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PREFACE

Many new materials are presented here for the first time in English, including previously untranslated selections from Gershom Scholem’s journals and letters, the early writings of Walter Benjamin, and unpublished material from the Scholem Archive in Jerusalem. A short note on the use of the German in this work is therefore due. Each citation is given in translation, followed by the original that Columbia University Press has kindly allowed me to include in the notes to the chapter. In the case of Benjamin, several works from the early period are now available in English, and I have sought to refer to these translations whenever possible. Nevertheless, I have chosen to modify them to better serve this study. On occasion, reference is given but the translations will strongly diverge.

I would like to thank Suhrkamp Verlag for kind permission to reproduce Walter Benjamin’s “Theologisch-Politisches Fragment,” from Gesammelte Schriften II:203––204, “Notizen zu einer Arbeit über die Kategorie der Gerechtigkeit,” and Gershom Scholem’s “Der Bolschewismus,” from Gershom Scholem, Tagebücher I:401–402 and II:556–558, and “Thesen über den Begriff der Gerechtigkeit” (Scholem arc. 1599/277.34) from the Gerschom Scholem Archive in Jerusalem. Many thanks to Rafi Weiser, Department of Manuscripts, the National and University Library in Jerusalem, for permission to reproduce Scholem’s Hebrew rendition of Benjamin’s “On Language As Such and the Language of Man.” Chapter 1 has appeared in a modified form under the title “Understanding Walter Benjamin’s Theological-Political Fragment” in Jewish Studies Quarterly 8, no. 3 (2001): 205–247. An abbreviated version of Chapter 2 appeared in Italian as “Anarchismo e traditione ebraica: Gershom Scholem” in Amedeo Bertolo, ed., L’anarchico e l’ebreo, pp. 55–75 (Milan: Elèuthera, 2001).

In preparing this work, there are several individuals to whom I am most grateful. I would like to thank Dietrich Böhler, Peter Carrier, Werner Konitzer, Michael Löwy, Christopher Powers, Andrea Garetto, Martin Schmidt, Kelly Ann Stoner, and Jürgen Thaler for their comments on the first stages of this project as well as Anson Rabinbach and Gary Smith for their criticism. Thanks to the Visiting Research Fellows program at the Hebrew University and staff at the National and University Library in Jerusalem, in particular the Gershom Scholem Archive and Library, I was able to consult the Scholem Archives in 1998. Giulio Busi, Johanna Hoornweg, and Claudia Ulbrich are gratefully acknowledged for their efforts in the work being awarded a Tibertius prize by the Senate of Berlin’s Department of Culture in 2000. In preparation of the manuscript for publication, I am very grateful to Wendy Lochner and Susan Pensak at Columbia University Press for their tireless efforts as well as Frank Böhling, Harry Fox, Sander Gilman, Julie Kelley, Josephine Rodigues, Samira Teuteberg, and Myrna Weissman for their help and good advice. Most of all, I am grateful to Joseph Dan for his guidance through every phase of this work. Despite this support, any remaining errors are my own.


INTRODUCTION

What began with a visit to Berlin, one rainy summer a few years after the fall of the wall, burgeoned into the following study of the intellectual partnership of Walter Benjamin and Gershom Scholem, which I wrote over a period of nine years at the Free University of Berlin. Metaphysics of the Profane: The Political Theology of Walter Benjamin and Gershom Scholem concerns an early phase in the thinking of both authors, bound in many ways to the period surrounding the First World War. Their friendship could have begun as early as the fall of 1913, when Scholem’s Zionist youth group, Jung Juda, met the Sprechsaal der Jugend, which was formed under the influence of the anarchist pedagogue Gustav Wyneken.1 Benjamin had been chosen that evening by Wyneken’s group to speak on the question of Zionism.2 Yet the first encounter between the two actually took place on July 16, 1915, in the library of the University of Berlin.3 Following this initial meeting, their friendship was to span twenty-five years, until Benjamin’s suicide in 1940 while fleeing the Nazis.

The most intensive phase of this intellectual partnership began in 1915 and probably reached a peak during the highly creative but also isolated period of the authors’ residence in the town of Muri, Switzerland in 1918. It most definitely culminates in 1923 with Scholem’s departure for Palestine. Other than two brief encounters in Paris in the 1930s, the authors were never to meet again. Following Scholem’s departure, the discussion takes the form of letters—those best preserved date from the years 1933 to 1940—that Scholem published with great satisfaction toward the end of his life.4 On account of Scholem’s efforts we are able to examine this late period with relative ease. Yet the early years, which were undoubtedly seminal for the later exchange, remain largely unknown. Recent publications of Scholem’s journals and letters in German have made a record of these discussions available to the public for the first time.5 Other early manuscripts in Scholem’s hand have yet to see the light of day. The nature of these highly theoretical discussions has also contributed to the fact that this formative period remains for the most part unexplored. Benjamin’s and Scholem’s ideas, which I have here characterized as an early political theology, are the focus of this study.

Politics were clearly a main issue of debate. The beginning of their relationship, in marked contrast to its development, was constituted by a shared interest in politics, with the activities of the young Scholem a central topic. This was perhaps the period in Scholem’s life when he was most politically engaged, attending clandestine meetings with his brother Werner (later USPD-Faction representative with Luxemburg and Liebknecht to the Reichstag)6 and campaigning with the Jung Juda against the First World War, for which he was thrown out of the Gymnasium a year before graduation.7 Passionately stating the case for a socialism with an “anarchist streak,”8 Scholem developed a penchant for revolutionary and utopian political theory that was to have a considerable influence on Benjamin, carving the contours of an intellectual exchange that spanned their entire friendship.

Scholem’s magnum opus, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, begins with a dedication to Walter Benjamin as the genial metaphysician, critic, and scholar. Yet more than simply a eulogy for a friend, these three dimensions of Benjamin were to have an influence on Scholem extending far beyond the “friendship of a lifetime,” as he puts it in the English version. Indeed friendship is, to the best of our knowledge, that which one experiences in a lifetime, yet the tenor, focus, and, to a great degree, content of the early period of intellectual exchange and mutual influence was to penetrate far into the recesses of Scholem’s late work, many years after Benjamin’s death. The nature of these early influences can be said to have shaped the very basis and structure of his conception of Judaism. More than a friendship, the relationship between the authors can rightly be termed an intellectual partnership, one that was essential for Scholem’s work as a whole. But what does this say about the legacy of the genial metaphysician, critic, and scholar? What is thus an appropriate measure to evaluate the lasting significance of Benjamin thought? If we consider the reception of Benjamin’s work, where Theodor Adorno has long been considered the most important successor, it was actually Scholem who was the first to extend Benjamin’s philosophical tradition to his own thought, indeed remaining closer in many ways to the early categorical analysis. In this respect the Marxist reception of Benjamin’s work in the 1970s was incorrect where it sought to paint Scholem as a conservative. It failed to see Scholem’s critique of Bolshevism, as well as his friend’s turn to Marxism in the later years, as a product of his early “metaphysical anarchism,” which the authors indeed developed together. In this sense the need for a reappraisal of Scholem’s work is overdue. I have therefore sought to make Benjamin’s influence on Scholem’s work one of the key aspects of this book, beginning with the early period and extending into Scholem’s late studies on Kabbalah. It would also have been a task of great worth to extend the early political theology to Benjamin’s more mature writings, particularly with regard to a messianic understanding of history. Yet this question, in its own magnitude and complexity, and necessarily predicated on a firm conception of the early period, will have to be reserved for a future project.

Despite these initial words, the reader will find the personal anecdotes of the authors reduced to a minimum in the following study, not because they fail to make good reading—they often do—but because they tend to substitute for a project establishing the main currents of their thought. I have therefore sought to restrict the narrative aspect of this study to the chronology of the exchange and to the social and historical conditions that affected them rather than focusing on biographical events themselves.9 The aim of this book is to provide a close reading of the authors, seeking to reconstitute the character and verve of their early political theology. To that end I have sought to explain their theory in an exegetical manner, favoring speculative commentary over personal association.10 Nevertheless, I do not think that it can be emphasized enough how thoroughly unique this partnership was in relation to its historical moment—a moment that would conclude with the campaign to exterminate German and European Jewry. As with every other aspect of German-Jewish culture, the Shoah has also fundamentally altered the nature and meaning of this partnership, placing Benjamin and Scholem squarely within a generation that culminates centuries of German-Jewish culture. I have here tried to give the English-speaking reader insight into the intellectual atmosphere that gave rise to these ideas, from contemporary political and theological thinking in figures like Franz Rosenzweig, Ernst Bloch, and Gustav Landauer to influences such as Franz Joseph Molitor, Samson Raphael Hirsch, and Søren Kierkegaard.

One of the central problems facing this book is Benjamin’s early relationship to Judaism. In his late Passagen Werk Benjamin explained his stance toward theology using the metaphor of ink and a blotter, suggesting that theology permeates all aspects of his thought. During his interaction with Scholem in the early years these thoughts become more concerned with articulating a distinctly Jewish dimension, albeit a Judaism unique to what he himself had experienced. His experience in this regard, no less than Scholem’s, was one to which all German Jews were subjected: either convert and thus abandon Judaism, assimilate and abandon the question, or turn to Zionism and seek an Erneuerung des Judentums, a “rejuvenation of Judaism” in the words of Martin Buber. “The problem of Jewish spirit,” he writes to Buber in a letter from November 1915, “is one of the most central and consistent objects of my thought.”11 Yet, unwilling to be subjected to the terms constructed by any of these positions, Benjamin sought to forge his own path to an understanding of Judaism. If his goal was to be able one day to call his thinking a “philosophy of Judaism,” as Scholem reports, a study of the theological dimension of Benjamin’s thought would also need to evaluate the degree to which this was achieved. However, if this proves difficult, because of Benjamin’s rather modest knowledge of Judaism and classical Jewish literature, we must then evaluate his legacy in Scholem, on whom the statement made a lasting impression.12 In this respect I think it is necessary to try to dispel a misconception some have associated with such a project—an illusion that no doubt has much to do with the tremendous interest in the study of Judaism in Germany today. Clearly the wish to repair an intellectual tradition so utterly destroyed over a half century ago cannot be restored by overcompensation, in which a German Jew is made to appear to have been more concerned with Judaism than he or she truly was. Instead, a careful evaluation is needed, whereby the one does not rule out the other. I did not see any reason to portray Benjamin as having been more occupied with Judaism than he was, nor the opposite, for that matter. At best I would only hope to have followed a course laid out by Scholem many years before: not seek to apply Judaism to Benjamin but rather Benjamin to Judaism.

The title of this study should also be qualified by a few remarks. I have taken to the term metaphysics to highlight the basic nature of the thinking addressed in this study: it is a highly speculative philosophy of fundamental questions regarding politics and theology, drawing on a near scholastic aptitude for categorical analysis and Talmudic rigor within a conception of divine continuity of meaning. In this way it is in fact a philosophy of divine as well as profane questions. “Metaphysics,” Scholem once remarks in his Swiss notebook, “is a legitimate theory in the subjunctive form. This is the best definition I have found so far; it says everything.”13 The tenor of this discussion is indeed abstract, speculative, subjunctive, and, in the case of Benjamin, even to the furthest possibilities of German grammar. Yet although the methodology is metaphysical, the subject matter is not solely ethereal. The emphasis of the authors is, in fact, distinctly oriented toward worldly affairs, not merely in the sense of somehow “secularizing” theological notions to take on profane meanings but also in advocating qualified restraint with regard to the divine realm while searching for its link to the profane.14 Rather than a metaphysics of divine realms, the early political theology is concerned with the profane and consciously addresses itself to it. One might indeed want to question the use of the term metaphysics here, where the word speculation might suffice, not to speak of the broader meaning of the use of such categories as messianism or justice. But in this regard I did not make it my task to draw normative conclusions from the authors’ dialogue, nor have I sought to preform a critique of their ideas. The focus of this study is to seek an accurate presentation of the authors’ views, to make them accessible to the general public and ultimately susceptible to criticism.

The use of the term political theology also requires some explanation. It stems from a desire for a concise phrase to serve as an umbrella for subject matter related to messianism, speculations on divine language and on justice. It goes without saying that the use of the term here has nothing to do with Nazi theorist Carl Schmitt’s use of it in the title of a publication in 1923, after the period in question.15 In contrast to Schmitt, who spuriously claimed to have invented the term,16 the view presented here is that political theology begins with the Torah and the political and religious structure of the Israelites, their classes of priests and judges, the divine ordination of kings—in short, everything that led Josephus to coin the term theocracy to capture the meaning of their social and religious organization.17 It is in a biblical sense that political theology is used here.

