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is unlikely that the German utopian knew the work of his French counter-
part. But we can be sure that the image of the planet Mercury teaching the
Harmonians their mother tongue would have delighted Paul Scheerbart.

Written, 10 French, in the late 1930s or 1940; unpublished in Benjamin’s lifetime.
Gesammelte Schriften, 1, 630-632. Translated by Bdmund Jephcott.

Notes

1. Paul Scheerbart {1863-1915), German author, produced poetry and prose ori-
ented toward a gently fantastic science fiction. In 1919, Benjamin had written an
unpublished review of Scheerbart’s novel Lesabéndio (1913). Zeit-Echo: Ein
Kriegs-Tagebuch der Kiinstler (Time-Echo: An Artists’ War Diary) was published
from 1914 to 1917. Two pieces by Scheerbart appeared in the journal. Benja-
min’s quotation here is actually a very free paraphrase of at least two separate
passages from Scheerbart’s short story (not an article) “In einem Privatzirkel”
(A Private Gathering).

2. Designed by the noted bridge engineer Alexandre-Gustave Eiffel (1832-1923),
the Eiffel Tower was built for the International Exposition of 1889. When the ex-
position concession expired in 1909, the tower escaped demolition only because
its value as an antenna for the new radio technology was demonstrated.

3. Georg Christoph Lichtenberg (1742-1799), German author and experimental
psychologist, was a feared satirist in his time. Yet he is best remembered today as
the first great German aphotist. More than 1,500 pages of his notes were pub-
lished posthumously; along with jokes, linguistic paradoxes, puns, metaphors,
and excerpts from other writers, they contain thousands of memorable apho-
risms. Jean Paul Richter (pen name Jean Paul; 1763-1825) wrote a series of
wildly extravagant, humorous novels that, with their blend of fantasy and real-
ism, continue to defy categorization.

4. Charles Fourier {1772-1837), French social theorist and reformer, called for a
reorganization of society based on communal agrarian associations known as
“phalansteries.” He devoted a series of books, written in a bizarre style, to the
minute elaboration of his utopian vision as set in an ideal realm which he called
HMarmony. The inhabitants of this realm, the Harmonians, would continually
change roles within different systems of production.
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There was once, we know, an automaton constructed in such a way that it
could respond to every move by a chess player with a countermove that
would ensure the winning of the game.” A puppet wearing Turkish attire
and with a hookah in its mouth sat before g chessboard placed on a large
table. A system of mirrors created the illusion that this table was transpar-
ent on all sides. Actually, a hunchbacked dwarf—a master at chess—sat in-
m&.m and guided the puppet’s hand by means of strings. One can imagine a
mw.;om.owia counterpart to this apparatus. The puppet, called “historical
materialism,”? is to win all the time. It can easily be a match for mmwcsm.m it

enlists the services of theology, which today, as we know, is small and ugly
and has to keep out of sight.

I

“It is one of the most noteworthy peculiarities of the human heart.” writes
Lotze, “that so much selfishness in individuals coexists with the mmmummw_ lack
@m envy which every present day feels toward its future.” This ovmhan<w,ﬁwo~u
E%n.mﬁom that the image of happiness we cherish is thoroughly colored by
the time to which the course of our own existence has assigned us. There is
happiness—such as could arouse envy in us-—only in the air we have
v._.mm&oau among people we could have talked to, women who could have
given themselves to us. In other words, the idea of happiness is indissolubly
bound up with the idea of redemption. The same applies to the idea of the



past, which is the concern of history. The past carries with it a secret index
by which it is referred to redemption. Doesn’t a breath of the air that per-
vaded earlier days caress us as well? In the voices we hear, 1sn’t there an
ccho of now silent ones? Don’t the women we court have sisters they no
longer recognize? If so, then there is a secret agreement between past gener-
ations and the present one. Then our coming was expected on earth. Then,
like every gencration that preceded us, we have been endowed with a weak
messianic power, a power on which the past has a ¢laim. Such a claim can-
not be sertled cheaply. The historical materialist is aware of this.

i

The chronicler who narrates events without distinguishing berween major
and minor ones acts in accord with the following truth: nothing that has
ever happened should be regarded as lost to history. Of course only a re-
deemed mankind is granted the fullness of its past—which is to say, only for
a redeemed mankind has its past become citable in all its moments. Each
moment it has lived becomes a citation a lordre du jour.* And that day is

Judgment Day.

