Chapter Six

. Walter Benjamin’s Critique of the
Category of Aesthetic Form

- “The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological
~ Reproducibility” from the Perspective of Benjamin’s
Early Writing

*

Alison Ross

singularity of Walter Benjamin’s writings poses problems of theoretical
sification. The reception of one of his most cited and admired essays—
he Artwork in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility” [“Das Kunst-
rk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit”1—is an exemplary
There are three main versions of the essay. The first version was written
n Paris in the autumn of 1935. The second version of the essay, which
stantially expanded on and revised the first, was the version that Benja-
- min originally wanted published.! This second version was the source used
-1n the first publication of the essay, which appeared in French and in short-

ned form in May 1936 in the Zeitschrift fiir Sozialforschung. While the
French edition of the essay was in preparation in early 1936, Benjamin
ked on the third version, intending it for publication in a German periodi-
He modified it several times over 1937 and 1938 before allowing Gretel
ormno to copy it. Benjamin regarded this late version “as a work in
gress, rather than a completed essay.” Nonetheless, this version was the
rce” for the essay’s first publication in German in 1955 in Benjamin’s
iften? as well as its first English language publication in 1968 in Hannah
ndt’s edited collection of Benjamin’s writings. Unless otherwise noted, I
refer to this third version of the essay.
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The essay is comprised of an introduction, fifteen short sections, and an Benjamin’s use in this essay of the Marxist concepts of “dialectic,” “super-

i 7 . : in poi comments about structure,” and “base” can be squared with his eccentric deployment of this
epilogue. ,_.wa.Eﬂ&couowmﬂ%mﬂmmmmﬂwﬁﬁm% ﬂmﬁﬁﬂ% ofart” Inthe . vocabulary in other works from the same period.!! Further, if we view the
ﬂ._m e :.:mm w_mEmommnm £ _.M Marx’s analysis of the capitalist mode of | main themes of this essay in relation to the significant works in Benjamin’s
En.o@cmﬁ.oF I ﬂ.m ince the transformation of the superstructure - corpus, there is the crucial question of whether the features this essay iden-
prociochion ped dean mﬁﬁwm_w Hm—“ﬂo f M._m base, it has taken more than half a .._ tifies as the “optical unconscious™ of film images and describes positively as
Qooo&mmommﬂwwﬂmwww _W the ooa&nmu:m of ﬁqowcoaoa to be manifested inall = ~ evidence of the “revolutionary” shift in art!? are not the target of critical
MmenM.,Mm culture.” The changes in culture do not require a grandiose theory = . analysis in other important works.

Within the essay, the explicitly political framing of the piece is often in
conflict with the passages on the changes wrought by technological reprodu-
cibility on the experience of art. One of the central problems with Benjamin’s
position in the essay is that although it is the technical apparatus of film that
he credits with revolutionary significance, !3 this political virtue seems to go
beyond the mechanisms of production or the topic of medium specificity, and

In both the introduction and the epilogue, this “contribution” 1s specifical- hence his point H.Ommm some of its force. The features of “the masses . .
ly tailored to the struggle against fascism. According to Benjamin, the :ﬁo.b. . E,om_dm.mzm reaction” to film, EE&.H are m.mﬁvOmw&w aligned to the impact on
dencies” his essay identifies in the “superstructure” count against Ew contin- 1 na of its 8&5&0@6& ano.m:ong_:.x are in fact _mwmo__% .oObo%E&@
ued pertinence of traditional concepts, including “creativity and genius, eter- ggnmgm with Em collective expetience mm,oamm by cEEEmm. Ww%;o
nal value and mystery.” In neutralizing these concepts, his essay is meant 10 - the title om. the essay, it is less the technical modality of works of “art in the
place a block on the manipulation of “factual material . . . in the interests of = - age of art’s 1 e oaco.&;;m 9»5. the relation of different types of technical
fascism.” Benjamin’s formulation of the concepts relevant for art E&n. I ?.om_._oﬁon for “experience” that is at stake. o o
conditions of capitalist production will prove “useful for the formulation o Perjamm moo.wm an effective opposition to the “fascist aestheticisation of
revolutionary demands in the politics of art [Kunstpolitik] > ,E.ﬁ compo- .u_.o_Eom m film: .,ES latter promises a new mass art able to inculcate a
nents of this position are reiterated in Benjamin’s claim in his epilogue that b distracted, collective relation to non-auratic form. In its analysis of techno-
Marinetti’s expectation that war will provide aesthetic mHmamomﬁ._o: “1s evi- E _a@o& 8@3&:99:? the essay cites as .mxmBU_mQ the tactile mb.a optical
dently the consummation of I'art pour I'art” The claim provides further - ] relations that determine our relation to architectural forms, and the distracted,
thetorical ballast for Benjamin’s contention that his polemic agamst tradi- 4 ﬁ than ooRoBEma.ﬁu state that structures our use &. cEEBmm .m:osmw
tional acsthetics has political significance.® B . > sensory mb.m habitual Boaom. of engagement. Benjamin sees in these