This work is divided into three parts that reflect the main areas of discussion: messianism, language, and justice. Part 1 is perhaps the most accessible to readers familiar with Benjamin’s early writings, for it attempts to frame the context of the discussion on messianism within the early work and the categories he himself establishes in the period. This is followed by a broader portrayal of Scholem: the categories of his theological politics and the metamorphosis this politics undergoes. The discussion then turns to the linguistic aspect of the authors’ exchange, examining the proposals of Benjamin’s early essay from 1916, “On Language As Such and the Language of Man,” in light of the history of linguistic speculation in Judaism. Benjamin’s proposals on language and its relationship to Judaic linguistics becomes a formidable influence in Scholem’s first studies of Jewish mysticism. It is an influence, however, that Scholem is unable to fully explore until his late essay of the 1970s, “The Name of God and the Linguistic Theory of the Kabbalah,” where he applies Benjamin’s linguistic speculations to the history of the Kabbalah and Judaism. The reader will now hopefully be steeped in the perspectives and terminology of the authors for part 3, on justice. It focuses on their idea of divine justice, first formulated through Benjamin’s critique of the notions of original responsibility, the highest good, law, and right, followed by Scholem’s application of the categories to the Torah and particularly to the prophets. It is here in part 3 that we see political theology come to fruition as a metaphysical tradition.

I would like to begin here with a more comprehensive overview of the chapters. Part 1 focuses on Benjamin’s early concept of the messianic in history. According to Benjamin, the advent of Messiah is clearly juxtaposed to the course of history shaped by the mighty and powerful. The Messiah disrupts history and is determined to usher into worldly affairs a transformative age. The first question we are faced with is whether this world to come is seen by Benjamin as a consequence of the Messiah’s arrival or of a world fermented by humanity but consummated by the Messiah. In other words, does the Messiah bring on redemption or is the arrival of the Messiah, after the initiation of human activity, the a posteriori signal that redemption has come? This question, which is just as essential for revolutionaries contemplating revolution (in place of the Messiah) as it is for the messianic idea in Judaism, is taken up through an analysis of one of Benjamin’s early texts, the “Theological-Political Fragment.”18 The categories that Benjamin uses to construct the fragment form the basis of the discussion here as well as the political and theological structure of the book in its entirety. One of the categories that consistently reappears in Benjamin’s early thinking is the need for a rigorous partition between the divine and profane. While the divine is enveloped in absolute terms, he directs his attention to the profane, speculating on the meaning of the division and opening up the realm to human activity. After situating the discussion in the division of the divine and profane and then introducing a messianic rupture of these two spheres, the question turns to the role of humanity in the messianic drama. Benjamin seeks to define a dimension of human activity capable of reaching the divine in representative form. This largely unintentional activity requires the kind of devotion he discovers in the hero of tragic drama. In seeking to understand the relationship between the fate of the hero and his or her devotion, the notions of fate and character come into play, with Benjamin drafting a short essay of the same title a few years later. Two theological categories featured in the fragment are discussed here: that of the restitutio in integrum, meaning the messianic promise of the restoration of things to their original state, and immortality as the guaranteed condition of humanity in a messianic age. I propose the necessity of these categories, along with the concept of theocracy, for any messianic theory.

The discussion on nihilism, which concludes the first chapter on messianism, makes the transition to a more narrative phase in this study, bringing together Benjamin’s movement toward abstract, political speculation with the historical moment in which he is writing. Benjamin’s early political activities in the German student movement and the influence of anarchist theory are put aside in favor of a retreat from politics. It is arguable whether Benjamin is ever truly political in a practical sense, but his advocacy of a nihilism in conclusion to the fragment has as much to do with the collapse of historical politics following the outbreak of the First World War as with a renewed and intensified commitment to an abstract political theory, governed not by history but by a philosophy of right.19 In this he affirms the role of theology in framing the contours of political analysis. Nihilism, as a “world politics,” contends Benjamin, is also articulated as an affirmative, political idea by Scholem in this period. In Scholem’s case nihilism is preceded by a more traditional political notion of anarchism that he defines in opposition to his brother, Werner Scholem, an avowed independent socialist and later member of the Reichstag. Scholem can be seen here in the broader context of young, German-speaking Jews at this time who discover a hidden affinity between Judaism and a utopian, revolutionary consciousness centering around figures such as Martin Buber and Gustav Landauer. Scholem grasps this utopian dimension and seeks to steer it further toward a political conception of Judaism, one able to see the biblical notion of Zion not simply as a metaphorical covenant but as a living obligation and historical goal. Whether Zion should be interpreted as a metaphor or as a program is the focus of a debate between the two authors, and it is also the center of Scholem’s early anarchist Zionism, which I discuss at length here. By the latter part of the war Scholem’s activist front begins to retreat into the background, as a more pensive and, in some ways, critical approach to the potential for immanent transformation emerges. This occurs while Scholem joined up with Benjamin in an intensive phase of intellectual exchange in Muri, Switzerland in 1918.

In the remaining sections of part 1, we leave Benjamin behind on the shores of Europe and embark on a narrow journey in search of an overview of Scholem’s theological politics. We begin with Scholem’s research into the messianism of Sabbatai Zvi in his essay “Redemption Through Sin” (1936), followed by a synopsis of his later political reflections, which I have termed a critical anarchism. Here a new perspective on the early political theology is introduced: anarchism comes to describe elements within Judaism rather than a more general political practice or theory. Cataclysmic tendencies in Jewish messianism are understood by Scholem to be anarchic forces that yield new historical forms through their destructive activities. Drawing on this notion, we are able to see how Scholem begins to evaluate radical changes in religious law and observance as anarchic elements within Judaism. His use of anarchism as a critical category gives rise to a notion of Judaism beyond worldly confines, inexhaustible and constantly reinventing itself in the face of new traditions and historical constraints. Finally, in his later years, Scholem turns to a critical form of religious anarchism, claiming that anarchism is the only position that makes religious sense.

The second tier of this early political theology is the conception of language, which likewise constitutes part 2 of this study. Turning back to 1916 and his early essay, “On Language As Such and the Language of Man,” we find Benjamin employing the story of creation to construct a philosophy of language based on a concept of innate meaning. In his analysis language is not the means to expression but is the expression of all things and ideas. Here the content of a thing is not expressed through language but in it. In this way creation is key to Benjamin’s theory, and, by painting the broader context of linguistic speculation in Judaism, particularly in Genesis and midrashic literature, Benjamin’s categories emerge as part of this tradition.

With Benjamin’s supposition that the essence of a being or an idea is its language, we are immediately confronted by the problem of linguistic expression. Benjamin formulates the question in the following way: if a thing or idea is its language, then what is the meaning of a metaphor? And, when referring to the divine, what else are we to find in language other than a metaphor? In questioning the idea of representation, Benjamin seeks to inquire into an existence beyond the possibility of expression, here meaning the existence of the divine within language. He attempts to address this problem in the story of creation: God expressed His inner substance to create humanity, and ultimately the universe, “in His image,” but He Himself remains incommunicable, inaudible, and untranslatable. The act of creation is performed linguistically and therefore suggests to Benjamin the existence of a divine language distinct from our own. He then turns to the names given by Adam to the animals and asks, How could Adam have known the names of the created beings unless they somehow communicated themselves to him? The name thus becomes the focal point of speculation as to the linguistic expression of an object, the expression of its “substance of the intellect.” With the idea that the animals somehow expressed themselves to Adam in such a way that he was able to recognize and therefore give them their names, Benjamin considers the magic defined in the relationship between an object and its name in the context of revelation, a transmission of this “substance” from the divine to the profane. A magical transition from the inexpressible to finite expression must take place here as well, he adds, supporting the observation with another passage from Genesis on the creation of Adam. Benjamin, in his reading, plays down the physical aspects of the transition of the spirit of life, God’s spirit, to Adam, thus deliberately steering his interpretation away from Hamann and other linguistic thinkers who emphasize an incarnation theory in the word of God forming the flesh of the son—in other words, a Christian linguistic theory. The relationship between the expression of the named and the namer is brought fully into theological focus, with the problem for Adam of knowledge in God succeeding the act of naming. Benjamin seeks here to address the finite nature of the human word in relation to the infinite nature of God’s. This linguistic transition from God to Adam, from a creating word to a naming one, and, ultimately, after the expulsion from paradise, from divine language to the profane, is examined by Benjamin in the concept of translation. In all forms of expression he seeks to define a continuous transporting of one language into another, from written to acoustic, from animate to inanimate, from profane to divine. In the expulsion from paradise the expression of this translation was lost. What emerges in its place is a language of “damaged immediacy,” as Benjamin writes, examined here in the confusion between sign and symbol. In the breakdown of an immediate relationship between a name and the thing that is named, a multiplicity of words abound for the same object, just as a multiplicity of languages exist for the same expression.

Profane language emerges from paradise damaged. Yet human language is not without any reference to its predecessor, claims Benjamin, seeing within humanity a residue of the creating word of God. This creating word is preserved in profane expression in the language of judgment—the dimension of justice in the profane. Judgment is deemed the ray of hope through which a redeemed language of pure immediacy will once again be established, while immediacy harkens back to a pure linguistic state in the garden of Eden. The “irony” of the fall to which Benjamin refers at the end of this episode is that the expulsion from paradise was not the birthplace of good and evil but an example of how God administers divine justice; the existence of the two in the form of the fruit of the tree precedes the forbidden act. Thus the lesson that this passage carries for Benjamin is one of the “mythical origins of law.” This is expanded in part 3.

At this point I turn from a close analysis of Benjamin’s early philosophy of language to explain the discussion in the context of possible influences. The newly published materials from Scholem reveal a tremendous debt to the Christian Kabbalist Franz Joseph Molitor and his book Philosophy of History; or, On Tradition (1827), whose critical influence on Scholem began to take effect around the time of the authors’ intensive discussions on language. Indeed, if Benjamin sought a concise source for many of the ideas that he presents in his essay, he would have had only to turn to Molitor to obtain a clear and sophisticated understanding of Jewish linguistic theory. In Scholem’s enthusiastic reference to Molitor’s work as “a true ideology of Zionism” he was to link himself in no uncertain terms to a conviction that Molitor shared: the notion of Hebrew as the divine language. It appears that Molitor and Scholem diverge at this point from Benjamin, who suggests in its place a theory of translation.

Benjamin’s orientation to a philosophy of language, which is supported by some of the main elements of classical, Jewish linguistic speculation, was a great impetus for Scholem and his early research into the Kabbalah. He wanted, in fact, to write his doctoral dissertation in 1921 on linguistic mysticism based largely on his discussions with Benjamin. But after some initial scholarly research in the vast, unchartered waters of the history of the Kabbalah, he was forced to change course. After fifty years of a tireless quest, Scholem was finally able to return to his youthful pursuit in the 1973 essay “The Name of God and the Linguistic Theory of the Kabbalah.” This essay is the subject of the remaining sections in part 2.

Perhaps the center of Scholem’s essay, and that which marks his attempt to apply the early political theology of language to the history of the Kabbalah, is the assertion that linguistic speculation is metaphysical speculation, seen here as reflection on the meaning and truth of the Torah. Consequently, a metaphysical approach to creation is also the starting point of Scholem’s study. The categories of his analysis begin, first of all, with the acoustic dimension of God’s pronunciation, that is, “Let there be light,” and light occurs. Here expression is viewed in much the same way that it was by Benjamin: substance is manifested in language and not through it, where language is more than simply a medium of expression. We see Scholem presenting a similar problem to that which we saw in Benjamin: how does a symbol express the inexpressible? Scholem links the “magic” of the symbol, in its ability to articulate the unpronounceable, to Benjamin’s “linguistic mysticism,” as he calls it, thereby paving the way for a broad study of mystical linguistics in terms first drawn up by Benjamin. In addition, Scholem establishes three points with which he seeks to define Jewish linguistic theory. First, that creation and revelation are linguistic expressions of God’s infinite nature that confront the profane in the limited form of a symbol. Second, the name of God is the metaphysical origin of language, from which everything else emerged. Third, the theory of the name is located in the magic of its expression in the profane and its link to the human word. These three stipulations mark the focus of Scholem’s analysis. The remaining chapter follows Scholem’s journey through the history of Jewish linguistic thought, seeking to expose the ways in which his methodology is indebted to the early linguistic theory. The idea of the creating word of God and His unpronounceable name returns in Scholem’s late essay to the paradox already posed by Benjamin, in which the name that God used to name Himself, the name with which He is addressed, is no longer expressible or pronounceable. It is a name that creates meaning but is itself meaningless. For Scholem this paradox typifies the power of the divine. He draws a distinction between the unpronounceable name and God’s creating word, providing the groundwork for the discussion of the hidden, divine combinations of the letters of a creating language.

