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ATTENTION 

 

‘The very first moment you have an opportunity to lose your attention – you will!’ 

                                                                                                                                       G.I. Gurdjieff 

 

 

Levels, Degrees and Qualities 

 

     Attention has sometimes been called a “living substance,” with many different levels and 

gradations.  “Attention can be measured like a wine, like silk.  It may be very coarse, or it may 

be very fine and supple.”  Attention has also been compared to light.  Just like light it can be 

absent (darkness) or very dim.  It may be narrowly focused, diffused and scattered or very 

bright. 

 

     Some spiritual teachings distinguish five levels or degrees of attention possible for a human 

being: 

• No attention, inattention 

• Dispersed, distracted or undirected attention 

• Captive or identified attention 

• Directed, concentrated or one-pointed attention 

• Open, free or conscious attention 

 

     Our degree of attention changes when our interests change.  “Where my attention goes, I 

go.  In general my attention is not rooted in anything; it can be held by something outside me.  I 

have to find the root of my attention in myself in order to observe myself from inside.”  For 

most people, attention and its various qualities, levels and possibilities is an unexamined phen-

omenon: 

 

                 What do we know of our attention?  From where does it come?  What is its origin? 

                 We are obviously unable to answer these questions.  Yet we feel that this very extra- 

                 ordinary phenomenon, this force, this energy, is part of Creation.  Every human being, 

                 at birth, receives a certain quantity of this vital force and, in the course of his or her 

                 existence, it will be the integrator of all things within and everything manifested . . . 

                 At no moment can we live without attention.  Every day we do all sorts of things. 

                 Yes, but with what attention?  With what overlay of dreams?  Our manifestations 

                 reveal the contact we have with our attention.  Quite often we fail to notice that we 

                 have none, that we are inattentive, that we have acted in various ways without being 

                 present to all these moments of our lives.  Most of the time our attention is carried 

                 along by outer events.  A trifle captures it; it is not free. (1) 

 

     Normally our attention is not free or voluntary.  “It is of low quality, without power, and 

flows passively towards the outside.  But this attention has the possibility of being transformed, 

of achieving a purer quality.” 



2 

 

     The fact that most people have very little control over their attention becomes apparent 

when they attempt to observe themselves as a means of self-study and self-knowledge.  “After 

only a moment of self-observation, your attention gets caught up in thoughts and feelings 

about what you have observed, and so it gets taken away from your observation.”  Our inability 

to control our attention is usually unrecognized: 

 

                 Attention is the weapon for inner work, the tool for inner work.  It is absolutely 

                 indispensable.  And at the same time, we have quite distorted ideas of our power 

                 over attention.  This is to a large extent because we know from our experience 

                 that there are many occasions in our lives when we have the impression that we 

                 are paying attention to the same thing for a long time, and we call this concentra- 

                 tion of attention; but if you begin to watch the process closely and you are honest 

                 with yourself, you will see that this is not concentration of attention at all.  It is 

                 attention being drawn in a certain way.  Maybe there is an initial effort to place 

                 the attention, but very soon it gets drawn and held.  There is no control over atten- 

                 tion.  You may also see that we are sometimes taught to turn our attention towards  

                 something, but unfortunately we are never taught to take our attention away from 

                 something, and this is just as much a part of the control of attention as directing 

                 attention in a desired direction. (2) 

 

 

Developing Attention and Awareness 

 

     Self-development requires a free and conscious attention that isn’t captured or fragmented.  

“Our habitual attention is much too fleeting; it has no stability, no continuity.  In this world 

where we lead our lives, we need a much more stable attention.  This attention is like a little 

flame that tries to hold its own in the world.” 

 

     Normally we have very little control over our attention, but it is possible to enhance the 

quality of attention and to develop it to a higher and finer level where it becomes voluntary or 

conscious attention: 

 

                 I need to learn that attention can manifest in a completely unstable, vagrant man- 

                 ner.  For example, in my intellectual functioning the vagrant attention lets itself be 

                 swept along by everything that attracts it; words, images, memories and every  

                 event in my day can sweep it up, each in its own way.  I go out into the street; the 

                 shop windows, the people, constantly take this attention.  It has no more stability 

                 than a butterfly.  Go out, take a walk with the intention of thinking about your own 

                 affairs.  A dog barks at you and takes all your attention . . . and what takes place in 

                 the intellect also takes place in the emotional and moving functions.  Sometimes 

                 when a problem or great difficulty comes up, my attention can be concentrated, 

                 condensed; its quality changes, it acquires more force, it is sustained by an element 

                 of desire or interest.  No longer vagrant, it is captured; an especially strong motive 
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                 has taken over.  There is, however, a very different kind of attention, an attention 

                 that is more conscious, more voluntary.  Sometimes, on rare occasions, I discover 

                 the taste of it.  If this occurs in my thought,  I see that my thinking becomes clear. 

