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hear these connotations in the shared roots of thrift and thriving, frugality and fruition. Yet apart from

these faint etymological echoes, little remains of the notion that frugality is commendable in itself. We

do occasionally repeat one or two of Franklin’s maxims, especially “A penny saved is a penny earned.”

But we seldom hear the sterner, more ascetic nuggets found in Poor Richard’s Almanack (1733–58):

“Rather go to bed without dinner than to rise in debt.” “Content makes poor men rich; Discontent

makes rich men poor.” “If you desire many things, many things will seem but a few.” “Avarice and

happiness never saw each other, how then shou’d they become acquainted?” To our colonial ancestors,

such sayings were sources of inspiration and guidance. To us they sound pointlessly puritanical and

thoroughly passé. Indeed, we have come so far from the adulation of thrift that the unabashed

standard-bearer of extravagant spending—the self-proclaimed “King of Debt,” whose name is

synonymous with opulence—was elected president of the United States not so long ago.

The Battle for Attention

This cultural revolution could not have come so far so fast without tapping into a very personal

resource, located in the inner realm of conscious experience: human attention. There is growing

recognition that attention has become an exceedingly valuable and hotly contested commodity.  It is

also sometimes noticed that the market in this resource has a strange and seemingly objectionable

structure, in that the owner of the resource would usually prefer that it not be sold and is almost never

the one who pockets the proceeds from the sale.

It is hard to think of any other “commodity”—supposing we are willing to bring it under that ominous

and omnivorous term—that is as crucial as attention to the tenor of our daily lives. When attention is

depleted, there can be no heightened passion, no true friendship, no love. Without attention, we are

not genuinely available to anyone at all—not to our children, not to our work associates, not to the

strangers walking past us on the sidewalk. Even our most private deeds unfold at arm’s length without

the perfecting consummation of enthusiasm. Attention has these enormous powers because it serves as

the portal to thinking and acting. No course of activity can so much as suggest itself to us unless our

attention is structured by some awareness of its possibility. And no activity fully worthy of a human

being can blossom unless it is carried forward and completed by avid attention to the valuable

possibilities latent in it.

It is, then, a matter of no small consequence that this resource is now so heavily exploited. Indeed,

commercial competition for it appears to be making a significant contribution to one of the defining

psychological maladies of our age: attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). There is a well-

documented positive correlation between increased screen time during childhood and subsequent

diagnoses of ADHD.  Nearly one in five American children between the ages of eleven and seventeen

has been diagnosed with ADHD.  Of those who have been diagnosed, more than half are having their

condition treated with powerful psychoactive stimulants.   We are medicating children (and,

increasingly, adults) in rapidly growing numbers in hopes of reclaiming our capacity for sustained
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