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The Attention Economy

Civilizational diagnosis. See also: Wheel of Presence, The Telos of Technology, The Spiritual Crisis, The Hollowing of the West, The Enslavement of the Mind, The Epistemological Crisis.



Attention is the most sovereign human faculty. It is the dharmic capacity by which a being meets reality at all — the organ by which Logos becomes legible, the substrate on which every other faculty operates, the precondition of love, of learning, of prayer, of a coherent thought. To direct attention is to participate in Logos at the most intimate scale; to lose sovereignty over it is to be shaped, at depth, by whatever now does the directing. And because Logos has two registers — the harmonic ordering pattern AND the substance the cartographies meet from within as Consciousness — attention is the faculty by which one meets both. Structural attention recognizes pattern; attention meets the substance Logos is in the very act of attending. To lose attention is therefore not only to lose access to the order of reality but to lose access to one’s own substance — the felt presence of the Consciousness one is dissolved into the manufactured intensities of whatever now directs the gaze.

The contemporary digital media ecosystem is not a neutral medium being abused. It is an attention-extractive economy whose architecture is structurally adharmic at every layer. Six layered registers compose a single integrated machine: an economic logic that converts attention into money, an algorithmic mechanism that selects against deliberation, an influencer market structure that replaces presence with parasocial performance, a captured legacy and digital media apparatus that has merged with the platform stack and the security state, an information-warfare layer running on top of all of it where state and corporate actors stage coordinated narrative operations, and the cognitive consequence — what the discourse now calls brain rot — that this architecture systematically produces in the human beings exposed to it. None of these is incidental. None is a bug. Each is the architecture working as designed.




I. The Economic Logic — Attention as Extractable Resource

In a digital environment where copies are free and storage is essentially infinite, the only finite resource that remains is the time and concentration of the human beings the system can reach. Tim Wu, in The Attention Merchants (2016), traced the lineage. The penny press of the 1830s discovered that newspapers could be sold below cost if the readers’ eyes could then be sold to advertisers; this single inversion — the reader as product, not customer — became the dominant business model of every subsequent communications medium. Radio inherited it. Television industrialized it. The internet, in its commercial form, completed it.

What Shoshana Zuboff named in The Age of Surveillance Capitalism (2019) was the deeper move. The platform stack does not merely sell attention to advertisers. It harvests human experience itself — every click, hover, pause, scroll, query, location ping, voice command, biometric reading — converts that experience into behavioral surplus, and uses the surplus to train predictive systems that can then shape future behavior at scale. The user’s experience is the raw material; the prediction product sold to clients is the refined output. The user is not the customer and not even the labor — the user is the deposit, mined.

The economic logic is therefore not advertising as such. Advertising is merely the visible surface. Beneath it sits a more fundamental operation: the conversion of inner life into a tradable commodity. Every Harmonism diagnosis of property, stewardship, and the sacred (Architecture of Harmony’s Stewardship pillar) bears on this directly. There are domains where commodification is dharmic — labor, goods, services exchanged through fair reciprocity (Ayni). There are domains where commodification is structurally violating: the body, the womb, the ritual, the sacred land, and — Harmonism adds — the inner life of the human being. To convert attention into a commodity, then sell that commodity back to its owner in the form of behavioral manipulation, is the economic equivalent of selling a person their own breath.

Attention economy is the discourse’s own language for what is happening; it is also, read at the right depth, an indictment dressed as a description. The phrase admits that something has become an economy that should not have. There is no love economy, no prayer economy, no grief economy — these are domains the marketplace cannot reach, because they are not extractable without destroying what was being extracted. Attention sat in this same category until the technical infrastructure to extract it at scale was built. The infrastructure has now been built. The descriptor cannot be received as neutral.



II. The Algorithmic Mechanism — Engineering Against Deliberation

The recommendation systems that organize what most human beings see most days are not neutral selectors. They are machine-learning systems optimized against a single proxy metric — engagement, measured as time-on-platform plus rate-of-interaction — and they have learned, through trillions of training cycles, what produces engagement in the human nervous system. The answer is not what produces understanding. It is not what produces wisdom. It is not what produces the conditions under which a thought can ripen. The answer is reliable activation of the limbic loops the system has the most data on: outrage, novelty, fear, sexual cue, tribal validation, parasocial intimacy, the dopaminergic flicker of the variable reward.