%

Seek for food and clothing first; then
shall the Kingdom of God be granted to vou.

—Hegel, 1 8§07

Class struggle, which for a historian schooled in Marx is always in evi-
dence, is a fight for the crude and material things without which no refined
and spiritual things could exist. But these latter things, which are present in
class struggle, are not present as a vision of spoils that fall to the victor.
They are alive in this struggle as confidence, courage, humor, cunning, and
fortitude, and have effects that reach far back into the past. They constantly
call into question every victory, past and present, of the rulers. As flowers
turn toward the sun, what has been strives to turn—by dint of a secret
heliotropism—toward that sun which is rising in the sky of history. The his-
torical materialist must be aware of this most inconspicuous of all transfor-

mations.

\

The true image of the past flits by. The past can be scized only as an image
that flashes up at the moment of its recognizability, and is never seen again.
“The truth will not run away from us”: this statement by Gottfried Keller

e
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ment. For in every case these treasures have a fineage which he cannot con-
template without horror, They owe their existence not only to the efforts of
the great geniuses who created them, but also to the anonymous toil of oth-
ers who lived in the same period. There is no document of culture which is

not at the same time a document of barbarism. And just as such a document
is never free of barbarism, so barbarism taints the manner in which it was

transmitted from one hand to another. The historical materialist therefore
dissociates himself from this process of transmission as far as possible. He
regards it as his task to brush history against the grain,

Vil

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the “state of emergency” in
which we live is not the exception but the rule, We must attain to a concep-
tion of history that accords with this insight. Then we will clearly see that it
is our task to bring about a real state of emergency, and this will improve
our position in the struggle against fascism. One reason fascism has a
chance is that, in the name of progress, its opponents treat it as a historical
norm.—The current amazement thar the things we are experiencing are
“still” possible in the rwentieth century is not philosophical. This amaze-
ment is not the beginning of knowledge''—unless it is the knowledge that
the view of history which gives rise to it is untenable.

(X

My wing is ready for flight,

Twould like to turn back.

If I stayed everliving time,

Pd still have littleTuck,

—~Gerhard Scholem, “Greetings from the Angelus”i2

There is a picture by Klee called Angelus Novus. It shows an angel who
seems about to move away from something he stares ar.13 His eyes are wide,
his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how the angel of history
must look. Fis face is turned toward the past. Where a chain of evenrs ap-
pears before us, be sees one single catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage
upon wreckage and hurls it at his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken
the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing
from Paradise and has got caught in his wings; it is so strong that the angel
can no longer close them. This storm drives him irresistibly into the future,
to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him SLOws to-
ward the sky. What we call progress is this storm.
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ploitation of the proletariat. Compared to this positivistic view, Fourier’s
fantasies, which have so often been ridiculed, prove surprisingly sound.!’
According to Fourier, cooperative labor would increase efficiency to such
an extent that four moons would illuminate the sky at night, the polar ice
caps would recede, seawater would no longer taste salty, and beasts of prey
would do man’s bidding. All this illustrates a kind of labor which, far from
exploiting nature, would help her give birth to the creations that now lie
dormant in her womb. The sort of nature that (as Dietzgen puts it) “exists
gratis,” is a complement to the corrupted conception of labor.

