PROLOGUE

Primal Distraction

There is no distraction today, even thou.gh one often hears there are
too many distractions. Yes, this is the age of distraction; many have called
it that. For a hundred years or more (in actuality fifteen hundred, since
Augustine), the disintegration of attention has been lamented, and every
new decade and discipline seems to offer a new explanation and remedy
for the loss. Education calls out the attention brigades to fight the shifty
figure that steals away our focus. Have we won the war on distraction? A
more primary question would be: have we found the enemy we are hunt-
ing? Commerce wrestles over the splinters of awareness that technology
has shattered. Psychology struggles to get a hold on concentration, mainly
against children, even though these same children will soon be req_uired
to “multi-task” and are already clicking and scanning and surfing. Why
cure them of what is surely a timely habit? Statistics and politicians battle
drivers’ lapses; new media gather up the shards of culture from the bro-
ken cult. Drugged up, warned off, lured in, and made to swallow theories
about a society in distraction, few have the presence of mind left to ask:
what is this pervasive evil? What is the meaning of the word, the truth of
the phenomenon, and moreover, who will tell the story of its arrival in this
history and its fetishization in reasonable discourse?

Who can say they understand distraction?

The English word calls up several images: a mathematics of division;
a morality of bad choices; a movement of dispefsion across a grfd of more
and more disparate points; a diminishment of strength, quality, or pu-
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rity; vices or quasi-vices that produce pleasure without work: amusement,
diversion, entertainment. All these are pmcticed by notorious ﬁgures, by
sidetracked workers, bored students, and dissolute citizens, by the day-
dreamer, the sleeper who doesn’t dream, the absentminded one. At the
farthest limit, the least collected, the least “with it,” lie the dead, who are
permanently elsewhere. Which one or more of these do we mean when we
say distraction? Burdened with the label, occupants of an age named for
our chief fai[ing, we mean, almost inevirably, when we say distraction, the
lack of attention. And we know it is a fundamental thing we are lacking.
Today we lack that which makes us most fundamentally ourselves, and
so we credit the force that could steal the fundament from us with great
powers, such that powerful acts are needed to contain it.

This furtive and destructive force, a distraction not on[y equal to
but possibly also stronger than attention, is not the subject of this book.
It must be—it is—the starting point for a prologue to the problem of
distraction, but onl}' insofar as we can quickly move thrc-ugh the com-
mon understanding before arriving at a different distraction, beyonc[ the
anxieties about attention that appear to determine it fully.

Dfscfplines c[fng to attention; rhey desire it as one desires a solution
to a problem even when the outlines of the problem are still fuzzy. They
write about it, lament its perversion or breakdown, and act with uncom-
mon urgency to bring it back when it is not at hand. This is the most
common circumstance in which attention appears. When it makes itself
unavailable, attention becomes the objecr of an anxious search. Attention
intensifies most, you mighr say, in its loss; it becomes itself when one goes
in search of it Producing itself out of fear of its unavailabiliry, through
this fiction, it must be pul[ed back continually from an unknown place to
which it has slipped away. In this way, attention c].epends on an internal
reference to distraction. But this reference, in turn, never seems to produce
its referent. Attention constitutes itself by saving itself from a distraction
whose meaning or image is even less articulable than the attention we say
distraction is not.

A tautology seems to block our inquiry here. The non-attention
whose negation forms the most common origin for attention can only be
speciﬁed from the perspective of attention. So let us start again, taking
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our departure from what is presumed to be the primary term. Although
it is often described on analogy with vision, attention has other attributes
worth noting. Attention is patient; it has fortitude, is obsessive even, about
its activity and its objecrs, and, continuing in this direction, the content of
its patience and the object of its obsession is greed. This is its self-referential
core: it holds greedﬂy onto greed. The hand of attention stretches out, a4~
tenere, toward the things it wishes to take and possess, and it compels itself
to do so again and again. Attention is a name for a will to possession that
is comparable to vision only insofar as vision is also thought of as willful
and possessive. One idea of sight co-originates with attention in this will.
The more restrictive of the two is clearly attention—there can be attentive
and non-attentive vision. Above all, at least in the common understand-
ing, attention always possesses a unit, even if the unit is a conjunction of
a few objects. And it possesses the unit alone, abandoning other units to
other faculties or disciplines (to handle in the same way, greedily, admin-
istering their ownership defensively against other disciplines). Only to its
own thing does attention give the gift of undividedness, and the gift often
brings with it a share of defensive violence. The opposite of this posses-
siveness, we are led to assume, is distraction. Distraction either does not
appropriate or impedes appropriation. Perhaps it is not even greedy about
its own tendencies; it shifts, undervalues itself, gives itself away. Thus,
when a discip[fne—a mssemra'mﬁ, a methodical, repeatab[e relation to
sanctioned c-bjects, an institutionalized attention—restricts itself to its ob-
jects, it excludes not on[y other objects and disciplines but also, and more
importantly, other acts or non-acts that would include them, even though
they are unrelated and even if they are not properly sanctioned as objects.
Reception of the human genome and a fruit fly and three hundred years
of American military history and the concept of the proper name is simply
not attention. Attention’s conjunction is “or,” not “and.”