However, the coordination of the essay’s political tasks with the study % uﬂma.osm to architectural form evidence of the type of destruction of the
the conceptual implications of technological reproducibility for art 15 _mnm& Mﬂ_o atmosphere of authority in art Em.ﬁ. he wants to find n the ﬁmo.gojomu-
unmanageable. Benjamin concedes this point in his Eqasoﬁos. He iden- i y 8@3&:&20 art form E. EB.. In this .Hommav.ro %m.o&om:% ?mE_mEm
tifies the problem posed by the manipulation of factual material through the - type of work of evaluation a film requires of its audience as well as its

use of traditional concepts ‘in an uncontrolled way’, and mow:oi_ommﬂr. sodic mode of construction, which does not Hmo.oa its scenes in narrative
parentheses, that “controlling [these concepts] is difficult today.”® The ence and accordingly deconstructs the mgmarmEmBm that build up the aura
ceptual clarification of the “tendencies” of the superstructure under ¢o nd the presence of the actor in theater: “for the first time—and this is the
fions of capitalist production can hardly stay the fasoist tide. Os the other .&, EEI%o ?.E.umn being is Emmoa in a position where he must oper-
hand, Benjamin’s attempt to hamness these tendencies for potential revolu= with E.m whole rﬁbm person, while woamoEm. 1ts aura. m,.oH the aura is
tionary political significance is also unconvincing, largely for the same nd to his presence in the here and now. There is no .wmnm:E_o of the aura.
sons: The approach requires him to force the tendencies he uncovers mnfo fié aura surrounding Macbeth on the stage cannot be divorced m,om__wra aura
dialectical setting and vocabulary of Marxist theory, whether they fit there 08 h, for the living spectators, surrounds the actor who plays him.”!¢ In this
ot 1 | pec the inauthenticity involved in the mechanisms of representation is
The problems of the essay are particularly pronounced when vies

) significant in the case of film than it is in theater. In film, “the fact that
through the lens of Benjamin’s other writing, For instance, it is not clear that Ctor represents someone else before the audience matters much less than

