Foreword

The Holy, Lite, and the Creaturely

A letter Walter Benjamin sent to Gershom Scholem in Jerusalem in
June 1938 contains a remark that allows an essential clarification of his at-
titude toward the Ha.t_'}'. It comes in the form of a rhetorical ﬁgure, as if it
were superﬂuous to devote a word to it: “Is it hecessary to state that holi-
ness is an order reserved for faffé and thart artistic creation does not belong
to it under any circumstances? And does it need to be pointed out that the
epithet of holiness is nothing more than a novelists empty phrase when
used outside a traditionally established religious framework?” (6/106; CBS
220; ital. S.W.) This distinction, uttered en passant, throws lighr on a pos-
sibly principal misunderstaﬂding in the engagement with Benjam'lﬂ, as it
is found throughout the critical reception of his work.

The dimension of the sacred in his rheory was for decades discussed
primaril}r in relation to his handling of writing, literature, and images.
Oﬂly J:'ecent[y has the signfﬁcance that the divine holds for his cohcept of
life stepped to the center of the debates about Benjamin’s worlk, particu-
larly in connection with the red.iscovery of the concept of mere natural life
(blofies natiirliches Leben) in the essay “The Critique of Violence” (SelWr
1.236). Although this concept, with which Agamben’s Homo Sacer begins,
stretches back to Benja_mfn and indeed plays a central role in his writings
(far beyond the essay on violence), the current debate seems largely to fail
to grasp the very meaning of Benjaminian concepts. To him, it is precisely
mot about the holiness qf‘life; on the contrary, he considers the “dogma of
the sacredness of bare life” as the “last mistaken attempt of the weakened
Western tradition.” Thus he sees in it a reaction to the loss of the saint and
interprets the proposition that bare life is indeed sacred as being the m}'rhi-
cal replacement for the divine that originates in “cosmological impenetra-
bility” (I.1/202; SelWr 1.251). In contrast to this dogma, his assertion that
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holiness is an order reserved for life means that the concept ‘life” refers pre-
cisely to that dimension that transcends mere natural life to the order of the
holy. Itis through a reference to the divine order thar the concept of life
first accrues a meaning that makes it more than bare life. This super-ndati-
ral (fiber-natiirliche) dimension of the conhcept of life relies on the biblical
notion that human life is part of divine Creation. It maintains its particu-
lar contours within the idea inherent to this tradition thar man was made
in the divine image, even when this ‘more-than-natural-life’ has then been
transformed into philosophfcal, ethical, or other principles after the bible
lost its claim to authority and validity (Chapter 3). A world apart, human
activity is fundamenrally different from Creation: the fruits or producrs
of human producrion are artifacts, or as Benjamin says, formed structures
(Gebilde).

Yetas a part of creation, itself a creature (Gm:‘hépf], the human has
a share in the world of creaturelyl—so long as humans are situated in the
state of Creation. The concept, unc[ersranding, and interpretation of hu-
mans as creature[y are leitmotifs in the ideas, texts, and images from both
the baroque and moderﬂity that are Benjamin’s objects offn\'estigation. In
his cominentary on the topic, he interprets the concept of the creaturely as
both an expression and an indication (Arzeichen) of a “counter-historical”
stance—not a-historic, but rather an attitude in contradiction to a histori-
cal understanding. It comes from the wish to return to the state of Cre-
ation, and to this end it leads to histor'y’s conversion back into a kind of
state of nature. The concept of the creature is, in this way, a symptom of
a confusion of the state of Creation with the state of nature (Chapter 1).

His remark that the attribute of holiness is but a belletristic cliché
certainly does not mean thar in Benjamin’s view the hc-ly is unimport-

1. During the constitution of the German languagc, when Latin words were translated
by inventing new German words, it often happened that the Latin word got integrated into
the lexicon as well, with the result a semantic differentiation between the Forcign word and
its German cqui\“alcnt. The translation of Latin creatura into 'SchE:PFung' {Creation) and
LGcschﬁpF’ {creation) is part of Luther's German and refers to a biblical context; its con-
notation stems from the expression ‘Gottes Gcschﬁpf’(cod's creation). In distinction to
LGcschﬁpF’ the word “Kreatur' has acquircd another connotation that is more linked to the
natural, bodily, or animallike state of ].iving bcings. inv:luc]ing humans. Since the difference
between the meanings is central for the whole argument of the book, we will use ereation

for LGcschﬁpf,' crcaturcffrmmmfy for ‘Kreatur,” and Creation for ‘Schﬁpfung.’