Xi

We need history, but our need for it differs from that of the jaded idlers in the
garden of knowledge.
—Nietzsche, On the Advantages and Disadvantages of History for Life'®

The subject of historical knowledge is the struggling, oppressed class itself.
Marx presents it as the last enslaved class—the avenger that completes the
task of liberation in the name of generations of the downtrodden. This con-
viction, which had a brief resurgence in the Spartacus League,' has always
been objectionable to Social Democrats. Within three decades they man-
aged to erase the name of Blanqui almost entirely, though at the sound of
that name the preceding century had quaked.?® The Social Democrats pre-
ferred to cast the working class in the role of a redeemer of future genera-
tions, 1 this way cutting the sinews of its greatest strength. This indoctrina-
tion made the working class forget both its hatred and its spirit of sacrifice,
for both are nourished by the image of enslaved ancestors rather than by

the ideal of liberated grandchildren.

K

Every day, our cause becomes clearer and people get smarter.

—TJosef Dietzgen, Social Democratic Philosophy®

Social Democratic theory and to an even greater extent its practice were
shaped by a conception of progress which bore little relation to reality but
made dogmatic claims. Progress as pictured in the minds of the Social Dem-
ocrats was, ficst of all, progress of humankind itself (and not just advances
in human ability and knowledge). Second, it was something boundless {in
keeping with an infinite perfectibility of humanity). Third, it was considered
inevitable—something that automatically pursued a straight or spiral
course. Each of these assumptions is controversial and open to criticism.
But when the chips are down, criticism must penetrate beyond these as-
sumptions and focus on what they have in common. The concept of man-
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Origin is the goal.

—Karl Kraus, Words in Verse, vol. 122
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XVI

The historical materialist cannot do without the notion of a present which
is not a transition, but in which time takes a stand [einstebt] and has come
to a standstill. For this notion defines the very present in which he himself is
writing history. Historicism offers the “eternal” image of the past; historical
materialism supplies a unique experience with the past.2® The historical ma-
terialist leaves it to others to be drained by the whore called “Once upon a
time” in historicism’s bordello. He remains in control of his powers—nan
enough to blast open the continuum of history.

XV

Historicism rightly culminates in universal history. It may be that material-
ist histotiography differs in method more clearly from universa) history
than from any other kind. Universa) history has no theoretical armature. Tts
procedure is additive: it musters a mass of data to fll the homogeneous,
empty time. Materialist historiography, on the other hand, is based on a
constructive principle. Thinking involves not only the movement of
thoughts, but their arrest as well. Where thinking suddenly comes to a stop
in a constellation saturated with tensions, it gives that constellation a shock,
by which thinking is crystallized as a monad. The historical materialist ap-
proaches a historical object only where it confronts him as 2 monad. In this
structure he recognizes the sign of a messianic arrest of happening, or (to
put it differently) a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed
past.”” He takes cognizance of it in order to blast a specific era out of the ho-
mogeneous course of history; thus, he blasts a specific life out of the era, a
specific work out of the lifework. As a result of this method, the lifework is
both preserved and sublated i the work, the era in the lifework, and the en-
tire course of history in the era. The nourishing fruit of what is historically
understood contains time in its ingerior as a precious but tasteless seed.

XVIll

“In relation to the history of all organic life on earth,” writes a modern bi-
ologist, “the paltry fifty-millennia history of homo sapiens equates to some-
thing like two seconds at the close of a twenty-four-hour day. On this scale,
the history of civilized mankind would take up one-fifth of the last second
of the last hour.” Now-time, which, as a model of messianic time, comprises
the entire history of mankind in a tremendous abbreviation, coincides ex-
actly with the figure which the history of mankind describes in the universe.
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Historicism contents itself with establishing a causal nexus among various
moments in history. But no state of affairs having causal significance is for
that very reason historical. It became historical posthumously, as it were,
through events that may be separated from it by thousands of vears. The
historian who proceeds from this consideration ceases to tell the sequence
o<m events like the beads of a rosary. He grasps the constellation into which
his own era has entered, along with a very specific earlier one. Thus, he es-

tablishes a conception of the present as now-time shot through with splin-
ters of messianic time.

