
[image: image]


Inheriting Walter Benjamin


Walter Benjamin Studies

In this series devoted to the writings of Walter Benjamin each volume will focus on a theme central to contemporary work on Benjamin. The series aims to set new standards of work on Benjamin available in English for students and researchers in Philosophy, Cultural Studies and Literary Studies.

Series Editor: Andrew Benjamin, Professor of Philosophy and Jewish Thought, Monash University, Australia and Anniversary Chair in the Department of the Humanities at Kingston University, UK.

Editorial Board:

Howard Caygill, Kingston University, UK

Rebecca Comay, University of Toronto, Canada

Ilit Ferber, Tel Aviv University, Israel

Werner Hamacher, University of Frankfurt, Germany

Julia Ng, Goldsmiths College, University of London, UK

Gerhard Richter, Brown University, USA

Also available from Bloomsbury

Beckett’s Words, David Kleinberg-Levin

Dialectic of the Ladder, Ben Ware

Kafka: In the Light of the Accident, Howard Caygill

Towards the Critique of Violence, edited by

Brendan Moran and Carlo Salzani

The Late Walter Benjamin, John Schad

Catastrophe and Survival: Walter Benjamin

and Psychoanalysis, Elizabeth Stewart


Inheriting Walter Benjamin

Gerhard Richter

Bloomsbury Academic

An imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

[image: images]


Contents

1  Inheriting Benjamin Otherwise

2  Erbsünde: A Note on Paradoxical Inheritance in Benjamin’s Kafka Essay

3  Benjamin’s Blotting Paper: Writing and Erasing a Theological Figure of Thought

4  Critique and the Thing: Benjamin and Heidegger

5  The Work of Art and Its Formal and Genealogical Determinations: Benjamin’s ‘Cool Place’ between Kant and Nietzsche

6  Going with Time: A Miniature on Time and Photography after Benjamin

Notes

Index


1

Inheriting Benjamin Otherwise

Are we still inheriting Walter Benjamin? Will we ever stop inheriting him? What would it mean to stop inheriting Benjamin? What would it mean to have inherited him in the first place? If I were permitted a confessional moment, I would say that inheriting Benjamin, for me, is always also a self-inheritance. I was first introduced to Benjamin by an enlightened philosophy teacher in Gymnasium. This teacher had a special interest in the Frankfurt School and the history of philosophy with which it engages, and he read Plato, Descartes, Hegel, and others with us. One day in eleventh grade – when we had just finished reading To Have or To Be? by Erich Fromm and Dialectic of Enlightenment by Horkheimer and Adorno – the philosophy teacher unpacked a stack of yellow-greenish Suhrkamp paperbacks, announcing that we would be reading ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technical Reproducibility’ by someone named Benjamin for the next few weeks. Baffled by the writer’s apodictic and refractory way of thinking and writing, yet already sensing a deep affinity for his penetrating and poetic tropes, I began – slowly, laboriously and always, I felt, altogether incompletely – to inherit Benjamin.

What the essays gathered in the present volume add to my ongoing attempts at inheriting Benjamin over the past three decades is the double perspective whereby each reading attends to an issue raised in Benjamin’s writing while at the same time reflecting on the challenges that these issues present for the process of inheritability and transmissibility. In other words, with each turn to a specific Benjaminian passage, the chapters in this book not only engage their respective tropes, they also inquire into the conditions of possibility that reading and inheriting his corpus pose for us today. Each chapter reads Benjamin and watches itself reading Benjamin, participating in the act of inheriting his resistant legacy while seeking to pose the question of inheritance in relation to the Benjaminian archive always one more time.

No act of inheriting Benjamin could situate an heir in the position of mere successor. At least not if by successor what is meant is someone who receives a self-identical legacy consisting of fully transparent and comprehensible precepts that could be implemented at will – say, a systematically unified account of language, a set of stable political concepts or a remainderless philosophy of history. It is no accident that already the young Hegel observes, ‘with regard to the inner essence of philosophy, there are neither predecessors nor successors [in Rücksicht aufs innere Wesen der Philosophie gibt es weder Vorgänger noch Nachgänger].’1 This is so, in part, because philosophy is the site, according to Hegel’s logic, in which reason reflects on itself, an activity in which a core set of concerns is self-reflexively engaged over and over, regardless of the individual thinker who acts as the agent or site of reflection in any particular instance. Yet Hegel’s sentiment also problematizes the very notion of intellectual heritage, rather than assuming that it is self-evident and requires no further consideration.

