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Abstract

Walter Benjamin is one of the prominent thinkers of Weimer era Germany, whose
articles and essays have always been the subject of debate and multiple readings, and
have never lost their auratic charm and relevance. With the English translation of his
unfinished magnum opus, Arcades Project, at the early 21st century, Benjamin, once
again became a key figure in studies concerning modernity, media and metropolitan
experience. Despite all this, the governing reading of Benjamin in Iran is still a leftist
one and mostly based on famous pieces, and the montage-based, sporadic and multi-
layered facets of his writings have been usually ignored. This manuscript which is
done based on the newer Benjaminian studies, focuses on one of his favorite
keywords, distracted perception, and discusses opportunities proposed by this
modern way of perception. Distracted perception is defined as opposed to the
contemplative and deep-focused mode of pre-modern perception, now in demise
because of the modern metropolitan life and excess of shocking and distracting
stimuli, and is transformed to distracted, non-continuous and chaotic perception; a
mode of perception that many of the early 20th century thinkers believed would result
in annihilation of human experience. Benjamin, in contrast to his peers, succeeds in
finding hopes and opportunities in distracted perception and believes experience does
not annihilate altogether under this mode of perception, but only transforms into new

forms, giving way to revolutionary and utopian opportunities such as demise of false
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aura, permeation of image-space and body-space, possibility of “play” and pre-
linguistic communication.
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Walter Benjamin, a prominent thinker of the early twentieth century, has remained a
preeminent intellectual in the domains of cultural, social, political, and art studies in
the decades since his untimely death. The enduring relevance of his works and ideas
across different epochs is evidenced by the evolving interpretations and critical
insights that his writings continue to provoke. This longevity of Benjamin's
intellectual legacy can be attributed in part to the complex, multilayered, and often
seemingly paradoxical nature of his oeuvre, which lends itself to new interpretations
and readings with the advent of fresh translations and the intersection of his various
works. In this regard, Benjamin's influence on contemporary scholarship gained new
impetus in the 21st century, following the publication of the English translation of his
unfinished magnum opus, The Arcades Project. However, in Iran, the prevailing
interpretation of Benjamin is predominantly derived from Marxist perspectives and is
focused on his more famous essays such as The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical

Reproduction, with little attention being accorded to more recent and
multidimensional facets of his thought. This study, based on newer and more

multifaceted readings of Walter Benjamin, endeavors to elucidate Benjamin's diverse
perspectives on one of his favored terms, "distracted perception,” which has garnered
considerable attention in recent scholarship. It tries to achieve this by assembling a
collection of the various consequences of modern experience that are related to
distracted perception in some manner. First, the paper studies the emergence of
distracted perception in moder metropolitan life, and then endeavors to establish the
positive outcomes of this novel mode of perception and the fresh opportunities for
experience that arise from it, which differ from the views held by Benjamin's peers at
the Institute for Social Research. According to Benjamin, distracted perception
enables new forms of experience as a response by the modern subject to counteract
the numbing of the senses resulting from the shock of modern stimuli. In the current
article, the positive capacities generated by distracted perception are classified into the
decay of aura and the publicization of art, the intrusion of "image space” into "body
space,” the potential for "play,” and finally, the prospect of pre-linguistic
communication. The article discusses the concept of the decay of aura as a result of

modern mass reproduction, which has led to an increase in the number of texts and
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signs that affect the subject. The heightened stimulating power of these texts causes
the subject to receive them in a state of distraction, resulting in the need for the
subject to montage the texts in order to construct meaning, which in turn leads to
personal reading of texts; Therefore, the subject is actively engaged with the work,
rather than the work imposing itself on the subject in the form of an unreachable
entity. Additionally, the traditional notion of threshold is transformed under the
modern form of experience, becoming the location where opposites mix and invade
each other. Benjamin characterized these opposites as body space, which is the
material space about the individual, and image space, which is the non-material space
beyond the individual's reach. At the threshold, the subject experiences a new space
where a virtual form of contact with distant images is established, which is much
stronger than a real physical connection. The article then expounds upon Walter
Benjamin's concept of the "second technology”, which facilitates a mode of experience
that is akin to childlike play with nature, the world, and other individuals. This form
of experience is not attainable under the “serious” mode of contemplative perception,
and is only accessible through distracted perception.

Additionally, the article explores Benjamin's reflections on language and history,
positing that the philosopher sought to uncover a glimmer of hope in the modern
condition. In contrast to the dominant, progressive narrative of history - which is
written by the "victors" and which buttresses rational order - Benjamin champions an
alternative, complementary narrative that highlights primitive brutality and disorder
hidden behing the visage of progress and order. This alternative narrative is conveyed
by artists and poets, and it seeks to recover the lost memory of pre-linguistic
communication - a mode of communication that was lost to humankind following its
expulsion from heaven to earth. Such a narrative offers a counterweight to the
relentless pursuit of domination and control over nature and mankind that typifies

modernity, and serves to counteract the increasing detachment and isolation that
human beings experience in the contemporary world. The alternative history, has now

culminated in the modernity that provides an allegorical reading, which is facilitated
by distracted perception and draws us closer than ever to language as truth, or, the
pre-linguistic mode of communication, in other words. This interpretation allows
Benjamin to identify hope in a situation that his contemporaries such as Theodor
Adorno had lost hope. Despite the criticisms of these peers, Benjamin's ideas have
gained renewed relevance, as they are even applicable to our digital-virtual era. The

present study aims to introduce the "'new Benjamin" and the possibilities it offers, to



the academic society in Iran, by presenting some of the novel and diverse aspects of

his work.
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