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    Preliminary Remark


    The following lectures have started what will hopefully be a longstanding series of Walter Benjamin-Lectures at the University of Girona (Universitat de Girona), Spain. They were originally given in June 2014 under the auspices of the Walter Benjamin Chair (Càtedra Walter Benjamin, Memòria i Exili), which was founded in 2013, not far from Port Bou, as the world’s first academic Chair


    to provide a space for academic and cultural research around the figure of Walter Benjamin and the historical conditions of the dictatorships, the exiles and the wars under which he lived and worked. The Walter Benjamin Chair at Girona University wants to visualize the presence of this world-wide recognized figure in the Gironian territory: by an academic projection towards the exterior, and by transferring the knowledge of his work to our society.1


    The content of the lectures has been revised and extended for publication. For the most part, the verbal form of the lectures has been maintained in the written text in order not only to document the course of the lectures, but also to enable easier access to this difficult subject. In my opinion, the “genre” of published lectures still serves an important purpose in the field of humanities: by establishing a link between a wider audience and the special branches of science, between introductory considerations and the discussion of special problems of research. Moreover, the genre of lectures enables scholars to develop certain basic ideas without the permanent ballast of a comprehensive and heavily-footnoted discussion of research. In addition, in terms of language, it allows a freer oral dialogue, one which is nevertheless precise in picking up on the “regulative idea” of vivid philosophy which Plato introduced to occidental thinking: as the “living and breathing word of him who knows, of which the written word may justly be called the image.”2


    The following lectures represent a first attempt to discuss the philosophical productivity of a constellation between Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) and Walter Benjamin (1892-1940): as an approach to Benjamin which was denied, almost forbidden by Benjamin research (in some respects, with good reason) for a long time. Furthermore and beyond the limited question of the relation between these two thinkers, I want to explore how meaningful the mutual illumination of idealist and (in a narrow sense) modernist figures of metaphysical thoughts can be, and —concerning the understanding of philosophical modernity— in which direction the interweaving of certain metaphysical arguments from two of the most important, yet presumably unrelated intellectual key figures since the 18th century leads us. In line with the understanding of the genre “lectures” I have given above, references to research will be highly selective and in no way representative or even exhaustive, in order not to overload the argumentation,3 but to concentrate on just a few key arguments. These lectures are therefore meant to open up initial access to this constellation, to embark on a first and cautious exploration of its possibilities, and to promote the idea of its usefulness and meaningfulness for current philosophy by stressing some very basic arguments. It is not their aim to explore completely and fully the possible context and content of this constellation.


    I would like to thank with all my heart the Director of the Walter Benjamin Chair, Professor Dr. Jörg Rudolf Zimmer, Girona, for his overwhelming generosity and kindness in inviting me to give these lectures, and for all the enriching and exciting philosophical discussions we had on various subject matters again and again. The university of Girona can feel very blessed to have such an original philosopher in its own ranks, with such a remarkable way of thinking and writing, a philosopher who upholds the vital tradition of occidental metaphysics even if current times do not bless this tradition with good fortune. I would also like to thank Dr. Adrian Wilding of the University of Jena, for his really helpful, well-informed and thorough proofreading, from which this text has benefitted so much.

  


  
    First Lecture


    Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and Walter Benjamin:

    On their Mutual Isolation in Contemporary Theory


    I feel very honoured to speak at the “Càtedra Walter Benjamin”, a unique institution that represents not only an opportunity to think about and discuss the philosophical work of Walter Benjamin, but which also stands for the intellectual duty to uphold a certain kind of traditional and at the same time critical metaphysical philosophy: because in an age in which, to use the words of Theodor W. Adorno, the recent past sometimes appears as “Ur-history” (primal history), as continually “destroyed by catastrophes”,4 metaphysics itself may gain a new kind of urgency and responsibility for developing alternative views of “being itself”, without becoming a mere servant of any solidified affirmative ideological system that reigns in philosophy, politics or economics. For this reason I agree with the late Adorno who said in an interview: “I believe that philosophical theory is capable of creating practical effects in society much more by its own objectivity than by submitting to the rules and aims of praxis.”5 In the three Lectures at the “Càtedra Walter Benjamin”, I would therefore like to develop a new approach to the theoretical, indeed epistemological thought of Walter Benjamin, an approach that may also —as a “side effect”— bring out evidence for the necessity and possibility of metaphysics today: by showing how a “classical” metaphysics such as Hegel’s interacts productively with Benjamin’s unusual, modern version of metaphysics. We will therefore deal with Benjamin’s fundamental categories of metaphysics, i.e. with the structures of ultimate justification and categorical representation that he develops primarily in his early works, up to the book on the German Trauerspiel. In fact, Benjamin participates intensively in the powerful occidental tradition of metaphysical speculative thinking about the last and most objective concepts of “being itself” — even if he focussed much more on the historical dimension of fundamental metaphysical concepts than did, for example, Plato or Kant. But to focus, as the existing research does, on Benjamin merely as a philosopher of history, without discussing his dedication to the concept of eternal and fundamental ideas, would also implicitly ruin the idea of critique that seems essential to so-called “Critical Theory”. In fact, Critical Theory does not work without this metaphysical foundation. In order to criticise the current state of something, e.g. the existing social order, you need to have norms which do not entirely belong to, or arise from, the “damaged” present age you are criticising. Technically spoken, critical norms should not be self-referential (in contrast to self-relational) in order to work properly: i.e. they should not entirely fall under the content which they represent.6 Critique of one’s own historical age presupposes norms which, at least in part, transcend the contemporary world in order to contrast its damaged condition with an idea of something other, something better, something which is not fully marked by the conditions it needs to overcome. The justification and the content of these norms need to be at least partially free from the conditions and effects of the contemporary world, without lapsing into the idea that these norms could be “timeless” or eternal. Their claim to validity rationally transcends the borders of their own historical origin by means of their critical functions and semantic possibilities. If all of one’s ideas and norms are mere products and expression of the ideologies, beliefs and ideas of one’s own age, then an emphatic critique —that means a critique which encompasses the entire society and age— and which realises a free and rational subject, even if within the boundaries and restrictive forces of contemporary society, would be impossible. You have to reach partially beyond your era (without believing that you can entirely escape its determining conditions and limitations) in order to gain a critical perspective upon it: half child of your time, half child of every time.7 Because of this demand, thinkers like Benjamin have often mourned the impossibility of critique in the modern age, due to the disappearance of the correct intellectual distance, and therefore the possibility of critical standpoints in a society that tends to engulf all essential differences and contrasts, making them disappear within a great web of undesired participation and guilt. In Benjamin’s One-Way Street (1928), it says: “Fools lament the decay of criticism. For its day is long past. Criticism is a matter of correct distancing. It was at home in a world where perspectives and prospects counted and where it was still possible to take a standpoint.”8 In Adorno’s Minima Moralia (1951), the same argument is elaborated further:


    He who stands aloof runs the risk of believing himself better than others and misusing his critique of society as an ideology for his private interest. [...] The detached observer is as much entangled as the active participant; the only advantage of the former is insight into his entanglement, and the infinitesimal freedom that lies in knowledge as such. His own distance from business at large is a luxury which only that business confers. This is why the very movement of withdrawal bears features of what it negates.9


    Incidentally, the most famous phrase from Adorno’s whole philosophy arises out of these considerations about the possibility or impossibility of a social critique, and his reflections about its validity and scope: “[T]the antithesis, no sooner uttered, is an ideology for those wishing with a bad conscience to keep what they have. Wrong life cannot be lived rightly.”10


    In this first lecture, I will try to set up the field of my argument and explain the historical requirements that are necessary to understand my approach to Benjamin’s metaphysics. First, I want briefly to explicate the question posed in these lectures and note its necessary limitations. Secondly, I want to give you a sketch of the special complex of problems which is evoked by this field of argument and its historical grounds. Thirdly, I want to illustrate the current state of research on my topic, and why from the vantage point of the existing research the questions which I take to be fundamental do not even exist.


    Ernst Bloch, when planning to edit a volume entitled The Complete System of Philosophy (Gesamtsystem der Philosophie) in the 1920s, intended to give the section on the “Theory of Categories” to Walter Benjamin, whom he had met in 1918.11 In so doing, both continue a tradition that has been the cornerstone of occidental theoretical philosophy since the ancient Greeks. Since its Platonic and Aristotelian origins, metaphysics in general has been the (necessarily non-empirical) theory of reality in its entirety and the theory of reality’s basic, most fundamental conceptual principles.12 Thus it has dealt with four central questions. In broad terms these are:


    
      	What is that-which-has-being (das Seiende) as that-which-has-being (Seiendes)? In other words, what fundamental characteristics belong to beingness itself (Seiendheit) before something becomes or is considered a specific kind of being such as objects, persons, conditions, facts, etc?