Hegel’s apodictic statement should resonate with readers of Benjamin in our time. After all, there is nothing at all self-evident about the notion that we should know how to inherit the thinking and writing of Benjamin today. To be sure, the fascination with his style of thinking and writing continues, inviting ever-renewed acts of readerly inheritance. In fact, Benjamin’s thinking itself is rooted in the conviction that an inheritance is not only mediated by language but takes place in language. As he writes in a fragment on the mode of inheritance we call translation: ‘There is no world of thought that is not a world of language, and one only sees of the world what is presupposed by language [Es gibt keine Gedankenwelt, die nicht eine Sprachwelt wäre, und man sieht nur das an Welt, was durch die Sprache vorausgesetzt ist].’2 This preconditioning by language requires constant attunement to the textual basis of cognition, a perpetual interpretation and reinterpretation of the ways in which language makes the world what it appears to us.

It is this abiding engagement with language – both Benjamin’s, and ours with Benjamin’s language – that structures the experience of inheriting his words. As Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings put it in their recent critical biography of Benjamin, when considering the question as to why his ‘works still speak so compellingly to the general reader and the scholar alike’ today:


It was Benjamin’s genius to find the forms within which a profundity and complexity fully comparable to that of contemporaries such as Heidegger and Wittgenstein could resonate through an immediately engaging and memorable prose. Reading him is therefore a sensory, no less than intellectual, experience. It is like the first taste of a tea-soaked madeleine: dimly remembered worlds blossom in the imagination. And as the phrases linger, constellate, and begin permutation, they subtly attune themselves to an emerging recombinatory logic, slowly releasing their destabilizing potential.3



Surely, the singular intellectual and sensory pleasures that the Benjaminian archive continues to provide along with its destabilizing insights will provoke a continued engagement with his ghostly legacy. Even when Benjamin composes pedagogical radio talks for children or when he merely scribbles, as during his 1934 drug experiments with the addiction researcher Fritz Fränkel, the fascination of his writing continues to captivate readers.4

Yet there are also cases of Benjamin’s (now former) readers turning their back on him, after finding themselves unwilling or unable to continue this inheriting. For instance, the well-known German critical theorist and media scholar Norbert Bolz, who not only wrote his dissertation on the aesthetic theory of Benjamin’s friend Adorno but also has published a series of influential essays and books on Benjamin himself, recently confessed: ‘I have my doubts. I am no longer able to learn anything from Adorno or Benjamin.’5 To be sure, an heir can always refuse to inherit, though the nature of a particular inheritance may not leave one any choice in the matter, imposing itself, even inflicting itself, on the one who is to receive it. It is as though the strange inheritance that Benjamin’s often apodictic, melancholy and refractory thoughts and sentences bequeath upon us are not easy to accommodate into our received intellectual registers, especially today, some three-quarters of a century after his premature death following Nazi persecution.

At times it would seem easier to disown the inheritance of this enigmatic thinker by making him disinherit us, by rejecting a legacy or tradition of thinking that self-consciously refuses to yield the stable insight of a self-identical system of concepts. Perhaps the question for us as heirs of Benjamin is how we can inherit him today by looking at our own predicaments from his vantage point instead of reducing him to a category, this or that perceived instrumentality, function or ‘usefulness’ with respect to other motives. Such a shift in perspective would have nothing to do with uncritical piety or even hagiography. Slavoj Žižek puts it well when he avers that ‘when we are dealing with a truly great philosopher, the real question to be raised concerns not what this philosopher may still tell us, what he may still mean to us, but rather the opposite, namely, what we are, what our contemporary situation might be, in his eyes, how our epoch would appear to his thought.’6 Turning the telescope the other way, as it were, opens up possibilities for inheriting that have
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