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Introduction: OS XXI, Disordering Attention

Two recent performances seem emblematic of how we look at art and performance today. The first, Sun and Sea (Marina) (2019), is an opera about climate change. When it was staged at the Venice Biennale in 2019, viewers entered a former naval building onto a raised gallery overlooking a thick blanket of sand populated with sunbathers.1 All ages, races, genders, and even a dog were hanging out on this makeshift ‘beach’. For eight hours, they sang, chatted, napped, read books and magazines, looked at their phones, and occasionally wandered off. Only the children were conspicuously mobile – building sandcastles, running around, and playing various ball games. With all the continuous low-level peripheral noise and activity, combined with an elevated viewing position that flattened the beach-stage into a horizontal plane, it was often difficult to identify which performer was singing. The libretto largely took the form of complaints that oscillated between the personal and the environmental – the sea filling with algae, needing more sunscreen, the difficulty of relaxing, and species dying out. These sunbathing tourists on pastel-coloured towels seemed to occupy a suspended time at the edge of a climate abyss. They were also the audience’s mirrors, reflecting our own inaction back to itself. As disconnected from the slow violence of climate change as the languid performers beneath us, we murmured to each other and took photographs. Time passed. The beach occupants (under bright lights), like us (watching in the shadows), came and went as the hours ticked by – drifting in, staying a while, and wandering out again.
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Rugilė Barzdziukaitė, Vaiva Grainytė, and Lina Lapelytė, Sun and Sea (Marina), 2018. Performance view, Teatre Lliure, Barcelona, 2022.



The second performance, Kevin Beasley’s The Sound of Morning (2021), took place at a street intersection on the Lower East Side of Manhattan.2 A group of Black dancers undertook activities that were casual to the point of being barely visible: dragging a piece of metal, fixing a bicycle wheel, bouncing a deflated basketball. Each set of actions created a sound that was amplified, mixed with others, and gradually came to the fore in an improvised composition. The city bled into the work not just sonically but visually: passers-by, cyclists, and delivery trucks constantly wove through and bypassed the performers. The four-way intersection offered multiple lines of sight. Backdrop and foreground melted into each other. Audience members followed the performers, watched, stepped out of the way, talked to neighbours, took photographs. We tuned in, we tuned out. The action was so understated that there wasn’t that much to watch, so we coexisted with Beasley’s abstracted material sound – a sonic collage taken from and re-layered back onto that corner of the city.
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Kevin Beasley, The Sound of Morning, 2021. Performance view, New York, 14 October 2021. Performers: Raymond Pinto, Amadi Washington, Ley Gambucci.



In both performances – one indoors, one outdoors – the viewer’s attention was radically dispersed, and not just because sonic and visual interference was embraced as a feature. Duration mattered, as did the free-flowing structure. At no point was it expected that the audience would watch each performance in reverent silence. Our conversations and observations took place in and alongside the work, as did our photography. This relaxed distribution of focus goes beyond previous strands of art, performance, and dance since the 1960s – work characterized by an all-over compositional dehierarchization, often using site-specificity (allowing the work to be permeated by its context) or duration (straining our capacity for sustained attention). The most important difference, though, lies in the photographic condition of contemporary spectatorship. Initially and hesitantly with digital cameras in the 2000s, and then rapidly with networked camera phones in the 2010s, we have come to document as we look. This reflex documentation has become collective, real-time, and distributed. We are physically present in the performance but also networked to multiple elsewheres. Looking is hybrid, occupying multiple spaces and times simultaneously: we are in the present with the work, interacting with those in our immediate vicinity, but also relaying this to others watching remotely, in real time or (more often) with a slight delay.

Today, documentation is in the hands of every viewer, not just the professional hired photographer. As a result, the hierarchies of distribution have been scrambled. This has changed the dynamic of looking at art and especially performance. The work is less self-important, less total; it grants us the space to be mobile and social, to react, chat, share, and archive as we watch. After both Sun and Sea (Marina) and The Sound of Morning, I was curious to check Instagram to see if other people had looked at the performance in ways that corresponded to my experience. Perhaps I would even be visible in their footage.

