A modern, vital distraction 

The reflection upon the processes of  addiction, attention and memory  is the crux of many notes  in Leopardi’s Zibaldone. By working upon materials and theories coming from the European sensism – namely Locke and Condillac – Leopardi defines his own original theory about the concept of distraction, which is central to  the  XVIIIth and XIXth- century gnosiology and essential to thoroughly understand contemporary cognitive processes.  

Soave’s articles about Locke’s Essay concerning human understanding feature  an accurate analysis of the laws ruling attention and distraction. According to him, the human mind contains a continuous flow of ideas; attention is the ability to manage and rule them voluntarily and methodically, and is acquired, like all human faculties, through a long practice.  Still in Soave’s view,  distraction is a defect of attention, i.e. a temporary inability to concentrate upon one’s own thoughts: it is, thus, a phenomenon self-generating in the self and doesn’t necessarily imply the presence of an external world. Being distracted simply means being lost in one’s own thoughts.  
In the first stage of his meditation upon cognitive processes, Leopardi, inspired by Soave (therefore by Locke too) regards attention as the ability to direct the intellect towards the small aspects of reality in a voluntary, selective way. The relationship between attention and distraction recalls the conceptual opposition between voluntariness and involuntariness. By ‘attention’ Leopardi means the ability to concentrate acquired through habit and practice: in this respect, distraction is its perfect opposite, an involuntary interruption of it. 
However, in September 1821, whilst reflecting upon the nature of external stimuli, Leopardi determines two different kinds of attention, responsible for two different types of memory. Voluntary attention comes from habit and practice, whereas ‘material’ attention (the definition is his) is an irruption of an external element, imposing itself onto senses, forcing the individual to filter and register it.  ‘To the latter belongs attention coming from the strength and vivaciousness of sensations, which with their impression force the self to a somewhat material attention ‘. [Zibaldone, p. 1734, 19 Sept. 1821] 

The practice of voluntary attention is a habit that, once acquired, keeps increasing because it applies everywhere and is the foundation of the skills of memorising. The latter  perfects over time and allows the individual to continuously acquire new abilities which are more and more complex. On the other hand, involuntary attention generates a punctiform memory , developing as a sum of memories and specific sensations. Besides, Leopardi specifies the relationship between material attention and ‘distraction’. Whereas,  in the first stage of his gnosiology, involuntariness makes distraction the perfect opposite of the ability to pay attention, eventually the distinction between ‘voluntary’ and ‘material’ attentive states leads  ‘Leopardi  to regard  involuntariness as the conceptual link between attention and distraction: ‘The excessive power of attention is at the same time  power of distraction, as every object snatches attention easily and powerfully, diverting it from other things. Attention, therefore, splits’. [Zibaldone, p. 4026, 9 Feb. 1824] . 
Material attention multiplies the objects of attention and becomes ‘power of distraction’. Linking attention to the strength of an external stimulus means being able to assure a positive empirical fundament to distraction, i.e. conceiving it not only as a lack of attention but as a phenomenon taking place inside the latter, a sort of involuntary multiplication, therefore linked to the material contingency of the external world besides the sensitivity of the self. 

The difference between the two phenomena (material attention and distraction) can be seen in the effects upon memory. Material attention, unlike distraction, is never regarded by Leopardi as the opposite of consciousness but rather as the core of it: it contributes to the shaping of identity by means of memories. Distraction, on the contrary, is caused by a sequence of involuntary attentive states which are so quick that they don’t leave behind any traces or memories whatsoever. 
‘The excessive facility to attend to anything, either by nature or as a habit, the sensitivity of the self and its being strongly affected and rapt by any feeling or thought; the multiplying of attentions, making them weak either because of their multitude and confusion, or their necessary brevity [...] make memory null, and reminiscences pale and scarce’ [Zibaldone, pp. 3950-51, 7 Dic. 1823]. 
Although distraction is triggered by the same principle that causes material attention – the action of the external stimulus upon the self’s sensitivity- it can be defined as such just when the rapid sequence of attentive states doesn’t bring about any memories at all. Distraction is at the origins of non-memory, it hinders the memory – be it layered or punctiform- that constitutes the foundation of knowledge and identity. Leopardi, thus, regards distraction as a phenomenon of discontinuity of consciousness, not simply as a defect of memory. 