                 And if this occurs in my feeling, I know the feeling of being completely free from my 

                 habitual emotions.  As for my body, I can also experience in a new way what is hap- 

                 pening at its level. (3)  

 

     Conscious attention is an agent of transformation and can be developed and refined.  “We 

do have some power of attention, at least on the surface, some capacity to point the attention 

in a desired direction and hold it there.  Although it is fragile, this seed of attention is conscious-

ness emerging from sleep within us.”  Transformation requires a total attention that arises from 

all parts of ourselves – body, mind and feelings. 

 

     For real inner development to occur, the quality of our attention must be honestly observed 

and then strengthened and refined.  “Be more and more aware of your lack of attention.  In the 

best of cases, we lose it and find it again, but we resign ourselves too easily to having so little 

attention.  We must constantly ask ourselves where our attention is going, where is this force, 

toward what is it attracted.” 

 

                 In each of us there is this extraordinary instrument, the attention.  For a very long 

                 time, I cannot say that I govern my attention.  I have to see that at every moment 

                 it is taken by one thing or another.  I need to exercise the possibility of keeping it 

                 more on myself, in myself, while continuing the outer work that is expected of me. 

                 Self-perfecting is linked to the perfecting of our attention.  Our capacity for inner 

                 attention provides a measure of our being. (4) 

 

     By gathering and collecting one’s attention it is possible to return to a calm, observing centre 

of awareness rather than identifying with every passing thought, emotion, sensation or action.  

Instead of being at the mercy of external or internal impacts and associations, there will be a 

mindful presence that holds the reins of attention.  “The initial effort is to free my attention 

from identification.  I need to find the effort that will allow the formation of a central core, a 

more stable center of gravity of my attention.” 

 

     When the level of attention is strengthened, it becomes possible to gain a degree of control 

over the relentless pull towards inattention and forgetfulness – the return to sleep.  “A central 

attention may be drawn in different directions, but it always returns to center.” 

 

                 It is only by working to be present that my attention will develop.  When it has a 

                 better quality, I struggle to keep it from weakening, I try to prevent its being taken. 

                 I try but cannot, and I try again.  I begin to understand what this requires from me 

                 even if I cannot do it.  In the struggle where I come back and then go again towards 

                 manifestation, I see that when my attention is completely taken, it is entirely lost 

                 to me.  But if it does not go too far, it can be pulled back, as by a magnet.  In that 

                 movement of my attention, I learn something of its nature.  I will have to go to- 



4 

 

                 wards manifestation, and I will always lose myself unless my attention goes both 

                 towards life and towards the inside. (5) 

 

     Directed attention is like a fine tool or instrument which can be used for either the right or 

wrong reason.  There is a saying: ‘From the same food the hornet produces poison and the bee 

produces honey.’  Henriette Lannes, a student of Gurdjieff, stressed the importance of this tool 

for inner development: “I cannot do anything except train my attention, and if I think that this is 

not enough, I am a fool.  To perfect one’s attention is to perfect oneself.” 

 

     In many spiritual traditions specific methods are employed to anchor the attention.  Some of 

these methods, such as repetition, visualization and counting exercises are more appropriate in 

monastic settings, while paying attention to the sensations of the body may be more effective 

in the circumstances of everyday life.  Gurdjieff: “Attention is gained only through conscious 

labor and intentional suffering, through doing small things voluntarily.” 

 

     The state of a finer, deeper attention can be developed with steady practice and certain 

specific spiritual exercises: 

 

                 We must accept that the state of dispersion is normal so long as we have a limited 

                 capacity to concentrate.  We have to repeat and repeat coming to a collected state. 

