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of-life movements, diagnose its absence in more and more of our children every year, cultivate it in yoga
class twice a week, harness it as the engine of self-help empires, and pump it up to superhuman levels with
drugs originally intended to treat Alzheimer’s and narcolepsy. Everyone still pays some form of attention all
the time, of course0it’s basically impossible for humans not to0but the currency in which we pay it, and the
goods we get in exchange, have changed dramatically,

\§<°:.‘(\Back in 1971, when the web was still twenty years off and the smallest computers were the size of delivery
& " Yvans, before the founders of Google had even managed to get themselves born, the polymath economist
& ‘\,"?F Herbert A. Simon wrote maybe the most concise possible description of our modern struggle: 0'What
¢\ information consumes is rather obvious: It consumes the attention of its recipients, Hence a wealth of
information creates a poverty of attention, and a need to allocate that attention efficiently among the
overabundance of information sources that might consume it.0) As beneficiaries of the greatest information
_boom in the history of the world, we are suffering, by Simon’s logic, a correspondingly serious poverty of

Aattention.

If the pundits clogging my RSS reader can be trusted (the ones I check up on occasionally when I don’t have
any new e-mail), our attention crisis is already chewing its hyperactive way through the very foundations of
Western civilization. Google is making us stupid, multitasking is draining our souls, and the Cdumbest Vet Goss
generation( is leading us into a Odark ageO of bookless Opower browsing.O Adopting the Internet as the /mcm,ph or
o~ ‘hub of our work, play, and commerce has been theintellectual equivalent of adopting corn syrup asthe.

" oc*_'/ center of our national diet, and we've all bewme\womerly well-rounded adults are forced

to MacGyver worldviews out of telegraphic blog posts, bits of YouTube videos, and the first nine words of

Times editorials. Schoolkids spread their attention across 30 different programs at once and interact with

each other mainly as sweatless avatars. (One recent study found that American teenagers spend an average

of 6.5 hours a day focused on the electronic world, which strikes me as a little low; in South Korea, the most

wired nation on earth, young adults have actually died from exhaustion after multiday online-gaming

marathons.) We are, in short, terminally distracted. And distracted, the alarmists will remind you, was once

a synonym for insane. (Shakespeare: Opoverty hath distracted her.0)
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T A “u\ This doomsaying strikes me as silly for two reasons. First, conservative social critics have been blowing the.

apocalyptic bugle at every large-scale tech-driven social change since Socrates’ famous complaint about the

memory-destroying properties of that newfangled technology called Owriting.C (A complaint we

remember, not incidentaﬂy, because it was written down.) And, more practically, the virtual horse has

already left the digital barn. It’s too late to just retreat to a quieter time. Our jobs depend on connectivity.

Our pleasure-cyclesOno trivial matterOare increasingly tied to jt. Information rains down faster and thicker
this is every day, and there are plenty of non-moronic reasons for it to do so. The question, now, is how

M Bg9er sl successfully we can adapt.
W/t intenet
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Over the last twenty years, Meyer and a host of other researchers have proved again and again that

multitasking, at least as our culture has come to know and love and institutionalize it, is a myth. When you

think you're doing two things at once, you're almost always just switching rapidly between them, leaking a

little mental efficiency with every switch. Meyer says that this is because, to put it slmply the brain 1k
processes different kinds of information on a variety of separate (Jchannels0 (Ja language channel, a visual ,' put ¥ ,:;f:, ;/
channel, an auditory channel, and so onOeach of which can process only one stream of information at a - J ,t :

tlme If you oyghg_den a channel the brain becomes me_ifﬂggrlt“ang _’n_l_l.sggke prone. The classic example is

dnvmg while talking on a cell phone two tasks that conflict across-a range c;mmous channels: Steering

and dialing are both manual tasks, looking out the windshield and reading a phone screen are both visual,

etc. Even talking on a hands-free phone can be dangerous, Meyer says. If the person on the other end of the

phone is describing a visual sceneOsay, the layout of a room full of furnitureOthat conversation can actually

occupy your visual channel enough to impair your ability to see what's around you on the road.

The only time multitasking does work efficiently, Meyer says, is when multiple simple tasks operate on
entirely separate channelsOfor example, folding laundry (a visual-manual task) while listening to a stock
+  report (a verbal task). But real-world scenarios that fit those specifications are very rare.

&" 0 This is troubling news, obviously, for a culture of BlackBerrys and news crawls and Firefox tabsOtools that,
‘7 critics argue, force us all into a kind of elective ADHD. The tech theorist Linda Stone famously coined the
‘yr‘\ ww::l to describe our newly frazzled state of mind. American office
workers don’t stick with any single task for more than a few minutes at a time; if left uninterrupted, they
will most likely interrupt themselves. Since every interruption costs around 25 minutes of productivity, we
spend nearly a third of our day recovering from them. We keep an average of eight windows open on our 12 ;" Iuity,
computer screens at one time and skip between them every twenty seconds. When we read onling,_\ge__/ thig

hardly even read at allJour eyes.run down the-page-in-an-Epattern, scanning for keywords. When you add

‘ff' N uﬁ all the leaks from these constant little switches, soon you're hemorrhaging a dangerous amount of
Vi

