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Several days ago, | turned the page of my wall calendar and exclaimed in joy when | saw the
picture—a Black-capped Chickadee! Perhaps this strikes you as odd because, well, Black-
capped Chickadees are rather common and ordinary in a Massachusetts December. Or perhaps
you are wondering, “what’s a Black-capped Chickadee?” That would have been my question
until very recently. Indeed, my joy emanated from the fact that | could recognize the bird.

As | have spent time outside camping, hiking, kayaking over the years, I've generally noticed
“birds” around me, but did not really know their names beyond the most common of birds—
Bluebird, Robin, etc. Recently, | decided to change this by buying a birdfeeder and downloading
a bird identification ap on my cell phone. Over the last couple months, there have been very
many Black-capped Chickadees at my feeder—along with Tufted Titmice, Song Sparrows, and
Red-bellied Woodpeckers.

Suddenly the view out my window has become very busy indeed!

Similar to my own ignorance, artist-writer Jenny Odell recounts sitting in the Rose Garden in
San Francisco and not knowing the names of the birds, the lizards, or the other living beings
with whom she shared space on her walks through the park. Odell decides to learn their names,
to learn the ecological system in which she dwells. To do so, she must learn to pay attention.

The premise of Odell’s book, How to Do Nothing—Resisting the Attention Economy, is that we
are in danger of losing the gift of our attention to economic and cultural forces—to what she
calls the “attention economy.” In other words, there is money to be made by capturing our
attention, so there are companies out there trying to do just that.

We're all familiar with the long role of advertisements in society. They pop up in newspapers,
stop the music flow on the radio, and create breaks in TV shows. More recently, social media
platforms like Facebook and Twitter make money by using our natural desire to connect with
other people and to follow how many “likes” or retweets we have. Returning again and again to
scroll through our social media feed, the ads keep rolling by. Has anyone else ever bought
something because of a Facebook ad?
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The issue of capitalizing on our attention is also central to the 24-hour news cycles. Hour after
hour we are pulled back in while commercial breaks pepper the programming. All of these
media streams compete for our money by actively seeking to grab and hold our attention.

There is a danger in this, warns Odell. As you heard earlier in the reading, we live in a complex
world that needs space and time for reflection and thoughtful communication. To be able to
slow down and simply think, we need to be able to break free of the hold of the “attention
economy.” To do so, we also need to be free from the demands to be “productive” and
“efficient” all the time. Odell recounts how more than 100 years ago the Labor Movement
resisted surrendering all their attention to their productive work life by fighting for an 8-hour
workday. Back to 1886, workers pushed for “eight hours of work, eight hours of rest, and eight
hours of what we will.” (29)

Without time away from this “attention economy” and the demand to remain “productive,”
Odell suggests we risk becoming a culture without the patience for nuanced thought or
anything “less-than-obvious.” (8) We risk becoming a culture that undermines the arts and
intellectual life as well as space and time to simply notice the birds around us. We risk losing
our way as human beings who live for more than productivity or the algorithms of social media.
To cultivate a sense of the world outside of the “attention economy,” we need to pay attention
to who and what else is out there. “From either a social or ecological perspective,” writes Odell,
“the ultimate goal of ‘doing nothing’ is to wrest our focus from the attention economy and
replant it in the public, physical realm.”

Let’s take a moment to do just what Odell suggests. | want us to all pause and simply look
around our physical space. In other words, for a moment, let’s all “do nothing.”

What did you notice? How did it feel to “do nothing”?

“Doing nothing” not only is an act of resistance to the “attention economy”, it can also be an
opportunity to reconnect with our particular, physical place.

