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INTERVIEW D. GRAHAM BURNETT

'Never before in history has there been a

thing that could convert something as

essential as attention into money at any

time of the day'

D. Graham BurnettImage  Landon Speer

Science historian D. Graham Burnett is one of the leading

figures within 'attention activism' that resists the

devastating impact of social media algorithms. Yet he is

not a tech pessimist. 'If we become aware of our well-

being of attention, the future can be great.'

Gijs Beukers
is a media reporter for the Volkskrant. For this piece, he spoke to Burnett in New York and

attended a course at the Strother School of Radical Attention.
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During the corona rost, Jennifer Allen, a 56-year-old from Brooklyn,

noticed that her attention span had shrunk. 'I kept scrolling on my

phone,' she says. 'I love reading, but I couldn't get a book out.'

Everyone visited a meditation retreat after the pandemic where an

instructor said something that stuck. "He said, 'What you pay

attention to is your life.' So when I heard about the school, that

immediately seemed very cool.'

She refers to the Strother School of Radical Attention, a non-profit

organization dedicated to cultivating 'radical attention'. On this

sunny evening in October, Allen came to a meeting of the school,

which sees social media as a big enemy but is located at the 'most

Instagram-worthy crossroads of Brooklyn', according to New York

Magazine. Every day, hundreds of tourists there look at the

photogenic part of the Brooklyn Bridge through the screen of their

phones.

The classroom is on the seventh floor of an office building. On the

white walls hangs the Photo series Removed, for which Eric

Pickersgill has portrayed people in everyday, often intimate

situations. Just before he took the picture, Pickersgill removed the

electronic devices. Among other things, a couple in bed can be

seen, lying with their backs against each other, each sunk in their

own palm.

Soon Allen will participate in a workshop where radical attention

will be put into practice: they and the seventeen other participants

will, among other things, study a stone they brought with them,

after which they will share their thoughts about it in groups.

One of the founders of the Strother School of Radical Attention is D.

Graham Burnett (54), conceptual artist, professor of scientific

history at Princeton University and author of five books, including

17th-century lens sharpeners and 19th-century explorers in British

Guiana. He is also the compiler of the essay collection Scenes of

Attention – Essays on Mind, Time, and the Senses.

Attention activism

Burnett on the roof of his apartment complex. Image Landon Speers

Burnett is one of the leading figures within attention activism, a

growing movement that also includes Tristan Harris, the co-

founder of the Center for Humane Technology that became known

for the documentary The Social Dilemma; Jenny Odell, author of The

Attentional Movement; and Tim Wu, writer of The Attention Merchants

– The Epic Struggle to Get Inside Our Heads.

A few days before the workshop, Burnett talks to the Volkskrant

about his activism and about the revolution he wants to unleash.

Burnett receives in his beautiful, cheerful studio annex apartment

in North Manhattan, which he has taken over from the famous, 81-

year-old artist David Hammons. 'I'm not a plutocrat,' he says. 'David

had some trouble with the board of the cooperative that manages

this apartment complex, so I was able to take it over relatively

cheaply.'

A glittering disco ball hangs from the ceiling, golden ribbons swirl

down from the ventilation channel. A telescope is set up towards

the skyscrapers of downtown Manhattan, the huge roof terrace

offers views of the Hudson and the George Washington Bridge,

which connects the states of New York and New Jersey.

The studio annex apartment of Burnett. Beeld Landon Speers

With a high bun and sixteen rings around lacquered fingers,

Burnett doesn't look like a classic Ivy League university professor.

He doesn't talk like that either. 'What we're going to do is going to

be fucking awesome', he says after feeding the goldfish.

'We're going to find the villains and we're going to make them pay

for all the damage they do. It's just not okay: locking children in

digital boxes and asking anyone who wants to go in for 5 dollars

and then slap them in the face. That's how companies like Facebook

and TikTok work: they make money from advertisers who make

their customers unhappy.'

The idea for the Strother School of Radical Attention came about in

2018 during the São Paulo Biennale, where Burnett was co-curator

of a program that focused on radical attention. One day, a group of

about sixty people gathered there, all connected to the 'Order of the

Third Bird', an international, semi-secret society of artists, scientists

and bibliophiles.

Local sections of the 'Birds' - so-called volleys - often lead to

bewifiled looks from outsiders during their activities, for example

when they suddenly gather with dozens of members in a museum

around one work of art and study it intensely for half an hour, after

which they disappear just as abruptly.

'The Birds are characterized by their extravagant and theatrical

secrecy,' says Burnett. 'But there in São Paulo we realized' – Burnett

is also a Bird – 'that we also had to get involved politically.' Burnett

previously did not talk openly about the company, but now he does

because of his increased concerns.