      	Are there any levels of being itself, that means is there a highest or lowest, a more/most or less real being? In modern metaphysical thinking, this question is rephrased as follows: Which kind of being must be understood as actual, primary, maybe even in a strong or narrow sense as the only really existing kind or form of reality, to which all other kinds of being can be fully traced back or fully reduced in description? I.e. is there a kind of being in whose categories of description all other kinds of being can be completely transformed?


      	Is there an arché or a set of principles, i.e. what are the most fundamental and ultimate concepts, principles, patterns of fundamental description and grounds of being and beingness?


      	What is the most evident, most fundamental, distinct and certain kind of knowledge about being or kinds of being? How is this knowledge objectively possible and justified?

    


    The question of “categories” belongs to the third question about the most fundamental concepts and grounds of being and beingness. According to Aristotle in his Metaphysics, categories are “schemes or patterns of utterances” or “figures of predication”:13 the most general, most basic, most abstract, most simple and most essential forms of beingness and of language about beingness, such as space, time, relation, quality, quantity etc. Categories are always presupposed in every utterance because one can only form meaningful sentences and refer meaningfully to objects if a certain set of categories is already in use. Here linguistical and ontological patterns depend on each other: “In any discussion (λογος) of entities, we have previously addressed ourselves to Being; this addressing is κατηγορεισθαι.”14 It is one of the most powerful ideas of occidental philosophy that its main task consists in uncovering and justifying the systematic pattern of categories with which we always operate, which pre-empt every access to being, and to which we must constantly resort in order to be part of the world at all. The most common kind of categorical analysis always regarded categories as eternal parameters of being, and as such immune to any historical change. For philosophers such as Plato in his later works (Sophistes), categories (beingness, difference, movement, stasis, identity) are objective entities outside the origin and grasp of human subjects, so-called ideas, which frame the architecture of being itself.15 For others, such as Immanuel Kant, categories belong primarily to the transcendental features of the subject itself, not to objective being-in-itself. According to Kant, categories are employed spontaneously by the subject to conceptually shape empirical reality in the form of “pure” schematic patterns of synthesis in propositions.16 But despite their differences over the ontologically subjective or objective status of categories, both Plato and Kant would agree with the assertion that categories need to be supratemporal in order to provide the kind of fundamentality and universality which they claim.


    Walter Benjamin, who always saw himself as a philosopher in the great occidental tradition of metaphysics following Plato and Kant in particular,17 did not agree with this assumption about the timelessness of categorical structures and its platonic separation from the empirical world. At the same time, he always insisted on the necessity of objective fundamental ideas which provide the ontological norms of being itself, and which cannot be described by empirical means or the naturalistic methods of science. Benjamin, especially in his works up to the Trauerspiel book, emphasized against the neo-Kantianism of the late 19th century and against Husserl’s phenomenology, that categorical concepts include a “temporal core” rather than having their truth “as something invariable to the movement of history”,18 as Adorno put it. But this does not mean that the categories, which Benjamin —platonically— calls “ideas”, are merely subject to historical change, i.e. a pure effect of preceding historical forces, so that every age could have an almost completely new set of fundamental structures of being and knowledge. The most essential ways of world-perceiving cannot simply be dependent on the “Zeitgeist” and the ideologies of the current state of society and being. Because it is through them and thereby through metaphysics, that we are able fundamentally to gain a critical distance and perspective on the discourses of our age. Metaphysical categories, therefore, are not purely formal and empty forms of conceptuality like in Kant, but semantically rich productive patterns of finite determined meaning in themselves, even before empirical meaning arises from them in their application; Benjamin shares this idea of categoriality with Hegel.19 Later on, Michel Foucault in his ground-breaking work Order of Things (1966) radically historicises the elementary forms of our knowledge with his idea of epistemological ages which organise the order of empirical knowledge in completely different, almost arbitrary ways.20 Instead of this, Benjamin develops a highly complex theory in which categorical forms and historical phenomena are mutually dependent and mutually inclusive: the interrelationship of categorical ideas conditions the determined historical phenomena and is at the same time conditioned by them. Essential to the justification and explanation of this theory are the concepts of “origin” (Ursprung) and “monad” (Monade) as developed in the Epistemo-Critical Prologue, the main source of Benjamin’s metaphysics, since it represents his most systematic attempt to outline his metaphysical theory. An idea, which captures the essence and most universal of phenomena,21 “has history, in the sense of content, but not in the sense of a set of occurrences which have befallen it. Its history is inward in character and is not to be understood as something boundless, but as something related to essential being, and it can therefore be described as the past and subsequent history of this being.” (OR, 47; GS I.1, 227) Therefore, ideas are given in the form of an “origin” (Ursprung):