B

H:o soothsayers who queried time and learned what it had in store certainly
did not experience it as either homogeneous or empty. Whoever keeps this
in mind will perhaps get an idea of how past times were experienced in re-
membrance—namely, in just this way. We know that the Jews were prohib-
ited from inquiring into the future: the Torah and the prayers instructed
them in remembrance. This disenchanted the future, which holds sway over
all those who turn to soothsayers for enlightenment. This does not imply,
however, that mom, the Jews the future became homogencous, empty time.
For every second was the small gateway in time through which the Messiah
might enter.?®

Written February-May 1940, unpublished in Benjamin’s lifetime. Gesammelte Schriften,
1, 691-704. Translated hy Harry Zohn.

Notes

1. The first documented chess-playing automaton, known as the Turk, was made in
1770 by the Hungarian polymath scholar and inveator Baron Wolfgang von
Kempelen {1734-1804) to entertain his sovereign Maria Theresa and the Vien-
nese court. Powered by clockwork and capable of a variety of expressive move-
ments, the mustached mannequin, wearing a fur-trimmed cloak and a turban and
holding 2 long Turkish pipe in his mouth, was seated atop a maplewood cabinet
Eo::nna on wheels, an inlaid chesshoard before him; inside the cabinet, hidden
in a cramped, stuffy space lit by candlelight, a very small man operated the con-
trols and played the chess game. The automaton toured the grear cities of Europe
in 1783-1784, winning most of its matches. On Kempelen’s death, it passed ro
the Viennese showman Johann Maelzel, under whose management it gained its
greatest fame, becoming the subject of books, pamphlets, and articles, including
a detailed eyewitness account and analysis by Edgar Allen Poe, “Maelzel’s Chess



Player” (1836). In 1809 it defeated Napoleon in a game, and mnwa 1817 to
1837 it regularly toured England and America. The secret o.m the cabinet was ex-
posed in 1834 by a former operator of the mechanism, but it .82.5:& to draw
crowds. After Maelzel died in 1838, the Turk became an exhibit in a small mu-
seurn in Philadelphia, where it was gradually forgotten. It was destroyed by a
fire in 1854. ‘ . . )

2. On Benjamin’s concept of historical materialisim, see in mmﬁﬁiwm section Iof
his essay “Eduard Fuchs, Collector and Historian,” in Selected Writings, Vol-
&.3& S \M 935-1938 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, Noowvw and
Convolute N in Benjamin, The Arcades Project, traps. Howard Filand and
Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999).

3. Hermann Lotze, Mikrokosmos, vol. 3 {Leipzig, 1864}, p. 49. mww OMES?R
N13a,1 in Benjamin’s Passager-Werk (Arcades mmowwnc. Hbﬁn. (1817-1 mmtv
German philosopher, is best known for his polemic against vitalism mm@ for his
religious philosophy, which attempted to delineate human values against ﬂrw
backdrop of a modern understanding of existence. He also helped found the sci-
ence of physiclogical psychology. o

4. The French phrase citation a l"ordre du jour means am citation to be mmwwz up as
{part of) the business of the day,” “a citation of pressing concern at a given mo-
ment.” The phrase a ordre du jour Q:W also refer, in a military context, to
something mentioned in the day’s dispatches. .

5. From a Mmmnn of Hegel to K. L. von Knebel, August 30, ‘Hmmr\., in K. L. von
Knebel’s literarischer Nachlass und Briefwechsel, vol. 2 (Leipzig, 1840), p. 446.
“Granted” here tragslates zufallen—Hegel is literally saying that the kingdom
of God will “fall to your share”—just as it does in the second sentence of sec-
tion Y above, where Benjamin is literally saying that, in the case of a redeemed
humanity, its past abundantly “falls to its share.” )

6. This sentence and the next are taken from Benjamin’s essay “Eduard m:m.rm“

. Collector and Historian.” See Benjamin’s Selected Writings, Volume 3: 1935
1938 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002), p. 262. .Ooﬁcoa
Keller (1819-1890) was one of the great German-language prose stylists of the
nineteentlr century, best known for his novel Der griine mﬁ.ﬁwwn& ?)u.amms Henry;
18541855, revised version 1879-1880) and the story collection Die Leute von
Seldwyla (The People of Seldwyla; first volume 1856, mnnowﬁ volume 1874). Sce
Benjamin’s essay “Gottfried Keller” in Volume 2 of this edition. .

