The Weight of
Attention

An essay in eight weighings
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Of everything in front of you now,
how much will you have lived?



T HESW B G HTA OIS ATTETEINE] OFN

Spending

We talk about attention as if it were money. We pay it and
spend it, we give it to people who have earned it, and lately we
complain that it is being stolen. The language is so settled that
it no longer sounds like a figure of speech.

The figure is older than it looks. Spend comes from
expendere, to weigh out, which is what a Roman did with
money when money was metal and metal went on a scale. The
pound still carries the name of a pound by weight."

The comparison holds in one respect. Attention is scarce,
and what we give to one thing we cannot give to another. It
fails in another, and the failure is the subject of this essay.

A payment transfers value that already exists. Attention
transfers nothing. It does not leave you and arrive in the thing
you are looking at. It stays where it was, and the thing is

changed: it has begun to weigh something in your life.



The world arrives unweighed.

A price exists before anyone pays it.
A weight, in a life, begins on the scale.
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The Scale

To ponder is to weigh. The word comes from pondus, weight.
To deliberate is to set a question on the libra, the pair of
scales. Examine comes from examen, a means of weighing,
which the Romans also used for the tongue of a balance, the
pointer that leans toward the heavier pan. And the ordinary
French verb for thinking, penser, descends from pensare, to
weigh.? The words remember a picture of thinking as
something done with scales.

One word in the family is different. Attention comes from
attendere, to stretch toward.® Of all of them, it alone names
a reach rather than a measurement, and the difference is this
essay’s argument in small. Before the mind can weigh
anything it has to reach for it, and it can weigh only what it
has reached. Thought weighs. Attention decides what gets

onto the scale.



I T R ESE SICTARISE

The argument needs one distinction, between mass and
weight. A thing’s mass is what it would read on a true scale,
whether or not anyone holds one. A friend’s illness has the
mass it has; so does a rumour, or a Tuesday. Its weight, in

a life, is what actually registers, and nothing registers until
it has been placed on a scale. Each life has one scale, and it
is small.

The room you are sitting in holds more than you could list
in a day: the temperature of your hands, a sound from the
street, the grain of the table, a thought you began an hour ago
and have not finished having. In 1890 William James observed
that millions of items are present to the senses that never
properly enter experience.* In a well-known experiment,
nearly half of the people asked to count passes in a game of
basketball failed to see a woman with an umbrella, or a person
in a gorilla suit, walk through the middle of it.® What goes
unseen in this way is not weighed and found light. It is never

weighed at all.



T HESW B G HTA OIS ATTETEINE] OFN

What does reach the scale reaches it at the expense of
everything else. James saw this too. Attention, he wrote,
“implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal
effectively with others”.¢ So every act of attention is two acts.
It makes one thing heavy, and it makes the rest of the world
lighter by the same amount. We notice the first. We rarely
notice the second, because the second is made of what we did
not notice, and among the things it makes lighter, sooner or
later, are people.

In 2014, researchers building a system to translate between
languages needed a name for one of its parts: a function that
decided, word by word, how much each word of the original
should count toward the next word of the translation. They
called it attention.” Systems descended from that idea now
write and summarise. Underneath, the weights are forced to
add up to one.® If one word is given more, the others are given
less. The constraint is no quirk of the machine. Anything
finite, shared out, obeys it. We obey it too, and are the ones
who forget. We speak as if attention could be increased. It can

only be redistributed.



I T R ESE SICTARISE

The thought has an older form. Augustine, trying to
understand what time is, noticed that the past is present only
as memory and the future only as expectation, and that the
present itself seems to have no width: it passes in a point. Yet
attention lasts, he wrote, and through it what is still to come
passes over into what has gone.? Whatever else the present is,
it is no wider than what we are attending to.

The point is not only a philosopher’s. People who learn
something while their attention is divided remember much
less of it afterwards; dividing attention at the moment of recall
costs little. ' What is not weighed while it is present is largely
not kept, and the past a person carries is made mostly of what
they weighed as it happened.

So a life has a weight, and attention distributes it. Not the
life going on around a person, which is vast and mostly
unweighed, but the life that happens to them: the one they
will be able to say they lived. Its shape is the shape of that
distribution. Heavy here, light there, and in most places
nothing. The question on the first page was never about how
much is in front of you. It was about what you are placing on

the scale.
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Counterfeit Weight

We attend to what matters.
What we attend to comes to matter.

