benjamin theses on the philosophy of history

benjamin theses on the philosophy of history form a pivotal framework for understanding
historical materialism and the interpretation of history through a critical, Marxist lens. Walter
Benjamin’s "Theses on the Philosophy of History," written in 1940, challenges conventional historicism
and offers a profound critique of progress and historiography. This article explores Benjamin's
complex ideas, including his concepts of historical materialism, the critique of progress, and the role
of memory and catastrophe in history. By examining his theses, readers gain insight into the
dialectical approach Benjamin employs to rethink history as a field shaped by power, ideology, and
the struggles of the oppressed. This overview also highlights the influence of his work on
contemporary philosophy and critical theory. The discussion unfolds through an organized analysis of
key themes, providing a comprehensive understanding of Benjamin’s contributions to the philosophy
of history.

e Background and Context of Benjamin’s Theses

e Core Concepts in Benjamin’s Philosophy of History
e Critique of Historicism and Progress

e The Role of Memory and the “Angel of History”

¢ Implications for Contemporary Historical Thought

Background and Context of Benjamin’s Theses

Benjamin’s theses were composed during a turbulent period marked by the rise of fascism and World
War Il. These theses reflect his urgent response to the political and social crises of his time,
embedding his philosophical reflections within historical materialism. They were written as notes to a
larger, never-completed project on history and historiography. Benjamin’s work is deeply influenced
by Marxist theory, but it also challenges orthodox Marxism by infusing it with a unique interpretive
method that emphasizes the fragmentary and dialectical nature of history.

Historical and Intellectual Context

Walter Benjamin was a German-Jewish philosopher and cultural critic whose work spanned aesthetics,
politics, and history. His "Theses on the Philosophy of History" emerged as a critique of both historical
materialism and the prevailing historicism that dominated academic history. The backdrop of the rise
of Nazi Germany and the failure of revolutionary movements influenced his pessimistic yet
revolutionary outlook on history.



Purpose and Structure of the Theses

The theses are a series of short, aphoristic reflections rather than a systematic treatise. Each thesis
addresses different aspects of historical knowledge, the nature of time, and the function of historical
materialism. Benjamin intended to provoke a radical rethinking of history’s purpose and method,
opposing the idea that history is a linear, objective record of human progress.

Core Concepts in Benjamin’s Philosophy of History

Central to Benjamin’s philosophy of history is the concept of dialectical materialism, which he adapts
to critique traditional historical narratives. His theses emphasize the importance of recognizing history
as a site of struggle, shaped by the perspectives of the oppressed rather than the victors. Key
concepts include the critique of progress, the notion of historical materialism, and the temporal
structure of history.

Dialectical Materialism and Historical Materialism

Benjamin reinterprets Marx'’s historical materialism by arguing that history should be understood
dialectically—through tensions and contradictions—rather than as a seamless, progressive unfolding.
This approach highlights how dominant historical narratives often serve the interests of power and
suppress revolutionary potential.

Critical Approach to Historical Progress

Benjamin challenges the Enlightenment ideal of history as continuous progress. He argues that what
is often regarded as progress is frequently a process of destruction and catastrophe for marginalized
groups. His critique calls for a recognition of history’s ruptures and the importance of memory in
resisting dominant narratives.

Concept of “Jetztzeit” (Now-Time)

One of Benjamin’s pivotal ideas is “Jetztzeit,” or “now-time,” which refers to moments when history
can be seized and reinterpreted to disrupt the continuum of progress. These moments allow for
revolutionary intervention, transforming the understanding of the past to influence the present and
future.

Critique of Historicism and Progress

Benjamin’s theses mount a powerful critique against historicism, the dominant mode of interpreting
history in his time. Historicism treats history as a linear and objective sequence of events, often
legitimizing the status quo and political power. Benjamin counters this with his concept of dialectical
images and the need to recognize history’s ruptures and discontinuities.



Historicist View of History

Historicism assumes that history unfolds according to laws and that historians can objectively
reconstruct the past. Benjamin critiques this view for ignoring the ideological functions of history and
for its complicity with oppressive regimes.

History as a Site of Struggle

Benjamin insists that history is not impartial but a battleground where different groups contest
meaning and power. He emphasizes that the perspective of the oppressed should be central to
historical interpretation, challenging dominant narratives that often erase or marginalize these voices.