Tristan Harris and the Center for Humane Technology have documented the design surface — the attention slot machines and bottomless feeds and autoplay defaults and social-proof notifications engineered into every consumer application, each design choice traceable to a specific deliberate intervention against the user’s capacity to stop. But the design-flaw framing understates what is happening. The algorithm cannot be reformed without dismantling the extraction logic that funds it. A platform whose revenue depends on time-on-platform cannot voluntarily build features that reduce time-on-platform. The mechanism is not a regrettable side-effect of an otherwise good product; it is the product, and the rest of the platform is the wrapper that makes the mechanism socially acceptable.

What the algorithm selects against is what Harmonism names as the precondition of every higher faculty: stillness, sustained attention, the capacity to sit with a thought until it reveals its structure, the silence in which a contemplative or creative recognition becomes possible. Wheel of Presence treats these as the central faculties of a human being — not advanced practices for the spiritually inclined but the ground conditions of consciousness itself. The algorithmic feed selects exactly against them. Every architectural choice — the variable interval, the infinite list, the reactive notification, the social-proof counter, the autoplay continuation — is calibrated to prevent the pause in which presence might assert itself. The engineering goal is the elimination of the moment in which the user might stop. That moment is precisely where, in any contemplative anatomy ever mapped, the human being recovers itself.

The deeper register, which the Center for Humane Technology has approached but not fully named: the architecture is selecting at evolutionary scale. It is not merely teaching individuals new habits. It is producing a population in which the capacity for deliberation — the neurological substrate, the practiced stillness, the unmediated relationship with one’s own thinking — has measurably degraded. The civilizational consequence is treated below in Section VI; the engineering responsibility for it is here. The systems do what they were built to do. Their builders cannot be exempted by the disclaimer that they did not foresee the consequences. The consequences were foreseen; they were the product specification.



III. The Influencer Economy — Parasocial Performance Replacing Presence

When attention extraction is distributed across millions of small operators competing for the same scarce resource, the result is what the platforms now call the creator economy and the broader culture calls the influencer economy. The structural reading is sharper: this is what attention-extraction looks like when it federates. Each participant performs the same operation the platform performs centrally — capture, hold, monetize attention — and the platform takes a percentage of the result.

The deeper damage is anthropological. A parasocial bond — the asymmetric relationship in which the viewer feels intimate with someone who does not know they exist — replaces the genuine relationships that the Wheel of Relationships names as a constitutive pillar of a human life. Community degrades into audience. Friendship degrades into followership. The conversation in which two people meet each other in real time degrades into the comment thread in which a thousand strangers project on a single curated performance. The shared meal degrades into the unboxing video. The elder degrades into the influencer.

The performer pays a parallel cost. The camera-facing self is not the embodied self. A life lived in continuous performance for an audience that exists only as a metric is a life severed from the conditions in which a self can integrate. The influencer’s measurable outputs — the engagement rate, the follower count, the brand deal — bear no relationship to the human goods Harmonism identifies as constitutive of a flourishing life: deep family, dharmic vocation, contemplative depth, the mastery of a craft, the slow ripening of wisdom. The economy rewards exactly the practices that hollow the practitioner. The civilization watches its young people compete to be hollowed first.

The performer’s audience completes the loop. They compensate for the relationships they lack by consuming a simulation of relationship — the vlog, the daily stream, the morning-routine confessional — which itself blocks the formation of the relationships that would have met the underlying need. The architecture is recursive: the loneliness it produces drives the consumption that prevents the loneliness from being addressed. The Hollowing of the West documents the empirical consequence at population scale; the four-fold rise of Americans with no close friends since 1990 is what this architecture looks like in the data. The platform did not invent the loneliness. It built a business on it, and that business systematically deepens it.



IV. The Captured Media — Manufactured Consent at Industrial Scale

The capture of attention at the platform layer is laid over an older architecture: the capture of media at the institutional layer. The legacy press did not retain its independence and then succumb to the platforms. By the time the platforms arrived, the press had been consolidated, financialized, and structurally aligned with the institutional powers it nominally scrutinized for nearly a century.