Both sentences are true, and between them there is room for
an industry.

The first describes attention as a detector. It goes to what
already has mass, the way a pointer leans toward the heavier
pan. The second describes it as a source: whatever it rests on
begins to count. If only the first were true, attention would be
innocent, a needle reporting. If only the second were true, it
would be arbitrary, and anything would become important by
being looked at. Both are true, and so attention can be
worked from outside. Whatever can hold it long enough will
come to weigh something to you, whether or not it weighed

anything before.



Ve GO NEEEIREE MW E GiHER

A scale cannot know why its pan went down. The needle reads
force, and a thumb is force. That is the whole mechanism of
counterfeit weight: pressure that registers as weight. A red
number on an icon, a headline written to alarm, a message its
sender has marked urgent. None of these needs to matter. It
needs only to press.

What an economy of attention trades in, then, is readings,

and a reading of weight cannot be told from weight.

Urgency is weight without mass.
Novelty is the one quality a thing

loses by being attended to.
An economy built on it has to keep making more.

The needle cannot tell
pressure from weight.
We are the needle.

WEIGH THE OBJECTION
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THE OBJECTION

The metaphor cheats. A scale can compare only things that share
a unit, and the things in a life share none. There is no unit in
which a child’s face, a deadline and a war on the evening news
can be weighed against one another. To call attention a scale is to
smuggle back the economics this essay claims to reject, because

a common measure is a currency under another name.



THE REPLY

The objection is right about the things and wrong about the
scale. They are incommensurable; nothing converts one into
another. > But attention is where incommensurable things are
made to share a single budget anyway. An hour given to the
deadline is an hour not given to the face. No theory of value
licenses the trade, and it is made a thousand times a day
regardless. The scale is not a theory of what things are worth. It
describes a predicament: attention is where we are made to

weigh what cannot be weighed.
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What Goes Light

THE ROOM
Try to draw, from memory, the room where you have slept for
years. The window will be in the wrong place. The door will
open the wrong way. You have looked at that room more than
at any painting in any museum, and it weighs almost nothing.
Psychology has a word for what repetition does to a response:
habituation. ™ The ordinary word is familiarity. Both name the
same slow agreement, reached without our noticing, that what

surrounds us most can be left off the scale.

TR ERS S AR ENIEIR;

Two people at a table. One is describing what the consultant
said this morning; the other nods, and in the pauses you can
watch a reply being assembled behind the eyes. Nothing is
withheld. The gaze stays where it should and the nods come in
the right places. It is only that the words are not being

weighed. They are being measured for an opening.
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VAW EHPATTR GO Ei SN[ GIHER

IFHESCIHIED

A child learns what matters by watching where the adults’
eyes go. Almost none of it is said. It is shown, all day, in

a language nobody knows they are speaking: the glance at the
phone in the middle of the story, the whole face turned toward
the television, the hand that goes on typing through the
question. Children are careful students of weight. They grow

up knowing what was heavy in that house.

THE CONSULTING ROOM
A doctor listens with eyes on the screen, typing. Every word is
recorded; nothing is missed. The patient came to be weighed

and leaves having been entered.
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THE COAT

After a death, the attention arrives. The person is suddenly
everywhere: in a coat on a hook, in the way a door is shut, in
a phrase someone else uses without knowing whose it was.
Things that weighed nothing for decades become unbearable
within a week. Part of grief is attention, arriving after

its object.
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VAW EHPATTR GO Ei SN[ GIHER

iFHESTIRIEE

One morning, on a walk taken a thousand times, you notice

a tree. It is large and old and has stood on that corner longer
than you have lived in the city. Nothing about the tree has
changed. It has the mass it had yesterday. It had never been on

the scale.

In none of these is attention failing;
in each it is working perfectly,
on something else.
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Vi

The Spotlight

By now the remedy looks obvious. If attention decides what
weighs, and weight is being forged, then attention has to be
defended. Put the phone in another room. Close the other
tabs. Focus.

The advice is sound as far as it goes, but it shares a picture
with the thing it opposes. The most familiar image of
attention in psychology is a spotlight, a beam that makes
whatever it falls on brighter and easier to detect. ' The
attention economy wants the beam. The advice against it
wants the beam back. They disagree about who should hold
the lamp. They agree that attention is a lamp.