Odell tells a story of finding an old aerial survey of her childhood neighborhood. Amidst the
imagery of cleanly defined roads, she noticed a small squiggly line...a creek? A creek!? Did she
remember a creek? Then she recalled, “the creek was the place that you couldn’t get your ball
back from if it went over the fence at the edge of the schoolyard.” (133) Curious about this half-
remembered creek, she recruited a friend, Josh, who held his own fuzzy memories of this creek.
Driving back to their old neighborhoods, they went looking for the creek. Shimmying through a
break in a chain link fence, they walked along the creek bed, dry from drought. There beside
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the houses, the Bank of America building, and the new mall rested the creek. By now, Odell
knew both the source of the creek and to where it was flowing from researching maps. She
knew that despite all the concrete and development, the creek remained as a remnant of a
watershed that predated it all.

This is an example of what it might mean to notice the places in which we dwell. By doing so,
we shift our experience of our world. Indeed, what we choose to pay attention to renders our
world. As Odell puts it, “My experience is what | agree to attend to. Only those items which |
notice shape my mind—without selective interest, experience is utter chaos.” (131)

We do not have unlimited attention. And yet, the flow of information, headlines, social media
posts, work deadlines, and so much more competes for our attention. Day after day, moment
after moment, an overwhelming rush of information vies for us to “look here” and surrender
our attention in one direction rather than another. Inevitably, we must selectively choose
where our attention goes. Doing so renders our experience, indeed our reality.

What do we notice? To what or whom do we not pay attention?

Odell is careful to be clear she’s not simply advocating a mass movement away from social
media, rather she’s hoping for “a mass movement of attention.” She wonders just what would
happen “when people regain control over their attention and begin to direct it again, together.”
(105)

Redirecting our attention can take all matter of forms. It can mean learning the names of the
birds, trees, and streams in our neighborhood. It can mean learning the history of the place in
which we dwell—for example, the names of the Indigenous tribes who first made the trails
upon which we still travel. It might also mean learning to notice the flicker of racial bias that
appears in you or how to better respond when a family member makes a racist comment.
Redirecting our attention could also mean turning off the tv and sitting across from a loved one
for an undistracted conversation. Or perhaps it means picking up the phone to call an old
friend.

Neither I, nor Odell can provide an exhaustive list of where to direct you attention. But what
matters is becoming aware of the need to resist the consumption of your attention—of your
life—by the attention economy. We do not always have to be buying something, productively
working towards a goal, or promoting our online presence. We can also “do nothing.”
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What's a stake might just be our very humanity. Odell writes “for any person who perceives life
to be more than an instrument.” We are more than instruments of media streams, employers,
or others who would compel the value of efficient productivity over all else. To illustrate, Odell
describes attending a conference (remember those?!). Instead of remaining within the walls of
the conference hotel, she begins to wander outside, getting to know the local flora, fauna, and
topography. By choosing to do so, she realizes that she would be deemed a “delinquent” within
a framework defined by productivity. In response, she counters, “but from the point of view of
the place, I'd look like someone who was finally paying it attention. And from the point of view
of myself, the person actually experiencing my life, and to whom | will ultimately answer when |
die—I would know that | spent that day on Earth.” (189)

In so many ways, these months of pandemic have redirected our attention and our experience
of life. Perhaps like me, some of you have found yourselves reflecting on life’s fragility and how
you spend your days on Earth. Answering such questions often requires nuanced thinking as
well as space and time to reflect. Perhaps what we need is to slow down, unplug from all that is
seeking to grab our attention, and “do nothing” for a bit.

This is not a call to apathy, but a call to resist surrendering our attention to a digital flow of
distractions as well as the demand to always be “productive”. It is a call to notice instead the
“public, physical world” that is our life, here and now, in this time and space. By doing so, we
begin to remake our world, rendering it by where we place our attention.

What we notice will inevitably also shape how we act. Odell writes, “It is with acts of attention
that we decide who to hear, who to see, and who in our world has agency. In this way,
attention forms the ground not just for love, but for ethics.” (161)

In this month that is traditionally so busy, my hope for us all is that we slow down, unplug a bit,
and pay attention with intention. In so doing, may we be able to say we have spent a day on
Earth.
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