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  I. The Problem




  





  1. Hyperactivity and Its Discontents




  You’ve had a normal, and normally harried, day at the office. Urgent decisions had to be made on the hoof, and an awkward exchange with your boss left you a bit

  rattled. You’ll have to figure out later what it was about. On the way home, on the underground, you open your favourite computer game on your smartphone. Several text messages have arrived

  from your friends suggesting the evening’s activities; you’ll have to check out the various entertainment venues. At home, you text your partner to say where to meet you later, and try

  to answer as many emails as possible before going out. The evening is lively and full of laughs, and it goes on till quite late that night. Back home, you look at the Twitter messages which have

  accumulated during the evening. Some left-over dross of the day is nagging at you, and as you crash for the night, you feel an odd sense of uncertainty. Surely, your day was busy and exciting. Why,

  then, do you feel as if you somehow missed it, as if it didn’t leave anything behind?




  This is a book about a problem which is elusive partly because it is so pervasive. It is a problem of excessive busyness and overfilled schedules, and their effects on our

  mental and emotional lives. It is also about how we might address and counter such problems, for the sake of experiencing our lives more fully.




  There have been periods when the great difficulty, at least for some people and social classes, was having too much time on their hands, and the ever-present danger of boredom. Here is

  Søren Kierkegaard, the nineteenth-century Danish philosopher, on the subject: ‘How dreadful boredom is – how dreadfully boring . . . I lie prostrate, inert; the only thing I see

  is emptiness, the only thing I live on is emptiness, the only thing I move in is emptiness.’




  Lethargic inactivity can be debilitating and depressing; but for us, the pendulum has swung far in the other direction. We live in a hectic, hyperactive, over-stimulated age. Since the

  introduction of the internet and digital technologies, we have infinite quanta of information, visual imagery, personal communications and impersonal text available to us anywhere and at any time.

  In the non-virtual realm, too, our world offers a constant supply of activity, diversion and stimulation. In shops throbbing with crowds and bright lights, we can buy anything we can – or

  can’t – imagine. At every turn, we are presented with a mind-boggling quantity of entertainment, high and low: YouTube, music festivals, art exhibitions.




  The busyness of our lives is partly a response to these conditions, and to the demands of our complex, highly competitive societies. Most of us need to work hard in order to ensure a livelihood

  and basic comforts for ourselves and our families; and if we are to succeed, we are required to function at a high level of effectiveness and alertness. But our predilection for activity goes

  beyond meeting our basic or even comfortable needs. If we are middle-class, we are likely to work longer hours than we have to in order to fulfil the requirements of our jobs – or than we

  have put in since workers were forced into punishing labour during the Industrial Revolution. Home life provides little relief: with perpetual access to the internet, maintaining one’s health

  through exercise or attending to home improvements, it can be so busy that some sociologists have called it ‘the third shift’. In a culture that constantly presents us with images of

  glamour and luxury, we are often caught up in the cult of The Best: we want the best homes, best children, best vacations, best professional gigs. We think nothing of flying for twelve hours to a

  career-advancing meeting or a conference, the perils of jetlag notwithstanding. We absorb large quantities of culture, which may be all to the good; but too often, we consume culture in the spirit

  of – well, consumerism. We do things in order to have done them, or simply to fill time with activity. And of course we spend some hours each day on our digital devices, whether we need to or

  not.




  Even children’s schedules these days are filled up with extra lessons and other improving activities, and of course their young minds imbibe our underlying attitudes towards such things.

  Writing in the New Yorker a few years ago, the essayist Adam Gopnik describes his three-year-old daughter, who has invented an imaginary friend named Charlie Ravioli. She talks to him on her

  ‘mobile phone’ and wishes very much to see him. The only problem is that he is always too busy to play with her; he is otherwise engaged. Three-year-old Olivia is, of course, imitating

  the adults in her world, whose diaries are always full and who are always in a rush; in some way, she understands that the adults consider this condition to be somehow desirable.




  We have good reasons to be busy. But I believe that if we fill our days with useful or useless tasks, it is because in our over-stimulated environments we have become addicted to activity

  – or what might be called hyperactivity – itself. The digital environment, with its endless supply of instant stimulation and gratification, ups the ante tremendously.
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    We get addicted to our devices . . . and to working on them after hours, sometimes in preference to human contact.


  




  Hyperactivity is addictive partly because it can give us a sort of hedonic pleasure. It introduces a welcome sense of eventfulness and dynamism into our lives. Being in motion and on the go can

  seem both invigorating and gratifying. When we look through our friends’ most recent postings on Facebook, or post a witty sentence on Twitter, we feel a small hit of pleasure. When we move

  from one appointment to another, from a power breakfast to a planning meeting in the office, we feel a sort of excitement about ourselves and our lives. When we drive ourselves to exhaustion by

  pushing ourselves to the limit of our energies, we may temporarily experience the kind of euphoria that marathon runners describe as ‘runner’s high’.