Postbiblical linguistic thinking in Judaism abounds in the possibilities of discovering elements of this creating language, even if only in the limited sense of a symbol. If the Torah acted as the blueprint for the story of creation, which one of the earliest commentaries on Genesis, Bereshit Rabbah, suggests, then the discovery of this language must consist of deciphering a code concealed in the words of the Torah. Naturally, we encounter a problem with the physical aspects of creation when viewing words as the building blocks of the world, as Benjamin’s notion of the spirit or breath of God comes into focus. The letters themselves, the smallest particles of the word, turn to figurative atoms under a linguistic microscope. Their combinations, as the book Sefer Yetzirah proposes, is the key to their power. This tradition, continuing in medieval Spain, Scholem pursues in the writings of Nachmanides, Moses de Leon and Joseph Gikatilla, medieval thinkers who are speculative grammarians of the divine name, searching for the structure and meaning of the divine in symbolic form. Scholem introduces figures such as Isaac the Blind from Provence and contrasts him to Schlegel’s proposal that philosophers are grammarians of reason. But unlike philologists, who view the written form as a secondary or mediated representation of true language, the Kabbalists see the written as the “true representation” of its secrets, says Scholem, situating Benjamin chiefly among them. In Scholem’s essay we witness a transition from early rabbinic thought to medieval microlinguistic speculation where the metaphysics of language are based on the secret dimensions of its atomic parts. Scholem considers the contributions of the Iyyun circle to linguistic speculation in the Kabbalah, followed by a theory of a historical Torah that reveals a new meaning in every age. He then seeks to expose the metaphysical orientation of Jacob Ha-Kohen of the thirteenth century and Israel Sarug of the seventeenth century, linking them implicitly to Benjamin’s speculations of a paradisiacal language. Scholem returns here to the question whether Hebrew itself was the divine language, enabling a distinction between the views of the Kabbalists and Benjamin.

The microlinguistic theory of the thirteenth-century Kabbalist Abraham Abulafia and his “science of prophecy” takes on a central role in Scholem’s essay. We see here how Abulafia shares Benjamin’s conception of linguistic intelligence, which the former perceives not only in Hebrew as the divine language but also in every translated language. The divine name and the pursuit of knowledge remains at the core of the analysis, as well as a theory of linguistic magic. In short, we are able to detect quite a few of Benjamin’s categories in Scholem’s portrayal of Abulafia. The final section of part 2 reviews Scholem’s own conclusions concerning a Judaic philosophy of language, drawing on the early categories in the late research and suggesting a linguistic tradition to which Benjamin belongs.

Part 3 concerns the idea of justice, the third dimension of this early political theology. By the very suggestion that justice is the substance of redemption, it can no longer be viewed as part of the profane. Thus the very first proposal in Scholem’s and Benjamin’s conception is the necessity to ascribe justice to the realm of the divine and construct in its place a notion of judgment in the profane. In a redemptive conception of justice we discover early references imbued with new meaning. The judging word, which we encountered in Benjamin’s linguistic theory in part 2, is explored here in great detail, along with notions of the mystical origins of law, fate, and responsibility. The relationship between character and fate initially encountered in the first section on messianism is here coupled with the problem of the origins of evil. I begin this chapter with a comparison of Kierkegaard’s notion of responsibility to that of Benjamin’s, seeking to explain how the origins of evil in the first encounter with sin undergoes a radical reinterpretation in Benjamin’s metaphysics of Genesis. Similar to Kierkegaard, a new ethics is proposed on the basis of the actions of the individual and not on original sin. Yet rather than an original sin transferred to individual sin, Benjamin seeks to overturn the notion of sin altogether, substituting it its place a redemptive pursuit of responsibility. In contrast to the universalization of suffering proposed by Kierkegaard, Benjamin seeks the universalization of the Jew.

Ideas of distributive justice, virtue, and the material and spiritual restitution in the just state are the categories that emerge from the early discussions with Scholem concerning a Judaic conception of justice. Scholem’s journals again play an important role in reconstructing the early debate as well as presenting us with a hitherto unknown text by Benjamin entitled “Notes to a Study on the Category of Justice,” presented here in English for the first time. In addition to exploring terms that belong to a restitutio in integrum of the 1921 fragment, these notes also constitute a precursor to the concept of justice in his “Critique of Violence.” Benjamin differentiates ethical, worldly activity once again from the category of justice, focusing here on the difference between the terms mishpat and tzedek, which he formulates in Hebrew script. One of Scholem’s manuscripts from the archive in Jerusalem entitled “Thesen über den Begriff der Gerechtigkeit” (Theses on the Concept of Justice) appears to be a direct commentary on Benjamin’s notes on justice, with the first few theses attempting to pinpoint the sources of Benjamin’s text. Scholem reflects on the idea of distributive justice and comes to the conclusion that it must point to something beyond the mere universalization of goods, be it material goods or “the highest good.” Echoing Benjamin’s terminology, he attempts to distinguish justice from virtue, moving to a discussion of the morphology of the word tzedek from a perspective enriched by the categories of the divine and profane. Violence is then the focus of his inquiry into virtue and righteousness.

In another of the newly released archival manuscripts presented here in English for the first time, Scholem seeks to contextualize the discussion on justice in the language of the prophets, drawing on the story of Jonah as well as the groundwork of divine justice in prophecy as a whole. Once again, the distinction between justice and judgment takes center stage through the terms mishpat and tzedek. The postponement of judgment in the story of Jonah—more specifically, the postponement of the execution of judgment—is suggested as an indicator of the meaning of divine justice as a whole. If justice in Jonah’s prophecy is exhibited in the postponement of the execution of judgment, then justice on earth would be the permanent suspension of the Last Judgment, Scholem concludes. Here, he introduces the concept of the tzadik, the righteous figure, who represents the “being of justice.”

The concept of justice in the early political theology draws on the distinction between the divine and profane, situating the idea of justice solely in the realm of the former. Prophecy, in this respect, is an attempt to articulate the terms of a divine conception of justice. And yet this distinction immediately calls into question the demands of justice in the profane world. Indeed, the culmination of the First World War disrupts the decisive political nihilism that Scholem and Benjamin had constructed during their isolated existence in Muri, Switzerland. In this period of critical reflection on practical politics a debate ensued on the meaning and importance of the Bolshevik revolution. Scholem’s thoughts from the period are preserved in a handwritten manuscript from 1918 bearing the title “The Bolshevik Revolution,” presented here in English. In his late recollections of the debate he writes that he defended the principle of revolutionary dictatorship, if this meant the dictatorship of the impoverished and not necessarily the proletariat.20 Scholem’s sympathies, according to his late reflections, lay with the social revolutionaries against the Bolsheviks. Yet in this early manuscript Scholem was more inclined to entertain the messianic qualities of a Bolshevik movement that imparted a “magic” to its ranks in the notion of a “dictatorship of poverty” and linked to the messianic idea. But as a historical force promising future justice, Scholem already suggests in 1918, Bolshevism proves unable to judge its own actions in the present. The dictatorship of poverty, he writes, is constituted to end in blood.

The idea of the justified use of violence becomes one of the key components of this political theology, and, with the preceding debate on divine and prophetic justice in mind, we can now turn our attention to one of the most celebrated essays among Benjamin’s early writings, the “Critique of Violence” of 1921. In many ways it presents itself as the most political of the early pieces, making explicit claims with regard to the question of justified violence in the hands of the state, the police, and the judicial system in contrast to the counterinstitutions of strikes and antiwar pacifism. However, the proposals with which Benjamin concludes his critique have little to do with practical political activity. In one sense we see him defending the anarchist-pacifist challenge to the monopoly of state violence. The true basis of violence, he argues, is divine violence, which God manifests in the world. He defines here the worldly counterforce to an arbitrary or “mythical” violence as a “politics of pure means.” By this Benjamin points to the friendly exchange between individuals as a basis for a new politics, itself formed from a “culture of the heart.” What begins with a rather political thesis turns to theological speculation on divine violence and a messianic community of freely acting individuals. The “Critique of Violence” also seems to have had a considerable impact on Scholem, as the latter part of his “Theses on the Concept of Justice” reveals. Scholem here seeks to bring together his analysis of justice in the form of divine postponement with several of Benjamin’s ideas.

In the last section of the final chapter on justice, we turn to the impact of the early political theology on the mature Scholem, moving into the late1950s to consider what effect these early speculations on justice may have had on Scholem’s later conception of the righteous figure. In the manuscript on Jonah and in the “Theses on the Concept of Justice” we witnessed a growing interest in the role of the worldly just, focusing on the linguistic relationship between justice, charity, and righteousness. This takes its cue from the focus on virtue, mishpat, and the righteous individual in Benjamin’s “Notes to a Study on the Category of Justice” and “Critique of Violence,” presenting many of the categories again with renewed vigor in an essay for the Eranos Jahrbuch in 1958 on “The Teachings on the ‘Just’ in Jewish Mysticism.” Here Scholem divides the figure of righteousness into three types, through which many of the early categories are expressed. These are the righteous, the pious, and the scholar—tzadik, Chasid, and talmid chakham. The final few pages explore Scholem’s personal link to the meaning embedded in names and the anarchic, collectivist, even comical eruption of justice in the world in the form of the righteous figure. It is clear, from the perspective established in this chapter, that the characteristics Scholem finds in the righteous are also those of the Messiah.

The focus of this study can be summarized as an attempt to reconstruct the early discussion of the authors in the framework of an intellectual partnership, seeking to emphasize the mutual effect that each had on the other regarding the body of ideas I have termed a political theology. It is also a study of the lasting influence that this early political and theological speculation was to have on Scholem. Many new materials are presented here for the first time in English, including parts of Scholem’s journals and letters, unpublished material from the Scholem Archive in Jerusalem, as well as untranslated early texts by Benjamin. Should this study make a contribution to the understanding of the foundations of Scholem’s pioneering research into Jewish mysticism and messianism, or the Judaic and theological underpinnings of Benjamin’s thought, the author would be most gratified.


PART I

Messianism

Die Geschichte ist der Kampf zwischen den Begeisterten und den Trägen, den Zukünftigen und den Vergangenen, den Freien und Unfreien. Die Unfreien werden stets den Kanon ihrer Gesetze uns vorweisen können. Wir aber werden das Gesetz, unter dem wir stehen, noch nicht nennen können. Daß es Pflicht ist, fühlen wir.

History is the battle between the fervent and the yoke, between those of the future and of the past, between the free and unfree. The unfree are perpetually able to present to us the canon of their laws. Yet we are not able to name the law under which we stand. We feel this to be an obligation.

—Benjamin on Gerhart Hauptmann (1913)


CHAPTER 1

THE MESSIANIC IDEA IN WALTER BENJAMIN’S EARLY WRITINGS

In the early writings of Walter Benjamin, history is an unending battle between past and future, between the right of law and the right to establish law, between the history of the conquered and that of the conqueror in which both past and present are governed by laws not their own. Accompanying a history of legal tyranny and subjugation, Benjamin submits there is a past containing its own living law, a law insurmountable by worldly dictates, pertaining to historical occurrences and their hidden structure, that he seeks to defend in this early formulation on the work of Gerhard Hauptmann.1 To reveal this obligation is apparently beyond the capacity of the critic in 1913. Yet, after a lengthy period of theological and political reflection, the main currents of this law reemerge as a philosophy of history in the terse and rather thesislike “Theological-Political Fragment” of 1921.2

This fragment begins where most tractates on history conclude. Yet here the end of history is neither one formed by an outburst of cumulative reason nor the might of a worldly empire whose sovereignty rests on the shoulders of the defeated but by the Messiah who completes all historical occurrence and repatriates the downtrodden. It points to the conclusion of a temporal and spatial plane, meaning both an end to past and future as well as the division of this world from the next. The end of history connotes a messianic understanding of the unfolding of worldly events whose approach is juxtaposed to the empty resolution of history—represented by the history of the worldly victorious. This messianic understanding, termed mystical in Benjamin’s text, strives to reveal an abstract representation of the divine kingdom in theological terms, or utopia in its anarchist counterpart. The question of human agency is at the center of his analysis concerning the relationship between the divine and profane worlds. The mediating tension between the two is understood as giving rise to a dynamic in which an event in one realm is shown to have an effect in the other. This dynamic is then characterized in the form of a messianic drama, where the nature and actions of the individual takes shape with the decline of all spatial and temporal parameters. The focus of the tragic hero is thus the redemptive act, viewed as worldly activity that inadvertently establishes the conditions of eternity and, therefore, redemption.