    Origin, although an entirely historical category, has, nevertheless, nothing to do with genesis [Entstehung]. The term origin is not intended to describe the process by which something emerges from the process of becoming and disappearance, but rather to describe that which emerges from the process of becoming and disappearance. Origin is an eddy in the stream of becoming, and in its current it swallows the material involved in the process of genesis. That which is original is never revealed in the naked and manifest existence of the factual; its rhythm is apparent only to a dual insight. On the one hand it needs to be recognized as a process of restoration und re-establishment, but, on the other hand, and precisely because of this, as something imperfect and incomplete. (OR, 45; GS I.1, 226)


    For Benjamin, the “causa formalis” of ideas needs to be described by a term from Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz:


    The idea is a monad. The being that enters into it, with its past and subsequent history, brings —concealed in its own form— an indistinct abbreviation of the rest of the world of ideas, just as, according to Leibniz’s Discourse on Metaphysics (1686), every single monad contains, in an indistinct way, all the others. The idea is a monad —the pre-stabilized representation of phenomena resides within it, as in their objective interpretation. (OR, 47; GS I.1, 228)


    As this quotations show, ideas do not arise from history as do normal historical phenomena, according to the logic of “becoming and disappearance”. They emerge from the becoming and disappearance of history, that is, they “temporally exceed temporality”.22 Their historicity changes the concept of history itself. Benjamin develops a paradoxical double-relation of ideas: just as ideas stand outside of the process of historical determination, they simultaneously inhabit the essence of historical change. Benjamin achieves this by transferring historicity from the outside (that is, from its function as cause and ground of ideas), to the inside (that is, to the essential inner form and content of ideas). The way in which ideas represent the universal and essential characteristics of being must be seen as radically historical: because they put the empirical elements of the determinate being in such a “constellation” that their historical disparities become meaningful for their eternal shape. The essential and somehow eternal conceptual core of a determinate being can be grasped without ignoring the fact that it is only given within the temporary realm of history. Furthermore, the essential elements of its idea are only historically given and must be assembled as idea in a way that preserves and emphasizes the historical index.23 Following Benjamin, this can only be achieved if the conceptual or logical infrastructure of the idea is conceived as “Darstellung”: an important German philosophical term that is very hard to translate and which is not to be confused with “representation”. It will be discussed in more detail in the third lecture.


    All the arguments we have just mentioned, together with the aim of reconciling universality and temporality within metaphysical ideas, link Walter Benjamin to a philosopher who is usually considered as far removed from Benjamin as possible: Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831). In these lectures, I will argue that Benjamin’s thinking maintains deep and essential hidden affinities with the philosophy of Hegel, affinities which allow us to gain a better understanding of Benjamin’s seemingly obscure metaphysical theory. Thus the core of my argument is to demonstrate how the metaphysical speculations of both thinkers coincide in surprising ways and to show what we can learn from this about Benjamin’s thinking. In performing such a difficult and in a sense remote task, we will have to make certain restrictions and clarifications on what we try to accomplish, in order to secure our results against certain obvious objections by the academic community. First of all, I am not trying to make Walter Benjamin into a Hegelian or claim that he actually derives all of his theory from a Hegelian framework. The many contradictions and divides between early Critical Theory and German Idealism can’t be ignored, because they are too strong and important for understanding many of the genuine and original impulses in Walter Benjamin’s work. Benjamin’s way of thinking and his self-understanding as a philosopher distances itself likewise from Neo-Kantian philosophy of the late 19th century, German Idealism and its successors as well as from newer movements such as Phenomenology or Fundamental Ontology (Heidegger) —although certain of his ideas can be compared with each of these or even traced back to them. In recent decades, these connections with important contemporary and past intellectual frameworks of Benjamin’s thinking have come more and more to light. Luckily, Benjamin wasn’t the radical “solitaire” he often claimed to be, even if his ideas and arguments, because of his sometimes hermetic way of writing, often appear to be isolated, unique and unprecedented.24 Thus we will concentrate on the relation between his logical, categorical concepts as developed in the Epistemo-Critical Prologue, and Hegel’s project of a metaphysical logic. That means we isolate similar ontological and epistemological basic structures in Benjamin’s early thinking, concentrating on the main metaphysical principles he develops, before comparing them with some of Hegel’s most basic and essential assumptions and presuppositions. Thus all the differences, contradictions and incompatibilities between Benjamin and Hegel and their diverse historical backgrounds and intentions will be ignored so as to gain a fresh outlook on the way Benjamin develops some of his most fundamental philosophical principles. In so doing we will become aware of some objective correspondences between both philosophers in the way each constructs their theory, something that tells us much about certain problem-solving strategies in philosophy, strategies which coincide even in seemingly remote thinkers.