Foreword  xxi

ant for poetical works (Dz’d’ﬂtng).: Quite the opposite. Benjamin's cri-
tique is in fact aimed against programs of art that sacralize poetic creation
and thereby attribute a divine mandate, as it were, to the poet. Benjamin,
rather, sees the poetas a descendant of cultic practices that are lost in his-
tory {understood as the distance from Creation) and considers Dichtung
more as a refuge for concerns that have slipped away from theology. The
latrer is less due to the poet than it has to do with language, because every
language (at least in European hisrory] to some degree stands in the lineage
of biblical language, which is the medium of revelation, a[though this is
the case main[y in the mode of loss, translation, and conventionalization,
that is, in the mode of distance and c[isﬁg'urernenr (.Eﬁtstfﬂmxg).3 Benjamin
treats the distance from Creation, in which language also parral{es in his-
tory, as a structural distinction between it and revelation. If, however, po-
etic engagement with language is reminiscent of the Heffz:gung des Namens,
because the words are “called by their names,” poetic works become the site
of a breach through which meanings that originate in a higher order can
enter. Nevertheless, poetic works never become identical with the higher
order; nor do they become its secular substitute (Chapter 4).

Taking center stage in this book is Benjamin’s recognition of the fact
that not the least, but actuaﬂy the weighriest, concepts and ideas in Furo-
pean thought (such as life, the human, and justice] arise from biblical tra-
dition. Also of primary concern, however, are the conhsequences that this
recognition has for the formation of his thec-ry and his engagement with
language and history, and with literature and art. Toc[ay, Benjamin’s rhe-
torical question, quoted above in the letter to Scholem, demands a clear
and decisive answer: it is necessary. Considering the fact that he actually
considered commentary on the hc-ly to be superﬂuous, it is surprising how
heavily the reception of Benjamin troubles itself with his engagement with
theology, J:'e['lgion, and the divine [Chapter 1). In this J:'egard, a structural

2. Benjamin uses both words *Dichrung’ and “Literatur,’ the latter having a more pro-
fanc meaning and including all sorts of texts, whereas *Dichtung’ is reserved for art and dis-
cussed in respect of its complex relationship to sacred seriptures.

3. The Freudian term for dreamwork Frgstellung will be translated in this book as ‘dis-
figurement’ instead of ‘distortion,” which belongs to the repeatedly criticized translated
terms in Standard Feition of Frend. As regards the other two terms of dreamuwork, this book
tollows the Standard Fdition in taking ‘displacement’ for Verschichung and ‘condensation’
for Verdichtung.
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conﬁguration can be observed, one that per\'ades his writings (sometimes
clear[y, sometimes concealed), particu_larly in his engagement with termi-
no[ogy. Its matrix persists in the ineluctable distinction berween the world
of Creation (there) and the world of history (here), which forms a funda-
mental epistemic function in Benjamin's writings. It literally represents the
foundation of his thinking: “history comes into being simultaneously with
meaning in human language” (11.1/139). This epistemic figure found one
of its first linguistic expressions in the early essay on language in the image
of the Fall of language-mind (Siindenfall des Sprachgeistes). From the bibli-
cal scene of man’s expu_lsfon from pamdise, Benjamin formed the epistemic
distinction fundamental for his writing and rhoughr. Through the simul-
taneous emergence (Gfefcfjrfrjprﬂﬁgficﬁ:{’e#) of hisrory and signs, human
acting and speak'lng always already takes place in the interval between cre-
ation and revelation. Thus the historical subject is situated in a state of ir-
resolvable disﬁgurement (Emﬂeﬂuﬂg), while at the same time the subject’s
concepts a[ways remain based on that from which they were differentiated:
law is based on and springs up from justice, the word on the name, images
on semblance, and art on the cult. In this respect, there is for Benjamin no
rhoughr free from some kind of reference back to ideas that originate in
the tradition of the hisrory of religion.