Much has been written about the impact of the internet, smartphones, and social media upon our attention spans – and most of it has been negative. But these debates do not adequately broach the new conditions of spectatorship that characterize contemporary culture. How has our attention been reorganized? How are artists processing, reacting to, or rejecting these developments – and how can we understand these shifts? This book is an attempt to answer these questions by engaging with two concerns. The first is the idea of ‘contemporary art history’, the field within which my research is situated. There is a tendency to treat this field, commonly understood as the period since 1989, as one historically unified unit: an era that began with the fall of the Berlin Wall and synchronized with economic globalization and widespread access to the internet. Yet there have been tectonic shifts in both the production and consumption of art in the decades between the pre-internet world of the early 1990s and the post-pandemic 2020s. Contemporary art and how we look at it exists not just in tandem with the uneven development of globalization but alongside unimaginable developments in technology. The rise of an attention economy and its flipside, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), form the contextual horizon for this book.

The second engagement is with naming and historicizing certain genres of making art since the early 1990s. Part of the work of historicization is mapping how these strategies have shifted in conjunction with the rise of digital technology. Disordered Attention charts four ways of making art that can be found more or less globally – although my examples reflect my context, which is Europe and North America. These strategies manifest a range of responses to new technologies of information and image circulation – responses that can be unconscious, oblique, internalized, or ambivalent. One of my arguments is that the effects of digital technology upon spectatorship are best seen in art that, at first glance, seems to reject digital technology most forcefully – for example, in performances that emphasize live presence, or installations that harness obsolete technology. I will return to these four strategies in due course.

How we define attention is inextricably connected to how we conceive of ourselves as human subjects. In this book, attention is understood not as a universal, deep-rooted faculty of the human mind, but as a capacity that is mutable – through technology, medication, and the presence of others. Further, how we define attention undergirds our idea of what constitutes an important cultural artifact and how it should be consumed. Modern Western culture has long cherished its esteemed cultural objects (‘masterpieces’) for the way they seem to elicit inexhaustible attention. Scholars in the humanities spend long hours writing about such objects. Over decades, and even centuries, these writings add layers of meaning and help to sediment a canon. I want to push back against this association between meaning and profundity, or what I call a depth model of culture. While some cultural objects have longevity and seem timeless, others are slight but have the virtue of being timely and provoking intense debate. This book tries to make space for a range of work, some of which has been neglected by art history – particularly those practices considered too ephemeral, recent, or unbounded to enter the canon.3

The depth model of culture has been rocked by the rise of digital technology. Memes and the viral have put a new model of engaged looking into circulation, predicated on quantity and speed rather than narrowness and depth. Modern spectatorship, premised on fully focused presence and deep attention, no longer seems appropriate or necessary.4 This is not to say that we should abandon contemplation and automatically celebrate the fast feed. My point is that today’s ways of seeing are not just so much dispersed and distributed as incessantly hybrid: both present and mediated, live and online, fleeting and profound, individual and collective – a condition that has only been compounded and intensified by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Throughout the 2010s, there were already flashpoints: tensions over the use of camera phones in theatres, grumbling about works of art that seemed designed to look better on screen than in real life, complaints about exhibitions too large to see in their entirety, and artists’ frustrations over video clips of their works being circulated on social media. Even before the lockdowns of 2020 we were being edged into hybridized spectatorship, and traditionalists weren’t happy. The rest of us, perhaps reluctantly, developed new habits – I felt that using my phone in a performance was somehow ‘wrong’, but couldn’t resist taking a photo nonetheless. Faced with huge exhibitions, I learned to expedite and triage my time. Today I switch rapidly between different modes of attention. In a typical visit to an exhibition, I’ll get lost in long periods of focus and presence. But I’ll also scan the QR code to read the exhibition booklet later. I wonder if I can ask the curator for a link to stream the video at home. I take installation shots and a few close-ups. I respond to my partner’s texts about childcare. I photograph the labels. I send an image to a friend and tell them they were right, this is (or is not) a good show. This perpetual oscillation between here and elsewhere, consuming and commenting, is central to how we look at art and performance today.