    This question and approach, by the way, is inspired by Benjamin’s own way of dealing with the history of philosophy. The way in which Benjamin often relates seemingly incompatible thinkers and their ideas with each other and with his own, often contradictory thinking —the way he selectively assimilated or approached Plato, Leibniz, Kant, Carl Schmitt, Husserl, Heidegger (to name just a few)— can be a model for our attempt to relate Benjamin’s doctrine of categories to the thinker he seemingly despised: Hegel. The problem which emerges from this approach concerns more the kind of justification that such an inquiry requires. If we have to assume, for some good biographical reasons, that on an intentional level Benjamin refused Hegel’s thinking for a certain time, and if we have to assume furthermore, that he didn’t even know Hegel’s philosophy particularly well in the beginning (which we know from the facts), then how justified and meaningful could our results be? In my opinion, there are above all two answers to this methodological challenge. First, the latent presence of some Hegelian motifs in Benjamin’s work can be explained by the methodological insight that real historical interferences can be highly indirect, unconscious, unintentional and transsubjective.25 The explanation for elements of Hegelian thought in Benjamin’s metaphysics can draw upon the fact that Hegelianism had an enormous influence upon 19th Century German philosophy, and on the fact that hidden concepts, figures of thought and patterns of argumentation from Hegel expanded into all fields of philosophical thinking, even into schools of thought opposed to Hegelianism. This shows how the coherence and contiguity of a certain tradition determines the effect of its concepts and meanings partly behind the backs of subjects, and without them knowing exactly where all the elements that hover around them in contemporary thinking and the dominant discourse actually come from. What we know, how we know and why we know something, how this knowledge is transferred and even what grounds we believe to have found for this knowledge, do not entirely remain in our control and are not fully transparent to us. In this way, psychoanalytic-like presuppositions about the unconscious ground of our thinking have always been part of rational concepts of the genesis of knowledge since Plato. Hans-Georg Gadamer has expressed this point about the epistemological limitations of consciousness about our knowledge and self-reflection in radical terms:


    In fact history does not belong to us; we belong to it. Long before we understand ourselves through the process of self-examination, we understand ourselves in a self-evident way in the family, society, and state in which we live. The focus of subjectivity is a distorting mirror. The self-awareness of the individual is only a flickering in the closed circuits of historical life. That is why the prejudices of the individual, far more than his judgments, constitute the historical reality of his being.26


    Hence, to explain Benjamin’s partial affinity and closeness to Hegel in terms of influence-relations, means to accept the reasonable assumption that much of our knowledge is not based on our intentions and not open to self-conscious access. That is also why criticism of ideology (Ideologiekritik), as introduced by Marx and continued by Benjamin, Roland Barthes or Theodor W. Adorno, will always remain a necessary function of conscious social responsibility. Because there will always be, based on our limited and at the same time historical essence as humans, a huge dark area within ourselves, a field unknown to ourselves and with huge influence on our knowledge and behaviour that can easily be occupied by manipulative forces.