Neither Theological nor Secular

Thus Benjamin’s OWN Stance can in no way be called tﬁeﬂfagim.!'. Itis
rather obliged to the questions that were removed from theology, the latter
ha\"lng lost its prf\'i[eged claim to meaning, Yet it also cannot be described
as secular, at least not in the terms with which Hans B[umenberg char-
acterized this term in his critique of the pamdigms of secularization: as a
“waccupatz'an of answer positions that had become vacant and whose corre-
sponding questions could not be eliminated,” in whose transmission, how-
ever, a u::-::untinuing acceprance of the religious sphere in which language
c-riginates” can be discerned (1988, 65, 104). When B[umenberg jusriﬁably
judges such practice of secularization as the last Reo[ogoumenon, Ben-
jamin’s critique is as well directed to such Reologoumena. This becomes
especially clear in his engagement with the interpretations of Kafka avail-
able to him at the time (Chapter 6). Perhaps Benjamin’s manner of think-
ing and writing can best be described as Past&i&fica:’, since it arises from a
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consciousness for biblical language, hoiy orders, and the idea of salvation
without ]:)eing tied to it through confession. That the terms of the divine
order have singuiar meanings that may not be transferred into the secular
order of human action and social communication is a fixed point within
his thought. This acceptance of biblical ianguage absent faith may be de-
scribed as Jewish thinking in @ world without God, to borrow the wonderful
title of the Festschrift for Stéphane Mosés (Festschrift 2000). This thinking
is not to be confused with negative tbeofagy, in which the Dewus abscondicus
itself becomes the center of, and point of reference for, a reiigious com-
portment. Nor should it be aiigned with a variant of negative theology
critical of capitaiism that makes the bourgeois world in the image of hell
into the object of a quasi-religious evocation (Chapter 5).

Biu_menberg once remarked that the God of philosophers is unfeel-
while that of the bible is hypersensitive: “therefore the theoiogians

ing,
speak in the idiom ofphilosophy in order to spare their God: could he bear
the ianguage of the Bible?” [Biumenberg 1998, 19, my trans.) With Benja-
min, one must obje::t to this interpretation to the extent that in his view,
theofagy as speech about God has aiready been differentiated from bibli-
cal ianguage, since it aiways impiies a speaking in i'listory after the “Fall of
language—mind;’ at a distance from creation, so that this fact can rather
ciarify the closeness the theoiogicai idiom has to the language of phiioso—
phy. Contrarily, Benjamin is adamant that there is an afterlife of biblical
language, and indeed in poetic works. Dx'cfjrwzg does not inherit the tradi-
tion in such a way that it can be possessed as a resource at Dichtung’s dis-
posai, but rather in the sense that poetic works provide a site for a breach
through which LLsometi‘ling beyond the poet interrupts the ianguage ofpo—
etry’ (Chapter 4). In this way, his engagement with the tradition does not
conform to the opposition of theology to philosophy. Benjamin’s position
beyonri theoiogy and philosophy finds expression mainly in his ﬁgures of
speech, thought—images, and dialectic images. The genuineiy Benjamiﬂian
use of ianguage systemaricaliy disappears in most translations of his writ-
ings into other languages. Because the rhoughr—images are translated either
as metaphors of as concepts, his theory often loses its speciﬁc signature in
international reception. Whereas, because of this elision, his reflections
appear to be a great deal more easily compatible with current theoretical
discourses, it is often the case that the dimension of language that recalls
religious quotations is unrecognizable (Chapter 7).
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Forgotten Images:

The Significance of Art in Benjamin’s Epistemology

On the other hand, the dominance of thought—images in Benjamin’s
writing has to date obscured the central and I'rrep[aceab[e sigﬂiﬁcance that
aesthetic perception and the visual images have for his mode of think'lng.
Artworks, paintings, and prints (that is, images from the history of art) in
fact occupy an elevated place in his writings, and not only the two icons of
his worle, Diirer's Melencolia and Klee’s A;zgefu; Novies—without reference
to which few books and articles about Benjamin manage to be published.
Simi[ar[y, not only are the phorographic and cinemarographic images so
important for his cultural theory of modernity central in his works (Chap-
ter 10), but so are images from artists of the most diverse provenances,
from the Middle Ages through to the Renaissance and from the baroque
to mc-c[erniry and expressionism, cubism, and surrealism. ﬂlthough many
works have dealt with Benjamfn’s concept, critique, and theory of art, an
investigation into the question as to what Epistemological signiﬁcaﬂce cor-
responds to artworks themselves remains until now absent.

