapter makes the shape of the answer

plain. Attention in its rich form, mutual and embodied and
sustained and given as a gift, is a living practice rather than a
vanished relic, demonstrated every day by a community that built
a language and a culture upon it, and the fullest attention there is
turns out to be exactly what the auction cannot price, because it
is the way one person becomes present to another rather than a
commodity to be harvested.

What the Deaf world shows in the intimate space between two
people, the theater shows on a larger scale, in the strange
collective hush of an audience. There is a place where hundreds
of strangers, in a darkened room, give their shared and sustained
attention to a few figures on a lit stage, holding that attention
together for hours, and it is another arena where human
attention reaches a height no auction can capture. My own
training was in that arena, in the writing of plays, and the next
chapter turns from the two people who hold each other’s gaze to
the crowd that holds a single stage, to ask what the theater
knows about attention that the merchants and the panic alike
have forgotten.
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CHAPTER 13

Short-Attention-Span Theatre

When the house lights go down, something happens to a few
hundred strangers that happens almost nowhere else in modern
life. The talking stops, all at once, without anyone being told.
Phones go dark and slide into pockets. Faces turn, together,
toward a single lit place at the front of the room, and a silence
settles over the whole gathering, a shared and deliberate quiet
that is the sound of a crowd deciding, in the same instant, to pay
attention. For the next two or three hours, hundreds of people
who arrived as strangers will give their joined attention to a
handful of figures on a stage, holding that focus together, in the
dark, with no way to pause it and no desire to.

The thing is stranger than its familiarity lets us notice. A few
hundred people who have never met, who owe each other
nothing, who will scatter afterward and never reconvene, agree
without discussion to sit in silence and darkness and surrender
their attention for hours to the same distant point. There is a
social contract in that agreement, unwritten and almost
unbreakable, that each person will hold still, stay quiet, keep
their light extinguished, and protect the shared focus of the
room. A single lit phone, a sustained whisper, a ringing device,
feels like a small violence precisely because it breaks a pact
everyone silently signed on entering. Nowhere else does a crowd
of strangers so willingly bind itself to a discipline of collective
attention, and the willingness is the first clue that this attention
answers some need the rest of modern life leaves starved.

What is happening in that darkened room is a feat the rest of
the culture has nearly forgotten how to perform. Hundreds of
people are sustaining deep, collective attention on one thing, for
hours, by choice, having paid for the privilege. The attention is
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shared, so that each person feels the focus of everyone around
them. It is embodied, conducted by people physically present in
one space. It is sustained across a long arc with no fast-forward
and no exit. And it is given freely, a gift offered to a common
experience rather than a resource extracted and sold. This is
collective attention at full strength, and it is exactly the kind of
attention the merchants of the previous chapters cannot touch.

Where the last chapter found rich attention in the intimate
space between two people signing, this one finds it among
hundreds at once, scaled up from the dyad to the crowd. The
theater is another arena of deep human attention that lies
entirely outside the reach of the auction, generating no
impression to sell and no data to broadcast, and to understand
what the attention economy takes from us it helps, again, to look
hard at a place it cannot reach. The theater is one of the oldest
such places, and one of the most stubborn, and it has a great deal
to teach about what attention is and what it is for.

There is a phrase that has come to stand for everything the
theater is not, and it borrows the theater’s own name to do it.
Short attention span theater began, in the late nineteen-eighties,
as the title of a television clip show that strung together brief
segments of stand-up comedy and snippets of films, a program
built for a viewer assumed to want nothing longer than a few
minutes of anything. Since then the phrase has detached from
the show and come to name a whole condition, the skimming,
multitasking, channel-flipping restlessness that critics diagnose
in the age of the screen. The phrase is an insult to attention
flying the theater’s flag, and the actual theater is the standing
refutation of everything the phrase implies.

The lament the phrase carries is, like most laments about
attention, much older than the technology blamed for it. A
century ago, in the heyday of vaudeville, an act was reckoned
successful if it could hold an audience for three minutes before
the hook came out, and the variety bill was built precisely on the
assumption that audiences wanted a rapid churn of short,
unrelated turns. Fragmented entertainment for restless attention
is no invention of the smartphone; it has a long pedigree, running
through the vaudeville turn and the music-hall sketch and the
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television variety hour. What is notable is that the theater, the
sustained dramatic form, has coexisted with all of these for as
long as they have existed, the long form and the short form living
side by side, neither extinguishing the other, which is itself
evidence that the appetite for sustained attention does not simply
evaporate when quicker pleasures are on offer.

Begin with how old it is, because the antiquity alone should
give the panic pause. The theater is roughly two and a half
thousand years old, older than every modern nation, older than
the codex book, nearly as old as democracy, with which it grew
up side by side in the same city. In Athens, in the sixth and fifth
centuries before the common era, citizens gathered each spring
at the festival called the City Dionysia, held in honor of Dionysus,
to watch the new plays of their greatest dramatists performed in
the open-air theater on the southern slope of the Acropolis. The
art form that the screen is supposedly killing for lack of attention
has been holding human attention since before the Parthenon
was built.

And the Athenians did not watch in the bite-sized portions the
phrase imagines. They sat through entire days of drama. On each
day of the dramatic competition a single playwright would
present three full tragedies in succession, followed by a satyr
play, and audiences gave themselves to this from morning
onward, day after day across the festival, absorbing the linked
tragedies of an Aeschylus or a Sophocles in one sustained sitting.
The trilogy was the ordinary unit of attention, three serious plays
in a row by one author, watched straight through by a crowd that
had come for exactly that.

The scale of the gathering matched the depth of its focus. As
many as fourteen to seventeen thousand Athenians would file
into the Theatre of Dionysus and turn their attention together
toward the stage, an audience larger than many modern arenas
hold. For the duration of the festival the city suspended its
ordinary life to make this possible. Law courts closed, public and
municipal business halted, and people from the surrounding
countryside left their farms and streamed into the city, so that
the whole of Athens, more or less, stopped what it was doing to
attend the theater together. Collective attention to drama was a
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civic event the city organized its calendar around, rather than a
private leisure choice squeezed between obligations.

What the city gathered to attend to, moreover, was its own
deepest questions rather than light distraction. The Athenian
theater was the forum where the city examined justice and
vengeance, fate and freedom, war and its costs, the obligations of
citizens and the cruelty of gods, staged through myths everyone
knew and arguments everyone could feel. One commentator
notes that the temples of Athens, for all their beauty, may have
shaped the city’s values less than its theater did. For two and a
half thousand years, in other words, human beings have gathered
to give long, collective, sustained attention to performance, and
have treated that gathering as central to their common life. The
capacity the panic calls newly lost is older than the republic and
once sat at the center of the city.

Nor was the impulse peculiar to Athens, which is part of why it
should be taken seriously as a human universal rather than a
quirk of one culture. Across the world and across the centuries,
peoples with no contact with Greece or with one another built
their own theaters of collective attention, the Sanskrit drama of
classical India, the Noh stages of Japan, the shadow-puppet epics
of Java that could hold a village through an entire night, the
mystery plays performed on wagons in medieval English towns,
the masked ritual performances of countless societies. Wherever
human beings have gathered in any number, they have made
occasions for a crowd to fix its joined attention on a performance
and hold it, often for many hours, as a central rite of their
common life. The gathering of collective attention around
performance is something close to a permanent feature of the
species rather than a fragile cultural accident, which makes the
claim that we have suddenly lost the capacity for it especially
hard to credit.

Consider, then, what the theater is, mechanically, as a
structure for producing attention. It is a machine engineered to
manufacture sustained collective focus, and nearly every feature
of it exists to gather the attention of a crowd onto one place and
hold it there for a long time. Set this machine beside the feed of
the previous chapters, which is engineered for the opposite
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purpose, to fracture attention into the smallest sellable pieces,
and the theater reveals itself as the feed’s exact inversion, built
to do deliberately what the feed deliberately prevents.

The architecture begins the work. The house goes dark and
the stage fills with light, so that there is, quite literally, nowhere
else to look; the seats all face one direction, fixing the body’s
orientation toward the single point of focus; the darkness hides
the phones and the exits and the other distractions that compete
for attention everywhere else. A theater is a room designed to
subtract everything except the one thing it wants you to attend
to, the precise reverse of a phone, which is a device designed to
multiply the things competing for your notice until none of them
can hold it.

Even the ritual of arriving prepares the attention. You travel to
a specific place at a specific hour, which cannot be paused or
rescheduled, and the act of going itself marks the event as worth
an effort the on-demand world never asks. You find your seat
among strangers, you read the program, you feel the anticipatory
hush gather as the lights dim in stages, and by the time the stage
is lit you have already been led, step by step, out of the scattered
attention of the street and into the focused attention of the
house. The building is shaped to complete this work, the seats
raked so every sightline finds the stage, the proscenium framing
the action like a held gaze, the acoustics tuned so an unamplified
human voice can reach the back row. A theater is a total
environment for attention, every surface and ritual conspiring to
gather a crowd’s notice and deliver it, whole, to the stage.

The duration does the next part of the work, by removing your
control over the pace. A play unfolds across hours in a single
unbroken arc, and you cannot fast-forward through its slow
stretches, cannot skip to the end, cannot pause it to check a
message and resume, cannot scroll past the parts that fail to grip
you instantly. You surrender the controls and give yourself to the
duration the makers chose, which is an act almost unknown in
the on-demand world, where the viewer commands everything
and commits to nothing. To sit in a theater is to agree, for a few
hours, to stop steering.
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Then there is the liveness, the fact that what you are watching
is happening now, once, in real time, and will never happen in
exactly this way again. The performance-studies scholar Peggy
Phelan argued that live performance is defined by precisely this
ephemerality, that its life is only in the present, that it cannot be
recorded or saved without becoming something else, that it
exists and then is gone. The knowledge that the people on the
stage are physically there, in the room, that the event is
unrepeatable, that anything could go wrong or go transcendent,
charges the attention in a way that recorded media, infinitely
available and identical on every viewing, never quite manages.

Honesty compels a caveat here, because the specialness of
liveness is sharply disputed among the people who study it. Philip
Auslander has argued that the supposed superiority of live
performance over recorded media is a historical construction
rather than an inherent truth, that the idea of liveness only
acquired meaning once recording existed to contrast with it, and
he is skeptical of the romantic talk about the magic and energy of
the live event. The point worth keeping does not depend on
settling that dispute. Whatever the metaphysics of liveness, the
live event in a theater structures attention in a particular way,
through the co-presence and the dark and the duration and the
impossibility of pausing, and that structure produces sustained
collective attention as a matter of design, not of mysticism.

Part of what charges live attention is risk, the constant low
possibility that something will go wrong, which recorded media
has engineered out of existence. An actor might forget a line, a
set might fail, an understudy might step in, a moment might
catch fire in a way it never has before and never will again. The
audience attends partly because the event is fallible and
unrepeatable, because the people on the stage are working
without a net and the version unfolding tonight exists only
tonight. A film is the same on every screening, perfected and
frozen, and you can attend to it with half your mind knowing it
cannot surprise you with its own contingency. A live performance
could always, at any second, become something other than
planned, and that knowledge keeps the attention alert in a way
that safety never does, the way a conversation holds you more
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than a recording because the other person might say anything at
all.

The collective dimension is the part the screen can least
reproduce, and it may be the most important. You attend the
theater in a crowd rather than alone, and you feel the crowd’s
attention as a palpable thing, the shared laughter that builds on
itself, the held breath of a room gone silent together, the
collective gasp, the communal stillness of hundreds of people
rapt at the same instant. Attention becomes amplified by
company, each person’s focus deepened by the sensed focus of
everyone around them, until the audience becomes a temporary
community bound together by a single shared object of notice.
The ancient Greeks understood this as catharsis, the collective
emotional experience that purged and bonded the watching city,
and it remains the thing a crowd in a theater can do that a million
isolated viewers cannot.

The sociologist Emile Durkheim gave this gathered intensity a
name, collective effervescence, the heightened emotional state
that arises when a group focuses together on a shared object and
becomes, briefly, something larger than the sum of its members.
A joke lands harder in a full house than it ever could alone,
because the laughter of hundreds gives each person permission
and reason to laugh more freely; a moment of grief on stage
strikes deeper when you feel an entire room holding its breath
around you. The emotion is amplified and transformed by the
collective attending rather than remaining merely private feeling
that happens to occur near other people, so that a crowd weeping
or laughing or gasping together experiences something a person
alone with a screen cannot reach. The theater manufactures
collective effervescence on purpose, and the hunger for it may be
one of the deepest reasons people still come.

This exchange runs both directions, making theatrical
attention reciprocal in the way the signed conversation of the last
chapter was reciprocal, only multiplied across a crowd. The
performers feel the audience’s attention and respond to it,
adjusting and rising to it, so that the same play lands differently
before a rapt house than before a restless one, and the
audience’s attention literally shapes the performance it is
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attending. The Athenians cheered and booed and served as a
collective judge of the plays they watched. A live audience is
never a passive recipient; it is a participant whose attention is
part of the event, given to the performers and returned by them
in a loop that exists only because everyone is in the same room at
the same time.

Set the theater’s every feature against the feed’s, and they
line up as precise opposites. The feed is built for fragmentation,
the theater for immersion. The feed offers infinite quick cuts and
endless skippable items; the theater offers one long unbroken arc
you must take whole. Where the feed trains you to control the
pace and bail at the first dull second, the theater asks you to
surrender the pace and stay. The two are opposite technologies
of attention rather than merely different entertainments, one
designed to scatter it and sell the fragments, the other designed
to gather it and give it back as a shared experience.

Their deepest divergence is social. The feed isolates and the
theater gathers. You scroll alone, each person sealed in a private,
personalized stream that no one else sees, your attention
atomized into a solitary feed of one; you attend the theater
together, hundreds of you in a shared room fixed on a shared
stage, your attention pooled into a single collective act. One
technology shatters the common attention of a public into a
billion private channels, and the other assembles a scattered
crowd of strangers into a momentary public united by what they
are all, together, watching.