After the biennial in São Paulo, Burnett founded the 'Friends of

Attention' with about twenty other Birds. Brainstorms eventually

led to the founding of the Strother School of Radical Attention a

year and a half ago. Namesake is Matthew Strother, a former

student of Burnett who, despite the chemotherapy he had to

undergo, was fanatically involved in the Friends of Attention until

his death in 2023.

The school's activities are artistic and playful, says Burnett, just like

those of the Birds. During the workshop that the Volkskrant visits,

the circle of attendees – which consists of fourteen women and four

men, especially creative thirty-year-olds – first gropes and studies

their stone in sacred silence for five minutes, and then freely

associates with it. Most do this in tailor's seat.

Workshop participants study their stones. Jennifer Allen is the blonde woman with jeans in the
middle. Image Gijs Beukers

'The one of mine glitters,' says Jennifer Allen's neighbor. 'If this had

been a plant or an animal, I would have wondered what

evolutionary causes had led to it. Does the shimmer camouflage?

Does it make the stone sexier? But a stone is not a potential

deceiver. A stone is just a stone.'

A few thousand people have registered for the school's activities so

far. Scattered throughout the country, there are another fifty 'cells'

that have joined the umbrella movement. And the popularity is

growing, after interviews with Burnett in The New Yorker magazine

and with Ezra Klein, a leading columnist and podcaster of The New

York Times.

Resistance

Resistance is necessary, Burnett says, because platforms like

Facebook and TikTok are 'endearing to destroy aspects of human

life'. He compares their working method to fracking: just as oil

companies use devastating power to pump liquids into a reservoir

to release shale gas, social media sprays huge amounts of content

in the face of users to squeeze out their last bits of attention.

Human lives are now largely dictated by 'appointment dynamics',

says Burnett, techniques that help tech companies lure users to

their app every so often, as if you have a date with them. 'Language

apps like Duolingo have been so ingenious to reward you if you

brush up on a language every day. But Snapchat also uses so-called

'streaks'. And we have the irrepressible tendency to go to Instagram

or LinkedIn because of the chance of a like.'

Social media has shortened the jungle that had cut the ecosystem of attention, says
Burnett. Beeld Landon Speers

TikTok makes users addicted in the same way as slot machines, says

Burnett, based on a book by American anthropologist Natasha Dow

Schüll, called Addiction by Design. Burnett: 'Through TikTok's

algorithm you often get to see videos that you don't need, so you

get extra dopamine shots when suddenly something nice comes

along.'

Social media has shortened attention arcs, says student Jennifer

Allen. The attention activists take a different approach. 'We are not

talking about lost attention or shorter arcs of tension, suggesting

that distraction is something undesirable. While that can be

beautiful in the form of daydreams. We say that our attention

ecosystem has become a monoculture,' says Burnett. 'Just as the

farming of one crop eventually leads to an ecological disaster, so

the emphasis on one type of attention – screen-oriented and

dopamine-driven – leads to an impoverished life.' Watching a

TikTok movie is fine, says Burnett, as long as you are even able to

read a book for an hour without a break.

For many, that is too much to ask. Social media has cut the jungle

that had cut the ecosystem of attention, Burnett says. 'It is now as

frictionless and monotonous as a golf course.'

The question of scientific evidence that should support the claim

that brains have been 'rewired' through social media, he dismisses.

'First of all: I believe in objective truth, sometimes it's just

incredibly difficult to determine it. It took forty years before judges

finally convinced that tobacco causes cancer. And I wrote an 840-

page book about the history of whaling – sorry, but the Dutch were

the worst in the fifties – and there too it took decades before

organizations saw that regulation was necessary to prevent

extingion.'

The social consensus on the results of brain scans does not wait for

Burnett. 'Look around you on the street. What happens is obvious,

right?”

Revolution

The jungle must return, but how? There will be a revolution,

Burnett is convinced of that. What it will look like, he is less certain.

'In 1787, no one knew what form the French Revolution would take.

And in 1794 actually still not.'

The historical importance of the smartphone cannot be

underestimated, Burnett says. 'Never before in history has there

been a thing that could turn such a substantial as attention into

money at any time of the day.'

He makes the comparison with the transition from an agricultural

to an industrial society. 'In the feudal era, the length of workers'

working days depended on the weather and the seasons,' he says.

'When people started working in factories, time was suddenly

divided into units and it was given a specific value. As a result,

workers suddenly became aware of time in a completely new way.

Eventually, they rebelled over their daily or hourly wages – and

unions were created.'

Attention has now also become quantifiable and therefore

political, says Burnett. The attention activists are committed to

legislation that should make social media less addictive. According

to Burnett, a good start was made by the state of New York, which

introduced a law this summer with the acronym Safe: Stop

Addictive Feeds Exploitation. The law prohibits social media from

serving messages based on algorithms to minors. For example, a 15-

year-old who has searched for diets via TikTok is no longer allowed

to see advertisements for weight loss products based on them.