In Benjamin, the images are also related (like Dichtung) to the af-
terlife of re[igfon. Yet even though poetic laﬂguage is sfgniﬁcant and
meaﬂfngﬁﬂ for the survival of biblical language, with images it concerns
the survival of the cultic, sacred, and magical meanings. If religion relo-
cates its divine kingdom into the clouds, as Benjamin once formulated
(VIL.1/25), then a preview of the “divine kingdom™ becomes perceptible
in the artists’ painted clouds. Ben_jamin is interested less in motifs from
the hisrc-ry of religion, most[y Christian topics, than he is in the col-
ors and materials of art. In them, the sacred appears pracricaﬂy instan-
taneous and unmediated. In often short, extremely dense passages, the
most diverse images from the history of art come to play a central role in
Benjamin’s writings. Not uncommonly, it is similar to that lightninglike
insight followed by the text as the long—rolling thunder described by Ben-
jamin in one of the thought—images from the Epistemo—theoretical canyvo-
lute of the Arcades Project (Chapter 9). The viewing of paintings or artists’
images often functions like a mode of Lmowledge in which revelation
continues to have an effect: the lighrninglike perception of a simultane-
ity that is not translatable into concepts or terminelogy. The charge (that
thought learns from the images’ own mode of perception] continues in
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Benjamin’s style of writing and is expressed primariiy in his thought—im—
ages. Because of this, Benjamin’s epistemoiog}r is unthinkable without
the experience of art.

In addition to the afterlife of reiigion in niodernity, Benjamin’s phys-
ioghomic gaze was also interested in physicai movements, pathos formu-
las, and expression of emotions in painting and art history. Yet despite
repeared efforts, he failed to convert his latent ai:Eniry with the cultural sci-
ence (Kulturwissenschaft) of the Warburg circle into a real exchange with
its members, as testified to by the Dciy.ssey his Origin afrﬁe German Mourn-
ing P.:’.:I_}?i took through the Kulturwissenschaftlichen Bibliothek Warburg
(Chapter 8). The weight of this missed encounter is clear when one con-
siders the fact that he saw the Warburg school as part of a movement that
felt at home in bounciary zones [Gmnzge&ietﬂz}, just as he did in his own
work. This type of being at home thus became existential for him the more
he was in reality excluded—barred first from the institution of the uni-
versity (through the rejection of his H.;zb:'z'imﬁamscfargﬁ)f then from the
country (by the start of the Hitler-Reich). He also considered the nexe
Kunstwissenschaft's treatment of art, one that (like Riegl and Linfert) at-
tributes signiﬁcance to the insig,niﬁcant, as a part of his imagined virtual
movement. He valued it and considered this mode of research a stuc[y of
images “in the spirit of true philoiogy.”

The missed dialogue between Benjamin and the Warburg school
stands in the series of failures that characterize Benjamin’s own efforts,
while at the same time they continue in the reception of his work. This in-
cludes not only the failure to take seriously the epistemic importance art
has for his thinking, but also a passage from his “Critique of Violence” that
is highl}r signiﬁcant for the context for his stance toward biblical tradition,
until now iargeiy ignored.

4. Ursprung des dewtschen Trauerspiels, often referred to as Ovigin of German Tragic Drama.
The latter mistakes an important argument: In two carly essays, written in 1916 just before his
ianguagc theory, Benjamin discussed the contrast between ngzﬁbﬁe (tragic drama) and Trawer-
spiel (mourning play) in respect of totally different concepts of time, language, and emotion.
There, he already emphasized mourning and the relation of history and nature in Treuerspie,
which [ater on became leitmotifs of his book on the baroque mourning play.