And the transaction could not be more different in its honesty.
The feed harvests your attention to auction to a stranger, as the
previous chapters detailed, pricing and selling your notice
without your knowledge behind a screen. The theater asks you to
give your attention to a shared experience, in a transaction that
is clean and visible from end to end. You buy a ticket, you give
your attention, the performers give their work, and no hidden
third party meters your notice or sells it to the highest bidder.
The theater sits on the consenting, visible side of the line this
book has been drawing, the side where attention is exchanged
openly rather than extracted in the dark.
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The phone is the theater’s natural enemy, and the theater’s
defenses against it reveal how precious the collective attention
is. Every performance now begins with an announcement asking
the audience to silence and put away their devices, a small public
ritual found almost nowhere else, in which a room formally
agrees to protect its shared focus from the one object most
designed to shatter it. A lit screen in a dark house draws every
nearby eye and breaks the spell for a whole section, which is why
audiences police it with a fierceness they bring to little else, the
glares, the hisses, the ushers dispatched. That a crowd will
actively defend its collective attention against the phone, and
resent the intrusion as a theft, suggests that people know, at
some level, exactly what they came for and exactly what
threatens it. The theater is one of the last rooms where the phone
is the trespasser rather than the master.

Faced with all this, the panic makes a confident prediction,
and the prediction turns out to be wrong. Surely, the panic says,
the theater must be dying, because who in the age of the
fifteen-second video has the attention span to sit still for a
three-hour play. And the long, slow, demanding forms, it insists,
are being abandoned for the quick and the frictionless. Surely the
numbers must show a steady collapse of the patience the theater
requires.

The numbers show the opposite. Broadway has just completed
back-to-back seasons that posted the highest grosses in its
recorded history, taking in around one and nine-tenths billion
dollars and drawing close to fifteen million attendances, with
theaters filled to better than ninety percent of capacity. Millions
of people, in the supposed twilight of the human attention span,
are still paying to sit in the dark for hours and give their
sustained collective attention to live drama, and they are doing it
at close to the highest attendance the form has ever drawn and at
the highest prices it has ever charged. The form the panic
pronounced doomed is posting record receipts.

This pattern extends far beyond Broadway, across the whole
live-experience economy, which is booming precisely as screens
saturate everything else. The concert and live-event industry in
the United States runs to well over fifty billion dollars a year and
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keeps growing; the largest promoters stage tens of thousands of
concerts for well over a hundred million attendees annually;
ticketing platforms move hundreds of millions of tickets a year.
People are spending more, not less, on the experience of
gathering in a crowd to give their collective attention to
something live, and the demand has proven stubbornly resistant
to every economic pressure that has trimmed other spending.

The live theater is hardly the only long form thriving in the
supposed age of the broken attention span, which makes the
panic’s story harder still to sustain. People binge entire seasons
of intricate prestige television in marathon sittings, follow novels
of a thousand pages to the top of the bestseller lists, sit through
three-hour films and four-hour director’s cuts, listen to podcasts
that run three and four hours without an edit, and stand for
entire days at music festivals. The same public that supposedly
cannot focus for more than seconds routinely gives whole days
and weeks of sustained attention to forms it finds worth the
effort. This pattern holds across every medium: deep and lengthy
attention flows readily toward anything absorbing enough to earn
it, and dries up only where the material is thin or the
environment is engineered to interrupt. The capacity is intact,
and what varies is whether the thing in front of a person deserves
it.

The sharpest blow to the panic comes from who is driving this
hunger, because it is the young, the same generation the panic
most insistently accuses of having no attention span at all.
Surveys of live-event spending find that younger people are
increasing their outlay on concerts and live experiences faster
than anyone, with a striking share willing to go into debt to
attend a show they care about. The people supposedly rewired
into incapacity, unable to focus on anything longer than a clip,
are paying premium prices to stand in crowds for hours, phones
mostly forgotten, giving exactly the deep collective attention they
are said to have lost.

There is a poignancy in the young leading this hunger that the
panic, busy scolding them, never pauses to feel. A generation
raised more thoroughly than any before it inside the harvested,
solitary, screen-bound stream is the generation paying most
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dearly to escape it, into rooms full of bodies and noise and
shared, undivided attention. The phenomenon of the
mega-concert, where tens of thousands gather for hours in a
state of collective rapture and talk about it for months afterward,
is in part a search for exactly the communal presence the feed
cannot provide, the experience of being one attending body
among many rather than one isolated scroller among millions.
Far from showing that the young have lost the appetite for deep
collective attention, their spending reveals an appetite so strong
they will take on debt to satisfy it, because the ordinary world
has left them starving for it.

A fair reading of this points to something the panic entirely
misses. The appetite for live collective attention is intensifying
rather than weakening, and it is intensifying because the rest of
life has been colonized. The more thoroughly ordinary attention
is fractured and harvested and sold, the more people seem to
crave the increasingly rare experience of giving their whole
attention, together with others, to something live and real and
unrepeatable. Theater and concert hall alike are filling in
reaction to the attention economy rather than in spite of it, as
refuges sought by people whose attention everywhere else has
been taken from them. The hunger the box-office records reveal
is the hunger of the starved.

Honesty requires the other side of this ledger, because the
theater is no universal good freely open to all, and to pretend
otherwise would repeat the book’s whole complaint about
manufactured comfort. A Broadway ticket now averages well
over a hundred dollars, premium seats run to many multiples of
that, and an evening out for a family can rival the cost of a day at
an amusement park, so that the record grosses are driven as
much by rising prices as by rising crowds, and many people are
simply priced out of the room. The exclusivity is old, too; even the
Athenian festival admitted male citizens while shutting out
women, the enslaved, and the foreign-born. Collective attention
in the theater is real and sought and powerful, and access to it
has always been unequal, and both of those things are true at
once.
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Nor does the theater’s persistence prove that nothing has
changed in the wider world of attention, which it plainly has. The
screen has reshaped how most people spend most of their hours,
a great deal of what fills those hours is engineered for
fragmentation, and the ordinary texture of daily attention has
shifted in measurable ways, exactly as the chapters on the real
findings conceded. What the full theaters prove is something
narrower and more useful than the harmlessness of the attention
economy, that the human capacity and the human appetite for
deep collective attention survive the attention economy intact,
and reassert themselves with force wherever people are offered
something worth attending to together.

The picture is not uniformly bright either, and the parts of the
theater that are struggling deserve as honest an accounting as
the parts that flourish. Broadway’s commercial heights and the
stadium tours are thriving, while many regional theaters, small
companies, and nonprofit houses have faced real crisis since the
pandemic, with shortened seasons, shuttered stages, and
audiences slower to return than the headline numbers suggest.
The live-experience boom has concentrated at the top, around
marquee names and spectacle, even as the modest local theater
that once anchored civic life in smaller places has often grown
more precarious. So the survival of collective attention is real,
and uneven, and partly a story of consolidation, in which the
appetite endures while the institutions that once met it broadly
have thinned. To celebrate the full houses on Broadway without
noting the dark ones elsewhere would be its own kind of
comfortable lie.

I write about all this as someone who has spent his working
life inside the form. My training was as a dramatist, in the
graduate playwriting program at Columbia, in the center named
for Oscar Hammerstein the second, and I have been a member of
the Dramatists Guild since 1984. The theater is the craft I
learned first and most deeply, and learning it was, although I did
not have these words for it then, an education in the engineering
of human attention, conducted entirely without the tools the
attention economy would later make ubiquitous.
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I have felt the thing I am describing from the inside, on both
ends of it. I have sat in rehearsal rooms watching a scene that
died on the page come alive in three dimensions when actors put
their bodies and their breath into it, and I have felt the particular
terror of a first preview, when the work meets a paying audience
for the first time and you learn, in real time and without mercy,
exactly where their attention holds and where it slips away. An
audience is the most honest critic a writer ever faces, because its
attention cannot lie or be argued with; a room that has stopped
listening tells you so in a hundred small physical signs, and a
room that is rapt tells you in a silence you can feel from the
wings. Years of standing in the dark at the back of a house,
reading an audience’s attention like a weather system, taught me
more about how attention works than anything I could have
studied in a book.

To write a play is to confront, directly and without anesthetic,
the problem of holding hundreds of people’s collective attention
for two or three hours using nothing but words and human bodies
in a lit space. A playwright has no algorithm, no notification, no
infinite scroll, no autoplay, none of the machinery the feed uses
to capture attention by force. There is only the question of
whether the next moment on the stage is interesting enough to
keep a roomful of people from letting their minds wander, and
every technique of dramatic craft, the tension that will not
resolve, the question planted early and paid off late, the scene
that makes leaving for the lobby unthinkable, is finally a
technique for earning and sustaining attention that has been
freely given and can freely drift away.

The craft of holding a theatrical audience differs in a specific
way from the craft of holding a screen audience, and the
difference is instructive. A film can cut, can show a face in
close-up, can swell music beneath a moment, can move the eye
anywhere it likes through the camera, so the screen does much of
the attentional work for the viewer, directing the gaze frame by
frame. A play has none of that. The whole stage stands visible at
once, the audience chooses where to look, and the playwright
must command attention through the words themselves and the
human situation they create, making one corner of an
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unchanging stage the only place anyone could possibly want to
look through sheer dramatic pressure. It is attention-holding
stripped to its hardest form, with no machinery to lean on, and it
teaches a writer that the deepest hold on an audience comes
from a question they need answered and a person they have
come to care about, never from spectacle alone.

That phrase, freely given, holds the whole difference between
the two trades. An audience’s attention in the theater is earned
rather than captured, offered by people who chose to come and
paid to be there, and it must be deserved continuously, scene by
scene, or it quietly leaves. A playwright feels it leave, in the
cough, the rustled program, the shifting in the seats, the cold
spot where a room that was leaning forward settles back, and
there is no recapturing it by force, only by giving it something
worth its return. The discipline is the discipline of deserving
attention rather than seizing it.

This is where the playwright and the merchant, both engineers
of attention, finally part ways, and the parting defines two
opposite arts. The playwright holds attention by giving the
audience something worth attending to, a story, a question, a
recognizable human truth, and the holding elevates the people
held, leaving them more awake than it found them. The merchant
holds attention by exploiting the brain’s compulsions, the
variable reward and the manufactured anxiety and the
engineered inability to stop, and the holding degrades the people
held, leaving them more scattered and depleted than before. That
same raw goal, a person’s sustained notice, is pursued by one
through craft that dignifies and by the other through
manipulation that diminishes, which is the difference between a
play and a slot machine.

Boredom, in the theater, is information the playwright is
forced to respect. When an audience drifts, it is delivering an
honest verdict that this stretch of the work has failed to earn its
attention, and the only legitimate response is to make the work
better, to give the next moment more reason to be watched. The
attention economy treats boredom as an enemy to be defeated by
force, by the jolt and the cliffhanger and the autoplaying next
thing, methods that override the verdict rather than heed it. A
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craft that must earn its attention cannot cheat in this way, and
has to accept the audience’s freedom to disengage as a real
constraint and a fair judge. That acceptance keeps the
relationship honest, the writer risking the loss of attention at
every moment and the audience free to withhold it, an
arrangement that dignifies both parties precisely because neither
can compel the other.

There is a particular feeling, known to everyone who works in
the theater, of standing at the back of a house and sensing an
audience’s attention lock into place, the moment a restless crowd
becomes a single focused organism leaning toward the stage as
one. To feel that collective attention gather and hold is to feel
something close to a public being briefly born in a room, and to
have written the thing that gathered it is a responsibility unlike
any the feed imposes on its engineers, because the attention was
given in trust rather than taken by trick. I have spent a career
trying to deserve that trust, and the trying taught me what the
attention economy refuses to admit, that deep attention is
something people will give, abundantly and gladly, to anyone
willing to earn it.

All of this finally reaches past art, into the life of a
self-governing people, because collective attention is the
foundation on which a public stands. A society is held together, in
part, by the things its members attend to together, the shared
stories and shared events and shared questions that give a
scattered population a common world to inhabit and argue about.
The Athenian theater was civic in exactly this sense, a place
where the whole city turned its attention to the same hard
questions at the same time, and in doing so remained a single
city rather than a heap of separate households. Shared attention
and shared life are finally a single thing.

The attention economy corrodes precisely this, as the chapter
on the auction began to show. When every person’s attention is
splintered into a private, algorithmically tailored feed that no one
else sees, the shared world dissolves into millions of separate
ones, and the collective attention on which a public depends has
nothing left to gather around. A people who no longer attend to
anything together struggle to remain a people at all, because
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there is no common stage left in the room, only a crowd of
strangers each staring into a different and personalized dark.
The fragmentation of attention is, at the largest scale, the
fragmentation of the public itself.

Something concrete has been lost as collective attention has
fragmented. There was a time, not long ago, when a nation
shared a relatively small number of objects of attention, the same
few television channels, the same handful of films and songs and
news broadcasts, so that strangers could assume a common stock
of references and a shared sense of what had happened that
week. That shared stock carried real costs, narrowness and
exclusion among them, and its passing is not simply to be
mourned. Yet its replacement by billions of personalized streams,
each person attending to a different and privately curated reality,
has dissolved the common ground on which public conversation
used to stand. When no two people have attended to the same
things, they struggle even to disagree productively, because they
no longer share the world their disagreement would be about.

The rare survivals of broadly shared attention now feel like
throwbacks, and their rarity measures the loss. A handful of
events each year still command something like a national
audience at the same moment, a championship game, an awards
ceremony, a sudden catastrophe that pulls everyone to the same
screens at once, and the fact that these stand out, that we
remark on them as unusual, shows how thoroughly the ordinary
condition has become fragmentation. There was an era when a
moon landing or a single broadcast could hold most of a country
in one held breath together. That kind of vast simultaneous
attention has grown almost extinct outside of sport and disaster,
and a public that can be gathered only by a game or a calamity
has lost most of the shared attention that ordinary civic life once
relied upon. The theater, on its small scale, keeps rehearsing the
thing the culture at large has nearly forgotten how to do.

Against that dissolution, the theater preserves something
close to sacred, the increasingly rare experience of strangers
gathering to give their collective attention to a shared thing, in
one room, at one time, as a single temporary public. It is a
rehearsal for the civic attention a free people cannot do without,
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the capacity to attend together to a common reality, to sit in the
same dark and watch the same light and feel, for a few hours, the
attention of everyone around you trained on what you are all,
together, witnessing. In an age engineered to atomize attention,
that gathering is a quiet act of resistance, and a reminder of a
capacity the species has not lost.

The theater trains a specific civic muscle as well, the capacity
to give sustained imaginative attention to a life not your own. To
sit for hours absorbed in the predicament of a character unlike
yourself, to follow their reasoning and feel their grief and
understand, from inside, why they did what they did, is an
exercise in the kind of attention a diverse society depends on, the
willingness to attend seriously to another person’s experience.
The Athenians staged the suffering of enemies and outcasts and
women and asked their citizens to attend to it, and the attending
was itself a civic education in seeing past the self. A culture that
loses the habit of giving long, generous, imaginative attention to
other lives loses something a shared public life cannot easily do
without, and the theater remains one of the few institutions still
dedicated to teaching it, hour after hour, in the dark.

