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Chapter Synopsis

The field of debates around Walter Benjamin’s intellectual personality
(Chapter One)

Walter Benjamin’s intellectual stature and prestige in the academic circles grew steadily
from the 1960’s onwards, leading to the point that he is now a cultural icon and the object
of an impressive academic industry. But he was and remains a disputed figure: different
generations and groups of the western intelligentsia have wrestled over his legacy, trying to
appropriate it in order to bolster their own position in the struggles for recognition. This
disputed legacy, in fact, is what made Benjamin, posthumously, a celebrity.

Our investigation in “critical intellectual iconology” (Greenberg) tackles the key issue of
dispute: was Benjamin a politically engaged intellectual and a political thinker, or was he,
in fact “the last (critical) intellectual”, always aware of the dangers that loom over a
philosopher stepping into the arena?

The first option belongs to the leftist intelligentsia of the ‘68 movement, while the second
sums up the understanding of Benjamin’s thought for the generation of exegetes in the
1980’s. What both these generations seem to ignore is that the same issue, of the political
engagement and of the necessity to assume a decision (political, philosophical, and
personal) made Benjamin a contentious figure throughout his life. He hesitates, and,
eventually, declines to embrace the Zionist cause (for which his friend Scholem stood) as
well as the communist one (as he was asked by his Bolshevik muse, Asja Lacis) — this did
not go well with his friends and fellows, who wished to make him clear in his commitment
one way or another. For in the spirit of the generation between the wars, the issue of
political action was much more acute than it might seem today. It was a matter of option,
of choice, however precarious or damnable it might prove to be later.

We are, then, to conclude that these 75 years of quarrels over Benjamin’s legacy have roots
in the spirit of the man himself, the interests of the afore mentioned groups
notwithstanding. We call this legacy (and spirit) “Benjamin’s messianic ethos”. Our
hypothesis is that this messianic ethos informs the attitudes of the entire spiritual
generation of which Benjamin was part, be it in its activist representations of the political
praxis (Marxism, anarchism, Zionism) or in the rejection to participate in the (political)
reality. The former and the latter both speak of the same messianic exigency. This
messianic ethos, then, which can take either the form of political engagement or that of a



retreat or refusal of the reality makes Benjamin a source for the two main groups discussed
above.

By following this messianic feeling in its “motrical” (Bloch) aspect in the life and thought
of Walter Benjamin allows us to sketch the intellectual profile of the German-Jewish
thinker and also to reconstruct his concept of the political that will be shielded from the
sycophantic praise and deformation to which betake themselves unwillingly all the newer
or older factions.

Where can one find Benjamin’s , Politics”? (Chapter Two)

In this chapter we continue the preparations for the reconstruction of Benjamin’s concept
of the political, only to be confronted with the somewhat unusual task of having to explain
how one can consider the problem of the political to be central in the life and thought of
Benjamin, while there is no body of literature dedicated to the matter. The lost texts from
the 1920s can by no means be considered to have contributed all that much to this situation
— even if these would have been available today we will still be faced with the task of
reconstructing Benjamin’s concept of the political.

Our working hypothesis is that Benjamin’s preoccupation with the political is a constant of
his thought. It begins with the observation and evaluation of two phenomena of
“politicization” (the politicization of time / history and the politicization of art) which
constitute the fundamental observation of many of his different projects. The ideation that
stems from Benjamin’s messianic ethos takes thus the form of announcing and researching
these two ways through which the culture enters into the realm of the political.

The reconstruction of the political problem depends on finding the intersection points
between a profane messianic representation of time and reflections on the human
experience laden in tension which might serve to recognize and produce a radical social
change implied in Benjamin’s definition of the politic as the “Erfiillung ungesteigerten
Menschenhaftigkeit”.

Benjamin'’s profane messianism (Chapter Three)

Benjamin’s messianism in the context of the Geistesgeschichte of the Weimar
era

The hypothesis of the messianic immersion of Benjamin’s concept of the political can only
have currency if the effort to bring it back to actuality refuses to see its messianism as a
mere label. Benjamin’s messianism is a living exigency. The same can be stated about
numerous of his fellows. For the entire German-Jewish interwar generation, the messianic
IS, in one way or another, recognized as such, secularized or repelled, a constant point of
reference.