The Catastrophe and Progress

In Benjamin’s view, what is often called historical progress is intertwined with catastrophe. He
famously describes the “Angel of History” looking backward at the wreckage of the past, propelled
forward by the storm of progress. This metaphor underscores the destructive consequences masked
by the ideology of progress.

The Role of Memory and the “Angel of History”

Memory plays a crucial role in Benjamin’s theses, serving as a counterforce to the dominant historical
narrative. His use of the “Angel of History” metaphor encapsulates his view of history as a series of
catastrophes rather than a smooth progression. This section explores the symbolic and theoretical
dimensions of memory and the Angel.

The Angel of History

The Angel of History is a powerful image introduced by Benjamin to illustrate the tension between
progress and catastrophe. The angel faces the past, witnessing the accumulation of destruction, while
being driven irresistibly forward into the future. This figure embodies the dialectic of historical time
and the critical stance Benjamin urges historians to adopt.

Memory as Resistance

Benjamin positions memory as an act of resistance against the forgetfulness imposed by dominant
histories. By remembering the struggles and sufferings of the oppressed, history can be reactivated
as a tool for emancipation rather than a justification for power.

Historical Materialism and Messianic Time

Benjamin’s concept of messianic time disrupts linear chronology by introducing the potential for
sudden, transformative events. This idea aligns with his broader emphasis on “now-time,” moments



when history can be seized and redeemed through revolutionary action.

Implications for Contemporary Historical Thought

Benjamin’s theses continue to influence contemporary philosophy, historiography, and critical theory.
His critique of historicism and emphasis on memory and catastrophe resonate in discussions about
the politics of history, trauma studies, and postcolonial theory. This section outlines the lasting impact
of his work.

Influence on Critical Theory and Philosophy

Benjamin’s work has become foundational for the Frankfurt School and broader critical theory. His
ideas challenge historians and philosophers to consider the ideological dimensions of historical
narratives and the potential for history to serve emancipatory ends.

Applications in Trauma and Memory Studies

The emphasis on memory and the recognition of catastrophe have informed studies of historical
trauma, Holocaust memory, and collective remembrance. Benjamin’s insights help frame how
societies confront and interpret painful pasts.

Relevance to Postcolonial and Social Justice Discourses

Benjamin’s focus on the perspective of the oppressed and the critique of dominant historical
narratives align with postcolonial critiques and social justice movements. His philosophy encourages a
reexamination of history to uncover silenced voices and challenge hegemonic power structures.

Summary of Key Contributions

e Critique of historicism and linear progress narratives

Introduction of dialectical materialism into historiography

Emphasis on memory and the politics of remembrance

Concept of “now-time” as revolutionary historical moments

Metaphor of the Angel of History highlighting catastrophe



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main idea of Walter Benjamin's ‘'Theses on the
Philosophy of History'?

Walter Benjamin's 'Theses on the Philosophy of History' critiques historicism and presents a
philosophy of history that emphasizes the importance of remembering the oppressed and

marginalized, arguing that history should be viewed from the perspective of those who have been
forgotten or victimized.

How does Benjamin define the concept of 'historical
materialism' in his theses?

Benjamin reinterprets historical materialism as a critical method that rejects the idea of history as a
continuous, progressive narrative and instead focuses on moments of rupture and the potential for
revolutionary change by seizing the ‘'now of recognizability' in historical events.

What is the significance of the 'Angel of History' in Benjamin's
theses?

The 'Angel of History' is a metaphor Benjamin uses to describe a figure who looks back at the past
and sees a continuous pile of wreckage and catastrophe, symbolizing how history is often perceived
as a series of disasters, challenging the notion of linear progress.

Why does Benjamin criticize the traditional historicist
approach to history?

Benjamin criticizes traditional historicism for treating history as a neutral, objective, and continuous
progression, ignoring the violence and suffering involved and failing to account for the perspectives of
the oppressed or the revolutionary potential within historical moments.

How does Benjamin's concept of 'dialectical image' function in
his philosophy of history?
The 'dialectical image' in Benjamin's philosophy refers to a moment where past and present collide,

allowing a sudden insight or awakening that disrupts the conventional understanding of history and
reveals hidden truths about power and oppression.