If one wanted to define distraction in  telematic terms, once could say the world wide web replaces the consequentiality of the printed page with the multidirectionality of links. The latter seem to reproduce the strength of the external stimulus in the use of the telematic medium: just just like sensations impressed what Leopardi called a sensitive self, each new link attracts the internet user because it captures and multiplies his/her attention to the point of distracting him/her. This way the user starts surfing the net according to voluntary, selective mechanisms but then finds himself/herself suddenly led by the system of hypertext references. The boundary between voluntariness and involuntariness blurs: while the self is making use of the telematic system, the latter tends to trespass on the self and substitute it, as, according to Marshall McLuhan, everyone feels irresistibly attracted to any form of extension of the self. A motorbike or a pair of binoculars, then, can  extend our body or even become our body, but just as long as the latter is narcotized or amputated – because ‘the nervous system can tolerate it only in the torpor or by blocking perception’ that is, it has to become a ‘servomechanism’[M. Mcluhan, Gli strumenti del comunicare, Milano 1967, p. 51]
The electronic medium is not an exception: our nervous system has to be numbed because it is then reproduced on the net. This potentially endless multiplication of hypertext reference is mimesis of the multiplication of the attentive states and can acquire the features of ‘multitude and confusion’ which, according to Leopardi, don’t allow any form of memory and, as a consequence, any development of the self. 

The use of links, then, is necessarily distracted. Each attractive link, indeed,  is clicked on and consumed: potentially, at least, it’s like a non-returnable bottle. Some means of multimedia distraction, though,  replace the sensations of the external world (the impression produced at present inside the individual by what surrounds him/her), with new forms of attention and memory featuring the repossession of one’s own background and the reworking of past sensations. Time substitutes space: to the Leopardian distraction – reducing the distance between inside and outside so as a body in a space becomes like an unsettled boundary where sensations multiply and amplify, then go out without leaving any traces behind- Youtube opposes a process of multidirectional recollection of memories, triggering a mechanism - inconceivable in the Leopardian gnosiology-  according to which sounds and memories received in distracted manner immediately enter and layer into the warp of memory notwithstanding the subject’s will.  
Past images and sounds are sometimes just feeble traces, faraway anamneses amongst which the individual – looking as if deprived of his/her self just while (and just because) he/she is discovering and recognizing traces of his/her life which he/she didn’t think he/she could still remember – finds a secure sense of orientation, the guiding thread of his/her personal history: some icons of a common past tell about the background of the people who are looking for them online; others, on the other hand, do not have any importance at all as far as  self-narration is concerned. Some are unexpectedly come across ‘and make you feel as if they had been lost, removed or forgotten  ‘ [A. Rafele, Il mito della memoria, in Archivio delle idee dimenticate, a cura di C. Guida, Fondazione Pistoletto, 2009]. Youtube activates two kinds of memory : ‘ordinary’ memory, constituted by carefully selected memories, kept with tenacity and voluntarily searched for in the web, and an unaware memory, highly powerful because involuntary, which Rafele defines as ‘crisis memory’. 
The former indicates the process by which each individual finds the icons which he/she considered essential on given moments of his/her own life and which are similar to returnable bottles: icons that have been used up, and then are given back to the immense archive of collective memory. This means that the same images which had been regarded as depositaries of one’s own guiding thread, of the parts of one’s own life story, can eventually become transitory and substitutable. This memory works by layering and piling up things, getting rid of useless memories which are then erased because new ones are now necessary to the new direction of one’s own life. 

The latter is an instinctual memory which we could also define as ‘distracted’. ‘It indicates the powerful, chaotic coming to surface of memories one undergoes when his/her death is approaching. In this case there is no need, interest or necessity: just the instinct of feeling once again traces and sensations that events have left on his/her body and life, in the terror of maybe experiencing them for the last time’ [A. Rafele, cit.]. It’s an organic memory, or ‘material’ memory to say it with Leopardi: as if the body had kept the sensation of remembering without linking it to the origin of the memory itself. 
On signing in Youtube a viewer who really wants to make use of it can’t help wondering which one of this memory prevails inside him/her, that is to say, which is the form of memory reproduced and doubled by the telematic system. Otherwise, this would look more like a museum full of worn-out objects or a meaningless maze with no direction whatsoever. 
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