Introduction

“At first all the arrangements for building the Tower of Babel were
characterized by fairly good order; . . . as if there were centuries be-
fore one to do the work in. In fact, the general opinien at that time was
that one simply could not build teo slowly.”' Thus Kafka begins the nar
rative of the biblical episode of the tower high enough to reach the sky
that ancient generations wanted to build. The story in Genesis is set at
the bcginning of humanity, which, still close to its original harmony, was
“of one language and of one speech.” Yet that unity apparently bore the
seeds of its own disunion within it To ward off their separation, men
decided to gather in one place and establish a city, mother of all civiliza-
tions. As a symbol of their harmony, they undertook to erect the tower,
but the Bible—unlike Kafka's narrative— makes it clear that the work
went very fast, so fast that God became alarmed at that concentration
of_power in the hands of a single city, which dared to want to rule the
world. The unity of language—or, il':you like, the transparency of com-
munication—did not resist the division of labor demanded by that super
human undcrraking. The inhabitants of the city were divided, scpararcd,
“scattered from thence upon the face of all the earth: and they left off to
build the city.”: Tn sum, they had been the victims of the very evil they
had wanted to avoid. Perhaps their error had been wanting to consoclidate
hasrily (that is, violcnrly]l a unity rhey already posscsscd. Or perhaps rhcy
were overtaken in spite of themselves by a dispersion more original than
any unity.
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Tf, in the Bible, the generation of Babel seemed to have sinned out of
impatience, Kafka sees it as the embodiment of hesitation. All the haste
and resolve implied by the biblical text turns into slowness and procrasti-
nation in Kafka Indeed, Kafka's narrative complcrely subverts the bibli-
cal fable of its model: instead of evoking the construction of the tower, it
tells the history of its noncenstruction:

People argued in this way: The essential thing in the whole business is the idea of
building a tower that will reach to heaven. In comparison with that idea every-
thing else is secondary. The idea, once seized in its magnitude, can never van-
ish again; so long as there are men on the earth there will be also the irresistible
desire to complete the building. That being so, however, one need have no anx-
iety about the future; on the contrary, human knowledge is increasing, the art
of building has made progress and will make further progress, a piece of work
which takes us a year may perhaps be done in half the time in another hundred
years, and better done, too, more enduringly. So why exert oneself to the extreme
limit of one’s present powers? . . . Such thoughts paralyzed people’s powers, and
so they troubled less about the tower than the construction of a city for the work-
men. Every nationality wanted the finest quarter for itself, and this gave rise to
disputes, which developed into blood conflicts. These conflicts never came to an
end; to the leaders they were a new proof thart, in the absence of the necessary
unity, the building of the tower must be done very slowly, or indeed preferably
postponed until universal peace was declared. . . . In this fashion the age of the
first generation went past, but none of the succeeding ones showed any differ-
ence; except that technical skill increased and with it occasion for conflict. To
this must be added thart the second or third generation had already recognized
the senselessness of building a heaven-reaching tower; but by that time everybody
was too deeply involved to leave the city?

As so often in Kafka, this text presents the narrative of its own eras-
ing; from postponement to postponement, the story it intended to tell
vanishes, just as by perf'ecting the means of construction, it is abandoned
in the end. The biblical passage turns into its opposite: no longer is it a
matter of illustrating the reasons why the tower mist not be constructed
but rather the reason why it ean not be constructed. That is, if Kafka
inverted the meaning of the biblical text, he has _prcserved its pambolic
form. For him, as in the Bible, the Tower of Babel symbolizcs both the ef
fort of humanity toward its ideal accomplishment and the failure of that
effort. But whereas that failure in the Bible results mainly from the inter
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vention of a force superior to human will, in Kafka, it originates in a de-
ﬁciency inherent in humaniry itself. Here, the failure of Babel somehow
refers to an immanent logic of self~destruction or, if:you like, to the roots
of the death instinct. This seems to express a breakdown of the link with
time, mote particulaﬂy of the link with fﬁfﬁ:ﬁ:m For the men of Babel,
time seemed unlimited, like a line that could be extended indeﬁnitely or
a river that would flow endlessly: “as if there were centuries before one to
do the work in.” A neutral time, perceived as an empty form, always avail-
able, waiting for human acts to fill it. This is why “one need have no anx
iety about the future”, on the axis of time where moments are added to
moments, the task to be accomplished loses all urgency; all the nuances
of our mental connection to the furure—expecrarion, hope, patience, and
impatience—are wi_ped outina single indifference: the future, deprived of
its essential dimension, the new, will occur without surprise, at the stated
time, as a necessary stage of an unchanging movement