3 * mental power. People who frequently check their e-mail have tested as less intelligent than people who are
4™~ actually high on marijuana. Meyer guesses that the damage will take decades to understand, let alone fix. If
Einstein were alive today, he says, he’d probably be forced to multitask so relentlessly in the Swiss patent
office that he’d never get a chance to work out the theory of relativity.
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IL. The War on the Poverty of Attention

For Winifred Gallagher, the author of Rapt, a new book about the power of attention, it all comes down to
the problem of jackhammers. A few minutes before I called, she tells me, a construction crew started
jackhammering outside her apartment window. The noise immediately captured what’s called her bottom-
up attentionOthe broad involuntary awareness that roams the world constantly looking for danger and

rewards: shiny objects, sudden movements, pungent smells. Instead of letting this distract her, however, ,hw r*(‘)ff et
she made a conscious choice to go into the next room and summon her top-down attentionOthe narrow, \_W o cholY
voluntary focus that allows us to to isolate and enhance some little slice of the world while ruthlessly ot /¥ ';‘9 .
suppressing everything else. e e e S o

This attentional self-control, which psychologists call executive function, is at the very center of our struggle
with attention. It’s what allows us to invest our focus wisely or poorly. Some of us, of course, have an easier

= 2 % vy,
time with it than others.
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bright-red mouse-nipple at the center of my laptop's keyboard. 1 managed to stare at it for 30 minutes, with
mixed results.) James argued that the human mind can't actually foeus on the dot, or any unchanging
object, for more than a few seconds at a time: It's too hungry for variety, surprise, the adventure of the
unknown. It has to refresh its attention by continually finding new aspects of the dot to focus on; subtleties
of its shape, its relationship to the edges of the paper, metaphorical @@;@ (afly, an eye, a hole). The
exercise becomes a question less of pure unwavering focus than of your ability to organize distractions

N around a central point. The dot, in other words, becomes only the hub of your total dot-related distraction.
e s

04:‘: j:'/s ' 2) This is what the web-threatened punditry often fails to recognize: Focus is a paradox it has distraction
IO q built into it. The two are symbiotic; they’re the systole and diastole of consciousness. Attention comes from
the Latin Oto stretch outO or Oreach toward, O distraction from Oto pull apart.C) We need both. In their
extreme forms, focus and attention may even circle back around and bleed into one other. Meyer says
there’s a subset of Buddhists who believe that the most advanced monks become essentially Cworld-class
multitaskers0 Othat all those years of meditation might actually speed up their mental processes enough to
handle the kind of information overload the rest of us find crippling.

The truly wise mind will harness, rather than abandon, the power of distraction. Unwavering focus_the
inability to be distractedOcan actually be just as problematic as ADHD. Trouble with Cattentional shiftC is
a feature common to a handful of mental illnesses, including schizophrenia and OCD. It’s been v ol adapiehn
hypothesized that ADHD might even be an advantage in certain change-rich environments. Researchers . 'w,: g od !
s P __have discovered, for instance, that a brain receptor associated with ADHD is unusually common among
:é‘;st\) &* x? certain nomads-in-Kenya,-and that members who have the receptor are the best nourished in the group..It's
& &;3 :&Q possible that we're all evolving toward a new.techno-cognitive nomadism, a rapidly shifting environment in

TE which restlessness will be an advantage again. The deep focusers might even be hampered by having too
much attention: Attention Surfeit Hypoactivity Disorder. +hssheis
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I keep returning to the parable of Einstein and LennonOthe great historical geniuses hypothetically ruined

by modern distraction. What made both men’s achievements so groundbreaking, though, was that they did - j
_something modern technology is getting increasingly better at allowing us to do: They very powerfully

linked and synthesized jhingsjha_t__@_wlusly been unlinked ONewtonian gravity and particle physics,

rock and blues and folk and doo-wop and bubblegum pop and psychedelia. If Einstein and Lennon were

growing up today, their natural genius might be so pumped up on the possibilities of the new technology

they’d be doing even more dazzling things. Surely Lennon would find a way to manipulate his BlackBerry to

his own ends, just like he did with all the new technology of the sixtiesOhe’d harvest spam and text

messages and web snippets and build them into a new kind of absurd poetry. The Beatles would make the

best viral videos of all time, simultaneously addictive and artful, disposable and forever. All of those "“‘i""-fl,'/i @Y, (v, &

i canonical songs, let’s remember, were created entirely within a newfangled mass genre that was widely ny ,.::::: e y,,

considered to be an assault on civilization and the sanctity of deep human thought. Standards change. They

mcause of great creations in formerly suspect media. Siih

Which brings me, finally, to the next generation of attenders, the so-called Onet-genD or Odigital natives,O
kids who've grown up with the Internet and other time-slicing technologies. There’s been lots of hand-
wringing about all the skills they might lack, mainly the ability to concentrate on a complex task from
beginning to end, but surely they can already do things their elders can’tOlike conduct 34 conversations

(

http://nymag.com/print/?/news/features/56793/ 1/5/2011

i Scanned with !
i & CamScanner’;


https://v3.camscanner.com/user/download

