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Scientists have long known that the brain is a monitoring system as well as a
thinking system. Its attention is drawn toward any object that is new, interesting
or otherwise striking. Media and communications devices, from telephones to TV
sets, have always tapped into this instinct. Whether turned on or switched off,
they promise an unending supply of information and experiences. By design, they
catch and hold our attention in ways natural objects never could.

But even in the history of captivatingl media, the smartphone stands out. It is
an attention magnet unlike any our minds have had to deal with before. Because
the phone is packed with so many forms of information and so many useful and
entertaining functions, it acts as what Dr. Ward calls a “supernormal stimulus2,”
one that can “hijack3” attention whenever it is part of our surroundings—which
it always is. Imagine combining a mailbox, a newspaper, a TV, a radio, a photo
album, a public library and a loud party attended by everyone you know, and then

packaging them all into a single, small, radiant4 object. That is what a smartphone
represents to us. No wonder we can’ t take our minds off it.

The irony of the smartphone is that the qualities we find most appealing—its
constant connection to the net, its variety of apps, its responsiveness, its
portability—are the very ones that give it such dominance over our minds. Phone
makers like Apple and Samsung and app writers like Facebook and Google design
their products to consume as much of our attention as possible during every one
of our waking hours, and we thank them by buying millions of the devices and
downloading billions of the apps every year.

1 captivating: AF23+=, wjE 2
2 stimulus: A=
3 hijack: Zr&-sttt, FAste] wj ottt
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According to Lionel Trilling, in his classic work Sincerity and Authenticityl, there
have been two major turning points in the public evaluation of expressed feeling.
The first was the rise (and subsequent fall) of the value that people put on
sincerity. The second was a rise in value placed on authenticity. In the first case,
the value attached to sincerity rose as its corresponding flaw, insincerity or guile2,
became more common. In the second case, I think the same principle has been at
work: the value placed on authentic or “natural” feeling has increased
dramatically with the full emergence of its opposite—the managed heart.

Before the sixteenth century, Trilling says, insincerity was neither a fault nor
a virtue. “The sincerity of Achilles or Beowulf cannot be discussed; they neither
have nor lack sincerity.” It simply had no relevance. Yet during the sixteenth
century, sincerity came to be admired. Why? The answer is socioeconomic. At this
period in history, there was an increasing rate of social mobility in England and
France; more and more people found it possible, or conceivable3, to leave the
class into which they had been born. Guile became an important tool for class
advancement. The art of acting, of making statements not in accord with feeling,
became a useful tool for taking advantage of new opportunities. As mobility
became a fact of urban life, so did guile and people’ s understanding that guile
was a tool.

1 authenticity: 34

‘]
2 guile: 7}F&3t7], 4, 40l7]
3 conceivable: 2 & Q=
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