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Attention is the only currency we have in life. Thanks for gifting me yours.

I used to include that line on my website—a simple acknowledgment of what felt
intuitively true but philosophically unexamined. Every moment of conscious
awareness you spend reading these words is irreplaceable time you could have
spent elsewhere. In giving me your attention, you're making one of the most
intimate gifts possible: a slice of your finite existence.

The Buddhist concept of "right speech" includes not just truthfulness but consideration of
timing and necessity. Is this the right moment to speak? Is what I'm saying genuinely
helpful? The same principles apply to any request for attention.

If attention is currency, what are the ethics of how we earn it, spend it, and ask
others to invest theirs? As I've explored in The Recursive Loop, the systems we
create shape collective consciousness in profound ways. While much of our
attention economy treats consciousness as a resource to be extracted, we have
the opportunity to create something better—frameworks for honoring and
enriching the sacred exchange of human awareness.

The Sacred Economics of Consciousness

Attention operates by different rules than traditional resources.


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2025-09-05-the_recursive_loop_how_code_shapes_minds

Economists call attention a "flow resource" rather than a "stock resource"—you can't
accumulate it, only direct it. This fundamental scarcity makes attention more precious than
money, which can at least be stored for future use.

Unlike money, it cannot be saved—it exists only in the present moment. Unlike
material goods, it cannot be possessed without being experienced. When
someone gives you their attention, they're offering something irreplaceable: this
moment of consciousness, which will never exist again.

This makes every act of communication a moral transaction. When you create
content, you're making an implicit promise: "This is worth your irreplaceable
consciousness."

The Attention Renaissance

While many current systems operate on extraction rather than exchange, we're
witnessing the emergence of something beautiful: people choosing to honor
rather than exploit consciousness. Creators are building genuine value instead of
chasing engagement metrics. Communities are forming around deep
conversation rather than viral content.

We can see the difference clearly now. "Attention pollution"—clickbait headlines,
outrage content, infinite scroll mechanisms—stands in stark contrast to content
that genuinely enriches consciousness.

The parallel to environmental consciousness is precise: both require developing sensitivity to
subtle but persistent toxins, both affect collective wellbeing, and both ultimately require
systemic change alongside individual choice.

Just as we learned to recognize environmental pollution and choose cleaner
alternatives, we're developing sensitivity to what degrades versus elevates our
mental environment.

As I've explored in The Algorithm Eats Virtue, extractive systems reward
behaviors that undermine human flourishing. But recognizing this gives us
power to choose differently. We can cultivate the deep focus and sustained
attention that meaningful work requires.
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Global Cultural Contexts

Different cultures approach attention requests with radically different
assumptions:

* Japanese/East Asian restraint: The concept of "enryo" (self-restraint)
creates cultural shame around imposing on others' time or
consciousness. Asking itself is seen as creating obligation.

* Indian/South Asian openness: There's often an expectation that
attention and time should be freely shared, with the responsibility on
recipients to establish and explain their boundaries. This approach
acknowledges that people will have needs and makes boundary-setting
a recognized social skill.

* Western "ask culture": Direct requests with the assumption that
people can simply say no—but often without teaching the boundary
skills this requires.

* Western "guess culture": Indirect hinting and expecting others to
intuit needs, avoiding explicit requests altogether.

Each approach offers valuable insights alongside its limitations. The Japanese
model teaches us the beauty of restraint and consideration. The Indian approach
shows us the strength that comes from clear boundaries and direct
communication. Western ask culture demonstrates the power of explicit requests
when coupled with genuine respect for "no." Guess culture reveals our capacity
for intuitive understanding.

The challenge is that digital platforms often amplify the shadow sides of each
approach while losing their wisdom. But understanding these patterns gives us
the tools to integrate the best of each tradition—creating communication that's
both considerate and clear, direct yet respectful.

The Ethics of Asking

Before requesting someone's consciousness, we need a framework for
evaluation:



@dataclass
class AttentionRequest:
"""Evaluating the ethics of asking for consciousness."""

def is worthy exchange(self, content, person) -> bool:
"""TIs this worth their irreplaceable time?"""
opportunity cost = person.what else they could do()
genuine value = content.value provided()
return genuine value > opportunity cost

def respects autonomy(self, presentation) -> bool:
"""Honest representation and clear choice."""
return presentation.is honest() and presentation.shows time cost()

def enriches consciousness(self, content, person) -> bool:
"""Will they be better after engaging?"""
return person.after(content).quality > person.before().quality

def is ethical to ask(content, audience) -> bool:
"""The moral algorithm."""
request = AttentionRequest()
return (
request.is worthy exchange(content, audience) and
request.respects autonomy(presentation) and
request.enriches consciousness(content, audience)

The algorithm is simple: worthy exchange, honest representation, consciousness
enrichment. While much current content fails these tests, more creators are
discovering the deep satisfaction that comes from meeting them.

There's something deeply satisfying about creating content that genuinely helps people. It's
the same satisfaction I felt when Requests made HTTP simple for millions of developers—
knowing your work enriches rather than exploits human consciousness.

Quality over quantity is not just better ethics—it's often more rewarding for
creators too.



Sacred Attention

Contemplative traditions have always understood attention as sacred. Monks and
meditation practitioners dedicate their lives to cultivating awareness. They
understand that where you place your attention shapes who you become—a
principle I've explored in Programming as Spiritual Practice, where technical
work becomes contemplative practice through conscious attention.

They also understand attention as relational. When you truly attend to another
person—listening completely, being fully present—you offer them one of the
greatest gifts possible: the experience of being genuinely seen and heard.

The quality of attention we offer others literally changes their neural patterns. Mindful
listening activates different brain networks than partial attention. This isn't metaphor—the
science of interpersonal neurobiology shows that consciousness is genuinely co-created.

From Theory to Practice

If attention is sacred, it transforms how we communicate. Instead of extracting
attention, we participate in exchanges that enrich everyone involved. This
requires both individual practice and collective change.

Honorable communication starts with genuine value creation—ensuring we have
something worth someone's consciousness. It continues with honest
representation and respect for people's autonomy. Most importantly, it considers
the state of consciousness we're creating in others: more clear or confused?
More peaceful or agitated? More connected or isolated?

Developing ethical relationships with attention starts with sensitivity to quality.
How do you feel after consuming different types of content? Which sources leave
you more capable of complex thinking, and which leave you agitated or
confused?

Create boundaries around attention like you would with unhealthy food. Choose
consciously what deserves your awareness. Most importantly, develop "generous
attention"—truly listening to others, being fully present, offering the gift of
complete awareness to what matters most.
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I've found that treating attention like a sacred resource fundamentally changes how I
approach both technical work and relationships. The same focused presence that produces
better code also creates deeper connection with others.

The Opportunity

Thank you for the gift of your attention throughout this essay. We're living at a
unique moment where more people are recognizing attention as sacred currency.
Every moment you spend truly present with another person, every piece of
content you create that genuinely enriches consciousness, every choice you
make to direct your awareness toward what matters most—these create ripples
of positive change.

The next time someone gives you their attention, receive it with reverence. The
next time you ask for attention, see it as an opportunity to offer something
genuinely valuable. Together, we can create an information environment that
serves human flourishing.

Attention is the only currency we have in life. What an incredible opportunity we
have to spend it, earn it, and exchange it with the care befitting something so
precious and irreplaceable.
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