In the vision of time of the men of Babel, an allegory of the modern
coneeption of historical tem_pomlity is easily seen.” A critical allegory, nat
umlly, intended to expose the contradictions of an Enlightenment idea of
hisrory, 1rnposed on the nineteenth century as a virrually natural fact. Phi-
losophers of the eighteenth century saw history as a process oriented from
less toward more, from confusion toward order, from darkness toward
light. Of course, the existence of historical rhythms accentuating the rise
and fall of empires is acknowledged. But beyond those fluctuations, his-
tory in its roraliry is conceived as the vector of constant progress, intended
to lead humanity to its final realization. Hence, the notion of an ideal end
ofhistory, a telos it is leading to. Moreover, that telos (as in the idea of the
natural ﬁnaliry]l plays the role of an immanent principle guiding the de-
velopment of history. There is some sort of historical Reason controlling
the course of the human adventure from inside. In Hegel, this teleological
vision culminates in the interpretation of history as a dialectical process
rhrough which the Absolute itself is realized. Hence, in comparison with
that inevitable progress of Reason in the world, the function of human
initiative—which must still be seen as decisive—is nevertheless reduced
to being a means in the service of an end that is infinitely beyond it. Every
human actis contingent; its meaning (that is, its effectiveness) depends on
its conformity or nonconformity with the dynamic of Reason at work in
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history. The work of Reason is slow, _perha_ps infinite. How can we know
if the time is ripe for the realization oFourplans? “Such thoughts,” writes
Kafka, “paralyzedpeople’s powers.” Does belief in the inevitable necessity
ofprogress not lead just as inevitably to a kind of ataraxia, or in any case to
the permanent postponement of action? “So why exert oneself from today
to the extreme limit of one's powers?”

Kafka's whole text revolves around that “from today” What is ex
cluded by historic Reason is precisely the idea that telos, the cornpletion
of all things, can occur " from today.” The philosophy of historic progress
is based on the belief in an infinite time, the term “infinite” not refer
ring here to the idea of a plethora, a different quality of:being, but to the
in-terminable, the endlessness of a series that can be extended indeﬁnitely:
“In this fashion the age of the first generation went past, but none of the
succeeding ones showed any difference.” A perfectly homogenecus dura-
tion made of a succession of identical units of time, neutral time, compa-
rable to that of classical mechanics in which the sequence of causes and
effects can never produce anything mdicaily new. Signiﬁcantly, in Hegei,
history seems interminably to play out the same scenario of the appear
ance and disappearance of “historic peoples” on the stage of becoming,
In this perspective, the telos of history could not be conceived asa reality
that, in principle, can occur at any moment, and perhaps “from today,”
but rather as a _postuiate, a controiling> idea whose realization regresses in-
definitely as we move forward: “The essential thing in the whole business
is the idea of building a tower that will reach to heaven. In comparison
with that idea everything else is secondary. The idea, once seized in its
magnitude, can never vanish again, so iono:> as there are men on the earth
there will be also the irresistible desire te complete the building,”

With the indefinite postponement of all its ideals, humanity will
also have to repel the utopia of a “universal peace” very far into the future.
Moreover, extending expectation indeﬁnitely is itself a source of violence.
The constant _perf"ection of means becomes an end in itself, making the
end initially pursued Forgotten', technical progress becomes an instrument
of domination and exacerbates rivalries “the town was embellished in the
intervals, and this unfortunately enough evoked fresh envy and fresh con-
flict.” Once utopia is defined as an asymptotic, that is, unattainable, ideal,
it dissolves into pure abstraction and no longer stirs anything but dis-
couragement: “the second or third generation had already recognized the
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senselessness of building a he:wen-reaching tower, the concept of utopia
as an “infinite task” turns against itself here; the notion of a time that can
be extended indeﬁnircly, that is, of an endless time, a priori excludes the
idea that the world will some day achieve its completion.