Normative Attention

Attention, in this book, is the unifying glue between four essays on contemporary art and performance. Yet it fits within, and pushes back against, a larger body of literature that could loosely be described as attention studies. The first publications date from the 1990s and comprise a euphoric business literature on the attention economy. Since then, in response to the rise of Web 2.0 and social media, and then to surveillance and right-wing disinformation, a more critical body of writing has emerged in the humanities. Distraction has been mobilized as a signifier of technological (and generational) unease: ‘For teachers like myself,’ writes cultural theorist Dominic Pettman, ‘distraction is our nemesis, just as attention is our lifeblood.’5 For others, navigating the attention economy has become a matter of ‘wellness’, to which techniques of coping, digital mindfulness, slow looking, and opting out are regularly offered as solutions. These books, which range from the scholarly to the popular, conjugate contemporary literacy, politics, education, social media, and mental health, but rarely mention visual art.6

The most cited history of attention, however, is by an art historian. Jonathan Crary has shown how attention first emerged as a preoccupation and problem in the late nineteenth century, in tandem with industrial capitalism, and was associated above all with the individualization of perception. The newly emergent disciplines of physiology and psychology sought to demonstrate that perception is constituted internally – as a capacity of the subject – rather than as an imposition from external phenomena.7 The key protagonists of this emergent discourse were experimental psychologists in Germany (Hermann von Helmholtz and William Wundt) and in the United States (William James and W. B. Pillsbury). Wundt and James independently set up the first laboratories in 1875, devising experiments to test reaction times, divided attention, short-term memory, distractibility, and fatigue. One of their central questions concerned the locus of attention, which they came to frame as a capacity from within (as in Wundt’s argument for voluntary attention) rather than a result of external stimulus from without. In The Principles of Psychology (1890), James offers a breezily confident definition of attention that remains much cited today: ‘Everyone knows what attention is. It is taking possession by the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought. Focalization, concentration, of consciousness are of its essence.’8 Yet he goes on to prevaricate, unable to decide if attention is an effect of the perceived object’s magnetism or a subjective imposition of individual will.

James lays the foundations for what I call ‘normative attention’: an attention directed at objects (rather than other subjects), that is intellectual and cognitive (rather than sensorial and affective), that is framed in terms of ownership (‘taking possession of the mind’), and which is individual (rather than socially or collectively constituted).9 Attention is a property, a force exuding from the subject, an expression of his interest (and it is always a he); it’s autonomous and voluntary, even if most of us can’t actually sustain exclusive focus for more than a few seconds at a time.10 Attentive subjects have agency: they actively direct their gaze, holding it firm, seizing their object. Located in the subject, but directed towards an external entity, attention constructs both as poles: the subject selects his object and brings it into focus, allowing the rest of the visual/sonic field to recede into the background. Normative attention thus conforms to Enlightenment conceptions of the modern subject as conscious, rational, and disciplined. This model is, of course, paradigmatically white, patriarchal, bourgeois, colonial. It is synonymous with ownership, property, and optical mastery.11

It is not coincidental that attention came to be a research field as the phenomenal world was being transformed by the space and time of industrial capitalism. The modern city was fast, loud, crowded, and chaotic. The nineteenth-century reconfiguration of attention as a quality of the individual (rather than emerging from a common social context) enabled it to be quantified, optimized, and disciplined. A concern for workers’ safety (for example, the need for vigilance when using factory machinery) dovetailed with the desire to regulate, monitor, and maximize productivity.12 Workers were observed and controlled – and profits could soar. The time-and-motion calculations of Taylorist ‘scientific management’ in the 1900s offered a high point of scrutiny to attention in the workplace.13 The contemporary algorithmic management and surveillance of workers in Amazon fulfilment centres continues this monitoring of bodies, now extended even to facial expressions. Yet the impulse to track workers’ attention indicates the extent to which the norm is not in fact normative attention (focused, present, directional) but something more erratic and unfixed. Attention is so valued precisely because it is rare and unstable, continually unravelling from within.