Drawn together, the chapter’s counter-model stands beside
the last one. Theatrical attention, like the signed attention of the
Deaf world, is deep, sustained, reciprocal, and given as a gift,
only now expanded from two people to a crowd of hundreds, and
like that intimate attention it lies wholly beyond the auction’s
reach, generating no impression and no bidstream and no
sellable fragment. What it offers in place of a sale is presence,
shared witness, and the binding of separate people into a
common experience.

There remains one more arena of deep attention to consider,
the most private and demanding of them all, the solitary, silent,
sustained attention of a single person alone rather than the
joined attention of a crowd.

That arena is the book, and the act of reading it. The theater
gathers attention in a crowd; the page asks for it from one
reader, alone, in silence, sustained across hours and hundreds of
pages with no performance to carry them and no crowd to share
the effort. It is the most demanding sustained attention the
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culture has ever asked of ordinary people, and also one of the
most threatened, and it depends on a strange and intimate
transaction between two people who never meet, the writer who
set the words down and the reader who takes them up. To that
transaction between two bodies, and to what the screen is doing
to it, the book turns next.
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CHAPTER 14

The Two-Body Book

A person sits alone in a chair, silent and still, eyes moving across
a page, and to any observer almost nothing is happening. No
sound, no motion beyond the occasional turn of a leaf, no sign of
the storm of activity within. Yet that motionless person has
vanished from the room entirely. They are inside another mind,
following its thought across hours, inhabiting scenes that exist
nowhere but in the space between a writer’s words and their own
imagination, holding a hundred threads of a long argument or a
long story in suspension while the world around them dissolves.
The stillness is a disguise. Beneath it runs the most concentrated
and private form of deep attention the human species has ever
devised.

Anyone who has loved a book knows the sensation from the
inside, the moment when the words stop being marks on a page
and become a world, when the chair and the room and the hour
fall away and you surface, much later, surprised to find you have
been sitting still for two hours and that your tea has gone cold.
That disappearance is the deep-reading state, a total immersion
in which the self thins out and another mind’s making takes over
the foreground of consciousness. It is among the most absorbing
experiences a human being can have, and it is built from nothing
but black marks and a reader’s willingness to give them
everything. No images move, no sound plays, no machine labors
to hold the attention; the reader does all the work and receives,
in exchange, a world. That a person will pour hours of unbroken
attention into so austere a stimulus, and call it pleasure, says
something about the depth of the human appetite for the
experience reading uniquely provides.
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This is reading, and it asks more of attention than anything
else in these chapters. The signed conversation of the twelfth
chapter is sustained by another living face; the theater of the
thirteenth carries its audience on performance and spectacle and
the felt presence of a crowd. Reading offers none of that support.
There is only a reader, alone, in silence, giving sustained
attention to one absent writer’s words across hours and
hundreds of pages, with nothing to carry the effort but the will to
keep going and the reward of what the words unlock. It is the
most demanding sustained attention ordinary people are ever
asked to perform, and it is performed entirely without an
audience, witnessed by no one.

Across these three chapters a kind of contraction has been
taking place, from the dyad to the crowd to the single reader,
deep attention narrowing from two people to hundreds and now
to one person alone in a room. This is the last and most private of
the counter-models, the deep attention that needs no other body
present at all, only a book and a mind willing to meet it. And it is
the most endangered of the three, because unlike the theater,
which fills its houses to record numbers, reading is in genuine
retreat, and the honest version of this chapter cannot pretend
otherwise.

This chapter concedes more than the last did. Reading is
declining, measurably and steadily. The screen has made reading
shallower, and the evidence for it is solid. The deep attention that
reading requires is a fragile thing, and there are real reasons to
fear for it. None of that can be waved away, and an honest book
about attention has to sit with the bad news rather than flee it.
The panic is right that something is being lost, because
something plainly is; where it goes wrong is in naming what that
something is, and in assuming it is gone for good, and on both of
those questions the panic is mistaken.

Begin with what a book is, because familiarity has worn the
strangeness off it. A book is a technology for transferring the
contents of one mind into another, across any distance and
across any stretch of time, including the gulf of death. A writer
sets words down, sometimes centuries ago, sometimes in a
language the writer’s own contemporaries no longer speak, and a
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reader picks them up now and runs them through the silent voice
in their head, and as they do, the writer’s sustained thought
reassembles itself, alive again, inside the reader’s mind. Nothing
else humans have built does quite this. A book is a mind in
storage, dormant on a shelf, waiting for the attention of a reader
to switch it back on.

This is why the form deserves to be called a two-body book,
because every act of reading joins two bodies that will almost
never meet. There is the body of the writer, the hand that moved
across the page and the brain that generated the words, often
long since gone to dust. And there is the body of the reader, the
eyes that track the lines and the inner ear that sounds them and
the brain that rebuilds the meaning from the marks. The page is
the only place these two bodies touch, a meeting ground where a
dead Greek and a living New Jerseyan can conduct, across two
and a half thousand years, an intimate and unhurried
conversation that neither the noise of the writer’s century nor the
noise of the reader’s can interrupt.

This makes reading the closest thing to time travel the species
has managed, a way of holding direct converse with the dead.
Open Marcus Aurelius and a Roman emperor addresses you
across nearly nineteen centuries, his private thoughts arriving in
your head as freshly as if he had set them down this morning;
open Montaigne or Frederick Douglass and the gap of centuries
collapses into the intimate distance between two minds. A library
is a chamber where the dead go on talking, patiently, to whoever
will give them attention, and where a living reader can summon
the greatest minds of every age to speak, in sequence, on
whatever question presses. No other technology grants this.
Recording captures a voice and film captures a face, while only
the written word lets one person’s sustained reasoning enter
another’s mind whole, centuries later, and unfold there much as
it was first thought.

What passes between those two bodies is the most intimate
sustained attention there is, more intimate in some ways than the
face-to-face attention of the twelfth chapter, because it admits no
distraction from the outside world at all. The reader gives one
writer their entire undivided attention, for hours, sometimes for
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days, following that single mind wherever it goes. The writer, for
their part, has given the reader the distilled product of months or
years of sustained thought, compressed and shaped and offered
up to be taken in one careful mind at a time. Marcel Proust, who
understood reading as well as anyone ever has, called it that
fruitful miracle of a communication in the midst of solitude, and
the paradox in his phrase is exact. Reading is the deepest
communion between two people that can be conducted entirely
alone.

A book read by a million people is still read by each of them
alone, one reader and one writer at a time, the crowd dissolving
into a million separate two-body encounters. The theater gathers
attention into a public; the book distributes it into a vast
archipelago of solitudes, each reader sealed in private
communion with the same distant mind. This is the strangest
property of the form, that it can be at once the most solitary act a
literate person performs and the most direct meeting of one
consciousness with another that the species has ever managed.
To read deeply is to be alone with someone else’s mind.

The intimacy is doubled by the fact that both ends of it are
solitary. A writer writes alone, in a quiet room, addressing a
reader who does not yet exist and whom the writer will never
see; a reader reads alone, in another quiet room, attending to a
writer who may be long dead and whom the reader will never
meet. Two solitudes reach toward each other across whatever
gulf of time and space divides them, and meet on the page, in an
encounter more private than almost any conducted between
people in the same room. The asynchronous nature of it, the
years or centuries that may separate the writing from the
reading, only deepens the strangeness, that a thought composed
in one age can be received, perfectly intact, in another, two
strangers in communion who were never alive at the same time.
A book is a letter from one solitude to another, sent into a future
the writer cannot see.

To understand why this attention is so demanding, and why it
is so vulnerable, one has to grasp a fact that the neuroscientist
Maryanne Wolf has spent her career establishing, which is that
reading is not natural. We were never born to read, Wolf writes,
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and she means it literally. Spoken language is wired into the
human animal, and a child immersed in talk will learn to speak
with no instruction at all, because the brain comes equipped with
a genetic program for it. Reading has no such program. The brain
has no reading instinct, no dedicated reading center waiting to
switch on, nothing in our inheritance that prepares us for the
page.

Reading is a cultural invention rather than a natural
endowment, only some five or six thousand years old, dating from
the moment the Sumerians first pressed marks into clay. Because
evolution had no time to build a reading brain, every reader has
to construct one from scratch, jury-rigging a reading circuit out
of brain regions that evolved for entirely other purposes, vision
and spoken language and object recognition, forcing them into a
new collaboration they were never designed to perform. Each
child learning to read is rewiring their own brain, building a
structure that does not come standard. The cognitive scientist
Stanislas Dehaene describes the same process as neuronal
recycling, the repurposing of old neural machinery for the
radically new task of decoding marks into meaning.

The consequence of this is the key to the whole chapter, and it
cuts two ways. Because the reading brain is built rather than
inherited, it is fragile in a way that speech is not. A capacity that
must be constructed anew in every individual can fail to be
constructed, or be constructed poorly, or be allowed to weaken
once built, in a way that an instinct never can. Speech is sturdy
because it is wired in; reading is precarious because it is
assembled, dependent at every step on instruction and practice
and the surrounding culture’s commitment to building it. The
reading brain is a cultural achievement held in place by effort,
and culture can stop making the effort.

The history of reading underlines how young and how
precarious the whole enterprise is. For most of the five thousand
years since those first Sumerian marks, reading was the jealously
guarded skill of a tiny scribal elite, and the great majority of
human beings who ever lived went to their graves unable to read
a word. Mass literacy is astonishingly recent, a matter of the last
few centuries in even the most literate societies, made possible
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by the printing press and then by the slow, contested, expensive
project of universal schooling. Reading on the scale we now take
for granted is younger than the steam engine. A capacity that
took millennia to spread beyond a priestly few, and that still has
to be laboriously installed in each new child one at a time, is a
hard-won and reversible achievement rather than a permanent
fixture of human life, and treating it as though it could never
recede is to forget how briefly and partially we have had it at all.

And reading, once invented, did far more than store and
transmit information. It remade the mind that did it. Wolf argues
that the invention of reading rearranged the organization of the
human brain and, in doing so, expanded the range of what human
beings could think, opening the door to sustained, abstract,
sequential, reflective thought of a kind that oral cultures had no
easy means to support. We became, in a real sense, what we
read; the literate mind is a different mind from the preliterate
one, capable of holding longer arguments, examining its own
reasoning, building cathedrals of thought across hundreds of
pages. The book did not just carry civilization’s ideas. It helped
manufacture the kind of mind that could have them.

Within reading there is a further distinction that matters more
than any other for this book, the distinction between shallow
reading and deep reading. Decoding a sign, scanning a screen for
a fact, skimming a page for its gist, all of these are reading of a
kind, and all are useful. Deep reading is something else, the
sustained, immersive, reflective engagement with a long and
demanding text, the reading that loses track of time and inhabits
another world, and Wolf’s later work shows that this kind of
reading builds and exercises a particular circuit in the brain,
distinct from the quick processing the shallow mode involves.

What that deep-reading circuit makes possible is precisely the
set of capacities a thinking person most needs. It is the seat of
what Wolf calls the contemplative dimension of the mind, the
ground of insight, of empathy, of critical analysis, and of what
she names cognitive patience, the willingness to dwell with
difficulty, to follow a long thread of reasoning without demanding
instant resolution, to sit inside complexity instead of fleeing it.
Deep reading is the gymnasium where the mind trains itself to
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think deeply about anything at all. To read a hard book well is to
practice the same habits of sustained, patient, reflective
attention that the rest of a thinking life depends on.

Consider what the mind is doing during a single page of deep
reading, and the scale of the feat becomes clear. It is decoding
symbols into sounds and sounds into words and words into
meanings, holding the early part of a sentence in memory while
the end arrives to complete it, tracking characters and
arguments and motives across hundreds of pages, drawing
inferences the writer left unstated, building and constantly
revising an inner model of a whole world, and feeling, alongside
all this machinery, the emotions the words evoke. The deep
reader does this continuously, for hours, mostly without noticing
the effort. Wolf describes deep reading as opening a kind of
secret room in the mind, a space set apart for reflection where
the reader can think alongside the writer and then beyond them.
That room is furnished only by sustained, patient, immersive
reading, and never by the shallow mode, which races across the
surface and builds nothing lasting underneath.

Having praised it, the chapter has to face the threat to it,
because the deep-reading circuit is under real pressure, and the
research is not reassuring. The clearest body of evidence
concerns the simple matter of screens versus paper, and it has a
name in the field, the screen inferiority effect. Across a large and
growing pile of studies, readers comprehend the same text less
well when they read it on a screen than when they read it on
paper.

The landmark demonstration is a meta-analysis led by Pablo
Delgado and colleagues, which pooled the results of dozens of
studies covering more than a hundred and seventy thousand
readers and found a consistent advantage for paper over screen
in reading comprehension. It is not a lone result. At least half a
dozen further meta-analyses have reached the same conclusion,
and, tellingly, the paper advantage has grown larger over the
eighteen years the data span rather than shrinking as people
grew more accustomed to screens. The effect is real, replicated,
and moving in the wrong direction.
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Why screens should make reading shallower comes down
mostly to the mode they cue and the environment they create. A
screen, especially the multipurpose screen of a phone or tablet,
invites the scanning, skimming, hopping style of reading that the
web rewards, the eye darting in the F-shaped pattern that
research has mapped, the mind primed by a thousand prior
sessions to forage rather than to settle. Reading on such a device
also costs the brain extra effort merely to manage the thing, the
scrolling and the links and the lurking notifications, leaving less
capacity for comprehension. The same words get processed more
superficially on a screen, less because the pixels are inferior to
ink than because the device and the habits it has trained pull the
reader toward the shallow end.

The phone deserves singling out, because it does something to
reading no book ever did, which is to interrupt it from the inside.
A printed book sits inert, making no demands, sending no alerts,
offering no exit. A phone holds the book in one hand while
holding, in the same device, every notification and message and
feed engineered to pull the reader away, so that reading on a
phone means reading against a current of constant interruption,
the eye tugged from the sentence by a banner, the thumb
twitching toward the next app. Even when no notification comes,
the knowledge that one might keeps a part of the attention in
reserve, scanning, never fully surrendered to the page. Deep
reading requires total surrender, the giving over of the whole
mind to one slow thing, and the phone is built precisely to
prevent that surrender, to keep the user always partly available
for the next more urgent claim. A book asks for all of you, and a
phone is designed never to let you give it.

