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Distracted attention: noticing the
conditions in which I think
Epigraph

unsteady thought

Dhammapada, III, 33. F. Max Müller's translation, Project Gutenberg, eBook #2017, displayed
line 124; a short exact fragment, with our own RU translation. This electronic copy's print
edition and page are unestablished. A religious description is not a diagnosis or a promise of
an exercise's outcome.

What this article is about
A person opens notes for a book. They intended to select one passage and write a question for
a readers' meeting. Some time later, a different tab is on the screen: a journey timetable, then a
conversation about tomorrow's dinner. The book remains open, but no question has appeared.
The first explanation comes quickly: once again, I failed to concentrate. It feels familiar and
therefore conclusive. Yet it tells us almost nothing about what happened. Had a passage been
selected? Did a message arrive? Did the person decide to check the time? At what point did the
original task stop determining the next step?

Distractedness is often given one name, although different events may lie behind it. In one
case an external request genuinely became more important. In another, reading continued but
a paragraph's meaning slipped away. In a third, the person deliberately turned to a pleasant
memory. In a fourth, they discovered that they had been thinking about a conversation that had
not happened yet. These descriptions do not establish a cause or rank people. They simply
restore an observation's subject: a particular activity, a noticed departure from it, and
circumstances available to memory now. Not everything called a distraction was a mistake or
happened in the same way.

We will try to notice the conditions of one such occasion, without reducing everything to
willpower or replacing observation with a new accusation against the environment. Historical
psychology, a Buddhist text, and a contemporary review offer different languages for the
question. They do not form a single theory of the brain or validate our everyday exercise. The
article's aim is more modest: to distinguish a fact, one's interpretation, and the next decision.
We can finish with a more accurate note even if concentration did not become steady, all
causes were not found, and the original plan had to change. An available description is useful
because we can discuss that description while leaving the unknown unknown.
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I. First recover the activity's subject
Let us return to the notes. The formulation “read a book” allows many actions: looking through
the contents, rereading a familiar chapter, selecting a topic, checking a translation. If the
person has not specified which is needed now, any movement through the pages can look like
both work and departure from work. This does not prove weak attention. Perhaps the original
subject was too broad for a subsequent check. Naming the next action clarifies what could
actually have been continued or interrupted. In our scene, this means choosing one passage
and recording a question about it, rather than mastering the entire book in an evening.

The word “must” does not specify the subject either. A person may demand that they sit at a
desk for a long time without knowing what would count as finishing. Closing a tab then feels
like defeat, although the required question has already been written. Or, conversely, time spent
is declared a success although the recorded question concerns another chapter. For
observation, it is better to name the desired result and what actually remains separately. The
demand to look continuously occupied does not replace a task's content. Attention to a book
has meaning in relation to the chosen reading, rather than a beautiful image of someone who
never looks away from a page.

The task's conditions include the material's availability. If the required chapter is in another
edition, the absence of a note may concern searching rather than abandoning the reading. If
the person does not understand a term, returning to the previous page belongs to the work.
Not every change of direction needs the name “distraction.” We can clarify: I was seeking an
explanation, checking a link, or taking up another question. These distinctions do not excuse
every omission. They make it possible to discuss the actual sequence of actions and choose a
proportionate response. Sometimes the next step is to find the required text, rather than force
oneself to read more diligently something that does not address the chosen task.

There is also a difference between recording a question and the chosen question's quality. We
can quickly write a sentence unrelated to the passage and call the task completed. We can
spend a long time finding the exact place without yet having a finished line. Continuity alone
does not check the activity's content. If the result is needed for discussion, it is useful to see
whether the question actually concerns the text and is understandable without its author's
personal explanation. This checks the prepared material rather than measuring inner attention.
It may uncover a particular error even when the person experienced the work as concentrated,
or confirm a suitable result after several interruptions.
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II. Departure from a task does not always begin alike
Several sequences are possible in our scene. The person noticed a new message and decided
to answer because the question required clarification today. They opened the timetable
themselves to check tomorrow and left the reading. They continued looking at the page but
later discovered that they were mentally arguing with a participant in the forthcoming meeting.
In every case, the question about the book has not appeared yet. However, the same
unfinished result does not make the sequences identical. The first requires information about a
request received, the second about a decision taken, and the third about what could be
noticed later. Part of the interval may remain unknown.