During the 1870s, the same period that attention was emerging as a scientific research object, new types of urban architecture were redesigned to hone attention. Museums and theatres began to overhaul spectatorship in ways that emphasized a directionality of focus with conformity to collective behaviour.14 The museum was conceived as a space of uplifting refinement: audiences were expected to be well behaved, to self-regulate their own bodies in relation to others, and to forgo the noisy social dynamics that formed part of public culture elsewhere (carnivals, pleasure gardens, sporting events).15 By the 1870s, the conventional nineteenth-century ‘salon hang’ – works crowded in rows up to the ceiling – had been replaced in independent venues by one or two rows of paintings with more breathing space between them. These were displayed in settings that evoked a private apartment, in order to facilitate more intimate and focused attention.16 Around 1900, the modernist ‘white cube’ came into being, with a greater spatial separation between the paintings, which were treated as autonomous, mirroring the exhibition’s ideal subject: an atomized, self-contained viewer.17 Works hung in a single row, at eye level, on a white wall, facing the viewer one-to-one, continues to be the global norm.
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Thomas Rowlandson, Auguste Charles Pugin, and John Hill, Exhibition Room, Somerset House, 1808. Etching and aquatint.
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View of ‘Cubism and Abstract Art’, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1936.
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Antoine Meunier, La Comédie-Française, ca. 1790–1800. Pen, ink, and watercolour.
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La vue intérieure du théâtre de Bayreuth (interior view of the theatre at Bayreuth). Illustration published alongside Édouard Dujardin’s history of the Bayreuth Festspielhaus in Revue Wagnérienne, Paris, vol. V, 8 June, 1885.
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Charles Graham and Thure de Thulstrup, Interior of Wallack’s New Theatre (the screen scene in ‘The School for Scandal’), 1882. Wood engraving.



In theatre, the best-known example of optical and behavioural reorganization is Richard Wagner’s design for the Festspielhaus in Bayreuth, which opened in 1876. Prior to this moment, the arrangement of seating in theatres had been a horseshoe curve in which the majority of boxes faced each other rather than the stage; Wagner changed this to an unobstructed frontal alignment in which the entire audience looks forwards. To encourage greater optical surrender to the on-stage spectacle, boxes were eliminated, the auditorium was plunged into near darkness, and the orchestra concealed in a pit.18 The goal was to produce ritual immersion in the Gesamtkunstwerk rather than boisterous participation in a social event. By the 1890s, in the major cities of Europe, darkness was a universal condition of the theatrical experience – with accompanying behavioural expectations of silence and respectful observation. Sociologist Richard Sennett notes,


In the 1850s, a Parisian or London theatergoer had no compunction about talking to a neighbour in the midst of the play, if he or she had just remembered something to say. By 1870, the audience was policing itself. Talking now seemed bad taste and rude. The house lights were dimmed too, to reinforce the silence and focus attention on the stage.19



The affective hubbub of the sociable crowd was increasingly contained to popular culture, leaving the theatre and museum as discrete domains of polite self-abnegation. In these institutions, modern regimes of attention sought to create a space of individualized focus within a social sphere, one private bubble among others. To all intents and purposes, the theatre audience was alone except for the interval and the moment of applause. It’s telling that when the historical avant-garde turned to performance in the 1910s and 1920s, they looked not to bourgeois theatre but to the more interactive, participatory, and working-class formats of cabaret and music hall for their model – spaces in which it was commonplace to smoke and sing along with, heckle, or even ignore the performers.

Recent scholars of audience have shown how class assumptions about silent viewing continue to inform the hegemonic model of theatre spectatorship as self-contained and reverential. Theatre historian Katy Sedgman argues that what is considered to be ‘reasonable’ audience behaviour in fact ends up enforcing an elite white able-bodied norm, while simultaneously policing other bodies (especially the neurodivergent and the non-white).20 The recent fad for theatre etiquette manifestos has arisen as a direct consequence of modern modes of attention – privatized, immersive, transcendent – clashing with a contemporary culture of digital connectivity. The obsessive focus of these manifestos is the mobile phone: answering calls, responding to texts, and taking photographs are all considered social offences.21 Museum etiquette guides are less draconian, but testify to the sense of class intimidation and anxiety that many people still feel on entering museums and galleries. Rather than forbidding mobile phones entirely, advice tends to focus on reducing volume (using your ‘indoor voice’) and camera protocols: don’t use flash or selfie sticks, don’t photograph everything, and ‘keep up with the pace’ in crowded exhibitions (‘your Instagram post doesn’t actually need to be instant’).22 These viewing etiquettes underscore how a discourse of normative attention is embedded within these architectures of looking and their protocols for ‘reasonable’ behaviour, and the extent to which digital technology has introduced new forms of spectatorship that strain (and even shatter) modern attentional plenitude.