This observation of the spiritual kinship brings Anson Rabinbach to formulate and
substantiate the idea of the existence of a generational messianic ethos of this generation,
thus opening up a new chapter in the spiritual history of the period. The aim of this section



is to find means and ways to coherently sustain and explain Rabinbach’s supposition in
order to make it feasible for further historical and exegetic research.

In our analysis, the “modern messianism” is the term coined to describe a political and
philosophical attitude that characterizes an important segment of the German-Jewish
intelligentsia in the first half of the 20" century. This attitude appears as the precipitate of
the reflection on the social, political and cultural realities of the time, and serves the need
to be positioned from the political, moral and philosophical options available. The proteic
character of the German-Jewish profane messianism, which enables it to be subsequently
invested in political ideologies and doctrines as diverse as anarchism, socialism,
communism or Zionism, is grounded in the tension between its somewhat contradictory
nuclear elements. However, these contradictions make up its specificity, and the German-
Jewish messianic type resists, by default, the dissolution or liquidation of these tensions.
This type of messianism is, at its core, a question of survival (of the messianic idea itself).
The inner life of the messianic idea is, then, a management of the internal tensions that
generate different theoretical decisions from the same paradoxes. By describing the ways
to manage the paradoxes of the messianic idea, one can accede to the description of
theoretical systems of the modern messianism, for which the messianic complex itself
functions as an ontological and historical-philosophical reference system.

The decisions that lead to the realized form of these messianic philosophical systems
depend on contingencies (i.e. on historical and societal context) and bring forward the most
diverse, conceptual recoveries and innovations. We must accept, thus, that the German-
Jewish messianism is pre-political — meaning that only these subsequent decisions that lead
to a systematization allow for the discharge, in one form or another, of concrete political
commitment or the motivated lack thereof. As already stated, not only the participation, but
also the refusal of any connection with it stems from the same messianic conundrum.
Moreover, it appears that the cases of dis-engagement are often the rule, and not the
exception, while neither of these seems to be embraced in a definitive manner. The absence
of certainty and the multitude of options orient (or disorient) the impulse of the
intervention in reality, as demonstrated by numerous intellectual biographies.

Reduced to these traits, the messianic ethos seems to be still a philosophical tool. The
complete description of it must therefore include the specific attitudes, its unique sense of
reality, in its paradoxical structure. One must consider as part of this not only the full
political engagement or the rejection of it, but also the utopian hope, the abysmal
disillusion, the melancholy. Tarrying in the messianic tension creates specific attitudes and
feelings, “messianic pathologies” of the spirit. The messianic ethos that oscillates between
the urgency of the self-investment in the real and the refusal thereof describes a form of a
resistance to reality that has a pronounced affinity with the concept of the political itself.

There is still necessary to explain and describe these “motor-fantastical dispositions”
(motrisch-fantastisch) (Bloch). We find it in a commentary to the medieval Jewish poet,
Jehuda Halevi, written by Rosenzweig:



“The false Messiah is as old as the hope for the true Messiah. He is the
changing form of the changeless hope. He separates every Jewish
generation into those whose faith is strong enough to give themselves up to
an illusion, and those whose hope is so strong they do not allow themselves
to be deluded. The former are the better, the latter the stronger.
(Rosenzweig)*

In every generation of Jews there are some that have more faith than hope, and others that
have more hope than faith. Those who believe will anxiously invest their faith in any false
Messiah, while those who hope will always question and negate the advent. This dialectics
of hope and faith, taken to the extremes, is the emotional field in which one can find the
motor-fantastical attitudes of the Jewish intelligentsia in the Weimar Republic.

The analytics of the German-Jewish modern messianism must therefore include the
presentation of the fundamental elements of the messianic idea in Judaism, in order to be
able to recognize and discriminate the Jewish strand from other messianic constructions of
that era (which finally leads us to the discussion of Taubes’ critique of Scholem’s layout
thereof), and then, in the case of Walter Benjamin, the exegesis that identifies his
theoretical systems of messianism and the correspondent motor-fantastical attitudes. An
extension of this research to other German-Jewish intellectuals of the time would later
prove the productivity of the hypothesis of the messianic ethos. But for now we confine to
the exegesis of the works of Walter Benjamin and his biography, showing that he is a
typical case, if not a model example of the profane messianic generation.