What role does memory play in Benjamin's 'Theses on the
Philosophy of History'?
Memory, especially collective and traumatic memory, is central to Benjamin's thesis as it serves to

resist the erasure of marginalized histories and enables a critical engagement with the past that
challenges dominant narratives.



How has Benjamin's ‘'Theses on the Philosophy of History'
influenced contemporary historical and cultural studies?

Benjamin's work has profoundly influenced critical theory, cultural studies, and historiography by
encouraging scholars to question linear historical narratives, focus on marginalized voices, and
consider the political implications of how history is written and remembered.

What is the political implication of Benjamin's 'Theses on the
Philosophy of History'?

The political implication is that history is not neutral but is shaped by power relations; recognizing this
enables revolutionary potential by inspiring oppressed groups to reclaim their histories and challenge
dominant, oppressive narratives.

Additional Resources

1. “Walter Benjamin and the Philosophy of History” by Andrew Benjamin

This book offers a comprehensive introduction to Walter Benjamin’s thoughts on history, focusing on
his critique of historicism and his concept of history as a constellation of moments. Andrew Benjamin
explores Benjamin’s unique approach to historical materialism and his influence on contemporary
philosophical debates. The work is accessible to readers new to Benjamin while providing in-depth
analysis for scholars.

2. “The Arcades Project” by Walter Benjamin

A seminal work by Benjamin himself, "The Arcades Project" is an unfinished collection of reflections
and notes on 19th-century Parisian arcades, serving as a profound meditation on history, culture, and
modernity. It exemplifies Benjamin’s method of historical analysis through fragments and allegories,
challenging traditional linear narratives. This work is essential for understanding his philosophy of
history.

3. “On the Concept of History” (Theses on the Philosophy of History) by Walter Benjamin

This short but influential essay presents Benjamin’s critique of historicism and his concept of history
as a site of struggle between oppressors and the oppressed. The “Theses” introduce key ideas such
as the “angel of history” and the notion of “dialectical images.” It remains a foundational text for
critical theory and historiography.

4. “Walter Benjamin: A Critical Life” by Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings

This biography delves deeply into Benjamin’s life and intellectual development, situating his
philosophy of history within his personal experiences and historical context. Eiland and Jennings
provide detailed commentary on Benjamin’s writings, including his theses on history, illuminating his
lasting impact on philosophy and cultural studies.

5. “Philosophy of History after Hayden White” edited by Richard T. Vann

While focusing broadly on the philosophy of history, this volume includes significant discussion of
Walter Benjamin's approach, contrasting it with other theorists like Hayden White. The essays explore
narrative structure, historicism, and temporality, making it a useful resource for understanding
Benjamin’s place in contemporary historiographical debates.



6. “The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project” by Susan Buck-Morss

Susan Buck-Morss provides a critical interpretation of Benjamin’s “Arcades Project,” emphasizing its
revolutionary approach to history and visual culture. The book explains Benjamin’s concept of
dialectical images and his method of reading history as a montage of fragments. It is a key text for
grasping Benjamin’s historiographical innovations.

7. “Benjamin’s Philosophy of History: Time, Memory, and the Dialectics of Progress” by Michael Léwy
Lowy explores the themes of temporality and memory in Benjamin’s philosophy of history,
highlighting his critique of progress and the notion of historical redemption. The book situates
Benjamin within Marxist thought while emphasizing his unique contributions to historical theory and
cultural criticism.

8. “History and Redemption: Walter Benjamin's Philosophical Hermeneutics” by Eduardo Cadava
This book examines the hermeneutic dimensions of Benjamin’s theses on history, focusing on the
interplay between history, memory, and redemption. Cadava interprets Benjamin’s work through the
lens of philosophy and literary theory, revealing the complex narrative strategies Benjamin employs
to challenge dominant historical discourses.

9. “Walter Benjamin and the Demands of History” by Michael Léwy and Robert Sayre

Through a series of essays, this volume discusses Benjamin’s historical materialism and his
revolutionary conception of history as a tool for political emancipation. It highlights the ethical and
political implications of Benjamin’s theses, stressing their relevance for contemporary historical and
social thought.
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