It would seem then, that the answer to the tautology or near-tautol-
ogy—attention is not non-attention—is to describe the positive contents
of the concept and the act, to derive the concept of attention from what it
is and does, and to define distraction as the negation of this. Yet, by this
argument alone attention cannot definitively be said to be attentive. Its
will to possession cannot be derived from observation of its activity. This
is because attention can possess anything but itself." And for this reason
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attention may not bea unitary rhing; there may not bea singie unambigu-
ous disposition called attention, or at least there is no way ofverif:ying that
there is. An argument ex negative can perhaps demonstrate this problem.
When the intellect is dul}’ disciplined, the blinders on, so to speak—when
it pays attention—what faculty remains to attend to it—to attend to the
attention to objects? If attention is the only intellectual disposition that
produces truth, this poses an enormous prob[em, akin to classical for-
mulations of the problem of reflection. To attention attention cannot be
paid. Franz Brentano made this impossibility a cornerstone of empirical
psychology, and this insight had broad effects in twentieth-century phi-
losophy and psychology. For Brentano, as well as for his students such as
Husserl and Freud, the intellectual mode in which attentive thc-ught can
possibly come to be studied is not itself attention.” Insofar as attention is
constitutively hidden from attentive thought, the scientist of attention is
forced to work on an “oblique” path; the faculty by which she does this
may best be called parattention, a sideward glance that targets its objecr
somewhart like the eye sees its blind spots, less by seeing them than by
registering non-seeing in a visual way. Where attentive thought is con-
sidered the prime condition for truth, where the attendable is the only
candidate for the true (be the objects empirica[, intellectual, or divine),
this is rantamount to an admission that the nature of attention is neither
verifiable nor unverifiable. Attention may be asserted by discipiines; they
may even practice it or claim they are practicing it; nevertheless, it cannot
be understood in a disciplined way, at least insofar as discipline is associ-
ated primarily with attentive thought.

Attention is not an attendable, and this is where its supposed oppo-
site, distraction, begins to take on supreme importance. This is also where
the problems we are dealing with cease to be only our problems; they are
not recent, but lie at the heart of an old undersranding of thoughr. For
2, exc[uding,
as the fundamental human disposition, we have been [iving in an age of

as iong as a graspin unequivocal attention has been desired
(potential) distraction. Most attempts to place cognition at the font of
human life, from Aristotle to Descartes to Husserl, depend on it, however
ciandestinely.

For this reason, when we ask what we mean when we say distraction,

we could answer: when faced with the crisis of the loss of attention, we
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mean attention’s opposite, its determinate negation, the negation of the
uncertainty that arises when we try to ground attention in itself. Distrac-
tion, according to this reasoning, means the disintegratic-n or misdirection
of a unified, stable, directional mental force for possession of sanctioned
-:ijects. In the most common understanding today, distraction means a
divided or a diverted attention.” Here a third problem develops. The dia-
lectic begins to break down, insofar as, in this picture, the two concepts,
attention and distraction, are not opposites at all, but rather contraries,
the one, distraction, consists in the other, attention, to the lowest degree.
The age of distraction, it turns out, was a[ways but the age of attention,
and what it lacked more than anything was its eponymous phenomenon.
There is no distraction, only an attention to the zero degree. What we
call distraction is attentive thought degraded until it can do nothing but
clamor for a return to its ideal. "Age of distraction” is a terrible euphe-
mism, shibboleth for a posired utopia, and, at the same time, a mask be-
hind which d_eep uncertainties teem. Naming itself thus, the age assures
itself that attention awaits, before or after it. Its task is to find a way to it,
whether the way runs back or forward.