A particularly humbling finding accompanies this. Readers do
not notice the shallowing; they tend to believe they have
understood more from a screen than they in fact have, rating
their own comprehension higher even as they score lower. The
shallow mode comes with a false confidence built in, which
makes it more dangerous, because a reader who feels informed
has no reason to slow down and read again. The screen flatters
even as it shortchanges.
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Online text is structured to work against deep reading as
surely as the device does. A printed page moves in one direction,
line after line, asking only that the reader follow, while an online
text is laced with links, each a small fork in the road, each
demanding a decision about whether to click away, so that
reading online becomes a continuous act of choosing rather than
a sustained act of following. Every hyperlink is an invitation to
abandon the current thought for another, and the mind that takes
even a few of them has shattered the single sustained line that
deep reading depends on into a scatter of half-finished
fragments. The linear book, often disparaged as passive, turns
out to demand the more active discipline, the willingness to stay
on one path to its end. A reader of a book surrenders to another’s
sequence and is carried somewhere, while a clicker of links
steers constantly and arrives nowhere in particular, having
sampled everything and absorbed little.

The comforting myth that the young, raised on screens, must
surely read better on them collapses against this evidence. The
so-called digital native turns out to be no better at deep
comprehension on a screen than anyone else, and possibly worse,
because a childhood spent swimming in the shallow mode trains
the shallow mode and neglects the deep circuit that only
sustained reading builds. Growing up surrounded by screens
does not build a screen-reading superpower. It tends, if anything,
to build the habit of not reading deeply at all.

Honesty requires marking the limits of this claim, because the
effect is uneven. It is strongest for dense, informational,
demanding text, and for reading done under time pressure, and it
largely fades for narrative, so that a reader lost in a novel may
comprehend it about as well on a screen as on paper. Dedicated
e-ink readers, which do only one thing and cannot buzz with
alerts, appear to sit closer to paper than the phone does. The
threat, properly stated, is not that any screen automatically ruins
any reading; it is that the distracting, multipurpose device, and
the restless shallow mode it cultivates, undermine the deep
comprehension that demanding texts require.

The gravest worry, the one Maryanne Wolf returns to, reaches
past any single act of reading. It is that the shallow mode,



232

practiced for hours every day across every screen, will spread
beyond screens to colonize the reading brain entirely, displacing
the deep mode even when a paper book is finally in hand. The
fear is that we are training ourselves out of cognitive patience
altogether, losing the capacity to sit with a long sentence or a
hard chapter, until the deep circuit, unused, grows faint, and we
find we can no longer read the way we once could even when we
want to. The habit of skimming threatens to become the only way
the mind knows how to read.

Set beside that worry is the plain fact that reading itself, by
any measure, is in decline, and here the contrast with the
thriving theater of the last chapter could not be starker. A large
study published in 2025, drawing on two decades of the
American Time Use Survey and more than two hundred thousand
respondents, found that the share of Americans who read for
pleasure on any given day fell from around twenty-eight percent
in 2004 to about sixteen percent in 2023, a drop of more than
forty percent, declining at a steady rate of roughly three percent
a year. That measure counted every kind of leisure reading,
books and magazines and newspapers and e-books and even
audiobooks, and reading fell anyway.

The federal numbers tell the same story from other angles.
The share of American adults who read even a single book in a
year has slid toward the high forties, and the share who read a
novel toward the high thirties. On an average day, Americans
aged fifteen and older now spend something like fifteen or
sixteen minutes reading anything at all for personal interest.
There is a bleak symmetry in that figure, for a book that began
with a fabricated eighteen-minute attention span, that the real
measure worth worrying about is the shrinking sliver of an actual
day that people now give to the page rather than some invented
ceiling on the mind, a quarter of an hour and falling.

Among the young the retreat is steepest and most alarming.
The share of thirteen-year-olds who say they read for fun almost
every day fell from twenty-seven percent in 2012 to fourteen
percent in 2023, nearly halving in a decade, the lowest figure on
record. Reading scores have slipped alongside the reading, and a
large fraction of American children now read below the level
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deemed proficient for their grade. If the deep-reading circuit is
built in childhood through immersion and practice, these
numbers raise the real possibility that for many children it is no
longer being fully built at all.

The place where the loss may matter most is the childhood
that the reading brain is built in. By far the best predictor of
whether a child becomes a reader is how often, in the earliest
years, that child is held and read to, the bedtime story doing
quiet, foundational work that no app reproduces, building the
vocabulary and the patience and the association of books with
love on which all later reading rests. The research on the recent
decline keeps returning to this as the most promising point of
intervention, that reading with children is the seedbed of
everything, and that a society serious about deep attention would
guard those bedtime hours above almost anything. Yet only a
small fraction of American adults read with a child on a given
day, even among those with young children at home, and a
screen handed to a restless toddler is so much easier than a
story. The circuit that takes years to build is built, or left unbuilt,
first of all in those early shared hours with a book and a voice.

A few honest qualifications keep this from tipping into easy
doom. The surge in book sales during the pandemic did not mean
more people were reading; it meant the people who already read
were buying more books, a distinction the data make clear. Those
who do still read for pleasure read more than readers did twenty
years ago, so the trend is less a uniform dimming than a
polarization, a shrinking population of readers reading harder
while the rest stop altogether. And the causes are structural as
well as digital, bound up with economic insecurity, vanishing
leisure time, and unequal access to books and libraries, so that a
parent working two jobs or a child in a place with no good library
is reading less for reasons that have nothing to do with the
strength of anyone’s brain.

Something has shifted, too, in the cultural standing of reading,
in the quiet status it once held. There was a time, within living
memory, when being well read was a recognized form of
distinction, when adults kept books in their homes partly to
signal the kind of people they were, when a serious reader
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commanded a certain respect. That cultural scaffolding has
largely fallen away, replaced by other markers of worth, so that
the deep reader can now seem faintly anachronistic, even
self-indulgent, a person with strange amounts of time on their
hands. When a culture stops honoring an activity, fewer people
take it up, and the decline in reading is partly a decline in the
prestige and the permission that once surrounded it. The hours of
solitary attention a book requires are easier to defend in a world
that treats them as admirable than in one that treats them as a
quaint and slightly suspect way to spend an evening.

That last point is where the book’s discipline reasserts itself
against the panic, because the decline of reading, real as it is, is a
decline of a practice, not the death of a faculty. People are
reading less because digital media devours the hours reading
used to fill, because their attention is being harvested all day by
the machinery of earlier chapters, because leisure has shrunk
and access is uneven and the shallow mode crowds out the deep
one. The cause is the lost hours, not a brain that has lost the
ability to read. These are conditions, contingent and changeable,
and they describe an environment that discourages reading, not
a species that has lost the power to read.

The proof that the faculty survives is the same proof that ran
through the two previous chapters, the plasticity of the brain that
built the reading circuit in the first place. The same malleability
that lets the shallow mode encroach also lets the deep mode be
rebuilt, and Wolf, who sounds the alarm most clearly, is also the
most insistent that deep reading can be relearned at any age. She
argues for what she calls a biliterate brain, one trained
deliberately to move between the fast skimming mode the screen
demands and the slow immersive mode that books reward,
keeping both available rather than letting one devour the other.
The deep circuit that disuse lets fade is the same circuit that
practice restores.

Notice what this does to the panic’s favorite claim, the one
about shrinking attention spans. If human attention spans were
in fact contracting toward the goldfish, deep reading would be
impossible rather than merely declining, the long novel and the
dense argument abandoned because no brain could any longer
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sustain them. That is plainly not what has happened. The readers
who still read are reading more than ever, finishing
thousand-page novels and following arguments across whole
books, their attention spans intact and undiminished. What has
changed is how many people exercise the capacity, not whether
the capacity exists, and those are entirely different claims. A gym
emptying out shows that fewer people are lifting, not that human
muscles have atrophied. The reading data shows a practice in
retreat, performed as deeply as ever by those who still perform it,
which is the signature of a neglected skill and not a vanished
faculty.

This is why the decline, though real, is not a verdict. The deep
reader retains the full capacity, undiminished, and exercises it
every time they open a demanding book. A child read to daily,
and given time and quiet and books worth the effort, builds the
circuit as surely as children always have. The adult who has let
the habit lapse can rebuild it with deliberate practice, reclaiming
a half-hour of undivided attention from the day the feed had
taken. The faculty is neglected rather than gone, and neglect,
unlike extinction, can be reversed by anyone who decides to.

Deep reading also belongs, like the other counter-models, to
the small territory of human attention the auction cannot enter. A
reader alone with a printed book generates no impression to sell,
no data trail to broadcast, no slot for an advertiser to bid on; the
attention flows directly from one mind to one absent writer, and
no third party stands between them taking a cut. The printed
page is, in this sense, the purest of the counter-models, the form
of deep attention most completely outside the market, a
transaction with no meter attached.

The qualification matters, because not all reading is so clean.
Reading on a connected device is a different and more
compromised thing, since the e-reader can log every page and
every pause, the reading app can nudge and track, and the phone
delivers its book between the same interruptions that fracture
everything else it touches. Reading on a phone is closer to the
feed than to the book, half-harvested even as it informs. Yet even
the most instrumented reading remains the opposite of the scroll,
an act of sustained attention to one extended thought rather than
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a swim through fragments, and the bound paper book remains
entirely untouchable, a mind speaking to a mind with no machine
listening in.

There is a reason the merchants would rather you scroll than
read, and it goes deeper than the fact that the scroll is
harvestable and the book is not, though that alone would be
reason enough. The deeper reason is that the kind of mind deep
reading builds is bad for their business. A mind practiced in
cognitive patience, in following a long argument, in dwelling with
complexity and resisting the easy resolution, is a mind that is
harder to interrupt, harder to manipulate, harder to sell to, and
harder to herd. The shallow, restless, distractible mind is the
ideal customer and the ideal target; the deep-reading mind is a
problem for anyone whose living depends on capturing attention
cheaply. The decline of deep reading is, in a quiet way, a
condition the merchants profit from rather than merely a loss
they tolerate.

A reader who can finish a thought is a particular kind of
problem for an economy built on interruption. Every business
model examined in this book depends on breaking attention into
small, capturable, sellable pieces, on the user who can be pulled
away mid-sentence and sold something in the gap. A person
capable of an hour of unbroken reading has, for that hour, opted
out of the auction entirely, generating no fragments to harvest
and proving, by the simple act, that the interruption is optional.
Multiply that person by a few million and the harvest thins. The
deep reader is living proof that the fractured attention the
merchants depend on is a condition they manufacture rather than
a fact of human nature, and every hour anyone spends inside a
book is an hour of quiet evidence that the machine can be
switched off. A culture of readers would be a poorer hunting
ground, which is reason enough for the hunters to prefer that the
reading stop.

What is finally at stake in all of this is the kind of mind a
person gets to have, because deep reading does not just exercise
a circuit, it furnishes an interior. The hours spent alone inside
other minds build the inner life, the reflective, populated,
independent interior that is the seat of a self, stocked with other
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people’s thoughts and experiences and ways of seeing that
become, over a reading life, part of one’s own equipment for
being a person. A mind that has read deeply is a larger and
better-furnished place to live than one that has not.

Reading also teaches a capacity the connected age has made
rare, the ability to be alone with one’s own mind. To read deeply
is to sit in solitude and silence, untroubled by the absence of
other people or notifications or noise, content in the company of
a book and one’s own thoughts, and that comfort with solitude is
itself a skill, increasingly an endangered one. The feed exists in
part to abolish solitude, to ensure that no one is ever alone with
their thoughts for more than a moment before a screen offers
company, while deep reading restores solitude and makes it rich,
turning time alone from something to be escaped into something
to be sought. A person who can read deeply can be alone without
panic, and does not need the constant low hum of connection to
feel all right, and that self-sufficiency of the inwardly furnished
mind is exactly what an economy of compulsive connection would
prefer people never develop.

Reading builds empathy in the most direct way any activity
can, by placing a reader inside another consciousness for hours
at a stretch, letting them think another person’s thoughts and
feel another person’s feelings from the inside, across every
barrier of time and culture and circumstance that ordinarily
separates one human being from another. To inhabit a character
unlike yourself, page after page, until you understand from
within why they act as they do, is a training in the moral
imagination that no shorter or shallower form can match. The
deep reader practices, hour upon hour, the difficult art of taking
seriously a life that is not their own.

Most of all, deep reading builds the independent and critical
mind, the one capacity a free people can least afford to lose. To
follow a sustained argument across a whole book, to weigh it, to
catch where it cheats and where it earns its conclusions, to think
a difficult thought all the way to its end, is the exercise that
makes a mind able to resist the slogan, the manipulation, and the
engineered outrage of the feed. The deep reader is the hardest
person in the world to fool, because they have spent years
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learning to attend to an argument long enough to test it. A
population of deep readers is a population that is difficult to
deceive, and a population that has lost the habit is a population
lying open to whoever wishes to capture it.

Even now I can feel the particular hush of the hours I spent
reading as a boy, long before I understood that those hours were
assembling the mind I would use for everything afterward. A
child who disappears into books is doing serious work disguised
as escape, building the circuit, stocking the inner rooms, learning
without knowing it the patience that every later difficulty would
demand. I read the way some children run, compulsively and for
the joy of it, and the writers I gave those hours to became, in a
real sense, my first teachers and my early company, shaping how
I saw before I had any defenses against being shaped. Whatever I
later managed to do with words I owe to that early surrender to
other people’s words, the long apprenticeship of reading that no
one called an apprenticeship. The boy in the chair with the book
was, without knowing it, becoming a writer, because the only
way anyone becomes a writer is by first becoming, helplessly and
happily, a reader.

Making books in this particular age has the feel of building
lighthouses as the ships disappear, and I have made my peace
with the strangeness of it. Each title I publish is a small wager
that the two-body book has a future, that somewhere a reader
will still sit down and give a writer’s sustained thought their
sustained attention, that the form is worth maintaining even
against the numbers. A publisher in a declining-reading culture is
keeping a flame rather than chasing a market, refusing to accept
that the deep-reading mind belongs to the past, building a
catalog that assumes the reader still exists and will go on
existing. There is a stubbornness in it I have stopped apologizing
for. To keep making books while the data darken is to insist, with
one’s working life, that the thing the book does for a human mind
is too valuable to surrender, and that a culture which gave it up
would be giving up something it does not understand that it
needs.

What a life in books has taught me about attention is the same
lesson the whole of this argument keeps arriving at from every
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direction. The deep, sustained, patient attention the world keeps
announcing it has lost is exactly the attention I have given to
books and asked of readers for half a century, and it is alive, and
demanding, and richly repaid, and entirely worth the effort it
costs. From inside a reading life, the great attention panic looks
less like a diagnosis and more like a description of what happens
to people who have been kept from the one practice that would
cure them.