Walter Benjamin’s theoretical systems of messianism

We were able to identify three theoretical systems of messianism. Each of them stands
under a different emotional constellation that we could document. The first one is an
anarchism dominated by a “strong messianic force”. During World War | and until the
early 1920’s, the young Benjamin professes a flat refusal of any participation, motivated
by his depiction of the real-world politics as nihilism. He seeks refuge in silence or
intellectual and emotional commerce with only a few close friends as means to reject
mythical, bloody violence (war), while the transcendent pure, divine violence, in no direct
contact with the world, is expected to distruct it to the level of its first element, the pure
and mute natural life.

The second theoretical organization of Benjamin’s messianism is to be found especially in
his Barockbuch, conceptually located alongside incapacity to decide. This new stage
comes with a more refined and precise outline that significantly clarifies and extends the
ideas that featured in the first system. As in the first period, the theoretical motor is the
dialectics of violence which are seen at work in the realm of cultural forms of expression:
as a dialectics of myth. Although he seems tempted to reevaluate the ontological

! Paul Mendes-Flohr, ,.«The Stronger and the Better Jews»: Jewish Theological Responses to Political
Messianism in the Weimar Republic”, Studies in Contemporary Jewry, vol. 7, 1991,
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framework and the clear separation between the messianic advent and the world, the
material taken into discussion in the Origin of the German Tragic Drama (that is:
Christianity) doesn’t allow it. The incapacity to decide, which is here inherent, leads to a
theory of mourning (Trauer).

The third theoretical organization of messianism is the most complex and the most
ambitious. It covers the entire mature period of Benjamin’s work which we present
alongside the concept of the weak messianic force which works in history. The weak
messianic force indicates that Benjamin submits to the separation between the realms of
salvation and of the profane which leads to a new impetus in considering anew the problem
of the political. His theoretical efforts are to be found on different levels, with numerous
different attempts and hypotheses, as it is best seen in the enormous work in the Arcades
project, as well as other important works.

The new “activism”, or, rather, this shift in the direction of Benjamin’s radicalism stems
from a reevaluation of the political as such, that now seems to be invested, emotionally,
with a desperate faith or an unfaithful hope. In the emotional dynamic of the person Walter
Benjamin, this attitude that fluctuates between faith and hope bears the signs of a troubled
life: the Marxist turn and the modified constellation of his friendships, in which now Asja
Lacis and Brecht grew to make an oppositional pair with Scholem and Adorno. Harrassed
by the lack of means, exile, sentimental and professional failures, Benjamin leaps from
moments of great and brilliant productivity to periods of acute depression, tempted by
suicide. It does not surprise, thus, that his theoretical attempts are undermined by
hesitations, retractions, and tedious reworking.

The problem of experience (Chapter Four)

The fundamental assumption of the present work is that the term “experience” has in the
Benjamin’s thought a programmatic ambiguity which speaks to his intention to leave all
problems open. The particular contexts which are discussed, for instance, Baudelaire’s
poetry, Proust’s work, Leskov’s fictions, the daguerreotypes, Chaplin’s movies, the inner
life of the cities and the ways to practice them are only so many pretexts, and are vehicles
of a constant effort to construct a new general theory of modern experience.

Thus, the aesthetic experience is not to be misinterpreted as a mere reception of the
artworks. Our reconstruction starts from the hypothesis that it will be better understood as
a “political psychology of perception” that could offer, together with a theory of historical
experience (depending on the existence of a collective historical consciousness), the
scaffolding to the reformulation of the question of the political action in our times.
Benjamin’s theory of experience would be, then, the exaggeration notwithstanding, a
fourth critique: that of the political action in modern times in which a transcendental
aesthetics join with a diffuse historical consciousness, short-circuiting the mechanisms of
concept formation, and articulate an agens of the radical transformation of the human
society.



This tasks the Benjamin’s philosophical project with the reconsideration of the modern
experience in direct link with that of the Critical School, both sharing the same profane
messianic background. The critical theory can only then function as a vehicle for a future
praxis if it is able to identify a new experience, a new pre-theoretical knowledge of the
social reality.

This fundamental intuition that the change comes already from an experience that takes
shape and generates its effects in front of us, unseen, is all but safe. It contains the same
kind of risks that follow the messianic pathology. The German-Jewish interwar
intelligentsia animated by this messianic passion takes the form of a society of intellectual
risk just as, on the other hand, it was exposed to the risks of political or moral failure.