5. Translator’s note: The Habilitationssehrift is the postdoctoral, professional disserta-
tion required by German universities to obtain the rank of professor and then lecture ara

university.
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“In Monstrous Cases’:

A Largely Ignored Passage from the “Critique of Violence”

Considering presenr—da}r instances of war and terrorism on the inter-
national scene, a “Critique of Violence,” such as the one Walter Benjamin
undertakes in his essay (published in August 1921 in the Archiv frir Sozial-
wiﬁmmﬁaﬁ und Sazia.!:bafiﬁk), is of pressing urgency in that it artends
to the tense reiationship between law (Rechs) and justice (Gemcfatz:gkcir).
Firstiy, such a critique bears on the violence brought out in the conflict
berween international law and the unilateral claims of sovereignty made
by the U.S. empire as part of the Bush administration’s policy exercised in
Iraq, Guantanamo, and elsewhere. Yet it also touches on the varying forms
of nonstate violence that are iegitimized through concepts such as justice
and human rights, reaching up to the register of a terroristic violence that
itself appeais to the principies of‘righreousness’ or Li'ic-iy' war and thus re-
lies on instances that override national or international law (Chapter 2).
It is precisei],r for the discussion of these nonstate forms of violence that
Benjamin’s essay is parricuiariy relevant. It is devoted to the question of
“whether violence, in a particular case, is a means to a just or unjust end”
(SelWr 1.238, transl. mod.). In addition to phenomena such as the right
to general strike and martial law, Benjamin grapples with the legitimacy
of revoiutionary violence in generai and brings his argument to a head at
the end when he poses the question of tyrarmicici.e iiteraliy exempliﬁed
in the “monstrous case [ . . . ] exempliﬁed in the re\'oiutionar}r kiﬂiﬂg of
the oppressor” (201, 250fT.).

Yet however much Benjamin's “Critique of Violence” is again moved
into the center of political theory through the presenr-day debates, it is
indeed conspicuous that the reaci.ings of this certaini}' dense and difficult
text consistently disregard (when it is not simply avoided) a particular pas-
sage, namely, the neariy two pages on “divine violence” in which Benja-
min spea.i{.s of what it means to disregard the commandment “Thou shall
not kill” when “monstrous cases” (200fL., 250) present themselves. The fact
that this passage piays no essential role in the intense present—day discus-
sion of Benjarnin’s contribution to a critique of violence is therefore quite
remarkable, as it is the only one in the entire text in which he not oniy
deals with his contemporaries’ arguments about the iegitimacy or prin-
cipieci rejection of revoiutionar'y murder but also formulates his own re-
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sponse. His response certainly does not take place under the banner of
;'egi.timﬂga, but rather of the mspﬂf.zfii?ifi{]# of acting subjects. Subsequent to
the assertion that “[t]hose who base a condemnation of all violent lc_illing
of one person by another on the commandment are therefore mistaken,”
he writes: “it [the prohibitionﬁS.W] exists not as a criterion ofjudgment,
but as a gufde[ine for acting of persohs or communities who have to en-
gage with it in solitude and, in monstrous cases (én wsgeﬁenrm Fillen), to
take on themselves the responsibiliry to disregard it (von ihm ebzusehen)”
(250, transl. mod.; Chapter 3).

The question will not be addressed here as to from which motives
Benjamin’s discussion of the aloneness in which one must rake the respon-
sibility in disregarding the commandment “Thou shall not kill” is virtually
ignored or bypassed in a systematic way. With reference to his famous dec-
laration “detour is method,” however, it can be asserted that circumvention
also is and has a method. In this case, it seems to be a hecessary precon-
dition to be able to position Benjamin’s reflections on violence in close
proximity to a theory of the state afexc%bn'ﬂrz and thereby to integrate the
“Critique of Violence” within the paradigms of political theology. At pres-
ent, the author who gives this positioning the greatest weight is Giorgio
Agamben. He claims that though Benjamin “does not name the state of
exception in the essay,” he nevertheless proceeds, retrenchfng his argument
slight[y: LLI:h-:)ugh he does use the term Ermg‘kﬂ, which appears in Schmitt
as a synonym for Ausnabmezustand.” In interpreting the appearance of
Ems{ﬁfﬂ as evidence, A.gamben adds another indication for the claimed af-
finity to Schmitt: “But another technical term from Schmitt’s vocabulary
is present in the text: Entscfacidmsg, ‘decision.” Law, Benjamin writes, ‘ac-
knowledges in the “decision” determined by place and time a metaphysical
category  (Agamben, State of Exception 53).