Walter Lippmann, writing in Public Opinion (1922), named the operation explicitly. The mass democratic public could not, he argued, form competent opinion on the questions of modern governance; an intelligent minority — what he called the responsible men — would shape opinion through controlled distribution of the symbols by which the public oriented itself. Edward Bernays, six years later in Propaganda (1928), put it more bluntly: The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society. Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our country. This is not a critic’s caricature of media manipulation. This is the founder of public relations, addressing his own profession, in print, identifying the manipulation as the operating principle of mass democracy.

The structural argument was made canonical by Noam Chomsky and Edward Herman in Manufacturing Consent (1988). Their five-filter propaganda model named the actual mechanisms by which institutional media in formally free societies produces editorial alignment without explicit censorship: ownership concentration (a small number of corporate parents own most outlets), advertiser dependence (the real customers shape the product), source dependence (governments and corporations control the information flow journalists need), flak (organized backlash makes deviation costly), and an animating ideology (during the Cold War, anti-communism; subsequently, whatever political consensus the alignment of the first four filters produces). The model is not a conspiracy theory. It is a description of incentive structure. Place humans in this incentive geometry and the editorial output is predictable; you do not need to instruct anyone. The five filters do the work.

The historical record carries direct interventions on top of the structural ones. Operation Mockingbird, declassified through the Church Committee hearings (1975–76), documented the Central Intelligence Agency’s recruitment of journalists and editors at major American outlets through the postwar decades. The 1950s — the Eisenhower-era consensus press widely held up as a high point of journalistic professionalism — was simultaneously the period in which the security state had its deepest documented operational hooks inside the newsrooms. The two facts are not in tension. The professional consensus the press maintained was the consensus the security state was helping to maintain.

The contemporary case is the Twitter Files. When Elon Musk acquired the platform in late 2022 and released its internal communications to a small set of independent journalists — Matt Taibbi, Bari Weiss, Michael Shellenberger, Lee Fang, David Zweig — what surfaced was the operational architecture of platform-state coordination in the present tense. Federal agencies — the FBI, the Department of Homeland Security’s Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, components of the intelligence community — maintained direct channels to platform trust-and-safety teams through which content moderation requests, account suspension requests, and narrative-shaping requests flowed continuously. The platforms complied. The compliance was framed internally as voluntary partnership. What it constituted, as a matter of structural reality, was the merger of the formally private platform layer with the formally public security apparatus into a single content-shaping system, operating outside the constitutional protections that nominally constrain either pole.

The captured-media diagnosis is therefore not nostalgic. There is no recovery of an imagined free press from a remembered better era; the press in its mid-twentieth-century institutional form was already structured for capture, and the platform era completed an operation that was nine decades in development. What independent journalism survives — Greenwald, Taibbi, Mate, Hersh, the better Substacks, the diaspora of newsrooms — survives in opposition to the institutional architecture, not within it. The architecture itself is the diagnosis. The reader who treats the New York Times and CNN and MSNBC and Fox as four perspectives competing in a free marketplace of ideas, rather than as four channels of a single consent-manufacturing apparatus differing only in audience-segmentation strategy, has not yet seen the structure. The structure is what Manufacturing Consent described in 1988, and what the Twitter Files documented in 2022, and what every honest media-criticism literature in between has been saying continuously. The civilization has not absorbed the diagnosis because the diagnosis is delivered through institutions that the diagnosis itself indicts.



V. The Information War — Coordinated Narrative Operations as Architectural Feature

On top of the captured-media layer sits the information-warfare layer. The discourse term infowars carries unfortunate associations from the Alex Jones brand of the same name and is therefore often dismissed as conspiracist register; the underlying phenomenon, however, is not contested by the institutions that conduct it. NATO publishes doctrine on cognitive warfare. The British military operates the 77th Brigade explicitly for behavioral-influence operations. The Russian Internet Research Agency in St. Petersburg conducted documented narrative operations across the 2010s under direct contract with state-aligned interests. Israeli Hasbara — the official term, not a critical one — has been formal narrative-coordination doctrine for decades. The Chinese 50 Cent Army operates at population scale. The American intelligence community, through cutouts and direct contracts, has staged narrative operations continuously since the founding of the OSS. There is no question whether information warfare exists. The question is what its architecture has become now that the platform stack provides a continuous global delivery system for it.