Before presenting an in-depth account of the elements that constitute this messianic conception of history, let us turn briefly to the text and the controversy that surrounds it. The following is a new translation and a complete reproduction:


THEOLOGICAL-POLITICAL FRAGMENT

First the Messiah completes all historical occurrence, whose relation to the messianic (in this sense) he himself first redeems, completes, and creates. Therefore nothing historical can intend to refer to the messianic from itself out of itself. For this reason, the kingdom of God is not the telos of the historical dynamic; it cannot be set toward a goal. Historically seen, it is not a goal but an end. Thus the order of the profane cannot be built on the idea of the kingdom of God; theocracy, therefore, has no political but only religious significance. To have repudiated the political meaning of theocracy with all intensity is the greatest service of Bloch’s Spirit of Utopia.

The order of the profane has to be established on the idea of happiness. The relation of this order to the messianic is one of the essential elements in the teachings of historical philosophy. It is the precondition of a mystical conception of history, whose problem permits itself to be represented in an image. If one directional arrow marks the goal in which the dynamic of the profane takes effect, and another the direction of messianic intensity, then clearly the pursuit of happiness of free humanity strives away from every messianic direction. But just as a force is capable, through its direction, of promoting another in the opposite direction, so too is the profane order of the profane in the coming of the messianic kingdom. The profane, therefore, is not a category of the kingdom but a category—that is, one of the most appropriate—of its most quiet nearing. For in happiness everything earthly strives for its decline, and only in happiness is the decline determined to find it. While clearly the unmediated messianic intensity of the heart, of the inner, individual person, passes through tragedy, in the sense of suffering. To the spiritual restitutio in integrum, which introduces immortality, corresponds a worldliness that ushers in the eternity of the decline and the rhythm of this eternal passing away, passing away in its totality—worldliness passing away in its spatial but also temporal totality—the rhythm of messianic nature is happiness. For the messianic is nature in its eternal and total transience.

To strive for this, even for those stages of humanity that are nature, is the task of world politics whose method is called nihilism.3

THEOLOGISCH-POLITISCHES FRAGMENT

Erst der Messias selbst vollendet alles historisches Geschehen, und zwar in dem Sinne, daß er dessen Beziehung auf das Messianische selbst erst erlöst, vollendet, schafft. Darum kann nichts Historisches von sich aus sich auf Messianisches beziehen wollen. Darum ist das Reich Gottes nicht das Telos der historischen Dynamis; es kann nicht zum Ziel gesetzt werden. Historisch gesehen ist es nicht Ziel, sondern Ende. Darum kann die Ordnung des Profanen nicht am Gedanken des Gottesreiches aufgebaut werden, darum hat die Theokratie keinen politischen sondern allein einen religiösen Sinn. Die politische Bedeutung der Theokratie mit aller Intensität geleugnet zu haben ist das größte Verdienst von Blochs »Geist der Utopie«.

Die Ordnung des Profanen hat sich aufzurichten an der Idee des Glücks. Die Beziehung dieser Ordnung auf das Messianische ist eines der wesentlichen Lehrstücke der Geschichtsphilosophie. Und zwar ist von ihr aus eine mystische Geschichtsauffassung bedingt, deren Problem in einem Bilde sich darlegen läßt. Wenn eine Pfeilrichtung das Ziel, in welchem die Dynamis des Profanen wirkt, bezeichnet, eine andere die Richtung der messianischen Intensität, so strebt freilich das Glückssuchen der freien Menschheit von jener messianischen Richtung fort, aber wie eine Kraft durch ihren Weg eine andere auf entgegengesetzt gerichtetem Wege zu befördern vermag, so auch die profane Ordnung des Profanen das Kommen des messianischen Reiches. Das Profane also ist zwar keine Kategorie des Reichs, aber eine Kategorie, und zwar der zutreffendsten eine, seines leisesten Nahens. Denn im Glück aber erstrebt alles Irdische seinen Untergang, nur im Glück ist ihm der Untergang zu finden bestimmt.—Während freilich die unmittelbare messianische Intensität des Herzens, des innern einzelnen Menschen durch Unglück, im Sinne des Leidens hindurchgeht. Der geistlichen restitutio in integrum, welche in die Unsterblichkeit einführt, entspricht eine weltliche, die in die Ewigkeit eines Unterganges führt und der Rhythmus dieses ewig vergehenden, in seiner Totalität vergehenden, in seiner räumlichen, aber auch zeitlichen Totalität vergehenden Weltlichen, der Rhythmus der messianischen Natur, ist Glück. Denn messianisch ist die Natur aus ihrer ewigen und totalen Vergängnis.

Diese zu erstreben, auch für diejenigen Stufen des Menschen, welche Natur sind, ist die Aufgabe der Weltpolitik, deren Methode Nihilismus zu heißen hat.

(II:203)



Benjamin’s “Theological-Political Fragment” presents a discrete framework to evaluate his early thinking on history and redemption in the context of the early writings.4 In 1920–1921, the years during which this sketch of a theological politics is supposed to have been written,5 the gaping wounds of the carnivorious First World War had yet to heal, followed by the eruption of the short-lived revolutions and general strikes in Munich and Berlin. The array of support for the war, from Social Democrats to the intellectual and political leadership of the Jewish community, most notably Martin Buber, contributed to an atmosphere of despair concerning notions of allegiance, moral fortitude, and political agency.6 The growing influence of Soviet Marxism after the Russian Revolution also added to a state of confusion regarding ends and means.

Most readers are inclined to interpret historical events as having had a considerable effect on Benjamin’s political writings.7 The fragment seems no less the case. The curious oddity of this minuscule text, however, is that naming this period has proven highly contentious. The fragment was given its title by Adorno in the first edition of Benjamin’s writings in 1955 and has retained a place of controversy ever since. According to Adorno, he and his wife met Benjamin for the last time at the end of 1937/1938 in San Remo, Italy. Benjamin reportedly read them the text aloud, referring to it on that occasion as the “Newest of the New.” Adorno dated the text 1937 accordingly.8 Yet Scholem believed something quite different:

I rest assured that these pages were written in 1920–1921 in conjunction with the Critique of Violence and did not entertain a relationship with Marxism at the time. It exhibits a metaphysical anarchism that corresponded to the author’s ideas before 1924. Adorno dates the text from 1937. My response is that the date is a jest, to see if Adorno would mistake a mystical-anarchist text for a recently composed Marxist one. Benjamin, by the way, engaged from time to time in such experiments.9

Beyond a commitment to historical accuracy, Scholem’s skepticism about the dating of the text had much, apparently, to do with an eager audience that sought to believe in the unbroken passage of the messianic idea to Marxism. Scholem, however, saw the text as being rather characteristic of an earlier period where Benjamin’s inclination toward articulating a “philosophy of Judaism”10 and a metaphysical anarchism loomed large upon his intellectual horizon. If one is to consider some of the formative literature of the early period, namely, Ernst Bloch’s Spirit of Utopia (1919) and Franz Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption (1921), in relationship to the fragment, it does appear possible to place the text in the context of the early writings.11 In this respect the focus of the following chapter is to rework the “Theological-Political Fragment” back into the fabric of the early years, allowing the central categories of Benjamin’s early political theology to come to the fore. These terms and categories will then serve as points of reference for further speculation, beginning with the concept of redemption in the idea of the Messiah.

THE MESSIANIC STATE: DOES THE MESSIAH INITIATE OR CONSUMMATE?

It is therefore as the Baal Shem says, that the Messiah is capable of coming only after all the guests are seated at the table. This table is, first, the table of labor, and only then the table of the Lord—the organization of the earth possesses its own unmediated effect and unmediated, deductive metaphysics in the secrets of the kingdom.

—Ernst Bloch, Spirit of Utopia 12

The Messiah consummating the messianic process as a conceptual tradition can be seen in many different sources, periods, and schools of thought in Judaism.13 Whether in Sefer Zerubbabel, which features a Messiah consummating redemption in an ultimate battle,14 or in the “Treatise on the Left Emanation” of Jacob Ha’Kohen, in which the Messiah is featured as a warrior set to extinguish the satanic embodiment of evil, the Messiah stands alone in the task of redemption. In both apocalyptic dramas the Messiah enters as hero, Satan naturally as his opponent, and history the stage upon which the plot unfolds.15 No particular role is attributed to humanity in these two early narratives of redemptive activity. In either form the Messiah “completes all historical occurrence” in solo. His actions are not dependent on worldly activity but concentrated purely on conquering evil.

We witness a radical transformation of this idea in the sixteenth century with the emergence of Lurianic Kabbalah. The notion of the consummation of redemption takes on an entirely new meaning in this school of thought, one in which humanity now plays a very active role in its own redemption—even, one might say, in the redemption of God.16 The necessity of collective participation in redemption through worldly activity is indeed the hallmark of this new theory. The central position played by the Messiah in the first two narratives becomes all but secondary here. What is important in Lurianic theory is the role of humanity in initiating the messianic age. The standard dimensions of Jewish messianism—a Messiah without features, yet one preforming distinct, predesignated historical acts—are naturally not lost here. Yet the role of human agency takes on new importance, heralding a revolutionary interpretation of redemption that has profoundly influenced the messianic idea in Judaism up to the present.

I present this summary of two particular stands of messianic thinking, along with the opening allusion to the Baal Shem found in Bloch’s Spirit of Utopia, to illustrate a central problem of the messianic idea with which the fragment begins: whether redemption is initiated prior to or only after the arrival of the Messiah. This difference is clearly essential to a messianic conception of history, for, in the latter, redemption is inaugurated by the Messiah alone, in whose hands all historical responsibility therefore rests. In the former, however, redemption is induced by the redemptive acts of the individual in the world. This distinction goes back to a conversation between the two authors on the immediacy of the messianic idea. Scholem makes a note of it in his journal entry for November 3, 1917:

The greatest portrait [Bild] of history, upon which the infinitely deep connection of history to religion and ethics is based, has been discovered in the concept of the messianic kingdom. Walter once said, “The messianic kingdom is always present.” This perspective is very true—but only in a sphere that I believe no one has reached since the prophets.17

In the opening lines of the fragment, however, the role of the Messiah is emphasized, whereas in Scholem’s recollections, if the messianic kingdom is already present, there would no longer be a need for the arrival of the Messiah or, indeed, if such a need still existed, then merely in the role of a final confirmation. Thus the presence of the kingdom supports the first proposition, that redemption is dependent upon the redemptive acts of the individual in the world. The fragment, however, is more complex, and a participatory interpretation of redemption is soon its focus. Nevertheless, what is certain and relevant for the interpretation here is that both positions on the messianic idea are addressed by Benjamin. We shall see how they remain largely unresolved in his thought.