of the “art of the classless society,” but “theses defining @_mmm:mmnﬁmm of the
development of art under the present conditions ,Q, vaoaco.ag. 4 ..;m super-
structure, “no less than . . . the economy™ manifests the .n&m_oo.oo of these
conditions of production.” As such, the m&oc_m:oﬂ.ﬂ of the .dnmnwouamnﬁ_
tendencies of art can therefore contribute to the political struggle in ways that
it would be a mistake to underestimate.”>
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. reign of myth. These characters look to the aesthetic arrangements of the
the shot in the film studio, however, is that the camera is substituted for the landscape and the interior of the house as if these could provide existential
audience. As a result, the aura surrounding the actor is dispelled—and, with .~ orientation for their lives. They show a culpable disregard for tradition when
it, the aura of the figure he portrays.”15 The treatment of the topic of aura, - k. 9@ tear up the tombstones of the ancestors to “beautify” the church grounds
which stands for the false authority accrued to aesthetic form, links the * In a clover-covered path. Their boundary-less activities of beautification are
“Artwork” to Benjamin’s polemics against the dominating effects of totalize & ] the key to the reign of fate in their lives: When human beings empower
ing aesthetic form on human agency in his early essay on Goethe’s Elective - natural forces with &.m@omﬁos over their H.Zomv they become trapped in the
Affinities, as well as to the later version of this position in his treatment of the: Snare of fate. For Benjamin, the vital meaning sensuous forms are presumed
effects of the phantasmagoria of commodity capital in the Arcades. fo vmm.:. is silent, and therefore irremediably ambiguous. The fixation on the
In this chapter, I would like to reconsider Walter Benjamin’s essay on the . meaning such forms are presumed to communicate inevitably leads to anxie-
artwork in relation to the treatment of the category of aesthetic form mnamm_. ty and guilt, the ambiguity of their edicts entails that any act may be a
his corpus. My aim is to show that Benjamin’s early work articulates g@dmmno: 16 The more fate unfolds in their lives, the more human be-
critique of aesthetic form that aligns aesthetic institutions and practices with Ew« look to ritual for atonement and security. “Nothing but strict attachment
myth understood pejoratively. I will argue that his “Artwork™ needs to be: {0 ntual can promise these human beings a stay against the nature in which
evaluated in the light of that earlier position. [ - they live. Charged, as only mythic nature is, with superhuman powers, it
My discussion has two parts. First, I look at the points of ooREEJ\ m:n comes menacingly into play.”\7 The receding hold of tradition in modernity
discontinuity between the “Artwork” and Benjamin’s earlier polemic a ‘toes not empower human life with new found “freedoms,” rather the replace-
aesthetic form. Second, I consider whether and how this polemic fits <<§ H@E of tradition with aesthetic “choice” traps human beings in empty ritual
approach to the question of collective experience. The “Artwork™ ap uﬁoﬂ&mmonm Against the pernicious hold of sensuous forms over human life,
this question in largely positive terms in the way it attaches progressivé ,. enjamin places the articulate clarity of the word, which mortifies the mythic
political significance to the distracted type of reception operative in film. ature. In his view, “what is proper to the truly divine is the logos. The divine
Other essays of Benjamin’s, however, offer a different perspective on & .—oﬁ not ground life without truth, nor does it ground the rite without theolo-
question. In conclusion, I consider some of the implications for the politicals "1 The word embodies truth, whereas the mute sensuous form of the
ly inflected account of film in the “Artwork” of the different ways that ge, on account of its unclear communication of meaning, is excluded
Benjamin treats the questions of collective experience and aesthetic form g it. This early critical perspective on the totalizing sensuous form that
across his oeuvre. ge_m over the bourgeois, aesthetic life is modified in Benjamin’s Arcades
when the vantage point of historical emancipation leads to the idea that
sensuous form contains redemptive potentials. One of the consequences of
later position is that “truth” is no longer, as it had been in the early
lings, entirely external to the perspective of “myth,” nor to sensuous form.
F the “Artwork,” the traces of Benjamin’s early polemic in the essay on
'Goethe’s novel against sensuous form can be seen in the terms he uses to
cribe the role of aura and ritual in traditional art forms. On the question of
 aura, Benjamin aims to cut down the power of authority, which is sus-
e mba cultivated through the imposition of distance. There is a notable
e between these essays on the topic of tradition. In the early essay,
Rv_mnoam:ﬂ of tradition with aesthetic value is criticized; in the latter, the
ction of tradition is seen as integral to the evisceration of auratic value.
&.mﬂoﬁmuow 1s only apparent, however, since the latter position does not
ate the features of aesthetic life that the early essay targets for criticism.
15 clear that Benjamin’s “Artwork” maintains a critical perspective on the
Bncy to empower aesthetic form. On this point, the connection between
#essay on Goethe’s novel and on the “Artwork” can be seen in the insistent

the fact that he represents himself before the apparatus.” “What distinguishes

HEm CONCEPT OF AESTHETIC FORM IN EARLY AND —..>Hm
BENJAMIN

Benjamin’s work contains a number of distinct perspectives, which
sometimes undermine the coherent treatment of topics. For instance, there
some tension between the respective frameworks of the polemic against t
totalizing effects of sensuous form and the analysis of modern expe!
[Erlebnis], both of which Benjamin uses to treat the topic of the artwo
his critical analysis of sensuous form, the artwork falls on the side of s
blance and phantasmagoria when deployed as a schema of existential o
tion. Viewed in the context of his important 1924/1925 “Goethe’s Elet
Affinities” essay, such a pejorative classification is the result of the excl
of sensuous form from truth. Benjamin’s essay argues that the characters
Goethe’s novel are prey to an anxious, guilt-ridden existence. They live
fear of transgressing unstated rules, a consequence of their submission to
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. For instance, this position underpins the schema of evaluation that distin-
- guishes the different modalities of the arts of the image: painting is criticized
* & a mode of the total image, and film praised as a fragmentation of the
. components of the “total” image. To be sure, one of the anchor points here is
the idea that the aura and the semblance are qualities of painting rather than

critical references each makes to ritual. The essay on Goethe’s novel iden-
tifies ritual propitiation as the attempt to manage the dark forces unleashed _.
by the ascendency of form. The “Artwork™ connects aura to ritual, Benjamin
holds that “it is highly significant that the artwork’s auratic mode of exis-