Can another vision of history be imagined? Kafka's text does not
say so. T he descendants of the men of Babel, in any case, can choose only
between resignation (“by that time everybody was too dcep ly involved to
leave the ciry”) and the expectation of:ap ocaly‘pse. But no doubt two com-
plementary aspects of a single disenchantmentare at issue there: when the
social compact no longer rests on anything but the disenchanted aware-
ness that norhing essential will ever changc, that is, on the frustration of
all hopes, the utopian energy that henceforth has no objccr will be in-
vested completely—as ifin compensation—in eschatological daydreams,
in the expectation of the final catastrophe that will destroy the world so
that a new humanity may rise from its ruins. Thatis precisely what is sug-
gested by the last paragraph of Kafka's tale:

All the legends and songs that came to birth in that city are filled with longing for
a prophesied day when the city would be destroyed by five successive plows froma

gigantic fist. It is for that reason that the city has a closed fist on its coat of arms’

A novella by Jorge Luis Borges echoes Kafka's tale. The central theme
ofBorgcs’s novella is also time, but pcrccivcd here in a prcciscly opposite
form: not in its endless extension, but in its most extreme condensation.
“The Secret Miracle” sometimes seems to rcspond (probably unbeknownst
to the author) to some of the harmonics hidden in “The City Coat of
Arms.” First because Borges’s story is set in Prague, Kafka's city, identified
allegorically at the end of the tale with the biblical Babel. And then be-
cause the hero oFBorgcs’s novella, Jaromir Hladik, is _prcsented as a writer
(“A_part from a few Friendships and many habits, the problematic practice
of literature constituted his life”) and a Jew. The denunciation of the bel
licose madness of men in “The City Coat of Arms,” written in 1917 in the
middle of the world war, corresponds in “The Secret Miracle” (written in
1943) to the evocation of the German invasion of Prague in 1939, the vir
rually immediate arrest of Hladik, and his death sentence (motivated pri-
marily by his works on Jewish mysticism: “his investigation of the work of
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Jacob Boehme,” and a translation of the .Sr,:ﬁ“r Yetsirah). “The Secret Mira-
cle” concentrates on the ten days when Hladik awaits his execution in his
Prague prison. One of the ideas that torments him most is the obsession of
not having had time to finish the book he iz working on, a three-act trag-
edy in verse titled The Enemies. “He had already completed the first act
and a scene or two of the third. The metrical nature of the work allowed
him to go over it conrinually, rccrifying the hexameters, without recourse
to the manuscript. He rhoughr of the two acts still to do, and of his com-
ing death.” The night before the execution, he asked God to grant him one
more year of life: “Tn order to bring this drama, which may serve to justif:y
me, to jusrify You, I need one more year. Grant me that year, You to whom
belong the centuries and all time.” The day of the execution arrives. It is
March 29, 1939, at nine o'clock in the morning;

The firing squad fell in and was brought to attention. Hladik, standing against
the barracks wall, waited for the volley. Someone expressed fear the wall would
be splashed with blood. The condemined man was ordered to step forward a few
paces. Hladik recalled, absurdly, the preliminary maneuvers of a photographer.
A heavy drop of rain grazed one of Hladik’s temples and slowly rolled down his
cheek. The sergeant barked the final command.

The physical universe stood still.

The rifles converged upon Hladik, but the men assigned to pull the wig-
gers were immobile. The sergeant’s arm eternalized an inconclusive gesture.
Upon a courtyard flagstone a bee cast a stationary shadow. The wind had halted,
as in a painted picture. Hladik began a shriek, a syllable, a twist of the hand. He
realized he was paralyzed. Nort a sound reached him from the stricken world.

He thought: I'm in bl I'm dead.

He thought: Fee gone mad,

He thought: Time has come to a bhalt.

Then he reflected that in that case, his thought, too, would have come to
a halt. He was anxious to test this possibility: he repeated (without moving his
lips) the mysterious Fourth Ecologue of Virgil. He imagined that the already
remote soldiers shared his anxiety; he longed to communicate with them. He
was astonished that he felt no fatigue, no vertigo from his protracted immo-
bility. After an indeterminate length of time he fell asleep. On awaking he
found the world still motionless and dumb. The drop of water still clung to his
cheek; the shadow of the bee still did not shift in the courtyard; the smoke from
the cigarette he had thrown down did not blow away. Another “day” passed

before Hladik understood.
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He had asked God for an entire year in which to finish his work: His
omnipotence had granted him the time. For his sake, God projected a secret
miracle: German lead would kill him, at the determined hour, but in his mind
a year would elapse berween the command to fire and its execution. From per-
plexity he passed to stupor, from stupor to resignation, from resignation to sud-
den gratitude.