The claim that Benjamin uses Schmitt’s terms and concepts is an
important cornerstone both for ﬁgamben’s reading of an “exoteric debate
between Benjamin and Schmitt” (55) and for his interpretation of the rela-
rionship between the two theories, which amounts to a distinction of two
sides of the law, both on this side and beyond, in dealing with violence in
the state of exception: “While Schmitt attempts every time to re-inscribe
violence within a juric[ica[ context, Benjamin responds to this gesture by
seeking every time to assure—as pure violence—an existence outside the
law” (Agamben, State of Exception 53). Yet in Agamben’s summary, not only
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is Benjamin’s argumentation misjuciged but the gesture and diction of the
entire essay are as well. Benjamin’s argument is both far removed from in-
suring (sichern) pure violence beyonc[ law and absoiuteiy distant from es-
rablishing any security for a decision about violence at all. Benjamin is oniy
sure in his efforts to clarify the terminology taken from the history of phi-
losophy that is operative in his anaiysis of violence in its reiarionship “to
law and justice” (SelWr 1.236): “[t]he critique of violence is the philosophy
of its own history” (SelWr 1.251).

In this endeavor, ianguage and terminoiogy gain a central .signiﬁ—
cance. A close reaciing of his essay will disallow the assertion that Benjamin
used Schmirtt’s vocabulary, especiali}r in the case of technical terms, that is,
of nomenclatures or ci.isciplinary jargon. The epistemo—theoreticai point of
departure for his critique of violence, in which he yet takes the historical
and theoretical preconditions of law mal{ing (R.r:c."at_cezzrmg) and law pre-
serving (Rfcfat;erkafnm_g) into account, consists preciseiy in the fact thar it
takes place beyond the disciplinary boundaries of legal or constitutional
law (and thus also beyond positive law). Regarding the speciﬁc terminol-
ogy in Benjamin’s essay that Agarnben interprets as coming from Schmirtt, a
close reaciing will show that Benjamin indeed speai{s of “crisis” (.Em;gﬁsz),
yet only in the context of his analysis of martial law. For him, its contradic-
tions obtain preciseiy in the fact legai su]:)jects sanction violence, “whose
ends [ . ..] can therefore in a crisis come into conflict with their own legai
or natural ends” (240). Ernstfall here thus means the becoming effective of
law of war through the entrance of the event of war—that is, crisis. And if
Benja.rnin talks about decision, the word “decision” is carefuily set within
quotation marks, when Benjamin expiains that through this acknowledged
nietaphysicai category [nameiy cEm_miJ.r:idfmg’) law gives rise to the “claim
to critical evaluation” (243). He thus considers the utilization of the cate-
gory of decision in the law to be worthy of critique.

One likewise fails to recognize the signiﬁcance of “pure violence,”
an idea central to Benjarnin’s mode of reflection, when one understands
it (as Agamben does) as terminus technicus (technical term) in Benjamin’s
essay (Agamben, State of Exception 53). Benjamin rather inscribes the cen-
tral terms in the contemporary debate on revoiutionary violence in terms
of their mythic and religious-historicai foundations, which remain embed-
ded within them and are thereby used in mediated ways. In particular, the
diction of the passage on the commandment quoter_i above argues outside
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of any certainty provided by technical ianguage. Instead of a decision made
in the state of exception, the vocabuiary is rather one of monstrous cases,
solitude, responsibility, and disregard of the commandment.

On the Problem of Double Translation

The subsumption of Benjamin’s “Critique of Violence” into a dis-
course about the state of exception and poiiricai rheoic-gy is naturaiiy not
the result of f’;gamben’s interpretation alone but rather is also the effect
of, among other things, probiems involved in translation, as it is a debate
conducted mainly in the English-speaking context. In English translation
uungei'ienre Fille” becomes cce:lc::eptic-nai cases” (SelWr 1.250), a rendering
in which the difference between the Benjaminian formulation “in mon-
strous cases and the “state of exception” disappears. The phrase “von ithm
absehen” then becomes uignc-ring it” in the translation, which reaiiy means
rai{ing no note or notice c-fsc-mething. Yet “davon abzusehen,” rather than
indicating ighorance, refers to a conscious omission, that is to say a kind of
negative acting that presupposes aci{nowiedgment. If the struggie with the
imperative of the commandment is translated with the phrase “to wrestle
with it in solitude,” then this situation of acring (judged by Benjamin to
be one of uncertain responsibiiiry) maintains a tragic element: it becomes
the ioneiy struggie ofa person, which makes the scene suitable for poiiticai
rheoic-gy’s concept ofsovereignry, which holds that the sovereign is the one
who decides on the state of exception.