tence is never entirely severed from its ritual function. The unique value of _

the ‘authentic’ work of art always has its basis in ritual 19 4 3 film. However, the key assumption behind this classification of different
On the other hand, the position Benjamin takes in the “Artwork” also = * media is that in film the fragmentation of the whole fractures a false totality.
seems to pick up on an insistent thematic of his work that only becomes an ~ The aura and the semblance qualities belong to the image of totality; when

i

explicit object of attention after 1927: namely, the concern about the modem
dissipation of experience [Erfahrung]. The sense in which these frameworks
are at odds with one another can be elucidated in relation to the different
tactics Benjamin deploys to manage the difficulties each perspective reveals:
the focus on detail and the putatively “insignificant,” which is supposed to"
“mortify” sensuous totality, and the use of the sensory experience of distrag- *
tion 1n order to undermine the aura of the artwork, respectively. .
One of the consistent themes across the entirety of Benjamin’s writing i
his claim that the “insignificant” has epistemological significance. Hence,
even though the stringent opposition in his early work between truth (the
word) and myth (the sensuous form) has eroded by the time of the Arcades
Project, the Arcades is arguably the most ambitious version of the claim o
behalf of the marginal or exceptional. In the Arcades, it is the refuse of the
nineteenth century that is the platform for disclosing the truth of human
history per se. The detritus collected in the Arcades shows not just the vitiat="
ed wishes of the nineteenth century, but it gives these wishes contour and
definition. Human beings have a creative vocation, their revolutionary enes:
gies are dedicated to achieving the non-alienated existence in which neitl
things nor others are opaque or alien to them. This wish takes recogni
form in the nineteenth century because this century is the first time that
human desire for emancipation becomes definable in real features. mm:oomﬂ :
“insignificant” refuse of the century bears the truth of human history and #
allows for knowledge of this truth. .
One of the earliest versions of Benjamin’s claim that the Eamimo&:
the vehicle of genuine knowledge is in the preface to his Trauerspiel book.
this work, he argues that it is the knowledge of the extreme case alone t
provides knowledge of the ordinary.2® Another version still can be found
the position defended in his essay on Goethe’s novel: It is the slender nove
contained in Elective Affinities that contains the truth of the work. In th
essay, Benyamin advocates a mortification of the ambiguously expres
form of the symbol, and he claims that the articulate clarity of the
opposes the ambiguous expressivity of nature’s silent forms in myth. B
min seeks in the mortification of the symbol an effective destruction of th
false totality of sensuous form. Aspects of the variants of this general pe
tion regarding the significance of the insignificant are used in the “A

this false image is fractured they also dissipate.2! In the “instructive’” com-
parison he outlines between the camera operator and the painter, Benjamin
- uses the analogous comparison of the surgeon and the magician. The refer-
Snmm to authority inducing distance are intended to recall the earlier discus-
sion of the aura, which counts for the Bmﬁemb-ﬁm_bﬁﬂ. but not for the
Surgeon—camera operator. It is significant that the surgeon’s activity is based
,.E knowledge of the body, unlike the magician’s, which is a model of base-
less authority. The terms of this contrast echo the stakes of Benjamin’s early
opposition between the truth of the Revelation and the anxiety- inducing,
Eo search for vital meaning in myth.

N

¥ The attitude of the magician, who heals a sick person by a laying-on of hands,
differs from that of the surgeon, who makes an intervention in the patient. The
magician maintains the natural distance between himself and the person treat-
ed; more precisely, he reduces it slightly by laying on his hands, but increases
it greatly by his authority. The surgeon does exactly the reverse; he greatly
diminishes the distance from the patient by penetrating the patient’s body, and
increases it only slightly by the caution with which his hand moves among the
organs. In short: unlike the magician (traces of whom are still found in the
medical practitioner), the surgeon abstains at the decisive moment from con-
fronting his patient person to person; instead, he penetrates the patient by
Oﬂwﬂngm 22