If the transition was deliberate, we can name the decision and its grounds. This is not an
obligation to justify every thought. It is enough to distinguish: I chose another activity, or
discovered myself already engaged in it. If the transition's moment is not remembered, we do
not have to invent it retrospectively. Remembering the final tab is not yet a record of the whole
sequence. We can retain an honest sentence: I noticed the departure when I was already
checking the timetable; I do not remember how it started. That note does not establish a cause,
but it does not turn a gap into evidence of unconscious sabotage, a hidden desire, or a
complete absence of self-direction.

A deliberate transition may fit the circumstances or require correction. If the person agreed to
answer an urgent organizational question, reading has been postponed for an understandable
purpose. If they promised to send their question and decided to do something else, the
promise remains a separate matter of responsibility. Naming attention does not remove these
distinctions. We can choose another activity, communicate a changed deadline, and
acknowledge what remains undone. We can return to the book. None of these options requires
declaring the whole personality distracted. Clarifying the event leaves room for action
precisely because it does not try to derive a final answer about someone's character from a
single evening.

III. Conditions are not equally observable
Open tabs, the chosen text, and a message received can be described fairly specifically.
People identify their tiredness, worry, or interest through the experience available to them.
Their guess about why a thought departed has a different status. If the timetable was opened
after a difficult paragraph, this does not yet prove that the difficulty caused the transition.
Other circumstances may have existed in the interval. A small note does not need a complete
list of causes. It is more useful to distinguish what is visible or remembered, what is reported
about one's state, and what is offered as an explanation. These pieces of information can be
kept together without giving them equal certainty.
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The environment is not limited to noise in a room. It includes available material, the order of
requests, the language used, the task's clarity, the possibility of leaving a question unfinished,
and relationships with people awaiting an answer. We list subjects to consider rather than
established causes of distraction. In a particular scene, some may matter, some may be
unknown, and others may be unrelated to the chosen action. We can discover that an old
version of the notes was open without knowing whether this affected the wandering thought.
The existence of a condition and its presumed effect should not merge into one confident
explanation.

It is especially easy to call something a cause when it is convenient to change. The phone is
visible, so it receives all the blame. But the person may have opened the timetable
independently while the phone was silent. Conversely, a desire for self-blame may obscure a
real request that required an answer. Observation need not choose a culprit in advance. If
information is insufficient, we can name a condition and propose a limited future check. It is
important to retain the difference between an observed combination and a causal conclusion.
Removing an object from the room does not prove that the only cause has been found: other
circumstances remain after the change, and the next occasion will not exactly repeat the
previous one.

It is also useful to distinguish what was available during the activity from what became known
afterward. The person may learn that evening that the message did not require an immediate
answer. This is new information, but it does not mean the earlier decision was made with the
same knowledge. We can assess the result and change how urgency is clarified in future. We
do not need to rewrite the past scene as though all its conditions were obvious beforehand.
This distinction preserves responsibility for the particular choice without making every
subsequent clarification proof of an originally intentional mistake or of complete understanding
at the time of the transition.

IV. William James: selection within experience
At the beginning of chapter XI of The Principles of Psychology, William James discusses
attention's selectivity: what is present to the senses is not identical to everything that becomes
noticed experience. This is a historical psychological text rather than a contemporary test of
our note. We read the selected opening of the chapter in an electronic copy of volume I whose
title page dates from 1918 and preface from 1890, rather than the entire work. Its descriptions
of interest and distracted states help pose a question about the selected subject. They do not
establish that the author's theory explains every present-day occasion, and references to
studies inside the book do not mean we have read and reproduced those studies.