A final word about normative attention. By presupposing a universal human subject of vision, attention discourse creates inadvertent exclusions. The first time I assembled a graduate seminar on attention and technology, my syllabus disturbed me: so few women seemed to write about attention, and even fewer writers of colour. Did they simply have nothing to say about attention? The answer was slow to dawn on me: normative attention assumes a normative subject – privileged, white, straight, able-bodied, volitional – who confers his attention onto an exteriority thereby constituted as an object. For minoritarian subjects, the discourse of attention has little relevance because it is structurally difficult to occupy the position of attentiveness; historically, we have always been the objects of others’ attention. To fold these perspectives into any discussion of attention thus requires a shift in terminology to adjacent discourses of visuality – such as the ‘male gaze’ and ‘care’ (in feminism), ‘surveillance’ and ‘fugitivity’ (in Black studies), ‘passing’ and ‘realness’ (in queer and trans theory), or ‘staring’ (in disability studies).23 In each instance, normative attention is discursively sidestepped and reconstituted to deal with the complexities of seeing and being seen from a non-hegemonic perspective. This is one reason, then, why attention needs to be disordered.

Against Distraction

Thus far I have avoided using the word distraction, but from the moment of its emergence in the late nineteenth century, attention has always been defined as its opposite. James declares that attention ‘implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with others, and is a condition which has a real opposite in the confused, dazed, scatterbrained state which in French is called distraction, and Zerstreutheit in German’.24 I want to push back on this binary – indeed, to dismantle it – because any judgement about distraction tends to be underpinned by ideological assumptions about a productive work ethic, a virtuous life, and the dangers of sensory pleasure. In other words, ‘distraction’ is more of a moral judgement than a coherent description of how we look and think.

This subtle moralizing can be seen in reactions to new technology throughout the twentieth century. It can be found in critical responses to early cinema – from reformers’ concerns over women and children attending the Nickelodeon cinemas of the 1900s, to disdain for workers spending their evenings in the enormous new movie palaces of Berlin and New York during the 1920s.25 It is always the working classes who are the object of analysis – never the middle and upper classes, who presumably prefer opera and theatre. Newly emancipated women were seen as particularly vulnerable to ideological sway in movie theatres. Siegfried Kracauer’s preferred term for distraction, Zerstreuung, carries connotations of diversion and being scatterbrained, and was gendered as female. In ‘Little Shopgirls Go to the Movies’ (1927), the German critic reads a number of recent films through the lens of an imaginary, small-minded female spectator.26 Distraction, for Kracauer, nevertheless serves a function: by subjecting viewers to such a rapid onslaught of images that no time is left to contemplate, movies indirectly reveal the truth of social disorder. At the same time, he argues, cinema architecture works against this: the exorbitant decoration of the glittering new movie palaces serves to ‘rivet viewers’ attention to the peripheral so that they will not sink into the abyss’.27

In the postwar period, television was heir to these anxieties – at its worst exemplifying a loss of humanity, freedom, and self-determination.28 Well into the 1980s, three decades after television had become a fixture of domestic space, critics lamented its presentism, its atomization of information, its speed, and its capacity to distract.29 Women and the working classes continue to be the primary focus of concern (‘daytime television plays a part in habituating women to interruption, distraction, and spasmodic toil’).30 Yet again, passivity and distraction are gendered. Raymond Williams’s account of television’s central logic as ‘planned flow’ is a rare exception in the television literature, both for its incisive analysis of the apparatus in terms of flow (rather than fragmentation), and for withholding value judgements on its spectators. He argues that televisual flow produces a new form of attention and comprehension that differs from the rest of our lived experience, which is built around discrete events.31 Williams’s ‘flow’ anticipates the borderless penetration of networked technology into our lives with the iPhone (and similar gadgets) that merge portability and the prosthetic.