Three counter-models now stand together. The intimate
attention of two people signing, the collective attention of a
crowd in a theater, and the solitary attention of a reader alone
with a book differ in scale and setting, two people and then
hundreds and then one, yet each is deep where the feed is
shallow, sustained where the feed is fragmented, and freely given
where the feed extracts by force, and each builds something the
feed only dissolves, a bond between two people, a public, or a
furnished and independent self. What unites them is where the
richest attention lives, which is wherever it is given rather than
taken. The signer gives it to a face, the audience gives it to a
stage, the reader gives it to a page, and in every case the giving
is the whole point, the attention serving as the medium of a
relationship rather than a commodity. An auction can price only
what passes through its screens in fragments, so the attention
given whole never enters its ledger at all, and the merchants
have built an empire on a thin and degraded slice of human
attention while mistaking that slice for the whole.

Among the three, reading is the most private, the most
demanding, and the most endangered, the deep attention that
asks the most and is given the least support and is falling the
fastest. It is also, for that reason, the one whose cultivation
matters most, because of the particular mind it builds. The dyad
teaches presence and the theater teaches communion, and both
are precious, but the solitary discipline of the page builds the
reflective, patient, independent mind, and that mind is the one a
self-governing people cannot do without.

That last phrase is the bridge to where this book must end.
Every capacity deep reading builds, the patience to follow a long
argument, the empathy to enter another’s view, the
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independence to test a claim and resist a manipulation, is a
capacity a citizen needs as much as a reader does, because
self-government is itself a sustained and difficult act of collective
attention. A republic asks of its citizens exactly what a hard book
asks of a reader, to attend to complexity without fleeing it, to
weigh competing claims, to stay with a public question long
enough to think it through rather than merely react to it. The
reading mind and the deliberating mind are versions of the same
mind, trained by the same discipline of sustained attention, and a
people losing the first is, by the same motion, losing the second.
The fate of reading and the fate of the republic are bound
together more tightly than either is usually allowed to suggest.
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CHAPTER 15

The Citizen Who Cannot Sit Still

Somewhere a citizen opens a news app, reads two sentences of a
story about a law that will shape the next decade of her life, feels
the pull of a notification, and is gone, swept into a current of
unrelated alarms and amusements, the law forgotten before she
understood what it would do. Multiply her by a few hundred
million and you have the central political fact of the age. A free
people is being asked, as every free people has been asked, to
govern itself, and the attention that self-government requires is
being drained away faster than anyone can replace it. What was
happening to the reading mind of the last chapter is happening to
the citizen’s mind too, with graver consequences.

She is not a fool, and that is the point. She wants to be a good
citizen, intends to understand the law before she forms an
opinion of it, would be ashamed to vote in ignorance. Stupidity
and indifference have nothing to do with it. She is defeated by an
environment built, with great skill and enormous resources, to
ensure that her attention never settles long enough on anything
difficult to do any good. She is the target of an industry whose
business is to interrupt her, and she loses the contest less
because she is weak than because the contest is grotesquely
unequal, one distractible human mind against a machine
engineered by thousands of the most talented people of a
generation to capture exactly that mind. To blame her for failing
to attend is to blame the swimmer for the current.

Self-government is, at bottom, a sustained and difficult act of
collective attention. To govern themselves, citizens must attend
to a shared reality, follow arguments more complicated than a
slogan, weigh competing claims, listen to people they disagree
with, hold their representatives to account across the long
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stretch of time that accountability requires, and stay with a
public question past the moment its outrage flares and fades.
None of this is easy, and none of it is natural. It is the hardest
attentional work a society asks of ordinary people, and a republic
is, in one light, simply the standing demand that a population
perform it.

Every chapter of this book has been building toward this one,
because the cost of the attention economy comes due, finally, in
the life of the republic. The fabricated numbers manufactured a
panic, the real environmental effect was mislabeled as a broken
brain, and the alarm was sold back to us as a thousand products.
All of that would matter less if attention were merely a private
good, a matter of personal focus and productivity. Attention is
also the substance of citizenship, and what the attention economy
does to the citizen is the most serious thing it does to anyone.

The founders of the American republic understood the link
between attention and self-government with a clarity worth
recovering. They assumed, and worried endlessly about, an
informed and attentive citizenry as the precondition of the whole
experiment. James Madison held that a people meaning to govern
themselves had to arm themselves with the power that
knowledge gives, and that knowledge would forever govern
ignorance. The entire design rested on a wager that ordinary
people, if informed and attentive, could be trusted to run their
own affairs.

What the founders assumed beneath the wager was a
particular kind of attention, the slow, sequential, sustained
attention that print demands and cultivates. The citizen they
imagined read pamphlets and newspapers and the long, argued
letters that filled the press of the early republic, following a case
through paragraphs of reasoning, and the habits of mind that
reading built were the habits self-government would draw upon.
Their faith in an informed citizenry was, without their having the
word for it, a faith in a reading public, a population whose
attention had been shaped by the page into something patient
enough to weigh an argument. A republic of readers was the
unstated premise of the whole design. What happens to that
design when the reading public thins, as the last chapter showed
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it thinning, is a question the founders never had to face and we
cannot avoid.

Jefferson tied the wager directly to attention, in a phrase that
reads now like a warning. The people could be trusted with their
own government, he wrote, and whenever things went so far
wrong as to attract their notice, they could be relied upon to set
them to rights. Notice was the safeguard. The republic would
correct its own errors because the people would notice them and
act, and the whole self-correcting machinery depended on a
citizenry whose attention could still be drawn to what mattered
and held there long enough to respond. A people that no longer
notices, or that notices everything and therefore nothing, has lost
the mechanism Jefferson was counting on.

He drew the corollary plainly, that ignorance and freedom
cannot coexist in a civilized society, that a nation expecting to be
both ignorant and free expects what never was and never will be.
Self-government and an inattentive, uninformed population are
simply incompatible, the one dissolving the other. For Jefferson
this was the argument for universal public education, the
diffusion of knowledge being the instrument by which a free
people kept itself free, and he founded a university to serve
exactly that end, the instruction of citizens in their rights and
duties.

The most important thing Jefferson said about all this, for the
purposes of this chapter, concerned the remedy. When citizens
seemed insufficiently enlightened to exercise their power with
discretion, he insisted, the answer was to inform their discretion,
and never to take the power away from them. That sentence
contains the whole moral of the modern attention crisis. The
democratic response to a citizenry that cannot yet govern well is
to build its capacity, to inform and educate and equip it, rather
than to conclude that it is unfit and hand its power to someone
else. Every word of this book bends toward that distinction.

Self-government requires more than informed individuals,
though; it requires a shared space in which they reason together.
The philosopher Jürgen Habermas gave this space its name, the
public sphere, the arena standing between private life and the
state where citizens attend to common questions, exchange
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reasons, and form the public opinion that legitimizes power.
Deliberation, in this account, is the engine of democracy rather
than its ornament, the means by which a scattered population
becomes a public capable of governing itself. A democracy
worthy of the name, Habermas argued, depends on the survival
of a sphere where citizens can attend together to the questions
that bind them.

What deliberation asks of attention is precisely what the deep
reading of the last chapter asks. To deliberate is to attend to a
shared set of facts, to follow an argument that resists the slogan,
to take seriously the view of someone who sees the world
differently, to sustain a hard conversation without fleeing into
outrage, and to stay with a public problem long enough to think it
through. The deliberating citizen and the deep reader exercise
one capacity in two settings, the patient, sustained,
complexity-tolerant attention on which both reading and
self-government rest. Damage that capacity and you damage
both at once.

Picture the oldest working models of this, the jury and the
town meeting, and the attentional demand becomes concrete. A
jury is twelve citizens compelled to sit, for days if necessary,
attending without interruption to evidence and argument,
forbidden their phones, required to follow a complex matter to a
shared conclusion they must reach together. A town meeting is a
room of neighbors who must listen to one another, in person, at
length, and then decide. These institutions are machines for
manufacturing the sustained collective attention that
self-government runs on, and they work precisely because they
remove the distractions and force the focus, the way a theater
does. That we still trust juries with the gravest decisions a
society makes is quiet evidence that we know, when the stakes
are high enough, that justice requires undivided attention. A jury
scrolling through its phones would be a mistrial, and we feel why.

Honesty requires a hard concession before the indictment
goes further, which is that this attentive-citizen ideal was never
fully real and was, for most of its history, a possession of the few.
The founders’ informed citizenry excluded the enslaved, the
unpropertied, and women, who were granted no part in the
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self-government the rest celebrated. The public sphere
Habermas idealized was, as he himself acknowledged and as
Nancy Fraser pressed harder, a bourgeois space that shut out
women, workers, and racial minorities, so that the supposed
golden age of rational deliberation was golden mainly for
propertied men. There was never a paradise of universal civic
attention from which we have fallen.

The ideal was always partly aspirational in another sense, too,
because demagogues and propaganda and distracted,
manipulated publics are as old as democracy itself, and panics
about the ignorant masses are older still. The attentive citizen is
a standard a free people strives toward and never fully reaches,
marred in every era by exclusion and manipulation and sloth.
That the standard was never met perfectly is no argument
against it. Self-government has always depended on approaching
it, on a population attentive and informed enough, in large
enough numbers, to keep the self-correcting machinery running,
and the question this chapter presses is whether the attention
economy is now driving us away from that standard faster than
any force before it.

Set the machinery of the earlier chapters against the civic
requirement, and the danger resolves into focus. The same
apparatus that harvests attention to sell, the auction and the
engagement engine and the infinite feed, systematically erodes
the specific attentional capacities self-government depends on,
and it does so in at least four distinct ways, each corrosive on its
own and ruinous in combination.

The first is the shattering of the shared reality. A democracy
needs a common world to argue about, a rough agreement on
what has happened and what is at stake, and the attention
economy dissolves that common world into hundreds of millions
of personalized feeds, each citizen attending to a private and
algorithmically tailored version of events that no one else quite
sees. Habermas, surveying this in alarm late in his life, named
the symptoms exactly, the fragmentation of the public into sealed
user communities, the echo chambers that he refused to dignify
as competing public spheres, the collapse of the shared editorial
filters that once handed a population a common set of facts to
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dispute. A thousand private streams do not add up to a public.
They add up to a crowd of strangers, each convinced they alone
see clearly, with no shared ground left to stand on while they
argue.

This loss runs deeper than disagreement, because a
democracy can survive disagreement and cannot survive the loss
of any shared ground to disagree upon. Citizens have always
argued about what should be done; what is new is the argument
about what is simply the case, the dissolving of any common floor
of fact beneath the dispute. When one citizen’s feed has
convinced her of one set of events and her neighbor’s feed has
convinced him of an incompatible set, they are no longer two
people disagreeing about a shared world; they are two people
inhabiting different worlds, and there is no deliberation possible
between worlds. Deliberation presupposes a common reality to
reason about, and the personalized feed manufactures private
realities instead, until the public square fills with people shouting
across an epistemic gap no argument can bridge. A people that
cannot agree on what happened cannot govern itself, because it
cannot even establish the facts its decisions would have to
address.

The second is the manufacture of outrage that makes
deliberation impossible. The algorithms at the heart of the
machine are tuned to maximize engagement, and a large and
rigorous body of research now shows what maximizes
engagement, which is moral outrage and hostility toward the
other side. A preregistered audit of one major platform found
that its engagement-ranking algorithm amplifies emotionally
charged, out-group-hostile content beyond anything the users
themselves chose to follow. A ten-day field experiment that
reranked real feeds found that increasing such content made
people colder toward their political opponents and angrier and
sadder, while reducing it warmed them. The machine does not
merely fail to support deliberation. It actively trains citizens to
regard one another as enemies, which is the precondition of
being unable to deliberate at all.

A finding within that research deserves to be set in the center
of the page, because it dismantles the usual excuse. The studies
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show that people do not, in fact, prefer the enraging content the
algorithm feeds them; asked what they want to see, they choose
otherwise, and the algorithm overrides them. The outrage is
manufactured against the public’s own stated wishes rather than
supplied in answer to public demand, because outrage holds
attention and attention is what the machine sells, and the
citizenry’s preference for a calmer, more honest discourse is
simply overruled by the imperative to maximize engagement.
What is good for the platform’s revenue and what is good for the
republic have come apart, and the platform’s revenue wins by
default a hundred times a day.

The corrosion compounds, because the machine does not only
amplify the outrage that exists; it teaches people to produce
more of it. Politicians, news outlets, and aspiring influencers
learn quickly that division is what the algorithm rewards with
reach, and they adjust, sharpening their hostility because
hostility travels. The whole ecosystem of public speech bends
toward the divisive through the patient operation of an incentive
that pays for anger and starves nuance, and no grand design is
required. A citizen scrolling through this is given a portrait of
public life as unrelieved warfare, and worse, research finds that
the flood of visible outrage makes people overestimate how
hostile the other side is, inflating the perceived enmity beyond
the real thing until fellow citizens appear as monsters they were
never quite.

Part of what makes the outrage machine so corrosive is that
raging at the news feels like civic participation while being its
opposite. To share an angry post, to pile onto a villain of the day,
to feel the hot certainty of one’s own side against the other,
carries the emotional signature of engagement, of caring deeply
about public things, and so it quiets the conscience that might
otherwise nag a person toward the slow and difficult work of
actual citizenship. The feed offers the feeling of being politically
engaged while delivering none of the substance, a sugar high of
indignation that leaves the body of civic life undernourished.
Hours that might have gone to understanding an issue, attending
a meeting, or persuading a neighbor go instead to a performance
of fury that changes nothing and exhausts everything. Outrage is
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to citizenship what the slot machine is to work, an engineered
facsimile that consumes the energy the real thing would have
used.

Affective polarization, the cold dislike of the other side that
the machine cultivates, is not a private feeling without public
cost. A legislature whose members regard the opposing party as
enemies rather than rivals cannot compromise, and a
government that cannot compromise cannot function, so that the
hostility manufactured in a billion feeds hardens, at the top, into
paralysis. Citizens who have been taught to see their neighbors
as a threat will not deliberate with them, will not trust any
institution the other side controls, and will accept almost any
measure against an enemy they have been trained to fear. This is
the soil in which democratic breakdown grows, a population so
divided it would rather lose self-government than share it with
people it has come to hate. The outrage that began as a way to
sell advertising ends as a solvent on the bonds that hold a
self-governing people together.