    Second, we can actually explain the closeness of Benjamin to Hegel in certain aspects of their metaphysics without reference to causal influences, no matter how direct or indirect, intentional or unconscious. Interestingly, the most suitable theory for this kind of explanation in contemporary German philosophy was developed via a history of German Idealism, but based on a fundamental methodological idea drawn from Walter Benjamin: that is, the methodology by which we can explain the relation between Benjamin and Hegel already embodies Benjamin’s method. This methodology is called “constellation studies” (Konstellationsforschung), and was developed by Dieter Henrich.27 Constellation studies does not explore actual influences and effects but rather objective systems of resemblances and differences. Connections are considered as parts of a complex web of thoughts within the questions, problems, tendencies and terms of a certain time or age, rather than as isolated effects of real contacts between philosophers. Meaningful relations between theories appear as feedback mechanisms within a resonance chamber that is the real subject of the connections discussed. Constellation studies emphasizes that different authors and even different schools of thought within a certain age have the same “motivational resource”.28 I.e. thinkers are often working on essentially the same problems and on elaborating the same terms and ideas, called “the background situation”; even and especially when they are intentionally opposed and belong to different philosophical paradigms and schools. Benjamin shares with Hegel an interest in questions of ultimate justification, categorical philosophy and the exploration of the term “idea” within the range of the occidental paradigm of Platonism.29 Both then can be understood as philosophers who try to justify a certain kind of metaphysics and its explanatory claims under the conditions of an anti-metaphysical or at least metaphysics-critical modern age. Even if both of them develop these questions in different directions and with different premises, they coincide in certain important fundamental results, also because their particular understanding of the problem arises out of a highly similar critique of Kant.


    So, at least the approach by which we can compare Benjamin’s and Hegel’s metaphysics can be justified. Next we have to understand why this comparison is not only justified but meaningful and helpful for grasping what Benjamin is doing in his epistemological and ontological reflections. That does not imply any mystification or worship of Hegel. Neither is Hegel considered as the greatest character in western philosophy, someone with such gravity that every meaningful philosophy falls back towards him even as it tries to free itself from his thinking. Nor is Hegel seen as the sublime and timeless norm of every possible philosophy, such that you have to come close to his thinking if you are to achieve something great in philosophy. In his inaugural lecture The Order of Discourse (1970), Michel Foucault stated:


    But to make a real escape from Hegel presupposes an exact appreciation of what it costs to detach ourselves from him. It presupposes a knowledge of how close Hegel has come to us, perhaps insidiously. It presupposes a knowledge of what is still Hegelian in that which allows us to think against Hegel; and an ability to gauge how much our resources against him are perhaps still a ruse which he is using against us, and at the end of which he is waiting for us, immobile and elsewhere.30


    Foucault’s remark implies the idea of a self-mastery regarding the intellectual forces that are still at work in our thinking, and the demand for a permanent enlightenment concerning the problems and questions that we are still facing and which are not entirely our own. Despite how Hegel is appreciated, this is part of the necessary reflexivity and spiritual discipline that the humanities offer and demand from every participant.


    In order to do this, we have to start with the superficial diagnosis that has determined the Benjamin-scholarship up to now: the unrelatedness or oppositional relation of Benjamin to Hegel. Before getting to the more substantial reasons that are given for this, it is useful to quote some remarks from letters and articles which clearly show Benjamin’s personal contempt for Hegel and his discomfort with what he sees as the idealist rage for totality and systematicity. While he is still studying in Bern, Benjamin writes in a letter to his friend Ernst Schoen dated December 28, 1917: “Hegel seems to be awful!” (CR, 109; BR I, 166). One year later, Benjamin reports ironically to Gershom Scholem on a seminar paper he has given dealing with parts of the Phenomenology of Spirit:


    Here I am harvesting seminar laurels (laurea communis minor) with papers on Bergson and on a paragraph of Hegelian phenomenology [...]. The Hegel I have read [...] has so far totally repelled me. If we were to get into his work for just a short time, I think we would soon arrive at the spiritual physiognomy that peers out of it: that of an intellectual brute, a mystic of brute force, the worst sort there is: but a mystic, nonetheless. (CR, 112f.; BR I, 170)