key to the analogy is the status of the image in each practice. For
jamin, the painter “maintains . . . a natural distance from reality, whereas
cinematographer penetrates deeply into its tissue.” Just as distance
rasts with immersion, so, too, the images that each practice obtains “dif-
enormously. The painter’s is a total image, whereas that of the cinematog-
er 1s piecemeal, its manifold parts being assembled according to a new
3 The piecemeal quality of the cinematographer’s work by definition
vates it above the semblance characteristics that Benjamin’s writing con-
y aligns to the “total image.” The cinematographer does not just satis-
m.o 8:85@98% expectation of the “equipment-free aspect of reality”
15 won “on the basis of the most intensive interpenetration of reality with
8quipment,”2 but in so doing the cinematographer provides “an object of
Simultaneous collective reception.”25 The introduction of this factor of the
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tion can no longer find. These themes undergo a particular inflection in his
1936 essay on the storyteller. In this essay, Benjamin complains about the
way the novel, as a work produced (by the writer) and devoured (by the
reader) in isolation, has replaced the social fabric that surrounded the story-
teller. The hive of activities like weaving and spinning meant that the knowl-
edge imparted in the storyteller’s tale was absorbed in a distracted mode. 3!
m.oém<mﬁ the storyteller owed his or her experiential impact on the commu-
nity of listeners in part because of the “halo,” or aura, that he or she bore. 32
The comment reflects the status of the storyteller’s authority as a total “per-
son” with his or her “audience.” The storyteller’s authority contrasts with the
‘way the camera operator deals with the actor: not in the framework of a total
person but in a “piecemeal” fashion. The remaining dissonant note in the
_ essay on the storyteller is due to the deeply nostalgic tone of Benjamin’s
- ftreatment of this auratic figure, which contrasts with the effort to take a
positive stance towards the destruction of tradition in the “Artwork™ essay’s
‘embrace of film’s shock effects,
* Benjamin maintains that like the modes of existence of human collectives
- the mode of human perception “changes over long historical periods.”33 In
._ film, the “shifts that in literature took place over centuries have occurred in a
__ ~decade.”34 Cinema is a mass art that provides the possibility of “simultane-
:0us collective reception.”3 What is crucial is that film enriches “our field of
- perception”3¢ ; it does so in the case of the “progressive reaction” to film “by
. an immediate intimate fusion of pleasure—pleasure in seeing and experienc-
) ing—with an attitude of expert appraisal.”37
The key points regarding the repudiation of auratic distance and its re-

ﬂ_moﬁugn with “an immediate intimate™ experience can be unpacked not just
" in relation to Benjamin’s g&om_o& comparison between painting and cine-
Bﬁo@.mﬂru\ with the magician and the surgeon, which I mentioned above,
but 1n relation to the question of the epistemological stakes of this analogy.
moi should we understand the relation between Benjamin’s call for an im-
ate intimate experience of cinematic images, as if it were politically
_Bgzocm and his earlier call for the mortification of the totalizing sweep
.ﬁ aesthetic form? Do the technical modalities of film and the new perspec-
es it uncovers possess the epistemological significance that, like the “in-

cant detail” of the 7rauerspiel book and the detritus collected in the
cades, would warrant Benjamin’s position?
# seems to me that there is a parallel between what Benjamin’s early
ing describes as the intention-less status of truth and which he locates in
guage, and the claim about distracted reception of images as key to the
togressive claims of film. As we saw, the “Artwork” prizes the immediacy
tained by the surgeon, who is likened to the cinematographer, over the
ce engagement of the magician, likened to the painter’s interest in the
fection of a “total image.”?8 It is worth comparing the terminology at

quality of collective reception into the evaluation of film seems to introduce
a perspective at odds with Benjamin’s paradigm of the critique of totalizing
sensuous form. In particular, the perspective of collective experience that
Benjamin appeals to attaches a positive value to the immediacy of the experi-
ence of images that his earlier critique of totalizing sensuous form seems te
align to the disempowering reign of aesthetic form. Can this contradiction g
resolved?