The order of redemption is therefore undoubtedly central to Benjamin’s messianic idea. Yet whatever one might think of the author’s early ambition to construct a philosophy of Judaism as Scholem reports, it is incumbent upon us to evaluate Benjamin’s thinking within the context of Judaism, if for no other reason than the statement that the profane cannot be established upon the kingdom of God, severing the link between worldly affairs and theocracy. With regard to the idea of redemption in Judaism, which always takes place upon the stage of history and in a collective sphere before the community, offering little by way of individual salvation, we are compelled to distinguish Benjamin’s ideas from those of Christian theocracy and Messianism.18 There are no references in the fragment, nor in the early writing, to a second messianic event linked to a first, to Jesus as the Messiah and the son of God, nor to any of the elements that constitute the basic tenets of Christian faith and distinguish it from Judaism.19 Belief in the authenticity of the Messiah as a means of individual ascension or salvation is not the focus of Benjamin’s messianism but rather the final conclusion of worldly suffering in a collective and permanent end of history. Thus, with the notion of the Messiah as consummator, expressed in the statement “First the Messiah completes all historical occurrence,” we turn our attention to theoretical components of Benjamin’s messianism in the context of Jewish tradition.20

Focusing now more specifically on Benjamin’s notion of completion, we see the Messiah’s actions directed to a final conclusion of history, in which the last remnants of bad actions are made good again. This is what is meant by the idea of all historical past being redeemed—the divine reparation of all actions in the world that went awry. These past events are historical, for they were formed in the world. Rather than being forgotten, they are returned to their original state of wholeness.21

In this way the idea of redemption ending historical time, since predicated by history itself, can be understood within the broader notion of historical completion. The end of historical time, however, is not to be confused with the end of history. History’s completion is here expressed not as “a goal but an end.”22 While time generates various irreconcilable moments in history, redemption is its only complete and thus true end, rather than a goal set for it as a telos in history. Seen from a negative perspective, neither an earthly kingdom of God, nor the worker’s state, nor bourgeois democracy can be pronounced as the end of a historical telos for Benjamin. Only an understanding approaching history as events that face their end, unmitigated by any external worldly preconditions, reflects a messianic conception, in his view. An end that is placed in relationship to the creative act is an end that harbors no worldly telos, no self-generation, no intention, no motor of history—it is merely the inverse of beginning. Toward creation it appears messianic, for it alone completes creation. A determinate end, which is understood in relation to creation and constituted as messianic, is therefore an end in redemption.23 In a conversation with Benjamin on the subject, Scholem recalls in his journal, “The new heaven is heaven without a night. The new creation is time, as Walter says, which rises [erhebt sich] at the end of time.”24 When “beginning” can no longer remain indeterminate and, to be beginning, is distinguished from the moment in which it is no longer development but standstill, in which everything related to the state of “beginning” returns to itself, only then is there a “completion of work” in the sense of conclusion.25 Everything that is incomplete when redemption commences, springing forth from creation but still hanging onto its beginning, is returned back into itself.26

A model to conceptualize the notion of a redemptive end in relation to creation can be found in the Star of Redemption in the idea of the work of art.27 In the profane world only the work of art is able to approximate a closed, finished state of completion and therefore to grasp the principle of end in its necessity and categorical integrity. End is categorical and historical, but as it reaches the aesthetic realm it achieves the possibility to arrive as such and be complete. Through its inherent transformative dynamic the work of art in the profane realm is given to comprehend the redemptive category of what Rosenzweig calls “das Fertigwerden,” “to become finished.” By this he seeks to show how the end of history can be understood in relation to a work of art. It occurs. Its self-differentiation appears no longer at the beginning but at the same time always contains the meaning of coming to a complete and final condition.28 Bloch also conceives of an end in relation to creation, such that a full and complete end in the Spirit of Utopia is situated within worldly time, between past and future: “In this way, the world has a beginning as well as an end in time,” he writes, “as it is only conceivable as a process, for only history forms the [most] appropriate and essential method of world-knowledge.”29 Bloch emphasizes the lasting aspect of historical occurrence, the notion of which itself necessitates a concept of history.30

Of interest here is not historical occurrence itself, locked in the mortality of passing away, but clearly an approach to history and the historical events of the powerful. These can never be the “telos” of the dynamic of history, says Benjamin, which themselves can never lead to the “kingdom of God.” Such a conception of history, needless to say its application, is precisely at odds with the view presented in the fragment. Here “the Kingdom of God … cannot be set toward a goal,” just as the notion of justice. which, in being relegated to the divine, also cannot be intentional.31 The kingdom of God is not an aim of the worldly realm because it is not an act but a state; if it can be sought, it surely cannot be targeted. Thus as a state of being and not as a goal, it is possible for a full and complete end to be reached. For this reason, everything that pertains to history cannot be paralleled by the ahistorical, i.e., that which is beyond the realm of worldly events. The order of the profane and worldly experience cannot be structured on events in the divine world, events with which no notion of time can be associated. Since no distinction between thought and action extends to the divine, no historical occurrence can likewise be established on the idea of the kingdom of God as an aspect of progress. With this distinction the divine and profane realms are initially determined to be discrete and radically separate entities.

Thus Benjamin’s opening remarks concern the role of the Messiah in fermenting the end of history. Whether the role of the Messiah is to consummate a new dimension or to conclude this historical process, messianism is situated both in an ongoing tension in his own work and in Judaism as a whole. This discussion is then transferred to the debate on human agency, as we shall see shortly. The focus so far has been the relevance of Benjamin’s comments on the meaning of the Messiah and the messianic event. Now, if only the Messiah “completes all historical occurrence,” such that the end of history is predicated exclusively on messianic arrival, a question naturally arises as to the state of the messianic event. This is juxtaposed to the fact that, as we read, the order of the profane cannot be built upon the concept of a kingdom of God. This means that a worldly determination of the notion of redemptive praxis has no place in the schema of a divine kingdom, a state in which God is the ultimate measure of all being. To be sure, the profane is not completely independent of the divine; a link between the two realms is indeed elaborated at a later point. For the moment, the profane is a condition and the construction of agency in this world. Agency, in other words, is here conceived independently of the idea of a divine kingdom, for while agency has a practical, almost visceral meaning, the kingdom of God does not. It is most clearly not political. Moreover, this distinction is quite apparent if one considers the problem of revelation: for revelation without divine intention contravenes the first postulate of the theory of attributes, that God is all-knowing, which situates the divine realm far from sensory experience. Therefore, the construction of worldly agency must be kept critically separate from what the telos of history would inevitably bring under the dictates of the notion of progress. This does not imply a disengagement from history; it only calls for categorical independence in the construction of an approach to politics.

It is for this reason that theocracy has no political meaning.32 Theocracy constitutes the ideal of a divine world, which, in contrast to the world of the living, can only remain a categorical reflection. As such, it cannot be a fulfillment of politics, which stands antithetical to theology, or one that is void of historical agency. Only in the realm of a categorical absolute can a theocratic state be postulated, says Benjamin. This realm would take its independence from theology, which stands free to conceive of the constitution of the world from the perspective of its hidden messianic dimension. Such an approach is therefore presupposed by a methodology of historical understanding beyond history, a historical philosophy that postulates a messianic dimension of history through the prism of its redemptive end. This concept of history connotes the formulation of a non-historically determined dynamic, independent of any teleological prescription or any precise unyielding development but nevertheless imbued with the necessary contours of being, i.e., a beginning and an end. Agency is a moment of intervention into this dynamic that is ultimately capable of canceling this division and allowing the end to rectify the beginning.

Theocracy as politics has therefore to be seen as something extraneous to Benjamin’s analysis: the political categories of theology, if not to fall into falsehood, must remain absolute. Rather than as a political notion, theocracy is to be understood as a divine category that is only meaningfully contemplated in the context of the Messiah. This would appear to lead us to the “great service” of Bloch’s Spirit of Utopia that Benjamin praises in the fragment as a “repudiation” of theocratic politics. With such a definitive statement, any reader would find it hard to believe that no clear discussion of theocracy as such is to be found in the Spirit of Utopia, leading some to interpret Benjamin’s comments as a disguised critique of Zionism via Bloch.33 However, if a critique of Zionism can be found in the Spirit of Utopia, it would express the very opposite: condemnation not of theocratic zealotry but the aspirations of the parvenu. In his chapter on the Jews Bloch criticizes Zionism for denying the “power of being chosen” and seeking the assimilation of the Jews into a balkanized national state, no different from the rest.34

By the time Benjamin read the Spirit of Utopia, his views on Zionism were surely well formed. In this sense it is true that little seems to have changed in terms of his clear rejection of “practical” Zionism in 1912, where he expresses his lifelong conviction, however much at times distraught, that Judaism has found its home in European culture.35 Although Zionism does not speak to him, he says, “I perceive Judaism to be at my core.”36 He defines three forms of “Zionist Judaism”: Palestine-Zionism, what he labels practical Zionism elsewhere, German Zionism, which he sees as assimilationist (“they propagate Palestine and drink like Germans”), and cultural Zionism, which he says has “Jewish” value in every place and thing.37 He identifies with this last position, referring to it again in this period as a Zionismus des Geistes, a “Zionism of the spirit” and a “Jewish-spiritual project.”38 His later decision to learn Hebrew, even acquiring a stipend through the first president of the Hebrew University, Yehuda Magnes (which he later spurned to the embarrassment of Scholem), actually does not deny his earlier views.39 Scholem, however, fundamentally disagreed with Benjamin’s rejection of a political role for Zionism and later in life may have even seen Benjamin’s isolated and ultimately devastated European existence as a model for a form of Jewish alienation that he bitterly deemed self-imposed.40

Yet in itself, without any further indication in this regard, the introduction of the concept of theocracy here cannot be taken as a hidden critique of Zionism, which, as a religious or potentially theocratic movement, is largely a phenomenon of the last few decades. Nor can it be understood merely as a statement on the necessity of pure thought. The search for a messianic conception of history gives rise to a more fundamental problem: no discussion of political theology is complete without a concept of theocracy, not only in the accidental sense of the contemporary resurgence of theocracy the world over but for reasons inherent to the messianic idea itself. As in other religious movements with a political dimension, theocracy has therefore to be seen as an essential component of Jewish messianism. It is the notion of a state that is executed in law but grounded in the covenant with God, existing as a form of rule but also as a means of organization. Josephus, who is believed to have first coined the phrase in relation to other Greek terms describing political forms (democracy, oligarchy, hierarchy), sought a term to capture not only the form of religious structure of the Israelites but one that would articulate the nature of their social organization.41

Some may argue that the Torah proscribes a covenant with God that supersedes legal obligation, as do the prophets who limit the power of kings, yet a conception of messianism without the restoration or completion of the Davidic dynasty is hardly possible. Even if the postbiblical ideas of theocracy, beginning with Talmudic and Midrashic traditions, do not always strictly emphasize the house of David reconquering the kingdom, it is difficult to conceive of Judaic redemption outside of a monarchical structure and a centralized, political theocracy.42 In Benjamin’s fragment the question of theocracy can also be read in terms of a “political” structure carried over into a “religious” domain. If it is to remain an element of political theology, then the category of theocracy implicitly poses the question: Can there be a conception of messianism without theocracy; i.e., is there such a thing as a theocracy that is truly utopian, free from domination and hierarchy? An anarchist kingdom of God?43

THE DIVISION OF THE HOLY AND PROFANE

As in the fragment, Benjamin creates a juxtaposition of the divine and profane in his essay on Hölderlin. The issue at hand is immortality: “The heavenly ones have become signs of infinite life, which, however, is limited by it.”44 Immortality, in this passage, is the yearning of the profane and a mark of the divine. Why, one might ask, does Benjamin reinstitute a radical partition between the divine and profane centuries after philosophy asserted its collapse? An answer to this question first requires an understanding of the nature of the dichotomy. Where the juxtaposition is dualistic, there can be no ultimate unity of the holy and profane in redemption; where it is dialectical, it is capable of being messianic.45 If the dualistic realms of heaven and earth would seek the neutralization of messianic tendencies, then to postulate a final abrogation of all previously necessary divisions could therefore be seen as integral to a dialectical theology. Rosenzweig’s understanding of this division is essential to his own notion of its ultimate negation not as a destruction but as a final reunification of “the kingdom of God and the kingdom of the world.”46 He links the two realms en route to redemption, in which revelation is directed solely toward humanity, having no existence in-itself but purely for-itself.47 Redemption is here the completion of the world through its fulfillment in the world. Unlike creation, which occurs spatially, and revelation, which occurs temporally, redemption ends both spatial and temporal parameters. It cannot therefore merely exist but rather must come into being through its own link to the world. This portal, through which redemption makes its entrance and is therefore perceivable in the world, is achieved through human activity. For Rosenzweig, this activity is die Nächstenliebe—the principle to “love thy neighbor.”48

A similar division between the divine and profane can also be found in Bloch, where history is conceived in its final abrogation through the rejoining of the worldly and heavenly realms.49 In Bloch the holy represents “a supra-worldly sphere, a utopian reality or a not-yet-established but fully functioning reality of the idea … a supra-sensory, supra-empirical world” that exists for the “utopian-absolute subject” in contrast to a “sensory” and “sub-empirical world.”50 The world above represents the ‘not-yet-existing’ and in this sense fully reflects the abstract, not-yet-attainable conception of the divine in Benjamin. The world above, which, although mediated by the profane, is seen from its end in redemption and therefore is expressed only as a “kingdom-in-between” (GdU:430). Its categorical integrity of being “above” and not “below” is metaphorical and can immediately be disputed, for it does not exist for us in our worldly selves but is intended to serve as a realm of ideas. What is not under question is the firm separation between theology as a form of critical understanding and politics in its materialist realization. Thus the use of the concept of kingdom can never be understood as the will to establish God’s kingdom on earth. The question therefore turns to the perception of the divine in the profane.