                 Only repetition will lead to shortening the time required for preparation and increase 

                 the time available for practice.  There was an exercise that was specifically created 

                 for coming to a collected state.  I begin by representing with all my attention that I 

                 am surrounded by an atmosphere extending a yard, more or less.  This atmosphere 

                 is displaced according to the movements of the thinking.  I concentrate all my atten- 

                 tion to prevent the atmosphere from escaping beyond its limits.  Then I draw it in 

                 consciously, as though sucking it in.  I feel, throughout the body, the echo of “I,” and 

                 silently say “am.”  I experience the total sensation of being. (6) 

 

     The development and control of attention is a precursor to self-remembering and the attain-

ment of higher states of consciousness: 

 

                 Gurdjieff brought a teaching of the Fourth Way that calls for conscious work rather 
                 than obedience.  A fundamental idea is that in our ordinary state everything takes 
                 place in sleep.  And in sleep we can see nothing.  We cannot direct our lives by our 
                 own will.  We are entirely dependent on influences from outside and enslaved by 
                 the automatic reactions of our functioning.  It is a complete slavery.  There is no 
                 higher principle, no conscious principle.  Man has the possibility to awaken from 
                 this sleep, to awaken to the higher, to be.  The means is the attention.  In sleep the 
                 attention is taken.  It must be freed and turned in another direction.  This is the 
                 separation of “I” and “me.”  It is the active force opposed to the passive, the strug- 
                 gle between the yes and the no.  The mobilization of the attention is the first step 
                 toward the possibility of self-remembering.  Without a different attention, we are 
                 obliged to be automatic.  With an attention that is voluntarily directed, we go to- 
                 ward consciousness. (7) 
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Conscious Attention and Inner Growth 

 

     The power of attention is a liberating force.  “Inner growth requires the mobilization of our 

attention.  When the attention begins to awaken, we realize that it can become more stable, 

less like a cork forever bobbing back to the water’s surface.”  It is possible to move from a state 

of distracted attention to a more stable, unified attention which integrates body, mind and 

feelings: 

 

                 Maintenance of a conscious attention is not easy.  The movement, the obligations 

                 of day-to-day existence, completely distract.  With no base of operation, no home 

                 in one’s organism, the attention serves random thoughts, feelings, and appetites 

                 which conflict and tyrannize each other.  Sensation of parts or the whole of the  

                 body can anchor the attention, provide it with a kind of habitat.  The structure, be- 

                 coming more sensitive, helps to unify attention, so it is less liable to veer into men- 

                 tal channels that consume its power.  In turn, perceptions and sensations are quick- 

                 ened, insights are multiplied.  Opening to the force of attention evokes a sense of  

                 wholeness and equilibrium.  One can glimpse a possibility of a state of awareness  

                 immeasurably superior to that of the reactive mechanism, an awareness that trans- 

                 cends one’s automatic subject/object mode of response.  Freely flowing, the con- 

                 centrative, transforming effect of conscious attention brings the disparate tempos  

                 of the centers to a relatively balanced relationship.  Thought, feeling and sensation  

                 are equilibrated under this vibrant, harmonizing influence. (8) 

 

     Conscious attention opposes the pull of the automatic conditioned functioning of the mind.  

“All my thoughts, emotions and actions can be held under my attention without excluding or 

condemning anything.  For this I need a certain inner space and an attention that is free.  It is 

only in a state of free attention that true seeing can appear.” 

 

                 I need to develop a voluntary attention – that is, a conscious attention – which is 

                 stronger than my automatism.  I must feel the lack of relation between my mind  

                 and my body, and see that this relation requires a voluntary attention maintained  

                 on both parts . . . Only a conscious attention, which is the opening to a higher force,  

                 has the power to prevail over the automatism.  But for this the attention must al- 

                 ways be occupied voluntarily.  A conscious force cannot be automatic.  The atten- 

                 tion can be stronger or diminish, but the moment when it ceases to be voluntary,  

                 it is taken.  The moment it is no longer voluntarily turned toward this relation, the  

                 energies separate.  I become fragmented and the automatism takes over.  The  

                 opening to a higher force must become constant. (9) 

 

     Voluntary attention does not appear automatically but only through the interest and neces-

sity which provide the necessary energy to sustain the attention.  “A collected state is a state of 

collected attention in which the attention is as whole as possible.  This state does not come 
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about by my thought resolving to be collected in order to obtain something better.  It comes by 

seeing – through the vision of my dispersion, of the lack of attention.” 