DISTRACTION AND COLLECTIVE EXPERIENCE

Benjamin maintains that the reception of works of art accentuates either their
cult value or their exhibition value. This thesis provides a schema of ready
identification for the different historical functions of what he refers to as the
“construct [Gebilde]” of the work of art.26 The contemporary situation is oneé
in which the variety of methods for technologically reproducing art dramati-
cally increase the “scope” for its exhibition. Further, the new functions that
art attains in these conditions, such as “the artistic function . . . may subse-
quently be seen as incidental.”27 The contemporary exhibition value of art
contrasts with the magical and religious service of art in ritual practice: “[tJhe"
elk depicted by Stone Age man on the walls of his cave is an instrument of
magic. He exhibits it to his fellow men, to be sure, but in the main it is meant.
for the spirits.”28 The ritual functions of art are preserved in the aura mnmnw&,_ .
to the artwork in its secular age. Accordingly, Benjamin thinks that the =
“whole social function of art is revolutionized” when it is no longer “founded
on ritual” but on “politics” (i.e., the politicization of art that his essay adve=
cates). 2% This political aspiration requires a form of “exhibition” that does not -
embellish the “artistic function” but rather provides a pathway for simultane=
ous collective reception that unseitles the conceptual network attached to the ™
artistic function (such as the figure of the contemplative spectator, etc.). The
“Artwork” sees in the cinema a mass art able to reintroduce the prized valug:
of distraction as the context for the assimilation of perceptual experie
[Erfahrung]. More specifically, film is able to “provide an object of simulfa=s
neous collective reception, as architecture has always been able to do, as the
epic poem could do at one time.”30 In the essay, the model of such re
is provided by the description of architecture. The tactile and optical mode 0
our habitual mode of engagement with architectural forms is described
that of a distracted rather than contemplative state. The use-based relation
buildings is evidence of the type of destruction of the auratic atmosphere o
authority in art that Benjamin also asserts for the technologically rep
cible art form of film. The claim about distraction is also made in the dise
sion of mémoire involontaire in his writing on Proust. Proustian mém
involontaire is the pathway to collective experience that conscious reco
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- contrast to what obtains on the stage, filmed action lends itself more readily
to analysis because it can be isolated more easily.”5! It is this “piecemeal”
- quality of filmed action that makes it difficult to separate its artistic and
scientific value. Like the arcades, technical ingenuity is a testament to the
human vocation, which destroys the carapace of “pastness” that obscures the
~ potentially motivating force of the wishes and dreams of past generations in
. the present.

In the way that it accentuates the “hidden details in familiar objects, and
* by its exploration of commonplace milieu through the ingenious guidance of
* the camera,” the technical innovation of film “explodes” the “prison-world”
of familiarity “so that now we can set off calmly on journeys of adventure
. among its far-flung debris. With the close-up, space expands; with slow
. motion, movement is extended.”52 The seemingly insignificant detail and
. debris play the main role in puncturing an otherwise closed totality. Once
. again, this refuse is charged with epistemological significance. And yet the
problem of film is that the “attitude of expert appraisal” somehow coexists
. with the immediacy of the image. Like the idea that cinema heralds a techno-
* logical innovation that is politically progressive, but that requires critical
" elucidation to be what it is, so, too, this “attitude” of analytic “appraisal”
. undercuts the “immediacy” of the image and the values it represents such as
nnmg_on and “heightened attention.” These difficulties are all related to
m.a uneven status of the conceptualization of the image across Benjamin’s
~ corpus.

In the early work, the perception of meaning in an image was tied to
- deleterious existential effects, since such meaning was irreducibly ambigu-
- ous. The situation of ambiguity fostered guilt and anxiety. This early position
seems to be at odds with the orientation of the later theory of film since the
. epistemological clarity secured in the word is absent from the medium. The
. comparison between painting and film can be cited in support of this point:
- “The painting invites the viewer to contemplation; before it, he can give
~ himself up to his train of associations. Before a film image, he cannot do mo
E - No sooner has he seen it than it has already changed. It cannot be fixed ob
~ Benjamin goes on to cite Duhamel’s description of the structure of film 3 :
* can no longer think what I want to think. My thoughts have been replaced 9\
- moving images. Indeed,” Benjamin comments, “the train of associations in
.~ the person contemplating these images is immediately interrupted by new
* images. This constitutes the shock effect of film, which, like all shock ef-
- fects, seeks to induce heightened attention.” 34
- The idea that thoughts are replaced by images seems similar to what
Benjamin’s early work objected to in myth. After all, the absorption in aes-
ic form in that early writing is the object of his critical attention: such
tion is disempowering in its inducement of incapacity. The attention it
acts is also problematic, since the object that commands attention does

stake here with Benjamin’s formulation of language in his 1916 “Language”
essay as “the ‘medium’ of the communication.” Benjamin’s formulation
makes language as “medium” contiguous with “immediacy.” He writes:
“Mediation, which is the immediacy of all mental communication, is the
fundamental problem of linguistic theory, and if one chooses to call this
immediacy magic, then the primary problem of language is 1ts magic.”%