Depletion is the third assault. The harvesting of attention all
day, every day, by every screen leaves citizens too fragmented
and exhausted for the sustained attention that civic life demands.
A mind trained from waking to sleep in the shallow, hopping,
interrupt-driven mode of the feed is a mind ill-equipped to follow
a budget argument, to track a piece of legislation through its
turns, to sustain interest in a public problem past the day its
hashtag trends, or to hold a government to account across the
slow years accountability takes. The attention that democracy
needs is long, and the attention the environment cultivates is
short, and the mismatch leaves the patient work of citizenship
undone.

Isolation is the fourth assault. The feed is a solitary
instrument, each person sealed in a private stream, and in
atomizing attention it dissolves the shared public spaces and
common experiences in which a public used to form. Earlier
chapters found a public being briefly born in a theater, hundreds
of strangers made one by a shared focus; the feed performs the
reverse operation, taking a potential public and scattering it into
a hundred million separate solitudes, each staring into a different
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and personalized dark. A people that never attends to anything
together struggles to feel itself a people at all, and a collection of
isolated individuals, however numerous, is not yet a citizenry.

Add the four together and the portrait is of a population
fragmented out of any shared reality, enraged past the possibility
of deliberation, depleted below the threshold of sustained civic
attention, and isolated out of any sense of common membership.
Which is to say a population systematically stripped of the
precise capacities self-government requires, less by malice than
as the byproduct of an industry optimizing for engagement and
revenue. The platforms’ objectives and the republic’s objectives
have diverged, and the machinery grinds down the civic mind as
an unintended cost of doing business, a cost paid by everyone
and counted by no one.

Were that the whole story it would be grim enough, but the
same machinery is also turned to deliberate use, weaponized by
those who grasp that a fragmented, enraged, exhausted, cynical
citizenry is exactly what a demagogue needs. The corrosion that
the engagement engine produces as a byproduct, the
propagandist produces on purpose, and the tools lie ready to
hand.

One clear example is the technique propaganda researchers
call the firehose of falsehood, and that its American practitioners
call flooding the zone. The method is to broadcast a high volume
of claims, rapidly, repetitively, across every channel at once, with
no regard for truth or even for consistency, so that the sheer
velocity and multiplicity make refutation hopeless. Classical
propaganda tried to persuade a public of a particular falsehood;
the firehose abandons persuasion for saturation, aiming to flood
the public with so much contradictory noise that people give up
trying to tell true from false at all. The goal is exhaustion rather
than belief.

What makes the technique a direct weaponization of the
attention crisis is the premise it rests on, which is the finitude of
attention this book has traced from the beginning. The strategist
Steve Bannon described the method with unusual candor,
observing that the press could focus on only one thing at a time,
so that the way to defeat it was to flood the zone, to hit it every
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day with more than it could possibly attend to, and let it chase
one item while everything else passed unexamined. The strategy
is built, explicitly, on the fact that attention is limited and can be
overwhelmed. Herbert Simon’s observation that information
consumes attention, which an earlier chapter treated as a reason
to conserve a scarce resource, the propagandist treats as a
vulnerability to exploit.

The deeper aim of flooding is to delegitimize the idea of
shared truth itself, to attack the journalists and scientists and
institutions that claim any authority to establish facts, until a
public that has been exhausted into cynicism concludes that
everyone lies, nothing can be known, and the only sensible
posture is a weary disengagement. A public that has given up on
truth is a public that has given up on self-government, because
there is nothing left to deliberate about and no point in noticing
anything. Cynicism is the firehose’s true product, and a cynical,
disengaged population is the easiest of all to rule.

Rulers have always known that a distracted population is a
manageable one, long before anyone could measure attention or
sell it. The Roman formula of bread and circuses understood that
a public kept fed and amused would not trouble itself with power,
and every despot since has grasped that spectacle and diversion
serve control as efficiently as censorship does. The twentieth
century gave the insight its sharpest literary form in the contrast
between two famous warnings, one imagining a future in which
the truth is hidden by force, the other a future in which the truth
is drowned in a sea of triviality and distraction, the public too
amused and overstimulated to care. Our moment has realized the
second vision more fully than the first. The censor who burns the
inconvenient book is cruder, and in a way more honest, than the
machine that buries that book under an infinite scroll of
diversions no one chose and no one can stop watching.

Honesty demands that this weaponization not be assigned to
one political faction, because the techniques are structural and
have been used by authoritarian regimes abroad and by actors
across the ideological spectrum at home. Flooding, distraction,
the manufacture of outrage, the delegitimizing of inconvenient
experts, these are tools available to anyone willing to use them,
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and the temptation crosses every partisan line. What matters for
this argument is less who deploys them than the fact that they all
exploit the same underlying vulnerability, a citizenry whose
attention has been fragmented and overwhelmed and turned
against itself, and that they pair naturally with the engagement
engine, which floods and enrages on its own even when no
propagandist is steering.

The firehose works because it exploits a brutal asymmetry
between truth and falsehood, the same asymmetry that tilts the
whole attention battlefield toward the manipulator. A lie can be
manufactured in seconds and spread to millions at no cost, while
the truth must be established slowly, by patient verification, and
then explained at length to be understood. Refutation is always
slower than fabrication, and in a contest of attention the fast and
the simple beat the slow and the complex every time. So a public
square optimized for speed and volume systematically favors the
liar over the honest person, the conspiracy over the careful
account, the outrage over the qualification, less because people
prefer lies than because the environment rewards whatever
moves fastest and hits hardest. The defenders of shared truth are
forced to fight uphill, on terrain the architecture itself has graded
against them.

Here the book’s central claim about the fake panic arrives at
its sharpest point, because the fabricated story of the broken
brain is worse than merely false. It is, in its political effect,
anti-democratic, and understanding why is the key to everything
this book has argued.

The fake panic tells citizens that their attention has collapsed,
that they have been rewired into goldfish, that they can no longer
read or focus or follow a complex thought, and that this
incapacity is biological, permanent, and largely their own fault.
Whatever else such a story does, it disempowers. It tells a
population that the sustained attention self-government requires
is no longer available to it, that the deep engagement democracy
demands is beyond its rewired brain, that the only honest
response to its own diminishment is resignation. The message
beneath the panic is that a free people has lost the equipment
freedom requires.
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That is precisely the message every would-be authoritarian
most wants the public to absorb. A people convinced of its own
incapacity for self-government is a people halfway to
surrendering it, ready to believe that the hard work of citizenship
is hopeless, that resistance is pointless, that the complexities of
public life are beyond them and had better be handed to a
strongman who will simplify everything. The fake panic does the
demagogue’s demobilizing work for him, and it does it wearing
the white coat of science, which makes it more persuasive than
any speech he could give. Tell people long enough that they
cannot think, and many will stop trying.

The difference between two ways of telling citizens the truth
about their situation turns out to be the difference between
mobilizing them and disarming them. To say you are being
manipulated, your attention under deliberate assault by an
industry that profits from your distraction, is an account that
points outward, names an adversary, and implies a fight worth
having. To say your attention span has shrunk, your brain has
been rewired, you have become a goldfish, is an account that
points inward, names no adversary, and implies that nothing can
be done. The first story produces anger and resolve, the raw
materials of resistance, while the second produces shame and
resignation, the raw materials of surrender. The fake panic
insists on the inward framing precisely because the outward one
is dangerous to the people who profit from the status quo. A
citizen who believes they are being robbed will act; a citizen who
believes they are simply broken will not.

Set this against Jefferson’s remedy and the stakes come clear.
Jefferson said that when a people seemed unfit to govern, the
answer was to inform them and build their capacity, on the faith
that the capacity was there to be built. The fake panic says the
opposite, that the incapacity is permanent and biological, which
licenses the anti-democratic conclusion Jefferson refused, that an
unfit people should not govern itself at all. The lie that we have
lost our minds is the precise inversion of the democratic faith,
and it disarms a free people more quietly and more thoroughly
than any frontal attack could.
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So the threat to the republic is real and grave, and it is also
nothing like what the panic describes, and the whole future turns
on telling the two apart. What endangers self-government is a
citizenry whose attention environment has been engineered
against it, fragmented and enraged and depleted and isolated
and flooded, and then told that the resulting damage is a
permanent fact of its own biology, rather than a citizenry whose
brains have decayed into incapacity. The brain is intact. The
environment is hostile, and the story about the brain is part of
the hostility.

Proof that the capacity survives is the whole burden of the
three chapters before this one. People still give deep, sustained,
demanding attention in the intimate space of a signed
conversation, in the gathered hush of a theater, in the long
solitude of a serious book. The civic capacity has not been lost,
because the human capacity for sustained attention has not been
lost; it has been assaulted by a designed environment and
demobilized by a manufactured despair, which are altogether
different things from a faculty that no longer exists. A people told
it cannot pay attention is being lied to, and the lie is doing
political work.

If the diagnosis is environmental rather than biological, the
remedy follows, and it is not the remedy the panic implies. There
is no broken brain to mourn and no lost faculty to grieve. There is
an environment to change and a capacity to cultivate, and both
are within the reach of a people that decides to act, which is the
most hopeful sentence this sober book can offer.

Changing the environment is possible because the corrosion is
a design choice, not a law of nature, and the same research that
documents the harm documents the fix. The reranking
experiments showed that downranking out-group hostility
reduces polarization at little cost, that ranking by what people
value rather than by what they compulsively click yields a calmer
and more truthful discourse, that an engagement engine tuned to
different ends produces a different public. The auction can be
regulated, the harvesting constrained, the optimization for
outrage forbidden or redesigned. None of this is simple and none
of it is guaranteed, but all of it is possible, because human beings
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built the machine and human beings can govern it, the way every
other powerful and dangerous technology has eventually been
brought under some measure of public control.

There is nothing utopian in the claim that the attention
machinery can be governed, because every comparably powerful
and dangerous industry has eventually been brought under
public control. The same century that produced the
patent-medicine fraud of an earlier chapter also produced, in
response, the food and drug laws that ended it, and the pattern
has repeated with the automobile, with tobacco, with the
broadcast spectrum, with industrial pollution, each at first
defended as untouchable and each in time subjected to rules that
served the public rather than only the seller. The attention
economy presents itself, as every such industry has, as a force of
nature beyond the reach of democratic governance, and the
claim is as false now as it was then. A society that decided the
harvesting and enraging of its citizens’ attention was
incompatible with its survival could regulate the practice, and
the one thing standing in the way is the belief that it cannot.

Cultivating the capacity is the other half, and it runs through
everything this book has praised. It means defending and
rebuilding the practices that sustain civic attention, the deep
reading that furnishes an independent mind, the shared public
spaces and common experiences where a scattered population
can attend to something together, the face-to-face encounters in
which people learn again to hold the attention of someone who
disagrees with them. It means teaching the young to read, and
then to read deeply, and protecting the shared reality on which
deliberation depends, and treating sustained collective attention
as the civic resource it is. The capacity is plastic, as the reading
brain proved, and it answers to practice and to an environment
that supports rather than attacks it.

None of this waits on legislation, because the cultivation
begins with what a single person decides to do with their own
attention, today, without anyone’s permission. To read a difficult
book to its end, to sit with a hard question instead of reaching for
the phone, to seek out the company of people who disagree and
listen to them in person, to refuse the outrage the feed offers and
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decline to pass it on, to protect some hours of each day from the
harvest, these are small acts, and they are also the only place the
larger change can begin. A citizen who reclaims their own
attention becomes harder to manipulate, harder to enrage, and
harder to exhaust into cynicism, and a society is finally nothing
but its citizens one at a time. The personal discipline of attention
is, in this sense, already a political act, a refusal of the conditions
a free people cannot afford to accept. The republic is rebuilt, if it
is rebuilt, one reclaimed mind at a time.

What the moment requires, above all, is the refusal of the
fatalism the fake panic sells. The panic counsels despair, telling a
free people that its mind is gone and its self-government finished,
that nothing can be done but to scroll on toward the end. The
truth counsels agency, insisting that the mind is intact, that the
environment can be changed, that the capacity can be rebuilt,
and that self-government remains entirely possible for a people
that refuses to believe it has already failed. Between those two
stories lies the difference between surrendering the republic and
keeping it, and a free people gets to choose which story it lives
inside.

I come to this argument as someone who has spent years
studying how democracies die and how authoritarian movements
rise, and from that vantage the attention crisis looks like exactly
what it is. The would-be strongman has always needed to
command attention, to control what the public sees and knows
and dwells upon, and the dictatorships of the last century became
masters of the mass media of their day, the radio and the rally
and the captured press, precisely because capturing attention is
the first step toward capturing a people. What is new in our
moment is the instrument rather than the impulse, an attention
machinery that is personalized, algorithmic, and ceaseless, able
to fragment and enrage and overwhelm a population with a
precision no propagandist of the old regimes could have
imagined.

The lesson the study of democratic collapse impresses most
deeply is how often free peoples have talked themselves into
surrender, persuaded by their own exhaustion that
self-government was more trouble than it was worth. Republics
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rarely fall to a sudden blow from outside; more often they are
hollowed from within, by citizens grown too tired, too divided,
and too cynical to defend institutions they no longer believe in,
until a strongman offering to end the exhausting noise of
democracy sounds less like a threat than a relief. Cynicism is the
precondition and exhaustion is the solvent, and a population
fragmented and enraged and overwhelmed by its own
information environment arrives at both with terrible efficiency.
The attention crisis, read this way, is one of the central
mechanisms of the political danger of the age rather than a
sideshow to it, the means by which a people is worn down to the
point of giving up.

From inside that study, the gravest version of the present
danger is not the one in the headlines. The headlines worry about
the broken brain, the shrinking span, the goldfish, while the real
peril works underneath that distraction, the engineered and
weaponized corrosion of the civic mind, abetted by a false alarm
that tells citizens their incapacity is natural and that they should
give up. One learns to recognize the configuration, a public
fragmented and exhausted and turned against itself, convinced of
its own helplessness, primed to accept the simplifications of
someone who promises to do its thinking for it. That
configuration is being assembled now, and the fake panic is one
of its load-bearing pieces.

The configuration has a date. In a single week of June 2026,
the executive branch took the two steps a student of democratic
decline learns to read together, the legal opinion stripping the
disabled of an enforceable right to live in their own communities
and the dismantling of the cabinet department that protected
disabled children, both arriving alongside the standing order
from the year before to widen the involuntary confinement of the
homeless. I traced earlier in this book what those acts do to the
people on their receiving end. Set them in the frame of this
chapter and they show something further, the precise way a right
dies in a distracted republic. What happened looked nothing like
a coup or a crisis with a face. The whole thing arrived as
paperwork, on an ordinary week, aimed at people too few and too
powerless to command the fragmented attention of everyone
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else, and it passed in days, half-seen, swept under the same flood
that buries everything. A public able to hold its attention on one
hard thing would have stopped to fight a government subtracting
a civil right from its most vulnerable members. This public could
not, because that subtraction was a single item in a torrent of ten
thousand, and the torrent is the design. The direction of all three
moves is toward the wall, the disabled warehoused and the
homeless confined, the oldest carceral reflex returning under
cover of the noise, and a people worn down to distraction is
exactly the public that lets it return without a sound.