For me, it is not a matter of exposing or criticizing “false” transla-
tions, but rather a question of the probiem of transiambiiity itself. That
even in the best translations Benjarnin’s argumentation, aiong with the
speciﬁc iinguistic sryie of his anai}'ses, is often lost and sometimes reversed
is an effect of a double assimilation. First, his writing is assimilated into
‘understandable’ (that is, aecepted or conventional) usage through the
translations. The second takes place with the approximation of his very
sing'u_iar (e{gmsfnm:g) use of ianguage to present-day theorerical ianguage,
even though Ben_jamin’s speciﬁc mode of writing is inc,ompatibie with it
because it often relies on unusual, older locutions and so-called outdated
words. The difference berween the ianguage with which we communicate
rc-day and the words favored by Benjamin concerns, ifnc-thing else, the dif-
ference between sacred or biblical ianguage and modern, secular discourse.
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Benjamin’s attitude toward Jewish tradition and biblical language, toward
reiigion and secularization, is apparent not oniy in his expiicit assertions
about the relation of messianism to hisrory (such as in the uﬂ'ien::olc;givc:;li—
Political F‘ragment” and “On the Concept of History”); in his remarks on
literature and religion (such as in “Goethe’s Elective Affinities” and his essay
on Franz Kafka); or in reflections on language and revelation (such as in
the essay on Karl Kraus and “The Task of the Translator”). Above all, it is
operative in his use of ianguage. His postulate “[to call] on the word by its
name” literally means to bend the secular use of ianguage back to the bib-
lical {cultic) origin of language.

The origin and descent (and this also implies the derivation) of secu-
lar terms from biblical concepts is a main topic of the essay “The Critique
of Violence.” For example, when Benjamin amends the c,ontempiation of
“e\'ery conceivable solution to human problems” with the insertion of the
clause “nort to speak of salvation from the confines (Bannkreis) of all the
world-historical conditions of existence obtaining hitherto,” (247) then
the pair of terms solution and salvation (Lé’s:mg und Eriei'suﬂg} opens up a
horizon for a critique of violence in which ‘solution,” as a notion of human
action, reflects its descent from the biblical idea of redemption: as the
transport of divine terms into the sphere of human poiitics. Solution com-
ports itself toward redemption just as law does toward justice. Again this
specific wordplay of the pair of terms Lisung-Erlisung is largely lost when
Engiish translations take “E.rlf:';sung” as “deliverance.” For Benjamin, the
critique of violence is inseparabie from his stance in d.ealing with the dia-
lectic of secularization. Its scene is his work on and engagement with con-

cepts and images.

Dialectic of Secularization

An engagement with secularized theoiogicai iaﬂguage runs through
Benjamin’s writings as a leitmortif. Above all, his criticism is directed
against strategies that counter the dwinc[iing iegitimacy of thec-iog}r after
the death of God with an investiture of or participation in its orphaned
terms. Benjamin mobilizes those theoretical efforts that can be described as
work on constellations of a historical dialectic between Crearion and his-
tory in order to counter this. Whereas polirical rheoiogy inherits theoiogi-
cal concepts, Ben_jamin’s work is committed to pheﬂomena and meahings
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in which vanished religiou.s and cultic practices have an ongoing effect in
moderniry. The chaﬂenge of reading Benja.rnin, however, lies in the fact
that a consistent theory of secularization is never formulated in his writ-
ings. Instead, a web of connections among thoughr—images, ﬁgures, and
terminology spans his texts. A trail of his reflections on the concept of f;:'ﬁ'
and the creaturely, for instance, reaches from the short text “Fate and Char-
acter” (1919), through the “Critique of Violence” (1921), “Goethe’s Elective
Affinities” (1924-25), the Origin of the German Mourning Play (1927), and
“Karl Kraus” (1931), up to “Franz Kafka” (1935).