In the “Epistemo-Critical Prologue” to his 7rauerspiel, Benjamin com-
ments on the distinction between “truth” and “knowledge™: “[u]nlike the
methodology of knowledge” truth “does not derive from a coherence estab-
lished in the consciousness, but from an essence.”40 “For the thing [that is]
possessed” in knowledge, its “representation is secondary; it does not have
prior existence as something representing itself. But the opposite holds good
of truth.”4! In the case of truth, the essence “is self-representation, and is
therefore immanent in it as form.”42 This position regarding the indepen-
dence of the essence clarifies to some extent his view that unlike knowledge,
“truth does not enter into relationships, particularly intentional ones ™3
“Truth is an intentionless state of being, made up of ideas. The proper ap-
proach to it is not therefore one of intention and knowledge, but rather a total
immersion and absorption in it. Truth is the death of intention.” 44 He goes on
to define these “ideas” as “linguistic”45 and to claim that they “are displayed,
without intention, in the act of naming.”4 These comments need to be seen
in the prism of his conception of the paradisiacal state in which “there isas
yet no need to struggle with the communicative significance of words.”¥
This position on truth echoes the reference in the “Language” essay to the
“immanent magic” of language*® and the general importance of naming lan-
guage in his thinking as a release from the capture of human life by sensuous.
form. In the paradisiacal state of Adamic naming, words are “removed from
play and caprice.”4 When Benjamin claims that in “philosophical contem=
plation” the ideas are renewed and that “in this renewal the primordial mode
of apprehending words is restored,” he refers to the truth that words bear on
account of their intimate relation with the creative intention of divine revela-
tion. The truth that is secured in this manner is replaced in later work with the
truth of the human creative vocation. In the Arcades Project, the significance
of the industrial innovations of the nineteenth century is that they show the
human dexterity to mold steel and glass and the realizable wish for a life
emancipated from need, “legible” in technological feats. Specifically, the
truth of human history per se is recognizable in the industrial innovations of
the nineteenth century. b

Film offers a version of the same kind of thesis. Here, too, there is@
technological mnovation that promises a qualitative shift. Film alters
“enriches” our perception. It adds an optical and auditory precision to a
ception: “In contrast to what obtains in painting, filmed action lends 1
more readily to analysis because it delineates situations far more precisely. i
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not warrant it. The immediacy of the images in film, however, might also be
understood as akin to the intention-less state of truth celebrated in Benja-
min’s prologue to his Trauerspiel book. Film provides a medium that cuts
away at what the “Language” essay had denigrated as the “play and caprice”
of mere communication. The heightened attention caught by the flow of
tmages in film is antithetical to passive absorption in one’s own thoughts.
And on this perspective, the contrast between the limited position of transito-
ry intention and intention-less truth appears to be sustained across the corpus.
The heightened attention won in the shock effect of film directs us to what is
pertinent and stokes the motivation to act. On both counts, the shock effect n
film is the counter to the depleting feeling of anxiety that takes hold in the
face of forms that are marked for our attention, but whose claim on us is
ambiguous and de-motivating.

CONCLUSION

Still, odd notes between the “Artwork™ and Benjamin’s other significant
writings persist. In the works after 1929, Benjamin refers critically to modem
“lived” experience {Erlebnis] and postulates that the collective experience
once provided by tradition was characterized by distracted activities (the
“Storyteller” essay) and might be glimpsed again through the state of distrac-
tion (mémoire involontaire in “The Image of Proust” or the discussion of
experience in “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”). And yet the experience of
distraction involved in the reception of film in the “Arwork” seems quife
different from any of these examples. I have argued here that it has some of
the epistemological features that align it with Benjamin’s treatment of the.
refuse and the marginal as bearers of truth and/or knowledge across the
corpus. It is noticeable that in Benjamin’s major works this epistemological
dimension carries an existential significance regarding the difference be-
tween a life lived under the pallid light of myth or one that is illuminated by =
the moral decision. There is a consistent polemic against sensuous form 1 =
Bemjamin’s writing. In his early writing, the pejorative status of sensuous
form is connected to Benjamin’s conception of myth as external to truth,
Later, the polemic is tied to the features of commodity capitalism that pro- =
duce phantasmagoric effects. In each case, the captivating effects of sensuous
forms are seen to induce anxiety, guilt, and helplessness in their victim, The =
breadth of these themes is truncated in the slogans of political engagement
that frame the “Artwork.” b
Human life ends in a fateful impotence when it is under the sway of *
aesthetic practices and institutions. This position is fleshed out in other early
works from a slightly different angle. In Benjamin’s The Origin of German
Tragic Drama, the theory of allegory mortifies the meaning communicated

in sensuous form because it looks beyond form to knowledge. These posi-
tions are all quite distinct from the later thesis in the Arcades that truth is
“more the ruffle on a dress than some idea,” which implies that truth is
somehow lodged in sensuous forms. 35 However, in each case Benjamin uses
the concept of the insignificant or the “detail” to defend the “knowledge”
and/or “truth” that he sees defeating the semblance of false mythic totaliza-
tion in sensuous form.