Applying this to the scene with the book is our editorial reasoning. Several available subjects
may be before the person: a paragraph, a message, a travel plan, their own thought about the
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meeting. When one occupies the foreground, the others do not necessarily disappear from life
or cease to matter. This allows us to ask which subject was noticed without requiring
everything to be encompassed at once. The question does not prove that every selection is
freely chosen. We may remember the direction of thought without knowing why it changed.
We may discover an important topic and decide to return to it later, without declaring its
presence a violation of inner order.

A historical description should not become a command to treat interest as completely
controllable. Someone may want to read yet fail to maintain the chosen activity as planned.
They may become interested in something else without ceasing to value the book. Our note
allows both reports. If observation helps clarify the next action, it can be used at that scale. If it
becomes a demand to explain every change of consciousness, we can stop. Asking about the
selected subject does not provide full access to attention's mechanisms or measure the moral
worth of someone who could not finish a note on a particular evening.

V. Dhammapada: an image of unsteady thinking
In the selected chapter III of the Dhammapada, in Max Müller's translation, thought's
movement is described in a religious language of care for the mind's direction. We read verses
33–43 and the attribution of this electronic copy, rather than the whole canon or the historical
grounds of its compilation. Verse 33 compares directing thought to the work of an arrow
maker. We retain the counsel's genre and image without calling the text an experiment on
distracting notifications. This chapter's Buddhist aims and concepts do not automatically
become a contemporary work task, a clinical norm, or a demand that everyone concentrate
equally under all conditions.

In our scene, the image can be used as a question about the activity's direction. What does the
chosen action concern now: the book, an organizational request, or another topic? This does
not state that the reader accepts the text's religious program. They can consider the
comparison while retaining their position, or decline to use it at all. Editorial comparison does
not establish historical influence on James or complete agreement between traditions.
Different sources remain different: one offers its era's psychological description, another
religious counsel. Their proximity allows questions to be asked but does not entitle us to
combine every assertion into a single established theory.

Unsteadiness of thought should not be translated into an everyday verdict on someone. If the
question about the book is unwritten, that is a particular unfinished result. It does not prove
spiritual inadequacy, disclose a diagnosis, or establish someone's attitude toward everyone.
We can acknowledge the inconvenience, correct an agreement, and continue reading at a
suitable scale. We can postpone it. Respect for a historical text includes distinguishing its
assertions from our decisions today. We do not promise religious attainments from a note or
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require an ordinary need to turn to another person to be treated as an obstacle that must
always be removed.

VI. A contemporary distinction and the limits of available reading
In their 2016 review, Paul Seli, Evan F. Risko, Daniel Smilek, and Daniel L. Schacter distinguish
mind-wandering with and without intention. We read the complete PubMed abstract,
bibliographic record, and figure captions, rather than the full review, underlying studies'
methods, or images. This lets us retain the distinction without deriving the cause of a particular
evening. The review is not a test of our exercise. We do not transfer numerical findings, brain
explanations, diagnostic associations, or a ready-made assessment of the reader from the
captions. The available reading scope is specified in the sources; the inaccessible full text is
not presented as read.

Everyday application again belongs to the editors. We can ask whether there was a decision to
leave the reading temporarily or whether the departure was discovered later. The answer may
be unclear. We do not create a research category from one note or measure the state's
frequency. If different versions occur over an evening, we do not have to select a single type
of person. It matters more to indicate which moment is at issue. Ordinary self-observation and
specific research tasks have different conditions. Our note does not reproduce their method,
confirm a laboratory finding, or aim to produce a psychological measure or clinical conclusion.