In this context, Benjamin again and again rebuffs terms that repre-
sent the unreﬂecting transferal of a divine mandate into secular culrural
contexts—without however pleading for an absolute purity of religic-us
concepts. Instead, he is concerned (in ac.know[edgment of the ineluctable
difference between revelation and histor}r} with the illumination of thresh-
old constellations. This is apparent when he situates, for example, Karl
Krauss figures and tone on the threshold between the world of Creation
and the last judgment, between lament (Klage) and accusation (Anklage).
From his early draft on the theory of language from 1916, in which the “Fall
of language—mind” constitutes the line of demarcation that separates pure
paradisiaca[ [anguage from [anguage within the histor'y of human commu-
nication; through “The Task of the Translator” (1921), in which translation
is understood as a rehearsal (Probe) of the distance between the world’s
many languages and the pure language of revelation; and up to the theses
“On the Concept of History™ (1940), one can observe an ongoing and con-
tinuously reconsidered work on constellations of dialectic of secularization.
It is grounded in the philosophies of language and history. With reference
to the idea of redemprion, which coincides with the end of hisrory, images
of history are necessarily distorted or displaced—like dream images.

Above all, Beﬂjamin’s critique is concerned with the adoption of reli-
gious concepts such as justice (Gerechtigkeit) and redemption (Erlésung) to
political philosophy or historiography. It also touches on a field of rheto-
ric and metaphorics that proﬁts from the perpetuation of sacred and bibli-
cal terminology: precise[y all the practices in which theology becomes the
small, ugly hunchback who, as the first of the thought-images to appear in
“On the Concept of Hisrc-ry,” “enlists the services” of another sphere and
is, rhrc-ugh the refined representation in its puppet, invisible. Benjamin’s
engagement with secularization in his “ﬂjeologfcal—Politica[ Fragmem'” is
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formulated in condensed form as an epistemo—theoretfcal conﬁguration, a
thought—image that describes the J:'e[ationship of the profaﬂe order to the
messianic as a u'rE:av:hing of the philosophy of hisrory.” In it, he rejects the
adoprion of ‘rheocracy’ as a po[itical term. Instead, he stresses the princi-
ple asynchroﬂy between historical events and the aligﬂment of the secular
order with the idea of happiﬂess on one hand, and the messianic (which
coincides with the end of hisrory] on the other. Only from this funda-
mental division can one discuss the speciﬁc manner in which the pursuit
ofhappiness orients itself toward the messianic within the dyﬂamic of the
secular, namely, in the “rhythm of messianic nature” in which the pursuit
of happiness and transience come together (Chapter 1).

Benjamin’s essay on Goethe’s Elective Affinities constitutes thus a type
of foil to the “Critique of Violence.” He recognizes a “Nazarene breach”
within the novel: that Eduard praises Ortilie’s striving nature as an incom-
parable martyrdom, describes the dead as ‘saints’ and then p[aces them in
Christs line of succession. His critique in this text, however, applies more
to a modern cult of the poet that, under the provenance of Stefan George
and Friedrich Gundolf, ascribes sacred attributes to poetry. According to
Benjamin, when poetry is built up to be a quasi-religion it results in a
remytho[ogization of art thar reaches back before the separation of art
and philosophy, a split that came with the end of mythology in Greek
antiquity. He sets this remythologizatfon of art, in which it appears as a
cryprmreligion, up against a strict border between the discourse of art and
a “speech of God” and then d.evelops this basic distinction in his reading
of Goethe's novel. Benjamiﬂ’s text makes this contention in the course of a
systematic differentiation between the terms of human and divine orders:
between ‘task’ and ‘exaction,” between “formed structure’ and ‘creature,’
and between ‘reconciliation” (which occurs among humans), transcendent
‘atonement, and the notion DFEEXPI.EH'.IOH, through a divine element. In the
form of the dialectic construed between natural and superﬂatural life es-
tablished ]::-y these terms, and then the motif of the “the guilt nexus of the
living,” the essay on Goethe maintains a direct connection to the uCritir_p.ne
of Violence,” a text in which Benjamiﬂ’s efforts concentrate on conceptual
and terminological differences between law and justice (Chapter 4).