We have thus far seen a bifurcated conception of history, resting on a conception of temporal and spatial existence. This conception, polarized by the tension between a profane world and a messianic one, Benjamin describes as “one of the essential elements in the teachings of historical philosophy,” which is the precondition of “a mystical conception of history, whose problem permits itself to be represented in an image.” We begin therefore with a positive statement on mysticism representing a historical philosophy contingent upon the tension between agency and the messianic and revealing a messianic index within profane activity. This mystical conception can only be represented in an image, which permits its representation insofar as the falsehood of images itself is retained. Just as no idol is permitted by God to stand before Him, the divine kingdom is not to be revealed through imitation, through words or symbols that allow passage into the divine realm through mere mimicry.51 However, although the image is an impoverished representation, it is the only form able to capture this messianic understanding. In “The Life of Students” we also see a reference to the conception of history as only understandable and possible as “an image of the highest, metaphysical state.”52 In this sense the representation of a messianic history is mediated by the image-seeking divine representation.53 The image is like a mirror: it presents metaphysical truth within history but only in an inverted form. It is captured by a weak, profane capacity but is able, nevertheless, to express a fragment of the divine in “dissonance.” We see this elsewhere in the essay on Hölderlin with regard to metaphysical truth locked within the image:

The dissonance of the image, which, given the most radical emphasis, suggests a tonal dissonance, has the function of making the inherent intellectual ordering of joy in time perceptible, audible, in the chain of an infinitely extended event corresponding to the infinite possibilities of rhyme. Thus, the dissonance in the image of the true … evokes the ability to be stridden upon as the unifying relation of the orders, just as “opportunity” signified the intellectual-temporal identity (the truth) of the situation. Within the poetic structure, these dissonances bring into relief the temporal identity inherent in every spatial relation and hence the absolutely determining nature of intellectual existence within the identical extension.54

In the excerpt above we read of an image that resonates with sound, associated here with verse and rhyme. Dissonance arises out of a harmonic image of truth in its externalized expression, carrying with it a divine purpose: revelation concerning the underlying structure of time so that time no longer appears as a lineal string of barbarism but rather as a table of events that are bound to redemption, the “temporal order of happiness.” It is here that we can see his discussion with Scholem playing a role in the notion of historical events being countable without necessarily numerically ordered.55 In this text dissonance of the image reveals its identity as truth in spatial existence, determining itself and nature in the context of the underlying identity of time. In this imagery, the concept of words being read as images is akin to the notion of image in Jewish scholarship, which often must contend with the problem of Hebrew being the language of both God and humanity. Here time is measured not in terms of past events, nor simply in a negative relationship of the present to the future, but from the point of perfection to the past, the present being just a moment in between.

The theological problem of the image is already present in Genesis where we find humanity created in the image of God, not however in his essence, which is pure truth.56 If the notion of the image is to be seen as speculation on Benjamin’s part concerning the perception of the truth of God in the profane, he would indeed be touching on a central concern of theology, needless to say a fundamental problem in Jewish theology, in regard to the corporeality of truth.57 Accordingly, a discussion of the importance of the representation of God and His image are present in both the Star of Redemption and Spirit of Utopia.58 But perhaps the best known treatment of this problem is be found in Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed.59

The division of form from content here is paralleled by a discussion of myth and divine manifestation in the context of justice, where revelation upsets the order of mythical forces.60 The purity of the divine, and the “damaged immediacy” (II:153) of its worldly perception, as Benjamin suggests, appears in many ways to be what Rosenzweig had in mind when he referred to the question of whether God, and more specifically God’s countenance, or Antlitz, can be expressed in an image:

We speak in images. But the images are not arbitrary. There are essential images and coincidental ones. The irreversibility of the truth can only be enunciated in the image of a living being. For among the living, an Above and a Below are already designated by nature prior to all theory or regulation.61

Rosenzweig concludes that in order for an image to exist a division between projection and reception must be presupposed, i.e., projection from up high, perception from below. The compelling truth of the image expresses itself in its existence but only by the fact that it is necessarily received by the living. The image here mediates the pure truth of God, and while the divine requires no mediation, truth capable of expression by the living is the earthly side of God’s countenance.62 In reception, and in the capability for apprehension, the means is created by which we are able to see the truth of God—His true history, so to speak, in the apprehension of the revealed image, which is indeed beyond worldly life and what Rosenzweig calls “the view on high of the redeemed world-above.”63 In the fragment the image appears to have a distinctly “mystical” task in history—mystical for it seeks an unseen realm in the profane, placed there by divine providence. The divine plan governs the terms of the beginning and the means of the end. It is a measure of God’s truth and therefore finds its profane expression in a limited form, in the idea of an image.

THE MESSIANIC INTENSITY OF HAPPINESS

The concept of happiness is the basis of Benjamin’s thinking on messianic agency. As part of the preformation of the messianic age in the world, its pursuit is constituted by a worldliness and thereby introduces a counterforce into redemption.64 Like the juxtaposition of profane and holy, the two concepts of happiness are postulated in opposition to each other. Happiness that runs against the direction of redemption is a countermessianic force.65 The difference between the two forms of happiness may also lie in the difference between happiness itself and its pursuit, where the latter could take the form of an overdetermined and misguided will. It must be said, however, that the Glückssuchen (search for happiness) to which Benjamin refers is somewhat different categorically, although perhaps not conceptually, from the Streben nach Glück, which is generally associated with the pursuit of happiness. However, that the category of happiness takes up the position uniquely reserved for the ultimate counterforce suggests a more integral role for a negative happiness in Benjamin’s conception of redemption. But how, one might ask, could the “pursuit of happiness of free humanity” be seen as representing the Antichrist of the messianic dialectic? In this sense we find Benjamin seeking to uncover an inherent structure that emits redemptive forces in this world, leading to the next. As he writes in this text: “But just as a force is capable, through its direction, of promoting another in the opposite direction, so too is the profane order of the profane in the coming of the messianic kingdom.”

Like an object that is circumscribed by everything it is not and is therefore able to generate its opposite, which already exists implicitly within itself by moving fully through itself, so is the “profane order of the profane” conceived as praxis in the world, capable of forwarding the coming of the messianic kingdom. In this sense both the terms Reich Gottes (kingdom of God) and des messianischen Reiches (the messianic kingdom) are bound to the notion of an image. They are only approximations as a result of the impoverishment of expression and not solely because the telos of the dynamic of history has no goal that we can name. Language, in its own internal exile of “damaged immediacy,” is constitutionally unable to fully convey the messianic age or assist as a means of its coming, save for a realm of language preserved for the pure “judging word,” which itself must be renewed by the age in which it finds its true meaning.66 The concept of the profane order of the profane points therefore to worldly realms, not the least of which is language. Profane is repeated here twice to emphasize the context of this order: it is based on the living, sensuous conditions of the world and its juxtaposition to the divine kingdom. While praxis as form is agency, the body that it structures is the profane, worldly pursuit of proprietary and consumptive happiness, existing in fundamental opposition to the next world. But in being by its nature the opposite and by standing in direct relationship to the messianic, it acts to forward the conditions by which a redemptive age could be ushered in. Therefore, the profane order of the profane stands in distinct relation to the idea of evil.67

Although the category of negative happiness stands in relation to redemption, its relationship is not necessarily dependent. It is, indeed, postulated with a degree of independence, suggesting an evil that would bear no necessary, causal connection to the nature of God.68 “Free humanity” is a distinctly negative freedom that seeks those aspects of the world in conflict with the course of redemption. In generating further degrees of self-alienation, this “seeking” releases its opposite. Perhaps this form of happiness is hedonistic, in some manner a bourgeois conception of history that finds its end in consumption. In either case the profane unleashes within itself, i.e., within the world, those elements of freedom that would contravene the course of redemption, thus representing the principle of evil. Yet, through this relationship of juxtaposition, the evil element stands as the opposite of redemption and therefore partly as grounds for its existence. Under these presuppositions evil becomes all but necessary in the coming of the messianic age. Such reasoning, which aims to reveal the world as it is and separate it from the concept of the next world or the world as it should exist, is the work of Benjamin’s historical philosophy, whose aim is not to justify or prescribe a predetermined goal in its development but to understand a messianic dynamic of the world in its unfolding.69

All events in this world have a relationship both to the profane and to the coming of redemption. Activity in this world, which may appear commonplace and ungesegnet, i.e. profane, is simultaneously the essential cornerstone “from which the next world is itself built” (SdE§328). Worldly affairs are conducted with a force that entails the introduction of a realm of sanctity into the world of things.70 The search for happiness of free humanity appears to be directed in the opposite direction to that of the divine. In actuality, however, the gravitational force of motion toward the earth is the same force that lays the foundation for its worldly abrogation, its “decline toward eternity,” says Rosenzweig, overcoming a division that “penetrates the whole of life.”71

The idea of an eternal passing away becomes an essential moment in the effect the profane has on the divine. Happiness is here the force pointing the way, as Benjamin writes in the fragment: “For in happiness everything earthly strives for its decline and only in happiness is the decline determined to find it.” The idea of happiness, upon which the order of the profane is established, corresponds to everything earthly, which is by nature everything belonging to the profane in the process of passing. It strives for its own abrogation, as does nature, and only in happiness, in the formation of the limits of agency and evil, is this passing away constituted to find the last and true prefiguring of messianic redemption. The unmediated messianic “intensity” of this act, which is paralleled by the spirit of revolutionary transformation, seizing each person and stirring a longing for a totally different world, a redeemed world, is forced into a state of unhappiness, not unlike the idea of the Messiah the Sabbatians ascribed to their anointed one. “When the Messiah is fighting evil at its core,” writes Joseph Dan on perhaps the most dynamic messiah of the last three hundred years, Sabbatai Zvi, “his external melancholy is the result; when he approaches the divine world with the redeemed sparks, he is exalted, happy, in a state of enlightenment.”72 Since the early Christians attributed great meaning to the suffering of Isaiah’s Israelite, the category has remained one of the cardinal signs of messianic activity.73 Unglück (unhappiness/tragedy), in this case, however, is not merely a state but an event, or an event that opens up a state in its relationship to the tragic hero and is perhaps best understood here as tragedy rather than the more inconsequential misfortune. In the case of Zvi it is the moment when he is engaged in the ultimate form of Lurianic redemption of the divine sparks, which are inaccessible to the normative and collective activities of redemption. Melancholia is the condition that sets in. But Unglück has another, more important meaning for Benjamin, one that links him to the concept of antiquity in his time: the hero of Greek tragic drama and his Untergang (decline).

The direction of all human activity toward the transformation of the profane is the condition in which everything worldly can take its leave; a condition, for example, that forms the cornerstone of redemption in Rosenzweig’s system.74 In Benjamin it is clear that the world must pass away, but its passing can only be achieved through happiness. This happiness is at once constituted to be worldly and at the same time messianic, in the sense of being directed toward messianic activity. In this respect the focus of this development, which is based on happiness, turns to the motor of redemption. Benjamin’s response to the question of agency concerns the problematic unity of the collective and individual in what he calls the striving of the inner solitary person who passes through “tragedy, in the sense of suffering,” which is here understood not merely as misfortune or subjective unhappiness but rather tragedy. Similarly, in “The Life of Students” Benjamin speaks of original “striving of the solitary individual” that has been replaced by a more narrowly defined, pedestrian form of social service.75 That figure, embodying the “unmediated messianic intensity of the heart,” the passionate intensity of the solitary individual, suggests another distinct figure of ancient literature, distinct in this case from the Messiah, which requires that we turn our attention briefly to Athens rather than Jerusalem. Interest in the idea of the tragic hero was common among several literary, political and theologically oriented German-speaking Jews in the period preceding and following the First World War.76 Rosenzweig, Bloch, Lukács, and Benjamin were all concerned with the relationship between tragedy and the messianic structure of the solitary individual, but at the same time the inner quality of every individual who passes through a predetermined series of historical events was seen in light of the suffering Messiah.77 The connection to the characterless Messiah and the messianic, anticipatory activity of the single person in his or her relation to the world lies within the concept of the decline of the hero.