He disposed of no document but his own memory; the mastering of each
hexameter as he added it, had imposed upon him a kind of fortunate discipline
not imagined by those amateurs who forget their vague, ephemeral paragraphs.
He did not work for posterity, nor even for God, of whose literary preferences he
possessed scant knowledge, Meticulous, unmoving, secretive, he wove his lofty
invisible labyrinth in time. He worked the third act over twice. He eliminated
some rather too-obvious symbols. . . . There were no circumstances to constrain
him. He omirted, condensed, amplified; occasionally, he chose the primitive ver-
sion. He grew to love the courtyard, the barracks. . . . He brought his drama to
a conclusion; he lacked only a single epithet. He found it: the drop of water slid
down his cheek. He began a wild cry, moved his face aside. A quadruple blast
brought him down.

Jaromir Hladik died on March 29, at 9:02 in the morning ®

What happened to Hladik during the tiny mement separating the
order to fire given by the sergeant and the shots of the salve? The text gives
us two apparenrly conrradicrory indications: on the one hand, it tells us,
“The physical universe stood still™ on the other, we learn that time goes
on: “He thought Time has come to a halt. Then he reflected that in that
case, his thought, too, would have come to a halt” Hladik is noet con-
tent to think and reflect; he imagines, he wants, he is amazed, he recites
Virgil’s Fourth Ecologue, he falls asleep and wakes up. Must we conclude
that, in the logic of the text, stopping the _physical universe would not in-
volve stopping time? But since the sensation of time is closely linked with
the perception of change, wouldn't the cessation of all mevement (“[T ]he
men assighed to pull the triggers were immobile. The sergeant’s arm eter-
nalized an inconclusive gesture. Upon a courtyard flagstone a bee cast a
stationary shadow. The wind had halted, asin a paintcd picturc.”) almost
necessarily suggest the idea of time stopping? A first answer would consist
of distinguishing physical time from mental time: the latter might con-
tinue unfolding even if the former were apparently interrupted at least for
a brief moment. We might imagine a moment ofp ause in the world, a sort
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of ﬁxing on an image, where nature would hold its breath, but where the
consciousness of the condemned man would continue to work at a dizzy-
ing speed. Such an cxplanarion mighr take account of the Fecling {or the
illusion) that physical time has congcaled for a few seconds. But the text
tells us that that stopping of the universe stretches, first for a whole day,
then another day, and ﬁnally an entire year. Hence the reader’s impression
that this phenomenon lasts much too long to be only a simple sensory il-
lusion. An impression reinforced by the literary procedure employed: the
scene is described “externaﬂy,” as if it were an objective realiry, before the
narrator intervenes to disclose the phenemenon as the character’s mental
experience. No, the physical universe did not rcally stop; it ceased to move
only in the mind of the condemned man.

But in truth, the difference between objccrive and subjecrive is no lon-
ger relevant here. For there is no point measuring _physical time itself, the
time of watches and calendars, in vain in discrete quantitative units (sec-
onds, minutes and hours, days, months and years); it is still translated into
qualitative terms when the mind sees it what counts here are the contents
of awareness, their ﬁ'equency, their duration, their intensity. To say “physi-
cal ime has stopped” means that the mind is cut off for a moment from ex-
ternal reality and the instruments that measure it and withdraws completely
into itself: asuspension of physical ime whose counterpart is an extraordi-
nary intensification of mental time. To speak here of a contraction of physi-
cal time or an extension of mental time amounts to the same thing. For the
few seconds that separate the order to fire and the arrival of the discharge,
Hladik’s consciousness is exacerbated to the point of accomplishing in a few
brief moments the work of an entire year. But, in his mind, it is the lived
content of an entire year that is condensed in the lightning speed of a mo-
ment. “For his sake, God projecred a secret miracle™ a miracle for, in a flash,
Hladik attains an internal intensity that projects him far beyond the usual
rhythms of human time, secret, for nothing of this wonder leaks out; no one
except him will ever know that the work he lived for was ended. For others,
for posterity, he will always be the author of an unfinished tragedy.