In the new century, it is children that have become the central focus of anxiety. After the introduction of the iPhone in 2007 and the rise of social media, there has been no shortage of writing denouncing the impact of this technology upon the human psyche and social relations.32 Studies frequently draw upon neuroscientific research into synaptogenesis, the development of the brain’s axons, synapses, and dendrites after birth. Do children have too much screentime, too early? Do digital screens affect their sleep, and thus their performance at school? Have younger generations lost traditional reading skills? Is digital technology rewiring their synapses? Sociologist Sherry Turkle describes the new ‘tethered self’ of children wedded to their devices, unable to develop their own ideas and identities independently, and thus suffering developmental inhibition.33 French philosopher Bernard Stiegler, one of the most assiduous champions of deep attention, argues that the brain is structured differently in children raised on contemporary media, resulting in a ‘generational mutation’ that produces an inability to attend deeply and thus mature into adulthood.34

Across this literature on cinema, television, and social media, we repeatedly find that depth of attention connotes agency and self-determination, while distraction not only describes its loss but becomes a way to denigrate those who succumb to its trivialities.35 Distraction is not the opposite of attention, then, but an accusation of misplaced attention, made in relation to an other perceived as deficient or vulnerable. It implies a weakness of character that can be reined in through will power and inner strength. In short, distraction is one of the ways in which a (dominant) social group expresses disapproval about another (subordinate) social group. When we refer to people as ‘distracted’ (for example, by social media), it’s a way of saying that we think their attention is in the wrong place.

Philosopher Paul North has observed that distraction is basically a degraded or divided attention; when pushed, the two terms produce a tautological structure whereby distraction always becomes a version of attention. In his reading, attention and distraction are not opposites but points on a circular spectrum; when pushed, they collapse into each other.36 This book goes further, claiming that attention and distraction are a false binary. The two terms are not a matter of individual subjective capacities: will power versus coercion, agency versus weakness, intense focus versus dispersed gaze, and so on. Rather, attention and distraction are cultural constructs emerging from a set of tacitly agreed norms and values. Distraction is not opposed to attention but is a type of attention – it’s not individual and intrinsic but social and relational. As memes, fashion, crowds, and trending all indicate, we instinctively pay attention to what others pay attention to.

Hyperattention

In 2007, N. Katherine Hayles, one of the few female scholars to weigh in on the topic of attention, coined the term hyperattention. This is characterized as ‘switching focus rapidly among different tasks, preferring multiple information streams, seeking a high level of stimulation, and having a low tolerance for boredom’.37 She posits hyperattention as antithetical to the ‘deep attention’ characteristic of research in the humanities: absorption in a single object, usually via a single information stream, for a long period of time. Hayles sees the divide as generational, but she advocates a non-judgemental middle ground: both modes of attention are useful, she argues, and educators need to recognize this. Her pragmatism is echoed in the work of English scholar Cathy Davidson, who argues in favour of multitasking, and attributes students’ lack of attention to pedagogic conservatism: attempting to shoehorn old methods of teaching into brains shaped through exposure to digital technologies. Rather than seeing ‘continuous partial attention’ as a lack or problem, she argues for it as a digital survival skill and an opportunity for collaboration.38

Hayles’s work, widely cited, today appears curiously outdated. During the COVID-19 lockdowns, all forms of research, hyper and deep, took place on digital interfaces. The association of hyperattention with digital media, and deep attention with print culture, finally disintegrated. But was humanities research ever only about deep absorption in a single cultural object? Research involves gaining a handle on adjacent discourses more broadly – work that requires skimming as much as lingering, regardless of the technological interface. Humanities research, for better or worse, is a constant shuttling between phases of furious searching for the gist (both print and online) and phases of slow thinking and writing (on paper and onscreen).39 My experiences of total absorption have almost entirely taken place online, when I’ve slipped down a research rabbit hole and become oblivious to the physical world and the passing of time. The biggest difference between research today and research prior to digitalization in the 2000s is not depth but speed: I am never in the situation of waiting for a book to be delivered to my desk and wondering what to read in the meantime. The next pdf is always available, and I race through it with the help of command-F.