TRAGIC DEVOTION

Nietzsche’s contribution to the understanding of this figure of ancient literature was sure to have influenced the concept of tragedy in Benjamin’s period. In The Birth of Tragedy Greek drama is characterized as presenting a concept of individuation in which the hero determines his existence by acquiring knowledge of himself, understood as tragic knowledge. Tragic knowledge, in fact, is deemed a relative of the fall from grace. The tragic hero of Greek mythology is said to be the “Aryan” brother of the “Semitic” tree of knowledge. The tragic hero suffers in his acquisition or transmission of knowledge and undergoes a form of punishment. Through this act he has not only determined his existence, in the sense of existing spatially as well as temporally, but has also reached into the heavens as a mortal, thus transgressing the division between the divine and earthly worlds. This transgression, which is deemed a demonic force, imparts at the same time immortality.78 Nietzsche, for his part, ultimately rejects the tragic hero, symbolized in Socrates’ death, with its moral calling and dialectical optimism. Benjamin introduces the figure of the Messiah at this juncture.79

Rosenzweig’s notion of the tragic hero and Benjamin’s clearly converge in the later Trauerspiel book.80 A short presentation of Rosenzweig’s concept at this point may assist us in forming a better picture of Benjamin’s own approach.81 Rosenzweig presents his idea of tragedy in the context of character:

Tragedy readily creates the impression that the demise of the individual necessarily restores some kind of equilibrium to things. But this impression is based only on the contradiction between the tragic character and the dramatic argument. As a work of art, the drama needs both halves of this contradiction in order to survive, but the actual tragic element is thereby obscured. The hero as such has to decline, only because his decline makes possible his ultimate heroization, namely, the most isolated “selfication” of his self. He yearns for the solitude of his decline, because there is no greater solitude than this. Accordingly, the hero does not actually die after all. Death only cuts him off, as it were, from the temporal features of individuality. Character solidified in the heroic self is immortal.82

The necessity of the fall of the individual was a predetermined given of classical drama, which sought to restore a sense of balance to the natural world, writes Rosenzweig. But in the constitution of the hero’s character within the unfolding of his fate, we witness a profound break with the tragic element altogether. Although the hero must fall or “go under,” he achieves the highest state of heroism and the self-definition of his own character. This is then defined as immortality. There is no greater isolation than this going under, that is, achieving an afterlife in this world, as there is no commonality between mortals and gods. He shares commonality with neither the divine nor the profane, which therefore forms one aspect of his suffering. In this sense the hero does not actually perish in his fall, or at least a part of him lives on, i.e., his character, which is only able to arrive at immortality through a confrontation with fate, with the “temporality of individuality,” and with the nature of passing away. Indeed, the tragic hero wins his own character both in its “temporal and spatial totality,” as expressed in the fragment, and thereby marks his end in worldly affairs. The individualistic aspects of the self, his personality, are determined by this tragic confrontation such that character becomes immortal as the individual passes away into the undifferentiated nature of good and evil.83

The first appearance of Benjamin’s formulations of the categories of tragedy and obligation, fate and character occurs in the summer of 1916, directly preceding his essay on language.84 “To obtain a deeper understanding of the tragic,” writes Benjamin, in a piece entitled “Language in Trauerspiel and Tragedy,” “we should perhaps look not just at art but also at history.”85 Here the concept of tragedy is already transposed to the realm of historical transformation. The individual stands at the center of this process:

At specific and crucial points in its trajectory, historical time passes over into tragic time; such points occur in the actions of great individuals. There is an essential connection between the ideas of greatness in history and those in tragedy—although the two are not identical.86

Rather than being a static and closed “kingdom” of art, tragedy forges a point of transition in history. Time is clearly differentiated from history in its ability to go beyond tragedy in the actions of “great people.” These individuals then form a shared character in the collective effect of their actions, not in mythic, archetypical forms that are unintentionally filled with real individuals but rather in collective, empirical transformations that are transtemporal. In history messianic significance is attributed to time, remaining “infinite in every direction and unfulfilled at every moment.” He continues:

For empirical events time is nothing but a form, but, what is more important, as a form it is unfulfilled. The event does not fulfill the formal nature of the time in which it takes place. For we should not think of time as merely the measure that records the duration of a mechanical change. Although such time is indeed a relatively empty form, to think of its being filled makes no sense.87

As a mere device for counting empirical events in their passing, time remains empty and unfulfilled, for the “determining force of historical time” is neither fully collected nor fully contained by the events themselves.88 Historical time may be countable, he tells Scholem once, but not necessarily numbered.89 In an early text Scholem composed for Benjamin as a birthday gift in July 1918, entitled “Ninety-five Theses on Judaism and Zionism,” he captures the relevance of this notion for their early discourse. Thesis 84 reads: “The concept of time in Judaism is the eternal now.”90 In Benjamin’s text he refers to an event that is “perfect in historical terms” and quantitatively indeterminate in what is truly a different idea of time: “This idea of fulfilled time is the dominant historical idea of the bible; it is the idea of messianic time.”91

Messianic time is conceived not as individual but collective time. This determination, we are told, differentiates “tragic time from messianic time,” posing the same problem as the difference between individual and godly fulfillment of time.92 In tragedy the hero dies, for “no one can live in fulfilled time.”93 The hero “dies of immortality,” which Benjamin here describes as “the origins of the tragic hero” and “tragic responsibility,” where hubris forms the “true expression of responsibility” of the hero.94 Hebbel’s notion of “individuation as original sin,” with which Benjamin here confers, conceives of evil in the fall from grace, where knowledge served to differentiate Adam and ultimately cause his suffering.95 Only in his decline does the hero discover his responsibility and, for this reason, departs in his own “going under.” This Untergang—a decline of the individual in confrontation with fate—appears to be out of the hero’s control at first glance and therefore takes the paradoxical form of his “complete passivity.” Benjamin continues in the same strain:

For often the fateful climax of the hero’s time is fulfilled during moments of utter tranquillity—during his sleep, as it were. And in the same way the meaning of the fulfilled time of a tragic fate emerges in the great moments of passivity: in the tragic decision, the retarding moment, and in the catastrophe.96

In tragic drama actual tragedy occurs when the hero meets his fate, which has already been decided for him. Unable to know or to understand this decision, he appears vain and passive, despite all his efforts. His death, however, is not actually passive; seen religiously, courage is the measure of his devotion. Here the passive moment does not alter the rather active conception of the hero’s passing.97 Elsewhere Benjamin writes that “courage is the devotion to the danger that threatens the world.” He continues:

Courage is the sensibility of the individual who subjects himself to danger, in order that, through his death, this danger will become that of the world and, at the same time, overcome. The greatness of danger emerges from the courageous—only by striking him, through his utter dedication to it, does danger strike the world. In his death, however, danger is overcome; it reaches the world and no longer threatens it.98

The devotion of the individual to the world, despite its continuous threat, inhabits the same paradoxical realm as the tragic hero. Only in passing away is tragic fate overcome. Scholem picks up on this theme in his journals from August 1918–1919, drawing out the distinctly messianic connotations of the elimination of tragic death.99 He formulates here both the end of fate through death and the entrance of messianic time:

The idea of the historical death of all beings in messianic time eliminates fate. Isaiah 65, 19–24 speaks clearly of the fatelessness [Schicksalslosigkeit] of this order. The transformation of space [Landschaft] to the site (historical site) [Schauplatz] means redemption in Judaism…. And for this reason, the idea of messianic death is understood at its core to be redemption.100

This portrayal of historical death ties in well with the courage of the tragic hero that Benjamin describes. Benjamin’s hero takes on the dangers of the world, eliminating his fate, and yet perishes in the process. Scholem’s historical death is deemed messianic, for it eliminates fate. The link between immortality and redemption is therefore also present in this passage, and the concept of a messianic site, or Schauplatz—the scene and historical site of messianic transformation in the world—is brought to the fore. On the previous page he identifies Schauplatz as Benjamin’s term for the “site of historical occurrence” (tag II:344). It appears that the authors had an extensive dialogue regarding the theme of tragic death as well as the idea of the end of history presupposing the start of messianic time.

Turning back now to Benjamin’s problem of tragedy and its relationship to redemption, we find him wrestling with the distance between dramatic form and historical transformation. In the passage above he addresses the paradox of the tragic hero who finds his passing accidentally. It is, in part, because of the paradox imbedded in the dramatic form that the dramatic powers of tragedy have slowly come unwound. The “temporal character” of tragedy, meaning the fate of the tragic hero in relation to the messianic act that takes place in history, “is shaped and exhausted in its dramatic form.”101 So, too, is the role of death as a dramatic device in the Trauerspiel: “The law governing a higher life prevails in the limited realm of earthly existence and all performances, until death puts an end to the act, so as to repeat the same act, albeit on a grander scale, in another world.’’102 Trauerspiel is only able to present the law of a higher, eternal life—and thereby of good messianic “living”—in the limited sense of the earthly realm. Death puts an end to its unfolding in the profane so that it may repeat itself in a higher form. But the Trauerspiel cannot put on this eternal performance before God and the angels alone, for it is not the “image of a higher existence but only one of two mirror-images, and its continuation is not less schematic than itself. The dead become ghosts.”103

Drama does not actually fulfill time, however much it has been able to reflect the idea of redemption. The Trauerspiel is no divine image; the dead are merely ghosts, not the reincarnated sages whose reappearance is perhaps the most important sign of the beginning of messianic time. “The idea of [the] resolution,” of Trauerspiel in this otherworldly sense, no longer lies “within the realm of drama itself.”104 For Benjamin, the final distinction between Trauerspiel and tragedy therefore lies merely in a metaphorical realm, for while the dramatic rite is closed in itself and can make no transition to that which is beyond itself—the Untergang (decline) of the individual in his or her messianic act is a part of the filled-time of redemption (II:134). Trauerspiel itself may still find a redemptive place in music, he concludes, pointing to this sense of place as a “feeling” in the text “Language in Trauerspiel and Tragedy.” Yet in order to transcend its limitations Trauerspiel is forced to leave the realm of performance and be understood as transformative rather than merely descriptive, not simply to “pass away” as a fallen historical occurrence but to unleash the conditions of immortality: “The performance must find redemption, and for Trauerspiel that redemptive mystery is music—the rebirth of the feelings in a supra-sensuous nature.”105

Thus the tragic model of human devotion is left behind in the sphere of Trauerspiel, while the meaning of the hero confronting fate is carried over further into speculation concerning the inner constitution of the individual. In Benjamin’s piece from 1919 on “Fate and Character,”106 he begins with the question of whether the character of a given individual can be known in terms of its relationship to worldly events, as in the case of the fate of the tragic hero (II:171). If the response to particular events can be understood, then, as with the dramatic form, the fate of the individual may also be understood. In the ability to view character and fate as intimately intertwined and not limited merely to the body, as is the case with character predictions drawn from horoscope and astrology, says Benjamin, “the possibility of making a prediction of fate rationally comprehensible” would be at hand.107 It would also be possible to speak of a core of character, which, if not completely predictable, he writes, would be knowable to the degree that the external world is knowable. Character is not formed simply by will alone, for humanity and world here are mutually transformative and self-mediating. Following Nietzsche’s principle that character entails an eternally recurring experience, Benjamin’s concludes that if the character of an individual is constant, so is his fate.