The stakes of this game (the critique of experience), however, are very high, and too high
to fail. This game is a ,,va-banque-Spiel”. The expression, used first by Kracauer, only to
later pass to Adorno, who in turn uses it to characterize Benjamin’s work, is not confined
to the evaluation of the potential to completely reconfigure the relationship between man
and reality which photography might bring with it. The fraternity of risk also turns his eye
to the cinema, even lyrics or the surrealist movement.

Benjamin’s polemical and philosophical interest in the problem of experience runs through
his entire work. Before the World War 1, a young Benjamin advocates for a rebellion
against the authority that hides under the drapes of an adult’s “experience”. Then he
wrestles with the concept of the experience of the enlightenment, finding it inappropriate in
the space of the Kantian assemblage and, at the same time, for the philosophical necessities
of the present day, therefore advocating for a future philosophy that will work out a new,
“higher concept of experience”. Benjamin’s lasting interest in the problem of myth and
narration will take the form of a critique of the modi in the 1920s and 1930s, in which the
traditional experience constitutes itself, indebted to the narrative form. This form is shown
to be unfit to account for the new types of confrontation between man and the world of the
20" century: the world at war, the revolutions and the economic crises.

On the basis of all these critical motives, essays and observations in Benjamin’s later text
we see a risky theory of experience taking shape (though never unequivocal, complete, or
conclusive). The reflection on the historical forms of transmission are doubled now by the
indications toward a new (?) form of experience that is specific to the historical moment of
the author’s life. The traditional organization of experience, the auratic experience, has
reached its historical limits, and the intervention of newly evolved technological means
seem to contribute to shaping new ways of transmission. The technology was, of course,
already part of Benjamin’s dialectical theory of experience, but now he seems to suggest in
some places that in his present, one can observe a “second technology” coming to the fore:
photography and film which give way to a completely new way of relating with the reality
of a new social and poltical entity, the masses. The effect of this shift might lead to a total
transformation of the world that will put an end to the violent domination of the mythical
forces. This is, then, the form of Benjamin’s all out bet, in the words of Wiggershaus:



,Entweder wurde die Technik zum Mittel der Rettung, oder es gibt keine
Rettung. Entweder konnte sie in den Dienst der Liquidierung der magischen
Gewalten gestellt werden, oder es gab keine Befreiung von diesen
Gewalten.*?

The experience of the masses, made possible by the media (including photography and
film), would lead to a new construction of reality after a model that would not be the old
auratic experience. Freed from the chains of servitude, liberated from its dependency on
ritual, the art would enter in the zone of a new practice, it would become, for the first time,
political/politics. The arts would then become an instrument to change the social reality —
and not merely of its interpretation.

The fate of Benjamin’s thought and the political meaning of culture
(Chapter Five)

The fate of Benjamin’s political thought depends upon the evaluation of this new
experience. Is it indeed a new type of experience, or at least different from the auratic
experience? Is the new barbarity, or the culture of the masses indeed the very place of
change or, on the contrary, just a new surface on which the domination will again violently
exert itself? Can we really see a non-auratic culture, that is a completely new type of
experience, or we must speak of a post-auratic one, maybe even a mere reconfiguration of
the auratic experience?

In our critical analysis, Benjamin did not succeed in substantiating his claims on this
decisive point. His theory of experience, spread through numerous texts, is contradictory
and indecisive. Again the reason seems to lay in his own pathologia messianica which
prevent him from properly conducting the dialectics between the “second technology” and
the masses, to be found in the so-called “cooperation” (Zusammenspiel). The conclusion is
that this relationship between the new technology and humanity does not lead to a new
experience, but rather to the destruction of the last pockets of resistance against the status
quo, by taking the form of a new industry of consciousness, a culture industry. Culture,
then, is the place of the last battle for the concept of the political. But Benjamin’s failure
must be interpreted as a call to take up the fight for a better humanity: this time, be it less
hopeful and more faithful.

2 Rolf Wiggershaus, Die Frankfurter Schule. Geschichte, Theoretische Entwicklung, Politische Bedeutung,
Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, Miinchen, 1997, pp. 227-228.
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