7. This is the historian’s task as defined by Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886), per-
haps the leading German historian of the nineteenth century, .érnmm scholarly
method and way of teaching (he was the first to give seminars in E.mﬁon.i rm.& a
great influence on Western historiography. His work, S&.ﬁr for mwnESE epito-
mizes nineteenth-century historicism, exhibits a bias against political and social
change.

8. Act 3, scene 9 (the last words of the play). o

9. Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges {1830-1889) was a French historian who spe-
cialized in ancient and medieval history. o

10. “Few will suspect how sad one had to be to m.an.ﬂazmma the resuscitation of

Carthage.” The line as Flaubert actually wrote it is: “Peu de gens devineront

12. Scholem composed his poem “Gruss vom Angelus”

15. In 1875, the Thuringian town of Gotha w

18. Nietzsche’s Vo Nutzen und Nachtei] der Historte filr das |
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combien il a fallu 8tre triste pour entreprendre de ressusciter Carthage!” Letter
to Ernest Feydeau, November 29-30, 1859, in Gustave Flaubert, Corre-
spondance, new enlarged edition {Paris: L. Conard, 1926-193 ), Volume 4:
18541861, p. 348,

11. An allusion to Aristotle’s dictum that philosophy begins in wonder (Meta-

physics, 982b).

for Benjamin’s twenty-ninth
birthday, July 15, 1921. The text of the entire poem is printed in The Corre-

spondence of Walter Benjamin, trans. Manfred R. Jacobson and Evelyn M, Ja-

cobson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), pp. 184-185. On Klee’s
Angelus Novus, which Scholem had hanging in his Munich apartment for a
while, see note 13 below.

13, The reference is to Paul Klee’s ink-wash drawing Angelus Novus {1920}, which

Benjamin owned for a time.

e

14. The Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (Social Democratic Pasty of Ger-

many), or SPD, was founded by Wilhelm Liebknecht and August Bebel in 1863,
originally as a Marxist revolutionary organization. In the course of the nine-
teenth century, partly in response to Chancellor Otto von Bismarck’s anti-So-
cialist laws of the 1880s, its policy shifted from revolutionary to social-reform-
ist. Becoming Germany’s largest political party after World War L, it adopted a
moderate reformist policy and participated in the government of the Weimar
Republic, The party was banned by the Nazis in 1933,

as the scene of a congress that united
the two leading German socialist groups as the Socialist Labor party. The new
party adopted the so-called Gotha Program, drafted by Wilhelm Licbknecht
and Ferdinand Lassalle. It was severely criticized by Marx in his “Randglossen
zum Programm der deutschen Arbeiterpartei” (written 1875, first published
1891; translated as Critique of the Gotba Program).

16. Josef Dietzgen, Samtliche Schriften (Wiesbaden, 1911), vol. 1, p. 175 (Soziai-

demokratische Philosopbie). Dietzgen (1828-1888) was a self-educated Ger-
man leatherworker who interpreted Marx for the workers and won fame as the
“philosopher of the proletariat,” later emigrating to the United States (1884,
where he edited socialist newspapers in New York and Chicago. He set out his
philosophy of democratic socialism in Das Wesen der menschlichen Kopfarbeit
{The Mature of Man’s Mental Labor; 1869). He sent the manuscript to Marx,
who in turn forwarded it to Engels with the following comment: “My opinion
is that J. Dietzgen would do better o condense all his ideas into two printer’s
sheets and have them published under his own name as a tanoer. If he publishes
them in the size he is proposing, he will discredit himself with his lack of dialec-

tical development and his way of going round in circles.” (Letter to Engels of
October 4, 1868.)

17. Charles Fourier (1772~1 837}, French social theorist and reformer, called for a

reorganization of society based on communal agrarian associations which he
called “phalansteries.” In each community, the members would continuall

y
change roles within different systems of production.

