walter benjamin theses on the
philosophy of history

Walter Benjamin's Theses on the Philosophy of History is a seminal work that
critiques conventional historical narratives and offers a unique perspective
on the role of history in human understanding. Written in 1940 as a series of
brief, aphoristic statements, these theses challenge the linear progression
of history and invite readers to reconsider the relationship between the
past, present, and future. Benjamin's philosophy is rooted in a deeply
critical view of historiography, influenced by Marxist thought, and calls for
a re-evaluation of how history is interpreted and understood.

Background of Walter Benjamin

Walter Benjamin was a German-Jewish intellectual whose work spanned various
fields, including literature, aesthetics, and philosophy. Born in 1892, he
lived through the tumultuous early 20th century, witnessing both World Wars,
the rise of fascism, and the socio-political upheavals in Europe. His
experiences shaped his critical perspective on modernity and the role of
history in shaping human experience.

Benjamin's engagement with Marxism and his interest in Jewish mysticism
significantly influenced his philosophical outlook. His writing style often
combines literary criticism with philosophical inquiry, making his arguments
rich and nuanced. The "Theses on the Philosophy of History" stands as one of
his most important contributions to the understanding of history and culture.

The Structure of the Theses

Benjamin's "Theses on the Philosophy of History" consists of 18 theses, each
presenting a distinct idea or critique of traditional historical thinking.
While the theses are concise, they are packed with meaning and open to
various interpretations. The work is both a critique of historicism and a
call to recognize the potential for revolutionary change embedded in the
past.

Critique of Historicism

One of the central themes of Benjamin's theses is his critique of
historicism—the idea that history progresses in a linear and teleological
manner. Benjamin argues that this perspective overlooks the complexities and
contradictions of history. Key points include:



1. Historical Materialism: Benjamin advocates for a historical materialist
approach that focuses on the material conditions and social relations that
shape historical events.

2. Angel of History: In his famous metaphor, Benjamin describes the "Angel of
History" who is blown into the future while looking back at the wreckage of
the past. This image signifies the need to acknowledge the suffering and
injustices that have been overlooked by conventional historical narratives.
3. Time and Memory: Benjamin emphasizes the importance of memory in
understanding history. He believes that the past must be actively remembered
and interpreted in order to challenge dominant narratives.

Historical Progress vs. Rupture

In opposition to the idea of continuous progress, Benjamin introduces the
notion of historical ruptures. He posits that history is marked by
disruptions and moments of crisis, which offer opportunities for radical
change. Key ideas include:

- Historical Materialism vs. Idealism: Benjamin contrasts the materialist
understanding of history with idealist accounts that tend to emphasize
abstract ideas and values.

- Messianic Time: He invokes the concept of "messianic time" to suggest that
history is not a straight line but rather a series of moments that can lead
to redemption and transformation.

- The Role of the Individual: Benjamin argues that individual actions and
experiences are crucial in shaping history, challenging the notion that
history is solely determined by grand narratives or overarching forces.

Key Theses Explained

While the entire set of theses offers rich content, certain theses stand out
for their profound implications. Here are some of the most notable:

Thesis I: The Tradition of the Oppressed

Benjamin begins with the assertion that the past is not a mere backdrop for
the present but is alive with the struggles of the oppressed. He argues that
those who have been marginalized in history have valuable insights and
experiences that should be acknowledged. This thesis emphasizes the
importance of giving voice to the oppressed and reinterpreting history from
their perspective.



Thesis VI: The Angel of History

In this thesis, Benjamin famously describes the "Angel of History" as being
caught in a storm that propels it into the future while it longs to return to
the past. The angel witnesses the ruins of history and the suffering that has
occurred, representing a critical reflection on the consequences of progress.
This image serves as a powerful critique of the idea that history is
inevitably moving towards improvement.

Thesis IX: The Historical Materialist Approach

Benjamin calls for a historical materialist approach to understanding
history, which prioritizes the material conditions of life over abstract
ideas. He argues that history should not be understood as a series of events
leading to a predetermined outcome but as a complex interplay of forces that
shape human experience.

Implications for Contemporary Thought

Benjamin's "Theses on the Philosophy of History" remains relevant today,
particularly in discussions about historical narratives and the politics of
memory. The following implications stand out:

Revisiting Historical Narratives

1. Decolonizing History: Benjamin's emphasis on the voices of the oppressed
has significant implications for contemporary decolonization movements. It
encourages a critical examination of historical narratives that have often
marginalized indigenous and colonized populations.

2. Intersectionality: His work aligns with contemporary theories of
intersectionality, emphasizing that history must consider multiple identities
and experiences rather than a singular narrative.

3. Activism and Memory: The idea of active remembrance resonates with social
movements that seek to honor the past while advocating for justice in the
present.

Critical Theory and Postmodernism

Benjamin's theses have influenced various fields, including critical theory
and postmodern philosophy. His critique of grand narratives and emphasis on
fragmented histories aligns with postmodern skepticism towards absolute

truths. This has led to a richer understanding of how history is constructed



and interpreted in contemporary discourse.

Conclusion

Walter Benjamin's Theses on the Philosophy of History challenges conventional
understandings of history and offers a profound critique of historicism. By
emphasizing the importance of memory, the voices of the oppressed, and the
potential for rupture and radical change, Benjamin invites us to reconsider
our relationship with the past. His work continues to resonate in
contemporary discussions about history, identity, and the politics of memory,
reminding us that history is not merely a record of what has been but a
dynamic interplay of forces that shapes our present and future. In a world
increasingly marked by social and political upheaval, Benjamin's call for a
more nuanced and critical approach to history is more pertinent than ever.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

Walter Benjamin's main argument in the Theses is a critique of traditional
historical materialism, emphasizing the importance of memory, experience, and
the role of the individual in history. He argues against a linear
understanding of history, proposing instead that history is a constellation
of moments that can be reinterpreted to reveal suppressed narratives.

How does Benjamin's concept of 'historical
materialism' differ from that of Marx?

While Marx's historical materialism focuses on economic factors and class
struggles as the driving forces of history, Benjamin's approach highlights
the significance of culture, memory, and the subjective experiences of
individuals. He introduces the idea of 'Angel of History,' portraying history
as a series of traumatic moments rather than a progressive march forward.

What role does the 'Angel of History' play in
Benjamin's Theses?

The 'Angel of History' is a metaphor Benjamin uses to illustrate his view of
historical progress. He depicts the angel as being blown into the future,
unable to look back at the wreckage of the past, symbolizing how traditional
narratives often overlook the suffering and struggles of marginalized groups
throughout history.



How does Benjamin's Theses address the concept of
time in history?

Benjamin challenges the conventional linear view of time by proposing a
dialectical understanding of time, where the past can be redeemed and
reinterpreted. He emphasizes the importance of 'now-time' (Jetztzeit) as a
moment where the past can be reactivated and made relevant to the present,
allowing for a revolutionary potential.

What implications do Benjamin's Theses have for
contemporary historical analysis?

Benjamin's Theses encourage contemporary historians to reconsider the
narratives they construct, emphasizing the importance of including diverse
perspectives and acknowledging the voices of the oppressed. His work
advocates for a more nuanced understanding of history that recognizes the
complexity of human experiences and the potential for social change.
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