Are these features sufficient to provide the connection to the idea of the
intention-less status of truth given that in the case of film the mode of this
mmmediacy is that of the “image” rather than the “word”? How serious wm the
clash between the framework of “experience” and that of the “image,” or
“form” in Benjamin’s “Artwork”? To my mind, the key factor in resolving
this clash is the existential significance that Benjamin accords to the shock
effect of film. The gripping force of the image in the case of film helps to

:  clarify how the politicization of art can be reconciled both with the tenor of

Benjamin’s early critical position on sensuous form, and with the theme of
distracted experience.

In the Arcades, Benjamin treats the problem of how to transform the
dreamlike éxperience of the commodity form into the motivating experience

* of the lost wishes and dreams of past generations. It is the immediacy of this
. experience of knowledge of the past that is crucial for its motivating effect.

The Arcades deals with detritus from the past that stimulates revolutionary

- motivation in the present. The historical index of the mineteenth century

points forward to its redemption in the twentieth. The detritus of the nine-
teenth century embodies the collective past. Viewed from the perspective of

* the Arcades, the reason that the political theses of the “Artwork” seem un-

wieldy is that the technical apparatus of film stands in for the frustrated

~ wishes of a century, and the distracted state in which vital meaning is experi-

enced is tied to the process of “criticism.” In the Arcades, revolutionary
experience is direct and immediate, and the context of its formation is the

~ exposure to detritus. As in Benjamin’s early writing, so, too, in the later

work, aesthetic institutions and practices are excoriated for their pacifying

effects.

- 1 have argued here that understanding Benjamin’s position across his

corpus on the topics of sensuous form and distracted (collective) experience

can help to qualify the seemingly discrepant propositions about the politici-
| zation of art in his “Artwork” essay. This essay presents a twofold discrepan-
' oy: first, between the idea that the technological reproducibility of art has

 political significance and the tenor of Benjamin’s early critical position on
- sensuous form; second, between the endorsement of collective experience in
ilm and the position developed in the Arcades, which deals with the substan-
' five issue of how the pacifying experience of commodity forms can be trans-
formed into the motivating, collective experience of the lost wishes and




dreams of past generations. The “Artwork,” in contrast, cultivates the expec-
tation that a “progressive” experience can be had in the distracted state of
film reception. In its specification of the virtues of the medium of film, the
essay is unable either to explain the ways this experience is genuinely a
collective experience beyond the aesthetic category of an “audience” (how-
ever involved this collective body is in the process of meaning construction),
or how the peculiar link between film criticism and progressive experience
can move beyond the field of the aesthetic reception of a film to action. This
is a problem for the cogency of Benjamin’s call for the “politicisation of art”
since the shift away from “art” and towards “experience” is not only mandat-
ed in the “Artwork,” it is also consistent with many of the fundamental
themes across Benjamin’s heterogeneous corpus.
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Chapter Seven

Walter Benjamin and the “Highly
Productive Use of the Human Being's
Self-Alienation”

Stéphane Symons

- It seems safe to say that it has by now become an altogether impossible task
to add something genuinely new to the enormous mass of secondary litera-
- ture that has been published about Walter Benjamin’s seminal text The Work
of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility. It remains quite stun-

. ning to see that a single text could spark discussions in, among others, the
~ fields of philosophy, sociology, art history, psychology, literary studies, edu-
«cation, and technology studies alike and that, after all these decades, it is still
- being read as one of the foundational manifestoes of the one academic disci-
- pline that seems to borrow freely from all the other ones just mentioned:
~ cultural studies. It is to a large extent thanks to this mass of literature and by
- vwirtue of the many brilliant analyses that it has brought forth that the subtlety
- of Benjamin’s text and the many conceptual layers it contains have for the
- most part been identified and explored. When some of a single generation’s
sharpest cultural theorists and philosophers (Miriam Bratu Hansen, Susan
- Buck Morss, T. J. Clark, Samuel Weber, Beatrice Hanssen, or Eli Friedland-
~ &r, to name but a few) decide to devote attention to one and the same text (or

‘warding as could be mxcooﬁom it seems that, at last, almost all of the most
- ‘complex and far-reaching issues that run through Benjamin’s essay have
‘been accurately described and that there is hardly an argument or idea left
- that has not yet been adequately mapped. From all this, it has become clear
- that it is in the first place a set of conceptual dualities that has bestowed
”wnamﬂa s essay with the solidity and reliability of strong scaffolding, fit to
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