    Similar to Adorno’s later characterization of Friedrich Schiller in Minima Moralia,31 Hegel here appears as origin and incarnation of bourgeois thinking: an extensive expression of the brute force of abstract rationality that expresses itself historically in different kinds of social, economic, psychological and intellectual repression. But Benjamin’s first encounter with Hegel dates back to his involvement in the reform movement of Gustav Wyneken prior to 1912, when Benjamin was still in school and got excited about liberal-democratic ideas of reforming the life of students —a program which, in Benjamin’s own words, “is built upon Hegelian philosophy”. In the same letter, Benjamin states that his intellectual development during this five year period of time was very much dependent on “the name Hegel, as a program, not as a dogma!”.32 Later on, in his studies in Freiburg and Berlin, when Benjamin came under the influence of the strong philosophical movement of Neo-Kantianism and, for whatever reasons, shared his teacher’s contempt for Hegel (Hegel was of course something of a red rag to the Neo-Kantians),33 this influence made it even harder for him to gain a neutral, unemotional relation to Hegel. Externally, his academic Neo-Kantian socialization inculcated in Benjamin a refusal of Hegel’s philosophy before he had even started to learn in a more systematic way about Hegel through his own reading. Internally, Benjamin’s attempt to overcome his juvenile enthusiasm for a certain kind of socio-political reform movement, an attempt that ended unhappily in conflict with Gustav Wyneken, encouraged him to break with Hegel as the symbol of his former ideas. How affective and autobiographical this refusal of Hegel really was, and how little grounded in an actual reading, becomes obvious in the intellectual development which followed, namely Benjamin’s work on his dissertation on German Romanticism: because already the way in which Benjamin turn away from Kant and criticise him, comes very close to the critique of Kant delivered by Hegel. After the mid-1920’s there are no more harsh verdicts by Benjamin on Hegel. Instead of a general refusal, Benjamin now seeks partial connections to Hegel, or at least combines the questionable aspects he sees in Hegel with affirmative judgments. Already while writing the Trauerspiel book, for example, Benjamin writes to Gershom Scholem (19. Februar 1925) about how important Hegel’s theory of tragedy could be to his thinking:


    To be sure, I have lost all sense of proportion in the course of working on this project. It now also has a new theory of tragedy; in large part, it derives from [Christian] Rang. It cites Rosenzweig extensively, much to [Gottfried] Salomon’s displeasure, who maintains that everything that Rosenzweig has to say about tragedy has already been said by Hegel. And this may even be possible. I have not been able to go through the entire Aesthetics. (CR, 261; BR I, 373)


    At the time as Benjamin is working on the Trauerspiel book, i.e. 1924/ 1925, he also starts to read Georg Lukács’s History and Class consciousness (1923) for the first time. And as for many intellectuals in the 1920’s, this book becomes the major influence on him and the most important source from which he derives his knowledge of and attitude towards Marxism. The whole Western tradition of Marxism, i.e. the theoretical affiliation with Marx outside the (later) Eastern-bloc-states and their Marxist-Leninist state ideology, goes back to the way in which Lukács develops concepts like alienation or reification as primary conditions of modern life in capitalistic societies.34 It is astonishing to see that Benjamin’s involvement with Lukács starts with the expectation of finding in him an opponent, because of the Hegelian roots of Lukács’ Marxism: “By the way, I want to study Lukács’s book as soon as possible and I would be surprised if the foundations of my nihilism were not to manifest themselves against communism in an antagonistic confrontation with the concepts and assertions of Hegelian dialectics.” (CR, 248; BR I, 355; 16. September 1924, to Gershom Scholem) But soon after his reading, Benjamin has already taken over certain central ideas and notions from the indeed strong Hegelianism of Lukács’s Marxism. These can easily be recognized in the way Lukács emphasizes and develops the epistemological foundations of Marxist theory with the help of Hegelian instruments without erasing the materialistic critique of Hegel. From Lukács, Benjamin derives crucial impulses towards the key epistemological and ontological foundations of his philosophy as expressed in the Epistemo-Critical Prologue: but all of these impulses in Lukács are rooted in Hegel’s idea of truth and being. The idea of the temporality of truth, the idea of the normative difference between truth and knowledge or correctness (Wahrheit und Erkenntnis/ Richtigkeit), the dialectics of subject and object, the idea of a general need for mediation and the critique of all apparent immediacy or intellectual intuition (intellektuelle Anschauung), the idea of a complex and unrestrained concept of experience, and the idea of a universal reason that expresses itself in philosophy: all these elements and even more Benjamin learns from Lukács, who in turn admittedly gains them from his reading of Hegel. In his book, Lukács states: “what the real intention of this work is: to make the question of dialectical method —as a vivid and current topic— the subject-matter of a new discussion.”35 Benjamin’s Epistemo-Critical Prologue can be seen as an attempt to provide his own version of this intellectual goal.