This first conclusion is then juxtaposed to the necessity of maintaining the spheres of both categories separate, so as not to usurp “the authority of higher spheres and concepts.”108 In this sense Benjamin likens character to ethics and fate to religion. In these realms, where an erroneous concept has been lodged, exposition and repudiation are necessary: “This fallacy arises, as regards to the concept of fate, through association with that of guilt. Thus, to mention a typical case, fateful tragedy [Unglück], seen as the response of God or the gods to the attribution of religious guilt [Schuld].”109 Schuld (responsibility) here is understood as a form of guilt in which an eternal punishment is applied to an eternal crime. Fate is then associated with tragedy as punishment, as Verschuldung, i.e., to make one responsible for a crime. One example of this is Greek tragedy, another, Jewish “responsibility” for holy tragedy.110 This erroneous concept, Benjamin concludes, has to be understood in part as related to an undeveloped concept of fate and responsibility: “In the classical Greek development of the idea of fate, the happiness granted to a person is not at all understood as a confirmation of an irresponsible wandering through life but as a temptation to the most grievous attribution of responsibility, hubris.”111 Glück (happiness) in this sense is not happiness bestowed in avoidance of responsibility, not aimless wandering, but rather the quest for the most difficult responsibility of all: challenging the arbitrariness of the gods and the course of history upon which they have decided.112 It is not imposed but chosen. The relationship between fate and happiness is essential, for it is happiness that is able to be released “from the embroilment of fate and from the web of one’s own fate.”113 Happiness is therefore not permanently in opposition to tragedy but rather something that is able to point beyond the relationship between responsibility and tragedy toward a messianic return to innocence. It is therefore a final category, one in which the distinction between God and humanity loses clarity—what Benjamin understands as the meaning of Hölderlin’s Schicksallos (fateless). Glück brings humanity out of the confrontation with fate as if returned to a state of innocence in a release from the responsibility for sin. Rather than irresponsibility, i.e., in the avoidance of sin, the natural state of happiness, freed from a false application of sin, leads to the restitution of a returned enchantment of humanity with nature and with its language.114

THE WORLDLY RESTITUTION OF IMMORTALITY

As with the notion of happiness, Benjamin formulates two versions of immortality: in the form of the eternity of the messianic hero in his “going under” and a bad infinity of empty time. In the individual’s position to the world, he or she is bound by the conditions of timelessness: time is bountiful but meaningless in light of the eternal. It is only in the movement toward the first form of eternity that unfathomable death no longer remains the medium through which all activity is measured. In “Metaphysics of Youth” this is articulated with one foot resting on the Aristotelian proofs of the eternity of the universe:

With hopeless earnestness the question is posed: in what time does a person live? The thinkers have always known that a person does not live in any time at all. The immortality of thoughts and deeds banishes the individual to a timeless realm at whose heart an inscrutable death lies in wait. Throughout life the emptiness of time surrounds the individual, but not immortality.115

We have seen that the character of the fallen hero becomes eternal in the fragment as well as in the authors surrounding the fragment (such as Bloch and Rosenzweig).116 From this we have been able to deduce that, just as character becomes divorced from the organic, all human life seeks immortality through redemption. Moreover, just as the next world must indeed be constituted in direct contrast to this world, our natural world must be vergänglich, that is, able to pass away, as the eternal world must be unvergänglich, i.e., inorganic. This is the principle of their opposition, which we saw in the paired identity of the holy and profane structures. These tightly wound contraries correspond to the human and immortal worlds.

The divine inorganic is therefore the reference point for immortality. Death itself is a stranger to both God or gods; it defines a completely worldly condition in which nature is the atmosphere surrounding all living beings. God, however, is inorganic. As the source of nature, He is beyond Vergänglichkeit, i.e., the capacity to decline. If holy is the category of immortality, worldly is the essence of humanity. But rather than a determination of being, which takes center stage in Rosenzweig, the underlying notion of death in the fragment expresses an orientation far less existential and more metaphysical: all natural things die, and not merely in a final stage, but are in a constant state of decay, of passing.117 However, with regard to the notion that the difference between the holy and profane is precisely immortality in the inability to be organic, Rosenzweig formulates a similar notion of the Nichtsterbenkönnen (immortality) of the individual.118 This is the constitution of the fallen hero whose self as character becomes “unsterblich” (immortal).

How humans achieve immortality, which is a necessary condition for a redemptive age, is a central dimension of Benjamin’s theology. He is apparently aware of this already in 1912 when he puts forward the question whether “religion guaranties us an eternity” and again in “Metaphysics of Youth,” where he returns to eternity as a central category of religion.119 Bloch also raises the question of the immortal elements of the body that separate themselves and become eternal through the organization of the earthly world, which contains within itself the germ cell of its completion and perfection. The focal point for this transition from the organic to the inorganic, and thereby the restitution of all past forms of life, both animate and inanimate, is the restitutio in integrum, from which Benjamin may take his cue. In the Spirit of Utopia we read:

The life of the soul transcends the body. There is an innermost plasma of the soul, and the trans-physiological immortality is no affected by the loss of the body. In order that the life of the soul transcends the abrogation of the world, it must be “finished” in the deepest sense of the word and its toes happily across the line of the landing point beyond. The core plasma of the soul must not to be marred by the abyss of eternal death and the goal of eternal life upon which the entire organization of the earthly world depends, the transcosmological immortality that is the only reality of the kingdom of the souls, the restitutio in integrum of the labyrinth of the world—this must not be lost to the mercy of Satan.120

Bloch’s conception of a transcosmological immortality, with its spatial dimension, is implicit (or at least implicitly possible) within the constitution of the worldly sphere—the active restructuring of the profane within the context of the cohesive reality of the kingdom of the souls.121 This he identifies with the restitutio in integrum. This term can also be considered in relation to that which he elsewhere articulates as “the absolute center of reality”: “the birth and placement of all things and beings in their possession.”122 The restitutio in integrum finds one other expression in the Spirit of Utopia, in a passage where the “holy mother” Mary gently illuminates “the brothers” on the importance of earthly concerns.123

In Benjamin we read of a spiritual restitutio in integrum that is represented by the worldliness of the profane. The addition of the word spiritual to this phrase indicates a marked contrast to the greater materialist meaning of Bloch’s restitutio in integrum.124 Rather than merely the return of all things to their original status of possession, Benjamin here emphasizes something other than a purely materialist component of the final return. If there is an impulse toward secularization in Benjamin, the emphasis here is on the opposite.125 In turning back for a moment to “Metaphysics of Youth,” we find an earlier elaboration of the relationship between eternity and the restoration of things:

But in this, the birth of immortal time, time no longer occurs. The self experiences timelessness, all things are assembled in it. It lives all-powerful in distance; in distance (the diary’s silence), the “I” experiences its own, pure time. In distance it gathers itself; no thing pushes its way into its immortal juxtaposition of events. Here it draws the strength to impinge on things, to absorb them, to misjudge its own fate.126

The “birth of immortal time” does not actually take place in time.127 Timelessness, in this sense, is what lends a messianic element to the temporality of all past event. If there is to be an ingathering outside of the realm of time, it would be difficult to suppose this collection of objects is to have merely a physical, materialist meaning. The ingathering of the self (the individual or perhaps individuals) occurs at a distance from the divine kingdom; it does so as an experience of the divine from afar and is thus linked to the notion of image. This ingathering then takes the form of the medium with a divine quality, in which this newly constituted self creates a force that enables the experience of the things in pure time again, beyond fate as such. “No thing or human being,” Benjamin writes in “The Religious Perspective of the New Youth,” “should be discarded by the young, for in everything (in the advertisement board and the criminal) can the symbol or the holy take hold.”128 In Benjamin’s hopeful conception of the religious conviction of the youth movement, the relation between things and people is spiritualized, such that word and deed are seen as one: “There are many things which these youths share with the first Christians, for whom the world appeared so overflowing with holiness it could emerge in everything, that, in their eyes, engaged the word and act.”129 In the experience of the early Christians, says Benjamin, a residue of the earliest notion of divine language was alive.130 Such a language, in which word and deed were one and the same, is to be found in a linguistic conception of genesic creation, where the creation of things and people were both consecrated by a divine utterance, in which a divine insignia was transferred to all created beings. Therefore, even corrupt objects and human forms have a redeemable quality that compel their preservation. Here the ingathering in itself and a restitutio in integrum find some common ground if a spiritual (i.e., less secularizing) emphasis is added to the latter.

Bloch interprets immortality in terms of human history transcending history. Humanity does not pass into the divine to achieve immortality by dissolution but remains a “full house,” solid and enlightened, as everything natural takes its course. In his concept of tragedy the hero achieves his own destiny in the very moment when he overcomes the determining force of fate. This is achieved by a tragic hero who overcomes his isolation and achieves his purpose in redemption. In this sense he posits a retreating God, essentially a secularized Lurianic zimzum, illustrated by the metaphor of God exiting the state of history.131 God here is no longer the unmoved mover but merely a spectator: the inorganic is ultimately bound not to the gods but to science.132 Only if humanity remains intact, while the rest of the world falls and passes away, can God return from exile to take up residence. The transmigration of the souls and its restitutio in integrum would then have a social, historical, cultural—in a word, a materialist meaning. Its distinctly “spiritual” dimension is lost.

Benjamin may have partially anticipated this discussion in his “Dialogue on the Religiosity Today” to the degree that he recognized religion as being based on “an inner striving toward unification with God.”133 Unlike Bloch, he introduces the social and historical, even material dimensions of a redemptive restitution without necessarily postulating the annihilation of the divine. Benjamin seeks to conceive of this restitution in a way that would not render the divine-profane structure completely arbitrary. For him it is precisely the negation of the profane rather than an inner abolition of the divine that opens the portal to redemption.

NIHILISM

For the messianic is nature in its eternal and total transience. To strive for this, even for those stages of humanity that are nature, is the task of world politics whose method is called nihilism.

Vergängnis—here rendered as “transience”—is the force behind a dialectics of existence that is its “eternal state of decline”: everything is in a state of passing, evolving, declining—the Heraclitian concept of time upon which the dialectic is based.134 This also represents the internal process of nature. Nature in its Vergehen (passing away) is its rhythm, that is, the pace at which it generates negation.135 The totality of nature, an outline thereof, is the knowledge of messianic redemption; it is a state of existence beyond the passing of nature. “The last center of the messianic idea is perhaps the transformation of nature into pure history,” writes Scholem in his journal in a paragraph that makes explicit reference to Benjamin and the application of his categories regarding a messianic conception of history: “for messianic time has to be defined as time in which all occurrences are historical. The events of the natural world become historical in themselves and the countryside completely becomes a site [historical site] in the messianic kingdom. (The concept ‘site’ for the site of historical occurrence comes from Benjamin).”136 In Scholem’s formulation nature passes into history as a sign of the transformation of worldly, historical time to messianic time. Nature, in this sense, becomes messianic: it’s eternal passing, in itself, rendered transformative rather than static. The decline of nature, however, must first take on the form of historical decline—passing and yet giving way to new dimensions rather than repetition, for repetition can also appear infinite where it is only a finite repetition of passing. Historical occurrence is worldly here and thus precisely necessary. Achieving a point beyond passing, i.e., a final and true form of immortality, is therefore messianic happiness. This concept of happiness is then the unity of the holy and profane. It is the conception of the transcendence of the division of theory and praxis, mental and manual labor, represented in a messianic nature, a redeemed creation, a return to origins: “To strive for this,” which again suggests a unity in the concept of human agency, is defined as the task of world politics. To understand the rhythm of messianic nature leads to a striving. This striving is a praxis in itself. But just as it is a praxis of program, it is a praxis of nihilism, meaning a retreat from worldly participation in favor of an abstract and categorical realm of messianic reflection, embodied in a “mystical” understanding of history. If there is a historical program that could be said to follow this early political theology, it is perhaps best captured by the opening paragraph of “The Life of Students” where “the historical task is to expose this immanent state of perfection and make it absolute, to make it visible and dominant in the present.”137

The worldly task is none other than to witness the immanent, temporal index of redemption in every moment of the present, under the strain of the catastrophe enveloping it. The search for happiness in a political form, which sees the unhindered development of each individual into a full human being, what Adorno characterized in Benjamin’s thinking as his “salvation of the dead as the restitution of disfigured life,”138 is unambiguously understood by the early Benjamin as an ethical form of anarchism:

An exposition of this standpoint is one of the tasks of my moral philosophy, in which the term anarchism can surely be used. It calls for a theory that does not reject a moral right to violence in itself, but rather in every human institution, community or individuality that accords itself a monopoly of violence, or reserves the right to violence on principle, in general, or from some other perspective, instead of showing reverence for it as the providence of divine power, in specific cases as absolute power.139

Anarchism is defined here largely categorically, as an ethical program that rejects both the monopolization of the use of violence and the monopolization of the right to violence. Nevertheless, after a short career in the youth movement Benjamin was never to express his political convictions in an organized way. Despite his proximity to Spain and his repeated visits to Ibiza in the 1930s, he took no stand in relation to the most important anarchist movement in the twentieth century.140 Nihilism in this text is therefore a form of “world politics” actually reserved from worldly affairs. It expresses a will for a transformed world, free from domination, a world understood in the messianic sense of redemption, yet only in abstraction.

In many ways this was a nihilism of circumstance, shared to a great degree by Scholem in their collective retreat to the countryside of Switzerland toward the end of the First World War. As we shall see in the next chapter on Scholem’s theological politics and the role that nihilism comes to play, Benjamin’s worldly political nihilism is an abstention from outward political activity in the hope of revealing a more authentic dimension of politics. In Benjamin’s turn to nihilism he announces a worldly retreat—in Scholem’s words at the time, an Abschied—from political engagement while preserving a political idea with the world as its subject. This is a politics that lives on in an unintentional aspect of humanity and, at the same time, in an abstract theory of worldly transformation.
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