Jacob Siegel, writing in Tablet in 2023, traced the contemporary architecture in A Guide to Understanding the Hoax of the Century. What emerged in the years after 2016 was a disinformation-industrial complex — a coordinated network of academic research centers (the Stanford Internet Observatory, the University of Washington’s Center for an Informed Public, the Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensic Research Lab), federal agencies (CISA, the State Department’s Global Engagement Center), nonprofit shell organizations (the now-discredited Hamilton 68 dashboard, which retroactively turned out to be flagging ordinary American conservatives as Russian-aligned bots), platform trust-and-safety teams, and a network of think-tank-credentialed disinformation experts who supplied the credentialing language. The architecture’s nominal purpose was the suppression of foreign interference. Its operational purpose, as the Twitter Files and the Missouri v. Biden litigation made evident, was the suppression of disfavored domestic speech under the cover of foreign-interference framing.

The COVID-era case study makes the architecture concrete. From early 2020 through approximately 2023, the platform stack — coordinating with federal public-health agencies, captured corporate media outlets, and the disinformation-industrial complex — implemented continuous content moderation against speech that contradicted official positions on the virus’s origin (the lab-leak hypothesis was suppressed as misinformation across major platforms for two years before the agencies that had coordinated the suppression admitted it was the leading hypothesis), on early treatment options (ivermectin, hydroxychloroquine, vitamin D, properly powered nutritional interventions were aggressively suppressed regardless of the underlying evidence), on vaccine adverse-event signals (the Vaccine Adverse Event Reporting System data, the Israeli Ministry of Health hospitalization breakdowns, the cardiac-event signal in young males were either suppressed or buried under flak campaigns), and on the policy questions surrounding lockdowns, school closures, and vaccine mandates. The suppression was coordinated across platforms. The agencies that orchestrated it were public. The internal communications, when they surfaced, made the coordination explicit. The civilization was governed for several years by a synthetic information environment whose deviation from underlying evidence is now visible in retrospect across every domain the suppression touched.

This is what the architecture of information warfare looks like when it operates against its own population. Note the precision required. The diagnosis does not require the conspiracist’s frame in which a shadowy cabal directs every event. The diagnostic discipline applies here: name what the architecture did — its actual operations, in the documented record — without crediting the conspiracist movements whose own paranoid frame poisons the diagnostic terrain. The phenomenon is structural, traceable in the FOIA record, the litigation record, the leaked communications, the post-hoc admissions. It is not occult. It is bureaucratic, well-funded, and continuous. The continuous bureaucratic operation is the diagnosis; the conspiracist register that locates the operation in a hidden cabal is the diagnostic terrain’s own counterpart pathology, equally a form of attentional capture, equally to be refused.

What the architecture produces in the population it operates on is epistemic learned helplessness. A citizen who has lived through enough of these episodes — the Iraq War WMD coverage, the 2008 financial crisis, the Russiagate cycle, the Hunter Biden laptop suppression, the COVID-era reversals on origin and on treatments and on adverse events, the manufactured narratives around any number of geopolitical events — develops the rational adaptation: I cannot trust the information environment I live in. The adaptation is correct. It is also disabling. A population that cannot trust its information environment cannot deliberate collectively, cannot orient toward shared problems, cannot organize political response, cannot participate in genuine self-governance. Epistemic learned helplessness is the political endpoint of the captured-media-and-information-warfare architecture. The architecture produces it as output. It is not a side-effect; it is what the system is for.



VI. The Cognitive Cost — Brain Rot and the Measurable Degradation

The downstream consequence of all five preceding layers is what the discourse, in 2024, accepted as mainstream vocabulary: brain rot. The Oxford University Press named it word of the year. The phenomenon it points to is not metaphor. It is the measurable degradation of attention itself — sustained-attention spans collapsing, working-memory capacity declining, reading comprehension dropping, the ability to follow a complex argument from premise to conclusion atrophying — across the populations most exposed to the architecture described above.

Jonathan Haidt, in The Anxious Generation (2024), documented the developmental damage in adolescents — the 50–150% increases in depression, anxiety, self-harm, and suicide between 2010 and 2015, mapping precisely to the period of mass smartphone adoption. Nicholas Carr had documented the same pattern in adults a decade earlier in The Shallows (2010), tracing the neurological adaptation by which a brain that processes most information through hyperlinked, fragmented, distraction-saturated digital media loses the structural capacity for the deep reading, sustained reasoning, and contemplative absorption that pre-digital reading habits had supported. The adaptations are real, are measurable, and — for the developmental cohort raised inside the architecture from infancy — may be permanent.