Recent intellectual history has been written in accordance with this
conceptual shell game. Theories of attention depend on distraction, since
alone attention cannot be understood. Distraction is then defined as a di-
vided or hugely degraded attention. In this way the tautological structure
of the concept is preserved. One book that claims to critique the emphasis
on attention nevertheless makes its unspoken commitment to an attention
theory of distraction plain. The author describes his program in the intro-
duction: “T am interested in how Western modernity since the nineteenth
century has demanded that individuals define and shape themselves in
terms of a capacity for Lp:{}."in‘-g; attention, that is, fora disengagement from
a broader field of attraction . . . * (Crary 1). In the current fever for finding
lost attention, Jonathan Cmry’s plan might seem like a change, a revolu-
tion even. It is true, as lc-ng as we think of it as the fundamental capacity
of an eternal psyche, attention does not seem susceptible to historicization.
Crary attacks this assumption, chal[enging the intellectual comp[acency
that led to the concealment of the history of attention. Drawing his theory
of hisrory mainl}' from Foucault, in order to argue that the empl‘msis on
attention has arisen recently and for politica[ reasons, Crary writes a gene-
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alogy of attention in which it appears as a mode of upermp‘L'i-::on," in order
to expose its hidden source not in God or the psyche, but in “other kinds
of forces and relations to power” (2). Behind the age’s obsession with atten-
tion, Crary reveals an essential act of power, by which he means the power
of the state over “individuals.” Domination is the hidden motivation for
the modern push toward attention. With this theory, however, Crary con-
fines his inquiry to the very edifice he wishes to dismantle. What he calls
the “modernization of perceptic-n,” that is, the increasing demand for con-
trol over the receptive capacity of “a subjecr,” in order to insure that the
subject “is productive, manageable, and predicmble, and is able to be so-
cfally integmted and adaptive,” relies unreservedly on the terms, continu-
ally operative in his argument, usLﬂ:ian:t," “field of artraction,” and even the
methodologica[ motivation for his whole project, the unassuming phmse
“T am interested” (4)—each of which has already answered the question
of distraction in advance. Here a LLsn,t]:)ject," as a priori subjugated to its
outside, can only approach the world throu.gh an a posteriori “attraction,”
and although in modernity its scope may have narrowed from a field to,
say, a point, the Dnm[ogf::al assumptions undeﬂying the schema remain
the same.* Distraction is diversion, and diversion is a version of attention.’

How would distraction appear if it were released from its subordina-
tion to attention, to perception, to the su.bject? Few ask, and those who
do often cannort abide the peculiar conclusions to which the inquiry leads.
Another distraction that is not diversion, not a species or degree of atten-
tion, appears rarely in the hisrory of the thc-ughr of thought. This is not
all that can be said abour it, however. Its rarity seems to follow a pattern,
a pattern closely intertwined with the path of Western philosophy begin-
ning in Greece, namely: banishment and return.

The specter of a non-attentional distraction haunted Aristotle in
his attempt to theorize the soul. Chapter 1 argues that what frightened
Aristotle was the image of an intermittent interruption of cognition. A
century and a half earlier Parmenides had already envisioned something
like this as the deﬁning characteristic of mortals. It was also, Parmenides
demonstrated, the chief threat to the new discipline he was inventing: true
thought of what is. In the course of the movement from Parmenides to
Aristotle in which the intellect, nous, rose to prominence, the image, and
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with it the problem, ofa prima[ distraction beyond attention was banished
in Ancient Greece. This banishment had a long life: even today it af-
fects studies of Aristotle, where this d15tmcrion—nc-t—always-rhinking—is
rare[y mentioned. In the drive to understand what was meant by rhinking,
periodic non-thought, to mé aet noetn, temains at the margins. Yet banish-
ments prepare the way for returns. Even if the forces and events that led
not-always-thinking to surface again in Europe in seventeenth-century
France are too many and too multifaceted to be accounted for without
oversimplifying, it is nevertheless the case that primal distraction ap-
peared at the end of the Grand Siécle and there for the first time it gained
a name and a face in Jean de La Bruyére’s ﬁgure, later called “le distrait.”
Chaprer 2 offers an ontologica[ and polirical interpretation of this Egure,
in part by contrasting him with Pascal’s famous concept of divertissement,
a near-contemporary theological counterpart.