Old patterns of thinking are nevertheless hard to overcome. Deep attention continues to be seen not just as superior but as constitutive of our humanity. Stiegler, for example, dismisses hyperattention as ‘a form of attention without consciousness, a characteristic of wild animals’.40 He sees dehumanization as a perpetual threat. Unlike creatures who vigilantly scan their whereabouts for danger, humans have the capacity for deep attention: the ability to set aside immediate urges (eating, sleeping, reproduction – the priorities of the animal world) in order to focus in unhurried stretches of quiet thought and observation. Such arguments also feel out of sync with today: given the climate emergency, increased vigilance about our surrounding environment can only be an asset, rather than an impediment. Stiegler laments the erosion of deep attention by the ‘programming industries’ (film, television, videogames, the internet), and while not wholly against new technologies, he nevertheless finds it hard to articulate a positive role for them. The ‘industrial capture of attention’, he writes, systematically ‘de-forms’ the psyche away from the transmission of intergenerational knowledge and savoir-vivre. Education has the capacity to resist this because it cultivates the brain like a piece of land, enabling the collective production of transgenerational memory. While there is much to admire in Stiegler’s passionate theorization of transindividuation, there is also a fatal pessimism: the sense that humanity is fighting a losing battle against attention’s destruction by ‘psychotechniques’ – the unspecified forces of consumer-capitalist programming.41 His outlook is dark, yet the cause of his gloom partly resides in his own capture by the European philosophical tradition and an unwillingness to think outside or beyond it.

Crary’s recent work, on the other hand, makes an effort to factor in anticolonial, postcolonial, and decolonial perspectives but ends up equally disenchanted. His books 24/7 (2013) and Scorched Earth (2022) both form a marked contrast to his landmark surveys of nineteenth-century attention, which balance an account of the historical emergence of attention as a discourse with artistic efforts to metabolize the new convergence of industrial modernity and popular spectacle.42 Although Crary attempts to stay focused on a critique of capitalism rather than a denunciation of technology per se, he sees no possible redemption for what he calls ‘the internet complex’. This phrase denotes a cascading array of problems: technological hardware (including the extraction of minerals like coltan from the global south), software and apps (and their production of compulsory consumerism), and the impending climate apocalypse (the needless electricity required to power a global digital infrastructure). Any potential benefits of social communication or activism through networked technology are secondary, claims Crary, to the toxic powers of the internet complex as an ‘implacable engine of addiction, loneliness, false hopes, cruelty, psychosis, indebtedness, squandered life, the corrosion of memory, and social disintegration’.43

Crary’s diagnosis of capitalist ecocide has undeniable moral force. Yet it also prevents him from taking seriously the new modes of perception, attention, and communication that have emerged in the last twenty years. He can only see and reinforce the ways in which these have been stigmatized as insufficiently human and inhibiting self-determination. To his eyes, digital skills are not even legible as skills. As befits a professor, his concern is with students rather than children: young people on their phones and videogames, he laments, who are being ‘dispossessed of their youth’ as ‘addictive stimulation and electroluminescent homogeneity’ replace the flourishing of friendships, sexuality, and creativity.44 His language is searing but too totalizing to be a rallying cry. It alienated my students, who struggle to recognize themselves in his description. Their position, like mine, is that this technology isn’t going away; we need to engage with and work through it.

Attention Disorders

Any discussion of attention in art soon finds itself engaging with two related discourses since the 1990s: Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and the attention economy. Attention in the classroom has become a central issue since ADHD was officially categorized as a mental disorder by the American Psychiatric Association in 1980.45 Today, diagnoses are rampant in the US, less so in Europe, and barely exist elsewhere in the world. It’s estimated that 11 per cent of US schoolchildren have received a medical diagnosis of ADHD, and that two-thirds of these are on Ritalin or Adderall.46 The majority of these children are white, middle-class boys.