  But after a while, incessant activity can leave us feeling depleted and oddly undernourished, as if the experiences we have been through have not taken root, or become part of ourselves. And,

  like any hedonic habit, it can lead to states of mind which are not pleasurable at all. Digital addiction is the most recognized of hyperactive syndromes. In Korea and China there are ‘detox

  camps’ for addicted adolescents who appear to suffer terrible withdrawal symptoms as they attempt to stay unplugged. Elsewhere, there have been reports of virtual-world gamers dying from

  dehydration, as they are unable to leave their imaginary worlds for the ones in which their bodies exist. Dehydration is a serious condition, and a suggestive metaphor; compulsive fun turning into

  dangerous deprivation.




  Digital technologies have introduced wondrous benefits into our lives and expanded our horizons; but they are a powerful double-edged force, whose impact on our emotions and minds can be potent.

  Even for someone of a boringly counter-addictive temperament like myself, digital seduction is hard to resist. For a while, I was seriously hooked on email, and had to give myself stern talks to

  stop checking it several times a day. I weaned myself from this habit by realizing that in being apparently busy in this way, I was actually doing nothing – in fact, wasting time doubly by

  disrupting my concentration, and distracting my attention from more compelling tasks. Now, I understand that by contemporary standards, confining yourself to email in your virtual life may seem

  positively quaint; but even so, such compulsiveness can eventually turn quite unpleasant. On the affective level, digital cruising can quickly turn from excitement to anxiety, and then to a kind of

  disgust. It is no wonder that shifting among several media, or using them simultaneously, is called ‘snacking’. As with snacking of a more literal kind, it can leave you feeling both

  bloated and unfilled.




  Perhaps more worryingly, the consequences of hyperactivity – of trying to do too much at once – extend to a very concrete impact on the brain. We may feel, as we cook and text

  simultaneously, that our minds are quick and agile; but actually, the brain eventually becomes less efficient as we indulge in this, or other forms of multitasking. This is because the brain uses

  extra energy in switching from one task to another, and eventually it slows down and goes into a kind of gridlock. In the long term, the fragmentation of attention, a breaking up of focus and

  mental continuity, can disrupt neural connections in the brain and eventually lead to a literally ‘shallower’ neurological structure. It makes us – on the physiological level of

  the brain, as well as of the mind – less capable of concentration and continuous thought.




  The psychological effects of hyperactivity on both young people and adults have also been closely studied, and not surprisingly, they include Hyperactive Attention Deficit Disorder – the

  diagnosis of choice for today’s children – and the ubiquitous syndromes of anxiety and stress. Stress has been pronounced ‘the greatest problem of the twenty-first century’,

  and while such sound-bite alarms should be taken with a large grain of salt (the candidates for the century’s greatest problem are many), there is no doubt that in our relatively comfortable

  society, perhaps even more than elsewhere, stress is a ubiquitous condition.




  On a deeper level, psychoanalysts have noted a great rise in patients who suffer from Borderline Personality Disorder – a condition in which a person moves from one ‘high’

  experience to another, without being able to put them together, or create any sense of internal continuity or coherent story about themselves – what is sometimes called ‘the narrative

  self’. Such fragmentation of internal life can be very distressing; and borderline patients are typically addicted to alcohol, drugs or shopping.




  Most of us don’t suffer from such extreme disturbances; but we may feel that hopping from one small gratification to another, or being dispersed among several tasks at once, means that our

  experiences are not only fragmented, but somehow temporary and thin. It leaves us anxious and dissatisfied.




  My friend Emma, who works in an interesting international job, says with some passion that the lack of time for focused reflection is ‘the central problem’ she feels in her life. It

  undermines her sense that she can either take pleasure in what she is doing, or accomplish anything worthwhile or meaningful. Emma struggles with how to manage this, and sometimes longs to be back

  at university, where you occasionally have the luxury of thinking about ‘one thing at a time’.




  The seminal philosophers of ancient Greece – Epicurus, Socrates, Aristotle – thought of their endeavour not as an abstract process of reasoning, but as a therapy of the soul, and

  whatever their disagreements, they were unanimous on certain basic principles of well-being. Momentary pleasures of hedonism are distinct from deeper and more lasting satisfaction; and in order to

  achieve such satisfaction, we need to reflect on who we are and what our lives are for. We cannot be fully human without thinking about what being human means.




  Our forms of momentary self-indulgence are many, but it is hyperactivity which is our favoured as well as most pervasive form of hedonism; and by its very nature, it is a form of gratification

  which undermines reflection – and well-being – of a deeper or more sustained kind. Emma struggles with this problem; and I think all of us need to consider how to give ourselves time

  for focused thought and calm concentration; and how to recover the richness of our inner as well as our external lives.




  





  2. Challenges of Choice




  On the way home from work, you stop off at a popular chain store featuring rather inexpensive knock-off fashions. Half an hour later, having looked and tried on clothes in a

  sort of daze, you emerge with some tops in the latest colours and yet another scarf to add to your collection. Do you actually need them? Well, you think rather sheepishly, perhaps you’ll

  find a use for them later; maybe they’ll somehow change the way you look and think of yourself this summer. As you walk on, you think you should visit your mother, who has been feeling

  unwell; but you’ve been invited to a party at which who knows what may happen, or whom you may meet. You’re torn; you really don’t know what you should, or would actually prefer,

  to do.