The path of not-always-thinking is full of leaps. Let us affirm this
from the beginning. Banishment in Ancient Greek philosophy and a
belated return in seventeenth—century French moralism became legfble,
perhaps for the first time, only after the conceptual problems surrounding
distraction began to be theorized in the early twentieth century. German-
speaking writers undertook this task for concrete intellectual-historical
reasons. Reacting to the supremacy of the intellect in the phenomeno-
logical philosophie& of Franz Brentano and Edmund Husserl, three quite
different writers, widely considered revolutionaries in their spheres, en-
deavored to conceptualize a radical distraction outside the dialectic with
attention. Franz Kafka in fiction, Martin Heidegger in phi[osophy, and
Walter Benjamin in cultural criticism, the foci of Chapters 3, 4, and 5
respectively, made distraction central to their writing,. And alrhough each
set out to exploit specific resources of the German word Zerstresung—
Kafka as somethfng like diaspora, Heidegger as dissipatfon, Benjamin as
entertainment, with signiﬁcant areas of Dverlap among them and differ-
ences within them—each almost inadvertently stumbled upon the most
extreme and most unintentional withdrawal of thinking,

There appear to be three moments in this pattern of appearance—
banishment, return, and theorization—and this book attempts to come to
terms with each and to show their interrelations.

The history of thought is itself not a unitary thing. Every finite
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thinker abbreviates another history of thought into an image that can be
read. Aristotle does this, most famously at the beginning of the Mempbys—
tes, where he sums up the arguments of his predecessors. Hegel makes
this abbreviation into the very movement of philosophy. Some histories
of thought are absorbed from books or other epochs or teachers. Some
are elections of taste, some spring from deep convictions, some—per-
haps most—slip into intellectual work through a scholar’s inattention
or the inattention of an age. Perhaps the greatest affront to thinking,
however, is not the hisrc-ry or pseuc[o-hisrc-ry thart is inevitabl}r adduced,
with more or less awareness, to support it, but rather the desire to present
the syncretic, interested, and transient image of the h'lstory of thought as
true. The truth of the relation between the most contemporary think-
ing and the past it claims in support of its meaning and procedure is its
image-character.

The history of the thought of thought, or as Gilles Deleuze called
it, images of thought, is alreac[y a dubious case, in which historical image
and thought-act are extremely difficult to distinguish. Insofar as thinking
routinely makes this difference, the difference between a now of pres-
ent thinking and a history leading up to and preparing for it—whether
by continuity or by a radical break, it matters little—insofar as rhoughr
demonstrates by means of this histc-ry that it is in fact rhinking now, and
to the extent that it privately calls upon its potted genealogy in order to
separate “thinkfhg" from “not-thinking” or “non-thinking,” with all the
urgency of a now, the thought of thought falls into an unexpected stupid-
ity about its own provenance. How can thought call its history into ques-
tion if it can on[y operate by relying upon such a history to assert that it is,
once again, thinkfng? W hat we think we do when we think can hardly be
sepamred from our imp[icit undersranding of what it means to think, and
this, the meaning of rhoughr, cc-rresponc].s to the image that we inherit,
co-opt, or in much rarer cases willfully invent. Thinkfng, it seems, will
never be thought through.

Phenomenology provides one important image of what it meant for
the twentieth century to think, and much has been done to extend this
image of thought, to correct it or imagine alternative modes for it with
other models or precursors. Acts of thinking are historical in this sense.
They call upon a history of what it means to think in order to distin-
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guish themselves as thinking now, as current thinking, as tru[y thinking
and often also as the truth of thinking, even while, in order to do this,
rhey ground their contemporaneity in prior instances that, while rejecting
them, they clutch ever more tightly. The “histc-ry of thought” affirms a
continuous, Changing reel of thought—images to which a present thinker
adds a frame, altered, to be sure, yet holding passfonately onto this chain
of positive appearances that lurk in the verb “to think.” In this way acts
of Geist fall within a Geistesgeschichte that runs from Anaxagoras's world-
mind to Hegel’s absolute spirit and beyond. To say “I think” is to evoke
this continuum, a retrospectively proleptic, self-c,orrecting race toward the
present. If we are able to admit that consciousness might not always meet
itself in self-reflection, we are still not at ease dispensing with a history
that has mind at its helm and as its destination.