 

                 This type of attention does not come because it is made captive, not by forcing – 

                 I cannot make it appear, just as I cannot force love to appear.  Attention comes 

                 when it is needed, when it is called by a feeling of necessity.  If I really see that I 

                 do not understand, that I have lost the direction and the meaning of my life, then 

                 at that very moment my attention is called to be here.  Without it, I will never be 

                 able to be what I am.  I do not have the necessary energy.  But when I feel this 

                 absolute necessity, the attention appears.  So I have to come to the feeling of lack, 

                 of not understanding, not knowing . . . I can daydream as I walk along a road.  But 

                 when I have to walk on ice, on a slippery frozen path, I cannot dream.  I need all  

                 my attention not to fall down.  It is the same inside myself.  If I have no real interest 

                 in myself – if I keep thinking I can answer everything, and pretend that I am able – 

                 I will continue dreaming and the attention will never appear. (10) 

 

     A free and open attention is not fixed or bound by judgement, evaluation or comparison.  In 

the words of Jeanne de Salzmann:  “Could my mind perceive without recognizing and naming, 

that is, without separating to be someone who looks, judges and knows?  For this, I would need 

an attention I do not know, an attention never separated from what it observes, allowing a 

total experience without excluding anything.” 

 

                 It is only when I exclude nothing that I am free to observe and understand myself. 

                 When my brain can be active, sensitive, alive in a state of attentive immobility, 

                 there is a movement of an extraordinary quality that does not belong just to the 

                 thinking, the sensation or the emotion.  It is a wholly different movement that 

                 leads to truth, to what we cannot name.  The attention is total without any distrac- 

                 tion . . . I begin to see that real knowing is possible only in the moment when my 

                 attention is full, when consciousness fills everything.  Then there is no distinction; 

                 one thing is not more than another.  There is pure existence.  The creative act is 

                 the vision of what takes place.  I learn to watch. (11)  

 

     When attention is developed and awakened we are able to respond more effectively to the 

requirements and experiences of life and approach higher, more refined states of conscious-

ness and being.  “If I were fully alive, everything would be fully alive around me, as it really is.  

What is needed for one to experience that?  A different kind of attention, active, collected.” 

 

                 The quality of our attention is reflected in the quality of our real knowledge of our- 

                 selves.  When our attention is automatic, a prisoner of our own mental, emotional 

                 and physical associations, all of the external and internal impressions we receive 

                 are fragmented.  When our attention reaches a level of genuine awareness of our- 

                 selves, impressions are particularly alive and penetrating . . . This question of atten- 

                 tion is very serious, but our experience remains limited.  In us a conscious attention 

                 is missing.  Only such an attention, through the quality of its movement of energy, 
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                 can hold together the three essential parts of our being: thought, body and feeling. 

                 We generally believe that attention comes only from our thinking center, although 

                 there exists within us possible levels of attention coming simultaneously from our 

                 intellect, our body, and our feeling.  At certain moments we see, though perhaps 

                 distantly, that this attention – freer but still insufficiently developed in us – is the 

                 key to a greater inner opening in which less heavy, finer energies come together.     

                 These energies confer life, light, and warmth on our inner world, in the service of a 

                 Great Reality in the universe, just as the Sun confers these things on the Earth.  For 

                 those who seek to awaken to what they truly are, this new attention has more value 

                 than anything else in their lives. (12) 

 

     Even the most mundane events of life hold the possibility of exercising a conscious attention 

that has significant, though unsuspected, value for inner growth and development:  “Nothing is 

worthwhile unless it is lived in the moment.  Our aim must be to be present to our lives, not to 

be solving imaginary problems that distance us from reality.” 

 

                 One has many opportunities in one’s life to develop control of attention.  If you 

                 pause to consider the things you have to do every day, I think that you will find  

                 that time and again one does things with just sufficient attention and energy to get 

                 by; in other words, one’s standard is the lowest possible standard that would not 

                 result in disaster or failure.  It is very interesting to try to do well small things, accord- 

                 ing to good standards.  Every day we have this opportunity.  These small daily things 

                 we repeat again and again don’t seem to have much importance at all, but every one 

                 of them can have importance if we look at them as a means to an end.  No one of  

                 them need be unimportant from this point of view, but we forget that we are sur- 

                 rounded by opportunities like this. (13) 

 

     Conscious attention is free and not mechanical because it can be constantly adjusted in 

order to maintain its purity and force.  “In becoming active, the attention acquires a finer 

quality and becomes capable of grasping what is taking place on other levels, where vibrations 

have a different wavelength.” 

 

     Attention opens the door to higher levels and states of consciousness and being.  “Waking 

sleep, presence, consciousness: these are the stages that mark man’s slow climb to the fulfill-

ment of his possibilities.”  

