the angel of history

The angel of history is a powerful symbol that encapsulates the tragic interplay between progress
and destruction throughout human existence. Originating from a famous interpretation of Paul
Klee's painting by philosopher Walter Benjamin, the angel represents the historical narrative's
constant struggle against the forces that seek to obliterate the lessons of the past. This article delves
into the origins, interpretations, and implications of the angel of history, exploring its significance in
contemporary discourse about memory, trauma, and the human experience.

Origins of the Angel of History

Paul Klee's "Angelus Novus"

The concept of the angel of history is primarily derived from Paul Klee's painting Angelus Novus,
created in 1920. In this work, Klee depicts an angelic figure with outstretched wings, gazing
backward with a look of horror. The painting is notable for its abstract style, combining elements of
surrealism and expressionism. Klee's angel appears to be caught in the moment of witnessing a
series of catastrophic events, representing an eternal gaze toward the past while being propelled
into an uncertain future.

Walter Benjamin's Interpretation

Philosopher Walter Benjamin famously reflected on Klee's painting in his Theses on the Philosophy
of History, written in 1940. Benjamin describes the angel of history as being blown into the future by
a storm, which symbolizes the relentless force of progress. He articulates that while the angel is
compelled to face the past, it is also unable to intervene, thus highlighting the tragic dimension of
historical narratives. Benjamin's interpretation invites readers to consider how history is often
recorded and remembered, emphasizing the importance of acknowledging the traumas and
injustices that have shaped human experiences.

Symbolism and Themes

The Dual Nature of History

The angel of history serves as a poignant reminder of the dual nature of historical progress. On one
hand, history can be seen as a narrative of advancement, innovation, and societal evolution. On the
other hand, it is also a testament to the suffering, destruction, and loss that often accompany these
developments. This duality raises critical questions about how societies remember and interpret
their pasts:



1. Progress vs. Regression: Is historical progress linear, or does it oscillate between moments of
advancement and regression?

2. Memory and Oblivion: What aspects of history are remembered, and what are deliberately
forgotten?

3. Agency and Victimhood: Who holds the power to shape historical narratives, and who are the
victims of these narratives?

The Role of Trauma in History

The angel of history also serves as a metaphor for trauma, particularly the collective traumas
experienced by societies. Benjamin's interpretation suggests that the angel is haunted by the weight
of historical events, unable to escape the memories of violence and suffering. This notion resonates
with the concept of historical trauma, which refers to the psychological and emotional wounds
inflicted on communities through war, genocide, colonization, and other forms of systemic violence.

Key points regarding trauma and history include:

- Intergenerational Trauma: How the impacts of traumatic events can reverberate through
generations.

- Cultural Memory: The ways in which societies remember and commemorate traumatic experiences.
- Resistance and Resilience: The capacity of communities to resist erasure and find ways to heal
from historical wounds.

Contemporary Relevance

In today's world, the angel of history remains relevant as societies grapple with issues of memory,
identity, and justice. The symbolism of the angel invites critical reflection on how we engage with
our pasts and the implications of our narratives for the future.

1. Social Movements: The resurgence of social movements advocating for racial justice, indigenous
rights, and LGBTQ+ rights highlights the need to confront historical injustices and work towards
reparative measures.

2. Cultural Representations: Literature, art, and film increasingly explore themes of memory and
history, providing platforms for marginalized voices to share their experiences and challenge
dominant narratives.

3. Historical Revisionism: The debates surrounding historical monuments and the representation of
figures in history underscore the ongoing struggle over whose stories are told and how they are
framed.

Philosophical Implications

Dialectical Thinking



Benjamin's ideas about the angel of history are rooted in dialectical thinking, a mode of reasoning
that emphasizes the contradictions and tensions inherent in historical processes. This dialectical
approach encourages us to consider the complexities of history, acknowledging that progress can
often be accompanied by regress, and that moments of enlightenment may arise from profound
despair.

- Contradictions of Progress: The idea that advancements in technology and society can lead to both
liberation and oppression.

- Historical Materialism: The understanding that material conditions shape human experiences and
that history must be analyzed through the lens of economic and social structures.

Ethics of Memory

The angel of history raises ethical questions about how we remember the past. In a world where
collective memory is often contested, the responsibility to engage with history ethically becomes
paramount. This involves:

- Truth and Reconciliation: The processes through which societies seek to acknowledge and address
historical injustices.

- Commemoration vs. Celebration: The distinction between remembering past events in a way that
honors victims versus celebrating figures or events that may have perpetuated harm.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the angel of history serves as a profound and multifaceted symbol of our relationship
with the past. It encapsulates the tension between progress and destruction, urging us to reflect on
the lessons of history and the ways in which we engage with collective memory. As we navigate an
increasingly complex world, the figure of the angel invites us to confront the traumas of our past
while striving for a more just and equitable future. In doing so, we can honor those who have
suffered and ensure that their stories are neither forgotten nor repeated. The angel of history, then,
stands as a guardian of memory, reminding us that the past is always present and that our
understanding of history shapes our actions and choices in the ongoing narrative of humanity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'Angel of History' a reference to?

The 'Angel of History' is a reference to a famous painting by Paul Klee, inspired by a concept from
German philosopher Walter Benjamin, symbolizing the idea that history is a series of disasters and
struggles.

Who originally coined the term 'Angel of History'?

The term 'Angel of History' was coined by Walter Benjamin in his 1940 essay 'Theses on the



Philosophy of History'.

What does the 'Angel of History' symbolize?

The 'Angel of History' symbolizes the idea that while we often look back at history as progress, it is
filled with chaos and destruction, as the angel is depicted being blown into the future while
witnessing the wreckage of the past.

How does the 'Angel of History' relate to contemporary social
issues?

The 'Angel of History' relates to contemporary social issues by highlighting the continuous cycle of
conflict and struggle, suggesting that progress often comes at a significant cost and urging us to
reflect on the lessons of the past.

What role does the 'Angel of History' play in art and
literature?

In art and literature, the 'Angel of History' serves as a powerful metaphor for the human experience,
exploring themes of memory, trauma, and the impact of historical events on our lives.

How has the concept of the 'Angel of History' influenced
modern philosophy?

The concept of the 'Angel of History' has influenced modern philosophy by prompting discussions on
historical materialism, the nature of progress, and the ethical responsibilities of remembering and
interpreting the past.

What is the significance of the 'Angel of History' in the context
of postmodern thought?

In postmodern thought, the 'Angel of History' signifies skepticism toward grand narratives of
progress and invites a critical examination of how history is constructed and understood, often
focusing on marginalized voices and experiences.

Can the 'Angel of History' be related to current global crises?

Yes, the 'Angel of History' can be related to current global crises, as it encourages a critical analysis
of events such as climate change, wars, and social injustices, reminding us that these issues often
stem from historical patterns.

What artistic movements have been influenced by the 'Angel
of History'?

Artistic movements such as surrealism and expressionism have been influenced by the 'Angel of
History', as they explore themes of memory, trauma, and the subconscious in relation to historical
narratives.



How does the image of the 'Angel of History' challenge
optimism about the future?

The image of the 'Angel of History' challenges optimism about the future by portraying a sense of
urgency and a warning that without addressing past mistakes and injustices, we are likely to repeat
them, thus complicating notions of progress.
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