Distinguishing intention does not establish the thought's value. We may deliberately turn to an
unsuitable activity and accidentally notice a significant question. We may voluntarily think
about a journey and then honestly change a reading deadline. We may return to the page
without a new discovery. These possibilities describe editorial options rather than statistics
about their prevalence. A useful question concerns the result and the responsibility chosen:
what is known now, what remains necessary, and who needs an answer? Those
circumstances determine the next action's meaning. It does not depend on whether someone
gave the interval a beautiful scientific name or assigned themselves to a desired group.
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VII. Observation should not replace reading
We may start tracking every wandering thought and discover that the whole evening is
occupied by notes about attention. The original question about the book then disappears for
another reason: the activity's subject has been changed by observation itself. This is not
necessarily bad if the person consciously chose a different task. But if they still believe they
are preparing a note, it is important to name the change. Our practice does not require
continuous monitoring. One available occasion already noticed is enough. We need not catch
every thought, reconstruct every interval, or keep a permanent log to earn the right to finish
ordinary reading and return to our affairs.

A note can be very small: I was selecting a passage, noticed myself in the timetable, do not
remember the transition, and have no question ready yet. There is no exhaustive explanation,
but the subjects are not confused. If a next step is needed, we can return to the chosen page
or communicate that the meeting should be rescheduled. We do not first have to achieve
perfect accuracy in the inner narrative. An unknown does not block every action. It only limits
the conclusions we can draw about what happened. Sometimes it is enough to acknowledge
that there is no basis for a confident explanation this time, without demanding further
self-observation to fill every gap.

There is no obligation to show the personal note to others. It does not become a report on
reliability, evidence of diligence, or a condition of joining the meeting. Others can receive the
relevant result: a question is ready, clarification is required, or a different deadline has been
chosen. Their attention should not be covertly tested through response speed or the number
of open tabs either. A suitable shared format requires consent and an understandable subject.
If difficulties regularly interfere substantially with everyday life, suitable help can be sought;
this article does not determine their cause or diagnosis. The exercise need not be finished
before seeking support or stopping uncomfortable observation.

Comparison does not necessarily require retaining a personal thought's content. Sometimes it
is enough to note that attention turned to another topic without disclosing details of a family
conversation or someone else's message. If notes are to be shared, we can choose minimal
information about the task and result beforehand. Another person's text does not become our
publication material just because it diverted us from a book. An account of our own sequence
of actions does not require copying conversations, identifying people, or assigning intentions
to them. This boundary keeps observation personal and allows a suitable reading arrangement
to be discussed without unjustifiably extending access to another person's life.

https://www.instagram.com/andrey.zarinsh/
https://www.instagram.com/ilkutki/


UNITED WISDOM · I45

8

@andrey.zarinsh @ilkutki

VIII. Responsibility remains when several explanations are
possible
Suppose another person needs the question about the book to prepare the meeting. An
unclear cause of distraction does not remove that circumstance. We can say that the note is
unfinished and name an available deadline if it can genuinely be promised. We can decline an
unsuitable commitment. There is no need to explain the entire inner interval to someone else.
The accuracy of the result communicated matters. Information about our attention does not
entitle us to assume that the recipient automatically agrees to wait or that their work no longer
depends on ours. A personal note and a shared agreement are connected, but each retains its
own subject to check and its own consequences.

At the same time, responsibility does not require acting under every condition. Material may be
unavailable, a deadline unrealistic, or another request genuinely important. We can name a
constraint and propose another format. Observation's purpose is to see an available decision
rather than declare every difficulty an excuse. Unsuitable conditions do not erase
consequences already created for others; those can be discussed separately. If the person
made a poor choice of next activity, that does not forbid considering the environment and
workload. Several explanations can remain possible while the particular unfinished action is
named clearly enough for a proportionate correction.

We should not arrange dangerous or humiliating tests to prove an ability to concentrate. An
ordinary safe activity can be chosen without extending observation beyond it. If others need
quiet, that is a matter for agreement rather than a reason to measure their obedience. If we
need a break, we can name it as a chosen action instead of disguising it as reading. An honest
description does not guarantee a pleasant conversation, but it makes actual conditions
available for discussion. No one must disclose personal experience, accept the article's
religious language, or continue the exercise to count as a responsible participant in shared
work.