 

                 A man can think, feel and work with the instruments given to him for these pur- 

                 poses, using them automatically from force of habit, without being  ‘conscious’ that  

                 he  thinks, feels or works.  He knows it; but he does not experience it.  ‘To be con- 

                 scious’ is first to experience oneself as one who knows this is so, to introduce into 

                 mechanical functioning such a quality of attention that a ‘sensation of being’ may  

                 arise and persist, where all the physical and psychic processes of which man is the 

                 centre unfold themselves at that moment.  Then he begins to be relatively ‘present 

                 to himself.’  The sensation which this ‘presence’ evokes in him throws a new light 
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                 on the events in which he is involved and constitutes a state called ‘self-remember- 

                 ing.’  In this state he can come gradually to see his functions as they really are and 

                 so begin truly to know himself.  Only a great deal later, in the state of ‘objective 

                 consciousness,’ can a man hope to attain to a true knowledge of the world and to 

                 live on the highest level which a few may, perhaps, be able to reach. (14) 

 

     As the quality of attention develops and matures, new possibilities of inner growth emerge.  

“In this new relationship of individual attention and a higher impersonal consciousness, a man 

or woman can become a vessel, serving another energy which can act through the individual, 

an energy which at the same time transforms the materiality of the body.” 

 

                 Humanity can begin to occupy its proper place within the chain of being only 

                 through an inner work which within the individual human being may be subsumed 

                 under the general term attention.  The many levels of attention possible for man, 

                 up to and including an attention that in traditional teachings has been termed Spirit, 

                 are here ranged along a dynamic, vertical continuum that reaches from the level of 

                 biological sustenance, which humans require for their physical bodies, up to the in- 

                 comparably finer sustenance that we require for the inner growth of the soul.  This 

                 finer substance is obtained through the digestion of “the food of impressions,” a 

                 deceptively matter-of-fact phrase that eventually defines the uniquely human cos- 

                 mic obligation and potentiality of constantly and in everything working for an objec- 

                 tive understanding of the Real. (15) 

 

     At its highest level of refinement, conscious attention provides a connection between the 

realm of denser influences and higher, more subtle forms of energy:   

 

                 Attention is the quintessential medium to reveal man’s dormant energies in himself. 

                 Whenever one witnesses the state of the body, the interplay of thought and feeling, 

                 there is an intimation, however slight, of another current of energy.  Through the 

                 simple act of attending, one initiates a new alignment of forces . . . Cleared of all in- 

                 ternal noise, conscious attention is an instrument which vibrates like a crystal at its 

                 own frequency.  It is free to receive the signals broadcast at each moment from a 

                 creative universe in communication with all creatures. (16) 

 

     In order to perform its function as a mediating bridge to higher subtle spiritual energies, 

attention must become impersonal and universal in nature.  “Its source surrounded by mystery, 

attention communicates energies of a quality that the mind cannot represent.  One needs to be 

at the service of conscious attention; one prepares for its advent through active stillness.” 

 

                 In quiet, tension-free moments, man’s structure is open to energy flows which 

                 are ordinarily blocked.  In turn, these energies blend with previously received 

                 materials, to serve the higher in a wordless, nameless exchange.  Attention is not 

                 only mediating; it is transmitting.  Giving and receiving, God speaks to man.  Re- 

                 ceiving and giving, man speaks to God.  Just as man’s structure needs to be vivi- 
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                 fied by the infusion of finer vibrations, those very same vibrations require the mix- 

                 ing of coarse material for their maintenance.  Without the upward transmission 

                 of energies through the intermediary of conscious attention, the universe would 

                 give in to entropy.  In man, the smallest deformation of a balanced attention closes 

                 down this two-way communication.   Alone, the mind cannot maintain it.  A relaxed 

                 body, too, is needed.  Midway between micro- and macro-cosmos, man has his  

                 part to play.  Returning to the body is a gesture of opening to the attention which, 

                 beckoned, is ready to serve its cosmological function. (17) 

 

     At its highest level of development, conscious attention is pure perception of things as they 

are, direct and immediate, complete and whole.  “It is an attention which will contain every-

thing and refuse nothing, that will not take sides or demand anything.  It will be without pos-

sessiveness, without avidity, but always with a sincerity that comes from the need to remain 

free in order to know.” 

 

                 Vision, inner vision, is the liberation of an energy that is beyond thinking.  It is a 

                 total awareness of life because to see is to embrace totality at the very moment. 

                 We cannot see part by part, little by little, over time . . . Vision, on the other hand, 

                 is observation without thought, without the security of words or names.  In a state 

                 of pure perception, there is no more aim and no attempt to respond.  One simply 

                 lives the fact. (18) 
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