If thereis an Angel oFHistory, he would have to stay at the intersection
of the time that can be indeﬁnircly extended of Kafka's text and that other,



Introduction 9

purely internal and qualitative time in Borges's tale. No doubt he would be
one of these angels evoked by the Talmud, according to Gershom Scho-
lem: “angels recreated constantly in countless hosts to chant their hymn to
God before being destroyed and disappearing into norhingness.”? Those
are the everrenewed angels who, according te Scholem, haunt the work
of Walter Benjamin: ““Their voice that passes and flees symbolizes the an-
ticipation of the apocalypse at the very heart of 1’1'1,~;‘L'r:)rj,,'.”B Whether utopia
can be anricipared, whether it can be lived “from now,” or on the contrary,
whether it can be conceived only as a sim_ple “governing idea,” an asymp-
totic ideal whose realization recedes indeﬁnitely as we advance, that is what
most profoundly opposes the vision of temporality implied in Borges's tale
to what characterized the culture of Kafkas men of Babel The malmu-
dic legend that assigns each moment of time its speciﬁc angel, or even its
own quality or its irre_placeable messianic potcntialitics, states on the his-
torical scale the idea of time lived by Borges's character as an eminently
personal experience. That paradoxical figure of thought that the end can
be achieved “from today,” “in the very heart of history,” subwverts the very
foundations of historical Reason. It implies in effect that time is no longer
rhoughr of as an oriented axis, where after incvirably succeeds before, or as
a river that flows from its source toward its mouth, but as a juxtaposition
ofuniquc instants each time, that cannot be summed up, and that, conse-
quently, do not succeed each other as stages of an irreversible process. The
past, present, and future no longer follow each other here on a straight line
that a spectator could observe from outside, but coexist as three states of
permanent awareness: in the lightning flash of the instant preceding the
death oFBorges’s hero, the com_plerion of the work is anticipated, which, in
the normal unfolding of time, he might never have finished. Similarly, ac-
cording to Kafka, the generation of Babel could ne doubt have built that
tower “which touched the sky” very fast if they had gone to work “from
today.” The present moment lived in all its intensity interrupts the tedious
unfolding of the days and polarizes in its force field the utopian petentials
put off very far into the future by historical Reason.

The “angels recreated constantly in countless hosts to chant their
hymn te God before being destroyed and disappearing into nothingness”
refers to a conception of historical time as a permanent creation, as an in-
cessant emergence of the new. All the energy of history is concentrated
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here on the rcaiiry of the present. Our experience of time, said Saint Au-
gustine, is always that of the present moment; the past (in the form of
memory) and the future (in all forms of expectation: fear and hopc, pa-
tience and impatience, predicrion and utopia) are never anyrhing but mo-
dalities of our sojourn in the heart of the present, The same is true of our
experience of historical time: for the past to remain alive (so that it does
not congeai into simplc commemoration), the collective memory must
constantly reinvent it, for the future not to appear as the pure forward pro-
jection of the tendencies of the past, radical noveity must be foreshadowed
in it through the utepian harmonics encrypted in the present censtella-
tion. But the present here (that “presenr of awareness” that Walter Benja-
min talks about) has norhing cphcmerai: it does not refer to the Hccring
passage of the past to the future. Nor it is the synchronic gathering (the
re-presentation) of the three dimensions of time. Quite the contrary:
that ropicaiiry, the principlc of “judgrncnr and destruction,” according
to Scholem,” undermines from within the coherence of historical time,
makes it Hy off the handle, crushes it into countless messianic instants. Tt
is that form of to_pica.liry, “the only one that is true.”'® that is embodied by
the Angel of History.

Franz Resenzweig, Walter Benjamin, Gershom Scholem: in Ger
many in the 1920s, each of these three authors formulated a new vision
of hisrory, focusing on the idea of acruaiizing historical time, or in other
words (as Walter Benjamin put it), the idea of now-time All three pre-
sented a radical critique of historical Reason and its axioms: the idea of
continuity, the idea of causality, and the idea ofprogress. Fach in his own
way countered the optimistic vision of a history conceived as a permanent
march toward the final realization of humanity with the idea of a discon-
tinuous history whose different moments are not cumulative, and whose
crises, ruptures, and rifts are more signiﬁcant—and probably more prom-
ising—than its apparent homogeneity.