The other case, the case of distraction, is at first glance less phﬂo-
sophical and more ridiculous. Can we produce a genealogy of not-always-
thinking so that we can say we have thought distraction through? It is a
fact that such a history has not yet been written. Someone might suggest,
and rightly, that distraction’s case is hardly compamble to the history of
rhought, with its grand successes and srimulating pamdoxes; distraction is
trivial, a side issue, and one trivialiry among many. Surely there are a mul-
titude of unwritten histories of minor unstudied concepts. Moreover, the
lack of prior study might not indicate anything more than scholarly over-
sighr, an accidental inattention in an otherwise efficient and responsible
profession. That it has not only recently but also repeatedly been neglected
over the course of the West’s intellectual history would not necessarily
prove the urgency of looking into distraction now.

Something in the way it has fallen into neglecr, however, hints to the
contrary. Inattention, absentmindedness, Gerstesabwesenbeit, Gedankenlo-
sig;ée?z't, p[us other words or technical jargon that lay claim to this concept
or lack thereof are the very terms we use to describe its disappearance in
intellectual history. The human sciences have left distraction unthought.
Until now it has escaped scholarly notice. Clichéd as this may at first seem,
the idea that inattention has escaped our notice or that absentmindedness
has remained unthought or unthinkable in a conceptual history begs the
question. A loop ensues when we begin to think of distraction: there must
already be a concept and thus a history to be able to make the claim that
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it has not yet been rhoughr, and yet unlike other hidden threads or nodes
in Western intellectual history, this one describes its own historical disap-
pearance. The tradition has been inattentive to inattention, and thus we
can argue that there is no tradition of distraction, no history of it per se.
The circle in which we find distraction is not a hermeneutic circle.

The idea that a history of thought is required in order to state what
thinking might be, so that we may be sure to continue doing it, this self-
replicating movement, recalls an early scene in which the bond between
rhinking and being was discovered, or rather c,ompeﬂed {Parmenides calls
it b-ondage by “fate,” “motra’), in the fifth century BCE. The bond between
thinking and being envisioned there has survived in part due to empirical
events that came after it. To mention just one: Aristotle adopted the bond
of neésisand eusia, and Aristotle was adc-pted by succeeding ages as master
of their thought. Yet the bond also persists for internal reasons, because of
an emphasis on mythica[ necessity, transmitted from Parmenides to Plato
and beyond: :zm‘brﬁpas is required to think and to think being; it is this
being’s lot, its fate. Being, in turn, means, among, other things, what lasts.
It is thus no accident that something like thought again and again survives
the twists and turns of history. Being survives because since Parmenides
“survival” is being’s secret name. Thought survives along with it as its me-
dium of preservation. Thus Parmenides’ dictum bequeaths two unvarying
principles: thought is bound to being by fate and fate means that being
survives the death of beings. The two are eternally conjoined: it is just
as important that thought (7oésis) continue beyond any thinker or single
thought (#eema) as it is that being (ousia) outlive singular beings (ontes).
These principles work together to project a thought-being construct—
nous, intellectus activies, Je pense, Geist, rhought, mind—rthat outlasts the
passing of sentences, vocabularies, languages, texts, schools, sciences, and
philosophizing beings. What's more, the perdurance of rhoughr cortre-
lates precfse[y to the idea of historical change. Since thought is of what-is,
changes in what-is bring along with them or follow from (it doesn’t mat-
ter which) changes in thought. On this one point idealism and realism
agree. Whatever happens (historically), there will always be being (and not
nothing] and thought {and not non—thought); true to its fate, thoughr will
always be attracted to what-is (despite particular differences) and what-is
will display itself for and through thought. For this reason there is much
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less of a difference between “paying attention” and a “broader field of
attractions’ than Jonathan Crary assumes. The concept of change—that
which happens to the attributes of a substance—does not threaten but in
fact preserves the correspondence between thought and being, assuring
that both remain fntelligib[e thfough vocabularies, fashions, and c.hang-
ing institutions. In the phrase “the history of thought," history is quite
obviously the subordinate term.