A lamp is the wrong instrument, because a spotlight makes
what it touches brighter than it is and everything else darker
than it is, and it learns nothing from what it lights. It is the

same lamp on a face as on a wall.
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Vil e E S S IR ORI G

Focus has its uses. A surgeon needs it, and so does anyone
threading a needle or finishing a sentence. But focus is force
applied to a narrow place, and force can make one thing weigh
everything. That condition has other names: obsession, or the
work that slowly swallows a family. None of them is a name
for distraction. They are what concentration becomes when

nothing asks what its object weighs.

Focus makes a thing heavy.
[t does not find out what it weighs.
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Vil

Calibration

A balance works the other way. It throws nothing onto the
world. It waits for the world to be set on it, and it gives its
reading by moving: the pan goes down and the needle swings,

then settles.

A scale weighs only by being moved.

This is the attention the essay has been working toward. More
of it is not on offer. The weights still sum to one, and no
discipline changes that. What is on offer is attention that lets
each thing register at its true mass, and lets it move us by that

much and no further.
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VII - CALIBRATION

The practice is modest. Before something is allowed to press
on you, ask what kind of pressure it is: weight or urgency,
mass or volume, something that matters or something that is
only new. Correct for the thumbs you know about: the loud,
the recent, the flattering, the frightening, the familiar. Then
come back, because attention drifts, and calibration is less
a state you reach than a habit of return. The Stoics had a word
for that habit, prosoché, though what they kept watch over was
the self, and what calibration watches is the scale. ™

The hardest case is other people. To attend to a person is to
let their weight register, which means letting them move you:
their grief lowering the pan, and their need, and their joy, and
sometimes nothing more than their being in the room. The
listener assembling a reply has not been moved. Neither has
the doctor at the screen. A balance that refuses to move gives
no reading, and a person who will not be moved has, in the
end, weighed no one.

Other people can take your attention, and machines can

compute weights. No one else can be your scale.
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You will have lived exactly
what you let weigh on you.
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Notes

24

Spend comes, through Medieval Latin, from expendere, “to weigh out money, pay

down”. Pound is from libra pondo, “a pound by weight”. spend (v.); pound (n.1)

Ponder from ponderare, “to weigh”; deliberate from libra, “a pair of scales”; examine
from examen; French penser from pensare, “weigh, consider”.

ponder; deliberate; examine; pensive

From Latin attendere, “give heed to”, literally “to stretch toward”: ad, toward, and

tendere, to stretch. attention

William James, The Principles of Psychology (1890), chapter XI,
“Attention”. vol. 1, p. 402

Simons and Chabris, “Gorillas in our midst” (1999). Across all conditions,
46% of 192 observers failed to notice the unexpected event while counting
passes. p. 1068

James, Principles, chapter XI, in his definition of attention. pp. 403-4

Bahdanau, Cho and Bengio, “Neural Machine Translation by Jointly Learning to
Align and Translate” (2014; ICLR 2015). §3.1

The weights are produced by a softmax, so each is positive and together they
sum to one: Bahdanau et al., eq. 6; Vaswani et al., “Attention Is All You Need”
(2017). §3.2.1
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NOTES

Augustine, Confessions X1.28. The English gloss is ours and literal. x1.28.37-38

Craik, Govoni, Naveh-Benjamin and Anderson, “The effects of divided attention

on encoding and retrieval processes in human memory” (1996). pp. 159-80

The essay’s claim, consistent with habituation: responses to a repeated stimulus
decline (Rankin et al., “Habituation revisited”, 2009). pp. 135-8

Whether values can lack a common measure is a live dispute: Ruth Chang (ed.),
Incommensurability, Incomparability, and Practical Reason (1997); on reasons as
weights, Chris Tucker, The Weight of Reasons (2025). ed. vol.

Rankin et al., “Habituation revisited: an updated and revised description of the

behavioral characteristics of habituation” (2009). pp. 135-8

Posner, “Orienting of attention” (1980); the metaphor is surveyed in Fernandez-
Duque and Johnson, “Attention metaphors” (1999). pp. 3-25

Epictetus, Discourses IV.12, “On attention” (peri prosochés); Pierre Hadot,
Philosophy as a Way of Life (1995), on prosoché as the fundamental Stoic
attitude. 1v.12
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