Behavior change

But people can also work on their 'attention well-being' themselves,

says Burnett. Attention activists therefore also put a lot of time into

social awareness. Burnett: 'It can lead to huge behavioral changes.'

He draws another historical parallel. 'People used to never go

running or going to the gym. For the American middle class, that

changed in the early 1970s. This was due to the enormous post-war

economic growth, which made food cheaper and the percentage of

people with obesity exploded. We suddenly realized that our

physical health requires maintenance.'

Attention has become political, says Burnett. Beeld Landon Speers

Americans arrived early. Burnett remembers a visit to his nephews

in Naples in the 1980s. 'When I went for a run, they looked at me

like I was crazy. "Why are you running?" they said. “Nobody is

chasing you, right?”

Burnett expects a similar awareness. 'People will realize that

attention, like condition, requires maintenance. The mindfulness

movement and digital detoxers already realize that.'

Centuries-old institutes are getting a new function, says Burnett.

'Too you see that already happening. We no longer need libraries to

access information, that's what we have the internet for. We do

need libraries as an oasis of attention: a place where you can read a

book in peace.'

Museums, churches, mosques and synagogues will also

increasingly serve as an oasis of attention, says Burnett, adding

hastily that this does not stop anyone from continuing to worship

gods or works of art there.

Spirituality

Burnett's interest in attention was shaped by traditions of

contemplative prayer. He has a 'quite intense' religious and

spiritual life. 'My father is an atheist who wrote about Jean-Paul

Sartre, but my mother is a Neapolitan with raven-black hair and a

Southern Italian spirituality.' (Six days after this interview, his

mother, prominent academic Claire Gaudiani, died of leukemia.)

Burnett spent a year at the Jesuit order, where he participated in a

variant of the Spiritual Exercises, daily meditations of an hour and a

half that were developed in the 16th century by the founder of the

order, Saint Ignatius of Loyola.

Later, Burnett participated in retreats in Trappist monasteries, for

which he got up at a quarter past two in the morning to meditate

for 45 minutes. He then slept until 5 o'clock in the morning, after

which the ritual was repeated. 'If you write all this do do, I sound

like a crazy believer. I really am not, but I have learned a lot from

these traditions.'

Burnett has a 'fairly intense' religious and spiritual life. Image Landon Speers

Burnett also has rituals in everyday life. He always reads the paper

New York Times from the day before. In this way, he offers himself 'a

little breathing room' compared to the news cycle. He only touches

his phone after breakfast.

Burnett 'just' has an iPhone and wants to emphasize that attention

activists are not against technological progress – the Strother

School's Instagram page is fanatically maintained, including videos

of mindfulness exercises. 'The German philosopher Martin

Heidegger responded to modernity by advocating that people on

clogs in the Black Forest should look at grass,' he says. 'Of course we

don't.'

Future promise

In fact, he says, if social media – possibly forced by legislation – start

using responsible algorithms, there is a future that is 'much more

exciting and cooler' than the past, Burnett says. 'My 15-year-old

daughter has experienced the dangerous effects of TikTok

firsthand. During her fight against anorexia, videos appeared on

her feed about suicide and the benefits of not eating.'

But Burnett also sees that TikTok offers her a stage. 'Thanks to her

acting films, she learns to hold the audience's attention,' he says.

'She now has twenty thousand followers and is incredibly smart on

a platform that I hardly understand.'

During lectures he gives at Princeton on art restoration, he uses

YouTube. 'Then we look at a restorer sharpening the panel and hear

the sound of a scratching knife on an old shelf.'

The video has been viewed by almost two million people, some of

whom describe an 'oorgasm' in the comments. 'Such intimacy with

the past is unthinkable without ASMR,' says Burnett, referring to

Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response, a tingling sensation

caused by certain sounds. According to Burnett, ASMR leads to an

'just as rich collective pleasure experience' as the poems of the 19th-

century romantic Friedrich Hölderlin.

Burnett is not a doomsing thinker, he just wants to say. He returns

to the fitness parallel. 'Due to the increase in food supply, people

first became too fat, but those who went to exercise were much

healthier in the 1980s than before. Because thanks to technology,

they not only had more processed, but also healthy food at their

disposal: vegetables stayed good in the refrigerator much longer. If

we now become aware of our attention well-being in the same way,

the future could be great, also through apps like YouTube and

TikTok.' He points to the hairs on his forearms. "It gives me

goosebumps."

Those who are barely able to read a book are not lost, says Jennifer

Allen after the discussion about stones. 'Partly because of the

school's workshops, I now read one book a week again.' Like

Burnett, she says that modern technologies can offer special

experiences, although more primitive objects can also be

satisfying. 'I never thought people could get so excited looking at a

stone.'
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