Not—rhinking tells another story, a Gei_crr:méwerenbeiﬁgerfﬁicﬁre, his-
tory absent mind, which is forced to dispense with a c;ontrolling spirit or
Geist and so is barely recognizable as history. In such an account—para-
ble, legend, or yarn may be better names for it—it would not be clear how
or whether being and thought could continue their fateful pas de deux.
One can turn one’s thought to not-thinking—or one can claim to do
this—but one does so at the risk of severing, the bond with being. And so,
of course, distraction must be studied from within Geisrejgejcbicbte, even
though a history of the thought of distraction by rights falsifies its object.
From the perspective of not—thinking, thought vanishes before it can gain
even an inkling of its coming disappearance. Steill, it is only reasonable
to concede that unthought needs to be addressed from the perspective of
rhoughr; indeed—when we begin to wonder what it would look like if its
histor}r were written according to its own hature, by its own laws or by its
anomy, the result is ludicrous. What would a history of distraction be if
it refused to borrow stability and permanence from thought? What if it
rejected thought’s remporal signature, always—.szer'? Aristotle recoils from
this intuition at a key moment in his late text De anima. We follow him in
recognizing that, admitt'lng the existence of unthought—and we must do
this in order to stuc[y it, mustn’t we?—if we admit its existence or at least
its occurrence, we are forced to admit that Gfisrfjgmcbicbte and its more
technical nephew, Begr{ﬁ?gcjffaicfote, are inadequate to the rask, or worse,
that they will be drawn to pieces by their object. This is our dilemma: we
must suspend our belief in the existence of the rhing in order to stud}' it,
since if we believe in it, we must also believe that it will most certainly
ruin the ideal intellectual act that we fantasize stands behind our study.
Insofar as unthought exists it cannot be thought; insofar as it occurs it
cannot be conceprualized; it affects Geist yet falls out of the usual hisrory
written by it about it.”
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Many philosophers relegate this sort of distraction to the empirical
realm. Kant addresses Zerstreuthest, “distractedness,” in The Critique qf
Pure Reason, but for him it is an accident aff'ecting only empfrica[ con-
sciousness; neither understanding nor reason are susceprible to it, and
so it has little importance within reason’s critique.” From the perspec-
tive of reason, distraction—a phenomenon for which “whart is it?” is the
most desperate and also the most inappropriate question—could have no
transcendental condition, and so it would be unseem[y for philosoph}' to
inquire into it. The continuity of consciousness—despite the limits that
Kant places on our ability to intuit its sources—is maintained by banish-
ing distraction to the sphere of accident and illness.” If the disturbance
affects only empirical thinkers and not their transcendental faculties, it is
an anrhropologica[ matter, and thus a minor aberrance, a contamination,
an annoyance.

The frequency with which the question of unthought springs to
mind in the philosophical tradition is low. It receives a long scene in Par-
menides’ poem, though barely a mention in Plato. Aristotle picl{s it up
once or twice, abliquely, and then he treats it suddenly as an unanswerable
question in his late treatise on the soul. Hegel, foﬂowing Kant, assigns
it to the empirical as a minor detraction from habit." Whart is there to
mark its reappearance in philmophical systems, however, and perhaps also
to explain its infrequent treatment, is a worry about a nefarious noth-
ing that steals away the empi[’ical thinker’s intellectual powers, and more
important[y, her relationship to eternity. What gc-od. would thinking be if
no thinker could trust her special instantiation of it? Such a limit would
threaten the transcendental order. The worry about this threat goes fur-
ther: the thought of unthought is often accompanied by a premonition
that since it is neither a being nor a rhoughr [realiry’s exclusive vectors,
at least for Parmenides) it can have no cause and no origin; it remains a
rumor, mere opinion, a ghost, and thus is not tru[y cognizab[e at all. How
can we think about a causeless, trackless nothing that snuffs out the spark
of human rhinking, especia[ly if we suspect that it is only an empirical
event with no transcendental corollary?

It may be this very self-defeating aspect of the problem that enticed
thinkers in the early twentieth century to rethink it. In the most gen-
eral terms, for Franz Kafka, Martin Heidegger, and Walter Benjamin,
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Zerstreuung—and related words and concepts—both belonged and didn't
belong to the cultural and intellectual tradition they were watching—or
50 they rhought—fall to pieces. Unrhoughr kills rhought, ifonly foran in-
stant of unspecifiable length, and this suggests both the reason for which
it had been neglected and at the same time why it held promise for these
writers writing in and against the ductus of phenomenoclogy in the early
twentieth century.