  For Emma, as for many of us, the problems of excessive busyness are compounded by the constant need to make choices and decisions, in matters ranging from frivolous to

  important, from material to moral. The sheer plenitude of material goods available to us – from food to fashion, ingenious home appliances to sexy cars – can itself result in forms of

  compulsive behaviour, as we can see in occasional outbreaks of mass consumer hysteria, in which people have been trampled by crowds pressing into shopping outlets when some big sale is announced. I

  must say that my memories of the old Eastern Europe, where only two kinds of shampoo and three colours of house paint were available at the best of times, occasionally acquire a certain idyllic

  tinge.
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    Sometimes you can have too much of a good thing – and much too much choice.


  




  But in our advanced, multicultural democracies, the freedom – or is it the necessity – of choice extends to more essential and existential issues. On every level of our lives, from

  childbirth to death, from education to religion, from career to sexual identity, we are free to do as we like and to change our minds as often as we wish. Of course, the idea that we are totally

  free to choose is to some extent an illusion, as many commentators, including Renata Salecl in her insightful book Choice, have pointed out. The range of our actual choices is limited by our

  circumstances, abilities and actual opportunities. I might wish I could be a wonderful ballerina, or buy that bottle-green Jaguar, but I can’t.




  Nevertheless, because we are presented with ostensible options in all areas of life, we have a nagging sense that maybe we should be taking advantage of them. Even if we don’t want to

  break up with our current partner, we think that we could just perhaps find – or at least look for – others. After all, they are right out there in large numbers, on all those dating

  websites. Even if we are not about to leave our job, it is hard to get rid of a murmur in our head saying that we could find something more interesting, or more worthwhile, or better paid. We see

  other people doing something different or seemingly more gratifying all the time, both within our immediate vicinity, and in the larger world made visible to us by the old and new media. At the

  same time, the great diversity of lifestyles, options and values in our cultures and open societies means that there are few common criteria for making important life choices. How do you decide if

  it’s better to be more successful, or more devoted to the welfare of others? How do you ascertain if you prefer to be monogamous, or insouciantly serial in your relationships? At each level

  of our experience, we need to find motives and reasons for what we want or don’t want to do, within ourselves. At the same time, the sheer seductions of availability make it hard for us to

  decide among various options, and to separate external influences from our own values and preferences. Our minds are overcrowded in these less tangible ways as well, and this sometimes leads to a

  kind of stoppage, or the inability to make any decisions at all.




  The same philosophers who made distinctions between momentary hedonism and deeper satisfaction thought that no matter what material comforts or refinements we enjoy, we cannot attain the good

  life without some idea of shaping purpose, or conviction of meaningfulness and worth, pervading our moments and activities. That is a grand goal and aspiration; but even on a less overarching

  scale, the plenitude of choice on every level makes finding a direction and ascertaining our own aims more difficult.




  How then, given the pressures and distractions of our lives, can we regain our perspective and coherence of self? How can we reclaim a sense that our experiences have personal meaning and depth

  – that we are not moving through them routinely or shallowly? The pressures are real and not easily dispelled; and one kind of solution is to opt out of them altogether, and adopt various

  forms of ‘dropping out’: living in an isolated place, forsaking the idea of a regular job, or going off to a remote Zen monastery. Yet others declare a boycott on choice itself, taking

  an example from such books as Choosing Not to Choose by the legal scholar Cass Sunstein. I do not mean to dismiss such solutions; for some people, they are right and make for happier lives.

  But for most of us, these are extreme measures. Unless we are of a particularly meditative or solitary temperament, most of us want to live in the world and remain engaged with it. We want to be

  effective in what we do, to lead sociable lives and cultivate close relationships and friendships. We want, sometimes, to take risks, stretch ourselves further or have adventures.




  The question for most of us is not how to retreat from the world, but how to retain our bearings within it, and to live more fully rather than just more busily. The temperate answer I want to

  propose is that we need to alternate periods of energetic activity with relaxed receptivity, directed effort with intervals of goal-less, undutiful leisure. Whether we have seen the neurological

  evidence or not, many of us sense the need for time free of distractions, and the deprivation that follows from its lack. It is easy, amidst the plethora of diversions and options offered by our

  societies, to lose track of why we do what we do, what we truly want, and what it is about our activities or our lives that we value and love. In order to discern or rediscover our own, internally

  impelled values and motives, we need to pull back from driven activity, and to take time to process and make sense of our experiences; to delve into the deeper strata of our inner lives, or to

  examine our situations through more analytic thought. We also need moments of unpressured idleness to replenish our energies and restore our capacity for ordinary pleasure and enjoyment. If we

  don’t take the time to do that, we can become depleted and disoriented, and begin to move through what we are doing automatically, without a conscious sense of purpose, or making real acts of

  choice. And that, eventually, makes us not only less satisfied, but less effective at what we do.
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