Lebern was written in
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1873 and published in 1874 as the second part of his Unzeitgemdsse
Betrachtungen (Untimely Meditations). Benjamin quotes from the opening
paragraph of Nietzsche’s preface.

19. The Spartacus Leagye was a radjcal leftist group founded by Karl Liebknecht

and Rosa Luxemburg during World War 1. In 1918 it became the German Com-

MURIst party.

Louis-Auguste Blangui (1805-1881), French revolutionary socialist and mili-

tant anticlerical, was active in all three major upheavals in nineteenth-century

France—the revolutidns of 1830 and 1848 and the Paris Commune—and was

imprisoned following each series of events. Quotations from Blanqui and

Benjamin’s commentary on him play a key role in The Arcades Profect.

21. Dietzgen, Simtliche Schriften, vol. 1, p. 176,

22, Karl Kraus, Worte in Versen, vol. 1, 2nd ed. (Leipzig, 1919}, p. 69, “Der

sterbende Mensch” (The Dying Man). Kraus (1874~1936) was an Austrian

journalist, critic, playwright, and poet. His Worte in Versen was published in
nine volumes from 1916 ro 1930, Sec Benjamin’s essay “Kar! Kraus” {1931) in

Volume 2 of this edition,

“Thickets of long ago” franslates “Dickichr des Einst.” “Tiger’s leap into the

past” translates “Tigersprung ins Vergangene.”

24. The July Revolution took place July 27-29, 1830. It toppled the government of
Charles X and led ro the proclamation of Louis Philippe as “Citizen King” (July
Monarchy).

25. See Benjamin, The Arcades Project, Convolute a2la,2.

26. “A unique experience with the past” translates “eine Erfahrung mit {der
Vergangenheit], die ecinzig dasteht.” The last word chimes with einstebt in the
first sentence of this section,

27. “Messianic arrest of happening” translates “messianische Stillstellung des Ge-
schehens.” “Oppressed past” translates “unterdriickte Vergangenheit,” which
also suggests “suppressed past.”

- These last two sections, which appear under the separate headings “A” and “B”
at the end of an early, untitled draft of the theses on history, were dropped in
Beryamin’s later drafts of the text. On account of their intrinsic interest, they are
printed as a supplement to the text in the Gesammelte Schrifien.

29. “The small gateway” translates “Die kleine Pforte,” an echo perhaps of Martin
Luther’s phrase “die enge Pforte™ {(“the narrow gate™), in his rendering of Mat-
thew 7:13-14 in the New Testament: “Enter by the narrow gate. . . . For the
gate1s narrow and the way is hard, that leads to life.”
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aralipometta to “On the Concept
of History”
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Empathy with the bast serves not least to make the past seem present. It i
no coincidence that this tendency accords very well with a positivist concep-
tion of history (as seen in'Eduard Meyer).? In the field of history, the projec-
tion of the past into thet present is analogous to the substitution of homoge-
neous configurations for changes in the physical world [Kérperwelt]. The
latter process has been identified by Meyerson as the basis of the natural
sciences (De Pexplication dans les sciences).? The former is the quintessence
of the “scientific” character of history, as defined by positivism. It is secured
at the cost of completely eradicating every vestige of history’s original
role as remembrance [Eingedenken]. The false aliveness of the past-made-
present, the elimination of every echo of a “lament” from history, marks
history’s final subjection to the modern concept of science.

- Inother words, the project of discovering “laws” for the course of histor-
._n& events is not the only means—and hardly the most subtle—of assimilat-
ing historiography to natural science. The notion that the historian’s task is

to make the past “present” [das Vergangne zu :@wﬁmm%mm:\mw&.hmx "] is guilty
of the same fraudulence, and is far less transparent.

XVlia

In the idea of classless society, Marx secularized the idea of messianic time.
wf.a, that was a good thing. It was only when the Social Democrats elevated
this idea to an “ideal” thar the trouble began. The idea] was defined in Neo-

Kantian doctrine as an “infinite [nendlich] task.” And this doctrine wasg