I understand distraction asa parontological relationship of thoughr

to non—being and its variants: not—qufte—being, more-than-being,

yet—being, no-[onger—being. Allied with ﬁgures such as presentiment,

not-

sublimiry, clairvoynnce, and recollection, as the advent of a mental noth-
ing or a principle of disappearance however, it tests the limits of even
these marginal mental phenomena, tending away from phenomenology
and ontology toward Elntasy, literature, and art. It is difficult to isolate
distraction as a philosopheme that emerged within a specific historical
horizon, as rhough it were an ernpirical event in the hisrory of thoughr.
This seems to be because it acts as the mental corollary of historical
horizons themselves, and so it has no hfstory of its own. It is hard to
catch because, as a renc[ency toward the limit of what is, distraction
is nearest when it escapes notice and most remote when attended to.
As the recedfng-approaching limit of thinking, it haunts the history of
thought and raises doubts about its legitirna::y. And alrhough it haunts,
it is not itself spectral; it is closer to a capacity to receive specters. When
it speaks it says: here comes nothing—an excess or shortage of what we
think is. A paradoxical capacity to receive non-beings, and at the same
time, inversely, an incapacity to think (ifthinkfng is thfnking being), it
resists becoming an object of thought. While thought’s capacity to take
itself as an object remains the central prob[em of philosophy, as well as
its central hope—as reflection—the problem of receiving distraction at-
tracts little philosophical interest.

That which disengages moments or epochs of cognition is not
strictly mental. An irruption of the non-mental within the mental, the
inexperienceable within experience, it can occur when a mind or an epoch
releases its hold on cherished intellectual strucrures, being—determfning
categories, and beings. Al‘rhough anti-historical, it is not therefore eternal,
and yet it does not seem to go away (more correct might be to say that it
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brings “awa}'” to mind). Formally, it repeats an intermission in which his-
tory dispenses with coherence. For beings and their relations this entails
great risk. More than risk—it assumes an underlying discontinuum over
which continuity has been draped like a shroud. Distraction is a reminder
of the loose fit of historical life on the casker of its coherence.

Intimations of distraction occasionally disturb the tradition, begin-
ning with Parmenides, that binds thought to being, although they never
concentrate themselves into theories of it. One finds theories of marginal
phenomena such as laughter, boredom, and forgetting, and of course of
central concepts such as form, appearance, language, and so forth, but
never a ful[—ﬂedged “theory of distraction,” notwithstanding Walter Ben-
jamin’s notes that bear this title. Primal distraction comes and goes yet no
source can be found for its coming and going, This study presents three
disturbances in this non-history of distraction: a panic within Aristotelian
metaphy.sf::s, a risible scatterbrain at the edges of French moralism, and a
set of attempts to bring distraction and its potentials into theoretical focus
during the inter-war years of the twentieth century.

Aristotle establishes the paradigm of an intermittent phenomenon
whose phenomenality remains in question because its being—which
should, as the source of its on-again off-again appearance, be eternal—
is intermittent as well. It comes toward us but lacks a “whence.” This
sourcelessness is the source of its incoherence as a concept and its du-
plicity as a word, and thar is why Aristotle drops the issue. And yet,
although it cannot be conceprualized, distraction can be illustrated.
When it returns in the seventeenth century it comes back outside philo-
sophical discourse proper. Ternpotal inconsistency, intrusion of the dis-
continuum into the seamless weave of the everyday, the unheard-of abil-
ity to receive what-is-not in an inability to think—these traits are given a
human shape in La Bruy"ere’s distrait. Then, in the twenties and thirties
of the last century some aspects of primal distraction are conceptual-
ized for the first time in literature, phﬂosophy, and art criticism. Kafka
emphasizes the thoughtless-one’s ability to shake itself loose from the
means-ends [c-gic of willing; Heidegger points to the freedom that the
dispetsfng one—Dasein—enjoys with respect to its own ground; and
Benjamin imagines an internal dissipation that, brought about tht’ough
new media, will lead to an uncommon po[iticimrion. Together these
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tentative and partial reports on distraction contribute to an understand-
ing of human being as one whose highest capacity is not the synthesiz-
ing process of noésis but rather the periodic dissolution of its faculties.
What Kafka, Heidegger, and Benjamin—takfn together—intimate is
the foﬂowing. W here phﬂosophy, criticism, and art theory are tradition-
ally concerned with principles for the formation of things, distraction is
concerned with their deformation, disintegration, and ceasing to be. It
posits a tendency toward not-thinking and a release from being,

Please note: All the translations from Ancient Greek, Latin, and
German are my own, unless otherwise indicated. In Chapter 2 pub[fshed
translations from the French have been used and cited, and where occa-
sional[y modified, so noted.