IX. The outcome has the scale of the chosen occasion
Different outcomes are possible at our evening's end. One question has been written and
checked against the chosen passage. The question is unfinished, but the next search is clear.
The person decided to postpone reading and informed the meeting participant. Or the note
ended without an explanation being found. None of these outcomes proves that attention has
been permanently repaired. It reports a particular action's result. We can check the question's
text, the required material's presence, or the actual sending of a message. An inner feeling of
clarity does not replace these checks, and a note about distraction does not mean the original
task has been completed.
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Another occasion can be considered if doing so is useful and proportionate. However,
comparing two evenings does not make their conditions identical or establish the difference's
sole cause. We can note that one had fewer requests and another a clearer text. That is an
observed difference rather than proof of a law for everyone. We need not accumulate notes
endlessly to obtain a final answer about ourselves. Naming knowledge's boundary is enough:
under these circumstances, I saw this sequence; about others, I do not yet know. That
formulation preserves the possibility of revising a conclusion when new information becomes
available.

Noticing attention's conditions restores enough detail to an ordinary event for a choice. People
remain free to value the book, notice something else, answer others, change a plan, and
acknowledge what remains undone. These possibilities coexist with constraints that cannot
necessarily be removed. Attention to one occasion should not become a new demand to prove
attentiveness constantly. We can finish when the subject is clear, a next action chosen, or the
unknown honestly stated. Sometimes that small ending lets us deal with the book,
conversation, or rest again, instead of holding an endless trial of how thought moved that day.

A question about the book may also change after returning. This does not necessarily mean
losing the original intention: the discovered passage may require a different question.
Assessing that change requires the text itself and the meeting's chosen purpose, rather than
only the author's attention history. The previous version can remain a draft, and the new one
can be marked as checked against a particular page. We can acknowledge that the question is
still too general. Clarifying the result completes work where completion is actually possible. It
does not make the whole evening ideal, but helps us stop judging it solely by whether reading
continued without a single departure to another topic.

What this means in practice
If the format suits you, choose one ordinary occasion already noticed. Name the activity, its
intended small result, and where you discovered your attention later. Separately record
available circumstances, a report of your state, and a guess about the cause. If the transition
was chosen, you can name the decision; if it is not remembered, retain the gap. This is a
voluntary editorial note, rather than therapy, an experiment, diagnosis, or a willpower test. It
promises neither productivity growth, the disappearance of distractions, nor religious
attainments. There is no obligation to observe every thought, apply scientific categories to
oneself, or continue an unsuitable format for a complete account.

Consider what is needed now: returning to one passage, finding material, changing the plan,
communicating a relevant deadline, or finishing the note. Check the chosen action separately
from an inner impression. A prepared question has not yet been checked against the book; a
prepared message has not yet been sent; sending it does not establish another person's
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consent. Preserve privacy and do not test others covertly. We can stop when the next step is
clear, the unknown stated, or observation obstructs the original activity. A small result
concerns this occasion. It does not establish the cause of every future difficulty or require a
general verdict on oneself, the environment, or surrounding people.

Key quotation
taking possession

William James, The Principles of Psychology, I, XI. Henry Holt, 1918, Project Gutenberg, eBook
#57628, displayed line 3596, printed pages 403–404. A short exact English fragment about
attention, with our own RU rendering; the mind is the acting agent here, rather than the object
of promised complete control. This is a historical definition, not a contemporary
neurophysiological finding.

Connections between traditions
James offers a way to consider experience's selected subject, the selected Dhammapada
verses a religious language for thought's direction. The contemporary review retains an
intentionality distinction. Our comparison is editorial: it establishes neither historical influence,
a shared theory, a single measure of wisdom, nor all traditions' agreement. Historical
description, religious counsel, the available account of research, and a reader's ordinary note
remain separate. No source discloses our particular occasion's cause, another person's state,
or consent. Checking one's text and a shared result has its own subject; the everyday exercise
is not presented as the original authors' tested program.
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