    Another important clue to the elective affinity between Benjamin and Hegel is given by Ernst Bloch who, in his Marxist Propaedeutics, just after a description of Benjamin’s micrological method, states: “The micrological and the systematical ability often support each other; this can be learned best by reading Hegel’s Phenomenology.”36 In a letter from January, 20th 1930, Benjamin then utters a desire to develop an epistemology for the upcoming Arcades Project (Passagen-Werk) which would be analogous to the Epistemo-Critical Prologue, and which names Hegel as its main source:


    I now see that I will at least need to study some aspects of Hegel and some parts of Marx’s Capital to get anywhere and to provide a solid scaffolding for my work. It now seems a certainty that, for this book as well as for the Trauerspiel book, an introduction that discusses epistemology is necessary —especially for this book, a discussion of the theory of historical knowledge. (CR, 359; BR II, 506)


    The anthology German Men and Women, published by Benjamin in 1936, which consists of a series of historical letters, contains a letter by David Friedrich Strauß which describes the death of Hegel. By including this in his anthology, Benjamin acknowledges the major historical significance that Hegel has given to a whole era of thinking. And finally, Theodor W. Adorno notes in a letter from 1934 to Benjamin in response to the latter’s work on Kafka: “you are probably not aware of that, but it is really astonishing what dense relations (dichte Beziehungen) this work maintains with Hegel.”37


    It is very surprising, therefore, that Benjamin-research has almost completely ignored these clues and has maintained, starting from the early harsh rejections of Hegel by Benjamin, that Hegel must be seen as his greatest and most important opponent. I won’t list all the many examples of this doxa I have found in Benjamin studies.38 The following quote by Fred Rush gives a good idea of what I am talking about:


    Benjamin was all but untouched by Hegel, whose cast of mind he found “repellent”. Remaining outside the agenda that Hegel set, Benjamin could develop a highly original alternative account of the structure of art and knowledge, that could be used as an antidote to classical, totalizing Hegelian and Marxist ways of thinking about these matters. Of course Benjamin did not conjure his account out of thin air. It has historical antecedents in the Romanticism of the so-called Jena circle that drew its philosophical sustenance from the very thinker whose views Hegel displaced: Kant.39


    Rush’s statement unfortunately mixes appropriate remarks on aspects that Benjamin indeed refuses in Hegel with inappropriate inferences about the general relationship of Benjamin’s thinking to Hegel. Moroever, it sets up a contradiction between Benjamin’s reading of Early Romanticism (esp. Novalis and Friedrich Schlegel) and Hegel that disregards the intricate relation of German romantic philosophy to idealistic thinking.40 But most unfortunately, it grounds Romanticism in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, which is at least one-sided; it thereby presents Kant as Benjamin’s major source and model. At the beginning of the next lecture, I will comment on Benjamin’s relation to Kant in more detail. At this point, I would like to remind you of a quote from Benjamin in a letter to Ernst Schoen (May 1918): “The greatest adversary of these [i.e. his own] thoughts is always Kant.” (CR, 125; BR I, 187) The existing Benjamin-research overlooks such quotes, always making the same error in reasoning. The most obvious aspects of the opposition between Benjamin and Hegel, which of course have to be taken into account, are irrationaly generalized, so that in the end Benjamin and Hegel share nothing more than their mere differences. Bearing in mind that the more philosophical and systematic aspects of Benjamin’s thinking, i.e. his ontological and epistemological considerations, have been relegated by German Benjamin-research, and that these very aspects include strong objective links to Hegel’s thinking, it doesn’t come as a surprise to see this kind of reception. In recent years there have been only a few exceptions to this rule: e.g. Michel Palmier’s comprehensive study of Walter Benjamin’s ideas and influences, and Eli Friedlander’s concise philosophical portrait, both of which dare to reconstruct more thoroughly than before the underlying philosophical implications and correlations within and beyond Benjamin’s work.41 One should also mention that in Germany, the Benjamin-research is conducted primarily within literary studies rather than in philosophy departments. And it is characterised by a more or less latent cult of genius which considers Benjamin’s work as literary rather than philosophical and as something singular or unique, incapable of being integrated in philosophical traditions or confined within the limits of systematic thinking.
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