That this other vision of history appeared precisely at that period
and in three Jewish thinkers is no accident. Tn all three, reflection on his-
tory was engendered by the direct experience of the great upheavals that
marked the twentieth century. The original trauma was World War I,
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experiencecl as an irreversible rupture of the historical fabric, the catastro-
phe heralding an unprecedented era. For Rosenzweig, it meant the end of
an idea of civilization based on belief in a Logos that could establish a ra-
tional order in the world. Benjamin had seen it as the final collapse of a
world controlled by tradition, that is, by a collective memory preserving
and transmitting from generation to generatien an immemerial treasure
of historical experiences. In his journal at that time, young, Scholem spoke
of the death of Europe and its “entombment.”"" What the world war had
ruined for all three was an old medel that had previously lent meaning to
human experience.

In nineteenth-century middle-class Europe, that model had been
embodied in the 1deology of progress, which tends to exclude from the
collective memory all the flaws and regressions, all the failures that punc-
tuate the unFolcling of history. Even in the Hegelian version, the richest
and most subtle, since it puts death, the tragic, and the work of the nega-
tive at the heart of the historical process, the philosophy of progress ult-
mately proclaims the triumph of the positive that is destined to conclude
the unfelding of history and to cenfer its meaning on it. What the world
war teaches Rosenzweig, Benjamin, and Scholem is the irnpossibility of
maintaining the idea of historical progress or of the meaning of history
in the face of the irreducible reality of human sul:l:ering. The war, ex
periencecl as an absolute beginning, cannot be reduced to an episode of
the history of Meaning. A founding experience in which the absurdity of
every theodicy immanent in history is proclaimed, it wrenches thought
from the schema that had been classic since the Enlightenment, ofa quan-
titative and cumulative tempeorality whese moments add up according to
the law of a constant perfection. The war forces us to perceive historical
time in its very reality: as a juxtaposition of moments that are qualimtively
different from one another and hence cannot be cumulative, Past suffer
ing is not abolished even by a triumphant future, which claims to give
them a meaning, any more than thwarted hopes are refuted by the failures
that seem to sanction them.

This is a kind of return to a direct experience of historical time per
ceived in the qua_litative difference of each of its instants, since each is
loaded with a unique speciﬁcity, but hence each also opens toward a mul-
tiplicity of possible futures. As soon as the present instant stops being seen
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asa simple transition between the preceding one and the subsequent one,
historical time can no longer be _prcsented, like _physical time, as a homo-
geneous sequence of formally identical units. Along with its homogene-
ity the idea of its continuity also disappears, and consequenrly the very
possibility of a causality that regulates its course. Se it must be admitted
that the relation of one instant to the following instant—and, more gen-
erally, of the present to the future—is not unequivocal, from the pres-
ent, many divcrgcnr parhs can lead to different futures. Of course, the
number of these _paths is not indefinite;, each present brings a system of
constraints that condition the future and, to a certain extent, limit its elas-
ticity. Nevertheless, those possibles are numerous enough so that, in prin-
ciple, the future remains unpredicmble. W hat characterizes the vision of
history in Rosenzweig, Benjamin, and Scholem is precisely that passage
from a time of necessity to a time of possibles

Conceivably, negating the idea of progress could lead those three
authors to a pessimistic conception of hisrory, since norhing any lon-
ger guarantees that history necessarily tends toward the final resolution
of all contradictions. Moreover, on the horizen of their life and work
all the torments and catastrophes that marked our century stand out
after the war of 1914-1918, Rosenzweig, who died in 1929, watched the
gradual ruin of the Weimar chublic and the rise of Nazism; Benjamin
and Scholem subsequently witnessed the collapse of German democracy,
Hitler’s rise to power, and the persecution of the Jews; with the German-
Soviet pact, Benjamin saw the collapsc of all his hopes for communism,
Scholem expcricnccd World War I1, the extermination of the Jews, and
with the perpetuation of the Israeli-Arab conflict, the im_possibility of the
spiritual Zionism he had dreamed of In truth, it is, thus, in the heart of
the civilization that had come up with the idea of the meaning of history
that that idea collapsed most spccracularly. Yet, for Rosenzweig, as for
Benjamin and Scholem, the end of belief in a meaning of history did not
involve abolishing the idea of ho_pe. On the contrary, it is preciscly on the
rubble of the paradigm of historical Reason that hope is formed as a his-
torical category. Utopia, which can no longcr be rhoughr as belief in the
necessary advent of the ideal at the mythical end of history, reemerges—
through the category of Redemption—as the modality of its possible ad-
vent at each moment of time. In this model of a random time, open atany
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moment to the unpredictable eruption of the new, the imminent realiza-
tion of the ideal becomes conceivable again, as one of the possibilities of-
fered by the unfathomable complexity of historical processes. 12