ADHD medication seeks to treat biologically a set of behavioural and environmental conditions, turning to the individual brain rather than pointing to a larger sociocultural structure.47 It’s not hard to see why this has come about. A more systemic analysis would necessitate a critical evaluation of the link between attention and contemporary capitalism. In turn, this would inevitably lead to a critique of a neoliberal Western education system that overemphasizes metrics, benchmarks, testing, and ‘normal’ development, and thereby inculcates a pressure to succeed, produce, and be competitive in the labour market. In classic neoliberal style, ADHD diagnoses shift the responsibility for distraction onto the ‘innocent’ neurobiological individual, rather than addressing an underfunded public education system, privatized healthcare, Big Pharma, unaffordable childcare, and the normalization of competitive individualism. As one doctor was quoted as saying in the New York Times: ‘We’ve decided as a society that it’s too expensive to modify the kid’s environment. So we have to modify the kid.’48

Given this context, the critiques by Stiegler and Crary are not incorrect, but by refusing to see any benefits to digital technology they remain attached to a traditional model of pedagogy (and quite possibly risk driving more students towards ADHD meds). At the same time, the meet-you-half-way pragmatism of N. Katherine Hayles and Cathy Davidson feels unsatisfyingly conciliatory; both authors tend to paper over the neoliberal context of contemporary education and a profit-driven pharmaceutical industry. For Hayles, the rise in diagnoses simply indicates a generational ‘shift in the mean toward the ADHD end of the spectrum’ as a result of exposure to media stimulation.49 For Davidson, pedagogy needs to be rethought for a generation reared on multitasking, making use of videogaming, blogging, self-grading, and collaborative learning. Both advocate a redesign of US education that seems comfortably in tune with a digital economy.

It is salutary to contrast their work to that of media historian Kenneth Rogers, who demonstrates how, beginning in the 1980s, attention started to be thought of less as a capacity than as a resource, and thus contributed to a neoliberal reframing of the self.50 ADHD and the attention economy, he argues, exert such pressure on the social field precisely because they form a two-pronged attack. When this bifurcated pressure coincided with portable, networked digital technology in the 2000s, it opened up attention to new forms of measurement and instrumentalization for profit – clicks, views, downloads, shares, likes, followers. ADHD medication became a neuro-technology for enabling the individual to self-regulate their own biological capital and thereby to meet the needs of political and economic liberalism. We are now at the point where ADHD medication is arguably the pharmaceutical wing of the attention economy: on platforms like TikTok (2017–), the algorithm comes full circle to suggest ADHD self-diagnoses and medication to users who exhibit certain interests and preferences.

Of course, when the term attention economy first appeared in the 1990s, it was in relation to advertising on television, not to social media.51 Georg Franck, a German philosopher, economist, and urban planner, produced a series of articles that pointed out the asymmetry between celebrities in the media and the ‘work’ of people sitting in front of television screens and reading magazines, ‘paying’ attention that gets monetized for others’ profit.52 Contemporaneously, US net theorist Michael Goldhaber began describing an attention economy in relation to the internet – at this point still largely a free space without ads, banners, pop-ups, and other forms of clickbait.53 In an attention economy, he writes, our capacity to focus is conceived as a limited resource because the brain can only take in so much information; we are thus compelled to make decisions about what to attend to and for how long. Business is like a performance in search of an audience, even fans – and there is no limit to how much attention you (or your business) can receive, unlike material goods (food, clothes, cars), where you tend to reach a saturation point. When you have people’s attention, Goldhaber claims, you ‘own’ a bit of property in their mind.

Unsurprisingly, Goldhaber’s perspective won out – not least because attention was already being described and expressed economically, in phrases like ‘paying’, ‘lending’, ‘spending’, and ‘investing’ your time. Attention was ideally poised to fill a gap in business theory at a moment when information, experiences, and services were becoming the foundations of a post-Fordist service economy. It didn’t hurt that attention could also be medicated into existence. Some of the earliest business literature on the attention economy even makes this connection: the first line of Thomas H. Davenport and John C. Beck’s landmark publication, for example, asks ‘Does your company suffer from organizational ADD?’54 The attention economy and attention deficit coexist as two sides of the same lucrative coin, both seeking to optimize and monetize our capacity to focus.

This is not to deny that many families have been helped by ADHD medication. It enables kids to function better at school, to fit in and make friends. Behavioural problems like hyperactivity, hyperkineticism, and delinquency became controllable and less stressful for parents. For many students and working adults, medication is a way to handle the pressures of the contemporary workplace: to be productive, competitive, and boost cognitive performance. And yet … how rapidly these become economic calculations. Focus and concentration matter because they lead to improved qualifications and a return on educational investment. Even when schools embrace neurodiversity and offer therapy, it is always towards the goal of conventionally measured academic achievement. The fact that
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