The Hollowing of the West gathers the population-scale empirical evidence; The Enslavement of the Mind names the cognitive degradation as the couch outcome of a civilization that had built no architecture of mental cultivation when AI freed the analytical register from clerical labor. This article supplies the missing piece: the architecture of consumption under which the cognitive degradation is actively produced, daily, on schedule, at planetary scale. The couch is not a passive default. It is an actively maintained substrate — engineered, monetized, narratively reinforced, and politically protected. The brain rot is not happening to a passive population. It is being inflicted on an extracted one.

The deepest register of the cognitive cost is what the architecture does to the capacity for Presence itself. Wheel of Presence treats Presence as the natural ground state of consciousness — not constructed by practice but uncovered through the removal of what obscures it. The architecture of attention extraction is a continuous machine for reproducing the obscuration. Every minute of feed consumption is a minute of trained inability to rest in the bare attention that any contemplative tradition treats as the threshold of every higher cultivation. The cumulative effect, over years, is the population-scale loss of the capacity to enter Presence at all — the absence of the inner conditions in which the question what is the meaning of my life can even arise, let alone be answered. A civilization that has lost the capacity for Presence at scale has lost the precondition of every other recovery.



VII. The Convergence — Six Layers, One Architecture

The economic logic, the algorithmic mechanism, the influencer market, the captured media, the information-warfare layer, and the cognitive consequence are not six problems. They are six registers of one architecture. Any partial diagnosis — if we just regulate the platforms, if we just teach media literacy, if we just personally limit screen time, if we just trust the right outlets, if we just recover legacy journalism — fails because the partial fix leaves the rest of the architecture intact, and the rest of the architecture rebuilds the failure mode through whichever vector remains open. The architecture is integrated. Diagnosis must reach all six registers or it reaches none.

Harmonism’s diagnosis is precise. Attention is the most sovereign human faculty — the dharmic capacity by which a being meets reality at all, the substrate of every higher cultivation, the organ by which a human being participates in Logos. Its industrialization for profit, its capture by a fused platform-state-media apparatus, its weaponization in continuous narrative operations against the very populations whose attention the architecture extracts, and the resulting measurable degradation of the cognitive substrate itself — this is the deepest adharmic pathology of late modernity. It operates beneath every other crisis the corpus diagnoses. The spiritual crisis (The Spiritual Crisis) cannot be resolved while the daily substrate of consciousness is being farmed. The hollowing of the West (The Hollowing of the West) cannot be reversed while the architecture continues to produce the loneliness and despair it monetizes. The enslavement of the mind (The Enslavement of the Mind) cannot be released while the consumption layer that reinforces it operates at planetary scale, daily, in nearly every pocket on earth.

The constructive register belongs elsewhere. Wheel of Presence articulates what attention is for — the cultivation of the human being’s central faculty, the practice architecture by which sovereignty over inner life is reclaimed. The Telos of Technology articulates the dharmic envelope within which technology becomes instrument again rather than master. Architecture of Harmony articulates the civilizational alternative — Communication as a pillar with its own dharmic standard, Stewardship as the discipline of right relationship with material and technological substrate, Culture as the deliberate cultivation of forms that generate Presence rather than extracting against it. The recovery is not policy reform. The architecture being reformed is the architecture doing the harm; it cannot reform itself toward its own dissolution. The recovery is structural sovereign refusal — at the individual scale, the construction of a life within which attention is reclaimed as one’s own; at the community scale, the construction of substrates outside the extraction architecture; at the civilizational scale, the restoration of Dharma as the criterion against which every communications and information architecture is measured.

The first work is the seeing. The civilization has been told for years that what is happening to it is too complicated to name, too contested to settle, too distributed across actors to indict. None of this is true. The architecture is integrated, well-documented, and continuous in its operation. Naming it as one architecture is the first act of recovering the attention it would otherwise consume in the act of trying to understand it. The naming is itself the beginning of the refusal. Every higher recovery becomes thinkable from there.



See also: Wheel of Presence, The Telos of Technology, The Spiritual Crisis, The Hollowing of the West, The Enslavement of the Mind, The Epistemological Crisis, The Ideological Capture of Cinema, Architecture of Harmony.
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