Honesty about that claim requires marking exactly how much
of it I can prove, because the discipline this book has demanded
of every other number forbids me a free pass on my own. I cannot
prove the counterfactual. I do not know that a public with its
attention intact would have stopped these particular acts, and to
assert it as fact would be its own kind of fabrication, the same
move I have spent the book prosecuting. What I can show is
narrower and survives the doubt. The acts were timed and
shaped to pass unremarked, arriving as paperwork in an ordinary
week, aimed at people too few and too powerless to seize a
distracted public’s notice, and they did pass largely unremarked,
swept under the same flood that buries everything. That a
fragmented public is easier to govern unwatched is the explicit
logic of every actor who has ever used distraction as cover, from
the propagandist to the merchant this book has already traced.
Whether a more attentive public would have risen is unknowable.
That a less attentive one is more easily subtracted from is the
mechanism, and the mechanism is enough to make the warning
land without the counterfactual to prop it up.

This is finally why I wrote the book, beneath all the forensics
about goldfish and surveys and stopwatches. The point was never
only to correct a false statistic, satisfying as that has been. The
point was to defend the civic mind by getting the story straight,
to expose the panic as both a lie and a weapon, to insist against
the disempowering noise that the human capacity for sustained
attention endures, and that a people which understands this can
still govern itself. A book about a fabricated number turns out to
be, beneath everything, an argument against surrender.
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None of this is optimism. The danger is real and the outcome
uncertain. What I refuse is the despair, the lie that a free people
has already lost the mind that freedom requires, because that lie
is the one thing that could make the loss certain. The capacity is
there. This fight is winnable. The worst mistake a citizen could
make is to believe the people selling the panic when they say it is
not.

What I want the reader to carry out of this book is something
more useful than reassurance, since the situation does not
warrant reassurance, and that something is clarity about where
the fight lies. Your own mind is intact and capable and yours,
whatever you have been told. The enemy lies outside it, in an
environment engineered to fragment that mind and a story
engineered to convince you the fragmentation is permanent, and
both can be resisted, the first by changing what we will tolerate
and the second by refusing to believe it. Clarity of that kind is
worth more than comfort, because it points toward action instead
of mourning. A reader who closes this book angry at what has
been done to a free people’s attention, and resolved to keep their
own, has taken from it exactly what I hoped to give.

A reader who has come this far is owed one more turn of the
same lens this book has trained on everyone else, and it points,
fairly, at me. I have spent these chapters asking who profits from
a claim and what motive sits under a conclusion, and the honest
application of that method does not exempt its author. So ask it
of me. What do I gain if you believe that sustained attention
survives? A great deal. I make my living from long-form work,
from books and plays that ask hours of a person, and a world
convinced the long form is dead is a world that stops buying what
I make. My livelihood rides, in plain terms, on the verdict I am
urging on you. I am also, by my own earlier confession, a man
with a proven appetite for the contrarian position, who once
mistook that appetite for insight and did real harm with it. If
anyone in this argument fits the profile of a person who would
want this thesis to be true regardless of the evidence, it is the
writer asking you to accept it.

I do not raise this to disarm it with a confession, because
naming a bias does not cancel it. The reason for raising it is that
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the bias explains why the book is built the way it is. You have not
been asked to trust me. You have been asked to follow citations
you can check, to trace the goldfish to the website button and the
eighteen minutes to the empty page where its source should be,
to watch the survey numbers contradict one another, to read
Simon and Mark and Protzko in their own published words. The
argument stands or falls on evidence you can verify without my
help, and that is deliberate, because I know better than any
reader what my authority is worth, having watched it certify a lie
in 2008. Weigh the case, not the man making it. If the evidence
holds, it holds against my interest as readily as for it, and if it
does not, no stake of mine can save it.

The fabricated eighteen minutes, the goldfish, the shrinking
span, all the invented numbers this book has spent its chapters
dismantling, were never merely errors of fact. They were the
building blocks of a story a free people was being taught to tell
about itself, the story that its mind had failed and its capacity for
self-rule had expired. Every fake statistic was a small brick in
that edifice of learned helplessness, and the edifice was
load-bearing for a politics of surrender. To pull the bricks out, to
show that the goldfish never forgot and the span never shrank
and the eighteen minutes were a number I printed without a
source, is therefore the dismantling of a lie a free people cannot
afford to believe about itself rather than a pedantic exercise in
fact-checking, because the believing is the first step toward the
surrender, and the surrender is the thing this whole book has
been written to prevent.

Two stories stand before us, and everything depends on which
one a free people believes. The first says the human mind has
failed, that attention is gone, that self-government is a relic of a
more capable age, and that the only thing left is to surrender to
the feed and to whoever masters it. The second says the human
mind is intact and extraordinary, that its environment has been
engineered against it and a panic deployed to demobilize it, and
that both the environment and the panic can be defeated by a
people that understands what has been done to it. That first story
is a lie that serves power. The second is the truth, and it is also a
summons.
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Which leaves the smallest and most personal question, the one
that remains after the argument is made and the evidence is in,
the question of what any single person does with all this,
beginning with the writer who has asked for your sustained
attention across these many pages and is nearly ready to give it
back. The largest stakes resolve, in the end, into the most
intimate ones, into a life and how its hours are spent, into what a
single mind protects and gives away. To that reckoning, and to
the question of what is to be done by a person who has read this
far and means to keep their attention their own, the book turns in
closing.
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CODA

What Attention Is For

You have read this far.
Stop and consider what that means, because it is the most

important evidence this book can offer, and you produced it
yourself. You have followed a long and braided argument across
hundreds of pages, held its threads in mind, weighed its claims,
stayed with it through forensics and history and science and
memoir, and arrived here at the end. Whatever the state of the
modern attention span is supposed to be, you have just done the
thing the panic says you can no longer do. The proof of this
book’s central claim is in your having reached its final pages, not
in its footnotes.

Maybe you read it straight through, and maybe you read it in
stolen pieces over weeks, putting it down to answer the phone,
picking it back up on a train, fighting the pull of the feed the
whole way. That changes nothing about what matters here. You
held the thread of an argument that took chapters to unfold,
remembering in the tenth chapter what was claimed in the
second, carrying the goldfish forgery forward into the auction
and the auction forward into the republic. The struggle you may
have felt to stay with it was the friction of a hostile environment,
the designed pull of a thousand interruptions, and not the
symptom of a broken brain. A mind rewired into eight-second
incapacity could have done none of it, and yours did it page after
page.

So before anything else, you gave this book your attention,
which is to say you gave it some hours of your one life, and that is
the rarest gift a person can give to a stranger’s words. I set these
sentences down not knowing who would ever take them up, on
the faith that someone would, and you are the someone, and the
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two-body transaction this book described is, between us, now
complete.

This book was itself an act of the thing it argues for. It was
made the slow way, over a long stretch of sustained attention, the
deep work assembled in silence that no machine can perform and
no shortcut can fake. I practiced, in writing it, the discipline I
have been asking you to defend, and I can report from inside the
labor that the capacity is real, demanding, and entirely intact,
because I used it, for months, to build the thing now in your
hands. A book is a long proof that deep attention survives,
offered by a writer who had to summon it and accepted by a
reader who had to summon it too.

I am sixty-one years old, and my first paid words appeared in a
newspaper when I was ten. I have spent the whole of my working
life on both ends of that transaction since, as a reader formed by
other people’s books, as a writer setting words down for readers
I would never meet, and as a publisher pushing books out into a
world that reads less every year. Attention has been my trade
and my material and my faith, the substance I have worked the
way a sculptor works in stone, and across those decades I have
watched its whole environment be torn down and rebuilt, from a
world of print and patience to a world of feeds and fracture. A
man who has spent sixty years inside the deep work of words
notices, perhaps sooner than most, when the conditions for that
work begin to be engineered away.

None of which has made me immune. I feel the pull exactly as
you do, the phone’s gravity, the itch to check, the way a difficult
paragraph can suddenly make the inbox seem urgent, the small
hourly surrenders that add up to a fractured day, and some days I
lose more of those skirmishes than I win. I write from inside that
struggle, down in it, losing ground daily and reclaiming it the
next morning. And I tell you this so you will not mistake what I
describe for ease, or conclude from your own daily failures that
you alone are weak. No one has beaten the machine cleanly,
because it was built by experts to be unbeatable, and the
measure of the thing is whether you keep coming back, a practice
you renew and lose and renew again for as long as you mean to
own your own mind.
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What that practice looks like, in my life, is a series of small
and unglamorous refusals and gifts. I put the phone in another
room when the work is hard. I guard certain hours and let certain
messages wait. Books I still read on paper, for long uninterrupted
stretches, the way I always have. I give Janna my full attention
when she is signing to me, because in a visual language
half-attention is no attention, and because she deserves the
whole of me and not the fragment the feed would leave. I notice,
through the day, where my attention has drifted, and I bring it
back, again and again, to whatever is in front of me. None of it is
heroic. All of it is a choice, made and remade, to spend my
attention on my life rather than surrender it to be sold.

The practice reaches down into the smallest corners of an
ordinary day. Two British Shorthair cats share our home, Percy
and Lotty, and a cat asks for a particular kind of attention,
unhurried and wordless, the kind you cannot fake and cannot
rush. To sit with an animal, or to watch the light move across a
room, or to give a slow hour to nothing in particular, is a small
rebellion now, a refusal of the demand that every minute be filled
and harvested. Far from wasted, these are some of the realest
hours a person gets, the ones spent fully present in a life rather
than absent into a screen, and I have learned to guard them as
carefully as the hours I give to work.

The last chapter ended on a question, the one that remains
after all the evidence is in, which is what a single person is to do
who means to keep their attention their own. I owe you a straight
answer, and the honest answer has two halves. One half is
collective and political, the slow work of refusing to accept an
industry that harvests and enrages us, of insisting that the
attention machinery be governed the way every dangerous and
powerful industry has eventually been governed. That work is
real and necessary and larger than any one of us, and it begins
with citizens who have reclaimed enough of their own attention
to demand it.

We have language for protecting the things we hold in
common, the clean air and the public lands and the shared water,
and attention belongs on that list. There is such a thing as an
attentional commons, the shared field of public notice that a free
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people needs intact, and it can be polluted and enclosed and
strip-mined exactly as any other commons can. A society that
would not let a company dump poison into its rivers has somehow
allowed an industry to dump distraction and outrage into the one
shared resource on which its self-government depends. Naming
attention a public good, worth defending by public means, is the
beginning of the political half of the answer, and it follows
directly from seeing what attention is and what its loss would
cost.

The other half is the one you can begin today, alone, without
anyone’s permission, and it is the one I want to leave you with. It
is not a program, and I will not insult the argument of this book
by ending it with a tidy list of productivity hacks, as though
attention were a resource to be optimized for output. To do that
would be to commit the same error the book has spent its length
opposing, the flattening of the richest human faculty into a
metric to be managed. What I am offering is a stance rather than
a technique.

Protect some hours from the harvest, and treat them as the
most valuable thing you own, because they are. Give a book the
long, unbroken attention that builds a mind, and feel the deep
circuit wake again under the practice. Give the people in front of
you the gift of your whole presence, undivided, the way you
would want to be attended to yourself. Seek out the rooms where
strangers still gather to attend to one thing together, and feel
what a public feels like before you forget. Refuse the outrage the
machine offers you each morning, and decline to pass it along,
and notice how much of your day it was quietly eating. Watch
where your attention goes, and steer it, gently and repeatedly,
toward what deserves it.

Let yourself be bored sometimes, which is harder than it
sounds and more valuable than it looks. Boredom is the empty
field in which thought grows, the unstructured quiet a mind
needs to wander and connect and arrive at things no feed would
ever have handed it, and a generation that has abolished
boredom with a glowing rectangle has abolished, without
noticing, the seedbed of its own ideas. Finish things, too, the
book and the conversation and the difficult task, against every
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incentive to abandon them at the first dull moment for something
brighter. The capacity to stay, to see one thing through to its end
rather than sampling a hundred, is the muscle the whole
environment is built to waste, and it strengthens, like any
muscle, with use. Reclaiming attention is finally less a matter of
subtraction than of practice.

Understand that none of this is deprivation, whatever the
people selling your attention would have you believe. To reclaim
your attention is not to give something up; it is to take your life
back. The phone set down is a self returned, not a pleasure
foregone, the hours that were being harvested restored to the
person whose hours they always were. We have been taught to
experience the reclaiming of our own minds as a kind of
austerity, a virtuous suffering, and that framing is itself part of
the trap. There is nothing austere about presence. It is the
richest condition a human being can be in.

Here, near the end, I can finally say the thing the whole book
has been circling, the simple definition under all the forensics
about goldfish and surveys and auctions. Attention is the
substance of a life. What you attend to is what you experience,
and the sum of what you have attended to, across all your days, is
the sum of what your life will have been. There is no experience
that does not pass through attention, no moment you live that
you do not live by attending to it. Where you spend your attention
is, quite literally and with nothing held back, where you spend
yourself.

No one, at the end of a life, wishes they had spent more of it
scrolling. People wish they had been more present, had given
more of their attention to the ones they loved and the work that
mattered and the world in front of them, had looked up more
often from whatever was stealing their notice. The deathbed has
always known what the marketplace works to make us forget,
that a life is measured in the quality of its attention, in how fully a
person was there for their own existence. To squander attention
is to squander life in the only currency life is ever paid in, the
present moment attended to or missed. There is no getting those
moments back, and no number on a screen was ever worth a
single one of them.
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We have all had the moments, even now, even amid the noise,
when attention gathers itself and the world comes suddenly
clear, a conversation that holds us completely, an hour of work
that flies, a walk in which the light and the air and the trees are
abruptly and fully there. Those moments are what ordinary
experience becomes the instant we give it our undivided
attention, available in principle in any waking hour and walled off
in practice only by the thousand small thefts of the feed. To
attend fully to a single present moment is to discover how much
was always there, waiting, beneath the scroll. The reward for
reclaiming attention is the return of the world itself, in its actual
texture, which the distracted mind had been moving through
without quite seeing, and there is nothing abstract about it.