This vision of history cannot be reduced to the teleological model
characterizing historical thought of the West, either under the religious
form of Christian theedicy or under the secularized form of a dialectic
of Reason immanent in history. Thus, it is on the horizon of the crisis of
Western civilization that the philosophical movement oFRosenzweig, Ben-
jamin, and Scholem must be understood, turning back to the Jewish ex
perience of history to discover a radically different dimension of histerical
consciousness and its utopian dimension. Jewish messianism, in fact, al-
ways had to confront the historical experience of catastrophe, deception,
and failure, All eschatological attempts known by Jewish history generally
ended in bitterness and frustration. This is why Jewish messianism always
tried to put the particulars of visible history into perspective so as to em-
phasize the utopian potentials of the secrer history: that of procreation and
generations, the even more hidden one of souls and their spiritual adven-
tures, and those that are constantly concealed, even the most humble. The
Jewish messianic hope—symbolized here by the Angel of History—does
not adopt the stages of a historical finality but resides in the rifts of his-
tory, where its stitches are unraveled and the millions of threads that form
its fabric are exposed.

On that common horizon, the reflection of those three authors opens
out into three different directions, indicating the three central options of-
fered, since the beginning of the twentieth century, to Jews who wanted
to break with the spirit of assimilation: religion (Rosenzweig), Zionism
(Scholem), and revolution (Benjamin). Even though all three were mar
ginal in terms of the orthocloxy of those various currents, each in his own
way still appears as a representative of the great movements of ideas that
have stirred our century.

Of the three, Rosenzweig’s work is presented in the most rigorously
philosophical form. Constantly reFerring to the _political thought of Hegel,
which he had studied in his first work, Hc’gﬁfﬁ'ndﬁﬁfsmm (written between
1911 and 1914, published in 1920), he undertakes in The Star of Redemption
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(written in 1918-1919, published in 1921) to subvert the Hegelian catego-
ries from top to bottom by taking them literally and showing that it is in
the name ofHegclian ideas (above all, in the name of the idea of a historic
mission of nations and states) that Europe has plungcd into carasrrophc.
Rosenzweig countered modern nationalism, which he interprets as a secu-
larized form of messianism, with the concept of a mc’fdﬁx}mr)ﬂ, that is, a sa-
cred time, cut off from the vicissitudes ofpolirical remporaliry, where the
Jewish people would live its religious vocation.'?

Walter Benjamin's reflection is developed in a deliberately unsystem-
atic way through a series of studies on the theory oflanguagc, literature,
social hisrory, and philosophy of hisrory. Shot rhrough with an incessant
questioning about the relations of polirics and rheology, revolution and
tradition, this reflection leads in 1940, in the collection of essays On the
Concept afo'sfm_j.r, to a reversal of orthodox Marxist schemes, insofar as
the categories of historical materialism are rethought in light of Jewish
messianism. With this, Benjamin once and forall rejects all notion of his-
torical progress by countering it with the idea of the sudden interruptions
of history: breaks that are so many messianic instants.

Scholem'’s work, unlike that of Rosenzweig and Benjamin, bclongs
mainly to the realm of historiography. His innovation in terms of the “sci-
ence of Judaism” as conceived by historians of the nineteenth century does
not cencern the legitimacy of the historical method but the nature of the
object studied. Reintegrating Kabbalah into the field of historical studies
is accompanied by a rehabilitation of religious thought in general as a sym-
bolic systern. In his interpretation of messianism, Scholem underlines the
destructive and apocalyptic element of Jewish eschatology as opposed to
the harmonious vision of a constant progress of humanity as conceived by
Jewish historians of the nineteenth century. For Scholem, the Jewish tra-
dition always privileged the idea of a sudden eruption of the Messiah into
the unpredictable unfelding of human history.

In this sense, the idea of “now-time” is ccrtainly in the center of the
vision of hisrory of those three thinkers. In all three, in opposition to the
paradigm dominant since the Enlightenment, that idea inspired by Jew-
ish messianism, proposes a model of history that, after the collapse of the
idcologies onrogrcss, gives a new chance for hope by locating utopia in
the heart of the present.