This is why the harvesting is so grave a theft, and why the
panic is so cruel a lie. To take a person’s attention is to take
pieces of their one irreplaceable life, minute by minute, and to
sell those pieces to someone else. And to convince that person
their attention is broken beyond repair is to convince them that
their life is no longer theirs to live, that the steering has been
lost, that they may as well let the current carry them wherever it
goes. The fight over attention has never been a fight about
productivity or focus or screen time. It has always been a fight
about whether a human being gets to author their own
experience, which is to say their own life.

There is a higher register to it still, and a French philosopher
named Simone Weil, who gave her own attention so fully to the
suffering of others that it broke her health, found the words for
it. Attention, she wrote, is the rarest and purest form of
generosity. To give another person your full and undivided
attention is to give them the scarcest thing you possess, a portion
of your finite life, withheld from everything else, spent on them.
It is the substance of love, this giving, and of friendship, and of
every real encounter between two people. The signer attending
to a face, the reader attending to a writer’s mind, the parent
attending to a child’s small story at the end of the day, every one
of these is love in its working form, which is attention, and none
of them a lesser thing.
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Think of the people you love, and ask how much of your
attention they receive, against how much goes to the device in
your hand while they are speaking. Half-presence is the quiet tax
the attention economy levies on every relationship, the partner
half-heard, the child half-watched, the friend across the table
competing with a screen and losing. We give the machine the gift
Weil named and withhold it from the people who most deserve it,
and we tell ourselves they will understand, and sometimes they
do, and something is lost between us anyway. The most radical
and the most loving thing a person can do in this economy is also
the simplest, to put the device down and give another human
being the rarest thing there is, which is the whole of one’s
attention.

Set that beside what the attention economy does, and the true
scandal of our moment comes clear. The machine takes the
rarest and purest form of human generosity and converts it into a
commodity, harvests the substance of love and presence itself
and meters it out to the highest bidder. It does more than waste
our time. It takes the faculty by which we give ourselves to one
another and to our own lives, and it turns that faculty into raw
material for an auction. The fabricated number about the goldfish
was always a distraction from this, the smaller lie that hid the
larger crime, which is the conversion of a life’s most precious
substance into someone else’s revenue.

So we arrive, you and I, at the choice this whole book has been
preparing, and it is finally a simple one, though nothing about
acting on it is simple. You can believe the panic, that your mind
has failed and your attention is gone and the span has shrunk
past saving, and on that belief you can give up, and let the
current take you, and call your surrender realism. Or you can
know what you have just proven by reaching these pages, that
your attention is intact and precious and yours, and on that
knowledge you can begin, today, the lifelong work of reclaiming
it. The first path is the one the people who profit from your
distraction are quietly counting on. The second is the one I have
written a hundred thousand words to ask you to take.

Close the book. Look up. The people who love you, the work
that is yours to do, the long hard beautiful things worth giving
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yourself to, the world that needs citizens who can still attend to
it, all of it is waiting for the attention you have just proven, to
yourself and to me, that you still possess. It was never a goldfish
in there. It was a mind, your mind, capable of exactly the depth
you have shown across these pages. Go and spend it on what
deserves it. That is the whole of what I have been trying, for a
hundred thousand words, to say.
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A Note as This Book Goes to
Press

June 2026

I finished this book in June of 2026, and in the last weeks of
finishing it the argument and the news converged in a way I
could not have arranged and would not have wished. This is a
book about how a public too distracted to sustain its attention
can be made to accept the quiet subtraction of its own rights.
While I was completing it, that subtraction arrived on schedule,
in the acts I have described in the chapters above. I will not
relitigate them here. I note only the timing. None of this was a
forecast of some danger over the horizon. The book described a
danger already in the room, and then watched it walk in while
the pages were still warm.

A reader years from now will know things I cannot, whether
the courts held, whether the public woke, whether the rights
came back or stayed gone. I cannot see that far. What I can say,
from the date stamped on this page, is that the danger these
chapters describe was already real on the calendar as I wrote
them, happening in the present tense, to real people, with names.
The argument of these chapters is that a people can still notice,
still attend, still refuse. I believe that, and I am setting it down
now, in June of 2026, while the noticing still matters and there is
still time to do it. The attention I asked you to keep open across
these pages is the same attention a free people needs to see what
is being done to it. Keep it open past the last page. That is the
whole of the request.
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Notes on Sources

This is a book about the cost of claims made without sources, and
it would be a poor thing if it made any of its own that way. Every
study, statistic, quotation, and historical fact in these pages
comes from the published record, and wherever a finding carries
weight in the argument, the researcher and the work are named
in the text itself, so a reader can follow any claim back to where
it came from. The notes that follow gather the principal sources
chapter by chapter, keyed to phrases a reader can find on the
page. They use short author-and-year forms; the full citation for
each work appears in the Bibliography that follows. A claim no
reader can check is the thing this book has spent its length
warning against.

Prologue: The Number I Sold You. The “fine and
frightening book about amusement” is Postman, Amusing
Ourselves to Death (1985), the source as well of the image of
nineteenth-century crowds standing for hours to hear Lincoln
and Douglas, which the Prologue admits the author inflated past
its true size. The eight-second figure, the goldfish comparison,
and the claim that both descend from a Microsoft study are
traced in full in the chapters that follow.

Chapter 1: The Goldfish on Trial. That the eight-second and
goldfish numbers are recent inventions with no basis in attention
research follows the reporting that first traced them, Maybin
(2017) for the BBC and McGinty (2017) for the Wall Street
Journal. On the cognition and memory of goldfish, which are far
better than the slander allows, see Brown (2015). The point that
attention has been studied for well over a century with no
measured collapse sets up the fourth chapter.

Chapter 2: The Eighteen-Minute Lie. The search for the
origin of the eighteen-minute and eight-second figures, and the
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finding that the trail runs out, rests on the same investigative
work (Maybin 2017; McGinty 2017) and on the public record of
the Microsoft report and its sourcing, examined directly in the
next chapter. The early web-use study whose median page view,
nine and four-tenths of a second, sits close to the goldfish figure
is Weinreich and colleagues (2008).

Chapter 3: The Survey Mill. The 2015 report at the center
of the myth is Attention Spans, produced by Consumer Insights at
Microsoft Canada under Alyson Gausby. The report’s own
infographic credits the Statistic Brain Research Institute for the
dwindling figures, and Statistic Brain’s numbers trace back to
sources that do not contain them, a chain documented by
McGinty (2017). The report’s actual conclusion, that digital life
was not destroying attention, is quoted from the document itself.

Chapter 4: The Span That Never Was. The definition of
attention and the idea that it comes in natural beats are from
James (1890). The three attentional systems are from Posner and
Petersen (1990). On the real capacity of working memory and its
cautionary history, see Miller (1956), Cowan (2001) on the
revised figure of about four items, and Vogel and Machizawa
(2004) on its neural signature. The vigilance decrement, and the
detail the panic never quotes, are from Mackworth (1948). On
the wandering mind, see Killingsworth and Gilbert (2010). That
cognitive test scores rose across the twentieth century is the
Flynn effect; see Flynn (2007). On the mental-health argument,
Haidt (2024) and Twenge (2017) make the strongest case; the
rebuttals are Odgers (2024) and Orben and Przybylski (2019),
whose comparison of the effect to eating potatoes appears in
their well-being analysis. The 2025 consensus effort that found
wide agreement about declining mental health and far less about
its cause is Capraro and colleagues (2025).

Chapter 5: Gloria Mark’s Stopwatch. The twenty years of
timed observation at the center of this chapter are Gloria Mark’s;
see Mark (2023) and the studies behind it, including Mark,
Gudith, and Klocke (2008) on the roughly twenty-three minutes it
takes to recover from an interruption, and the research tracking
the fall in average focus to about forty-seven seconds. The two
findings that ought to end the panic’s habit of borrowing her
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name, concerning stress and the role of design, are Mark’s own.
Chapter 6: The Benefit of the Doubt. Childhood diagnosis

rose from about six percent in the late 1990s to about ten percent
a decade later, documented by Xu and colleagues (2018) in JAMA
Network Open, with the rate then holding near ten percent
through 2022; the figure of roughly one child in nine by 2022 is
from the federal National Survey of Children’s Health. Adult
prescriptions tell a different story, and the more-than-twentyfold
rise between 2010 and 2023 among adults, and especially
women, filling them is from a five-country study in The Lancet
Regional Health Europe (2025). For the hundred most-viewed
videos on attention disorder, the finding that fewer than half
their symptom claims matched the diagnostic manual is
Karasavva and colleagues (2025). The Barnum effect is the
standard name in psychology for the reading of a vague,
flattering profile as a precise self-portrait. Roughly one in four
adults suspecting an undiagnosed disorder is from a 2024 survey
by the Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center. The sharp
climb in registered disability at selective colleges, including the
figures for Pace, Hampshire, and Scripps and the rise of more
than half across a decade, is from a New York Times analysis of
government data (2026); the gap in formal accommodation plans
between wealthy and poor school districts draws on the same
reporting and on federal civil-rights data. On the fairness of extra
time, the mathematics-test study that found no differential boost
is Lewandowski and colleagues (2007), and the review finding
that the effect’s direction varies with the subject tested is a
United Kingdom government literature review on extra time in
assessments. The case establishing that a school need not make a
change working a fundamental alteration in a course is Wynne v.
Tufts University School of Medicine (1st Cir. 1991). The Supreme
Court decision recognizing a right to community-based care is
Olmstead v. L.C. (1999); the 2025 executive order on involuntary
commitment, the litigation over the integration mandate, and the
reductions to Medicaid are drawn from the public record at the
time of writing, and are noted again in the closing Note.

Chapter 7: Socrates Against the Alphabet. The argument
that every communication technology has met the same fear is
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built on Plato’s Phaedrus and the myth of Theuth and Thamus, in
which the Egyptian king warns that writing will ruin memory.
Quotations and the shape of the dialogue follow the standard
text.

Chapter 8: The Same Funeral. The recurring alarms
surveyed here, over the novel, the telephone, the radio, the
television, and the comic book, draw on the documented history
of media panic across several centuries. Plato’s complaint, from
the previous chapter, is the template they all repeat.

Chapter 9: Herbert Simon’s Rabbits. The Easter anecdote
and the framework of attention as a scarce resource consumed
by information are from Simon (1971), the essay that also gives
the book its second epigraph.

Chapter 10: The Merchants of Notice. The history of the
attention industry, from the first newspapers sold below cost to
the platforms that followed, is told most thoroughly in Wu (2016).
The framework of attention as the scarce commodity these
businesses compete for is Simon’s (1971). That Meta draws about
ninety-eight percent of its revenue from advertising, and the
description of its targeting systems as built on the harvesting of
vast personal data, are from a shareholder filing with the
Securities and Exchange Commission (2023); the record
penalties named in the text are the Federal Trade Commission’s
five-billion-dollar settlement with Facebook (2019) and the
European Union’s fine of about 1.2 billion euros (2023).

Chapter 11: The Auction in Your Pocket. The account of
programmatic advertising, real-time bidding, and the millisecond
auction that runs each time a page loads is drawn from the public
documentation of the advertising-technology industry and its
exchanges, and the mechanics are a matter of industry record.
The figures for the scale of the data broadcast, that the system
exposes a person in the United States about seven hundred and
forty-seven times a day and runs roughly one hundred and
seventy-eight trillion times a year across the United States and
Europe, and that thousands of firms receive the data, are from
the Irish Council for Civil Liberties, in its 2022 report naming
real-time bidding the largest data breach on record; the trade in
data on military and intelligence personnel, and its flow to Russia
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and China, is from the same body’s 2023 security reports.
Chapter 12: The Eye That Reads the Room. That the case

for sign language predates its scientific proof is shown by
Desloges (1779), the first book published by a deaf author in
defense of his language. The linguistic proof arrived with Stokoe
(1960). On the enhanced visual attention of deaf people in the
periphery, see Bavelier and colleagues (2000) and the careful
assessment in Dye, Hauser, and Bavelier (2009); the
developmental picture is from Meadow-Orlans, Spencer, and
Koester (2004). The framing of these gains as Deaf Gain is from
Bauman and Murray (2014). Sacks (1989) informs the chapter
throughout.

Chapter 13: Short-Attention-Span Theatre. On the
ephemerality of live performance, see Phelan (1993); on the
counterargument that liveness is a historical construction rather
than an inherent truth, Auslander (1999). The name for the
gathered intensity of a crowd, collective effervescence, is from
Durkheim (1912).

Chapter 14: The Two-Body Book. The phrase Proust used
for reading, that fruitful miracle of a communication in the midst
of solitude, is from his essay “On Reading” (1905). The science of
the reading brain is from Wolf (2007 and 2018) and Dehaene
(2009). The meta-analysis finding that comprehension suffers on
screens compared with paper, and that the gap has widened
since 2000, is Delgado and colleagues (2018). That daily reading
for pleasure in the United States fell from about twenty-eight
percent in 2004 to about sixteen percent in 2023 is Bone and
colleagues (2025). Marcus Aurelius, Montaigne, and Frederick
Douglass appear as instances of the reader’s converse with the
dead; their works are listed in the Bibliography.

Chapter 15: The Citizen Who Cannot Sit Still. The concept
of the public sphere is from Habermas (1989, first published in
German in 1962); his alarm at its fragmentation comes from his
late return to the same subject in A New Structural
Transformation of the Public Sphere and Deliberative Politics
(2023, first published in German in 2022). The criticism that this
sphere was always a bourgeois preserve is from Fraser (1990).
On the founders, the line that knowledge will forever govern
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ignorance is Madison’s, from his letter to W. T. Barry (1822); the
trust in a people who will set things to rights once a wrong
attracts their notice is Jefferson’s, to Richard Price (1789); that a
nation cannot be both ignorant and free is Jefferson to Charles
Yancey (1816); and the remedy, to inform a people’s discretion
rather than strip its power, is Jefferson to William Charles Jarvis
(1820). The strategy of flooding the public with so much
falsehood that attention itself fails is Steve Bannon’s, quoted in
Lewis (2018).

Coda: What Attention Is For. The understanding of
attention as the rarest and purest form of generosity, and its
kinship with prayer, is from Weil; see Gravity and Grace and her
letter to Joë Bousquet of 13 April 1942, published in their
Correspondance (Lausanne: Editions l’Age d’Homme, 1982), the
source of the third epigraph.

A Note as This Book Goes to Press. The contemporary
events recorded here, concerning disability law, involuntary
commitment, and public funding, reflect the public record at the
time of writing in the first half of 2026.
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