
8

TRADITION AS INJUNCTION: 
BENJAMIN AND THE CRITIQUE OF 

HISTORICISMS

PHILIPPE SIMAY*

Most commentaries on Benjamin’s conception of history have focused on the 
critique of positivism and of the philosophy of progress, which are common 
traits of vulgar Marxism, conservative historicism and social-democratic 
evolutionism. Several of Benjamin’s texts present themselves indeed as a 
disavowal of the naive optimism which characterized the thinking of the 
Left between the World Wars, and which would lead the Right to failure. 
To prevail over fascism, historical materialism had to ‘annihilate in itself the 
idea of progress’ as quickly as possible. Hence, the necessity of an inversion, 
properly revolutionary, announced in Zentralpark: ‘the concept of progress 
must be grounded in the idea of catastrophe. That things are “status quo” is 
the catastrophe’ (GS 1.2: 683/SW 4: 184). This fragment, as it is known, will 
fi nd its allegoric translation in the fi gure of the Angelus Novus, whose gaze, 
turned toward the past, contemplates the ruins of history. Consequently 
– the usual reading goes – ‘On the Concept of History’ will object to the 
existence of a progress as well as of a causality and purpose in history, and 
will develop a conception based on discontinuity, privileging the gaps of 
time. 
 This reading is correct, but it does not fully account for the complexity of 
the theoretical device deployed in the Theses. Against the idea of progress, 
it would have been enough to mobilize a conception of time centred on the 
present; there was no need to displace the question of history to the fi eld 
of tradition, or to bind the latter to the recollection of a forgotten or badly 
transmitted past, which waits to be redeemed. This displacement is all the 
more intriguing since Benjamin considers the discontinuity of tradition 
as the cornerstone of the Theses, but also as their ‘fundamental aporia’. 
Why then did Benjamin put tradition at the centre of his conception of 
history? Because only tradition allows him to think in ethical terms of the 
relationship which the present maintains with its own anteriority. And it is 
precisely in the name of this anteriority that Benjamin contests not just one, 
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138 Walter Benjamin and History

but two forms of historicism: the fi rst, which is well known, postulates the 
existence of a historical evolution; but also a conception of time apparently 
close to Benjamin’s – discontinuous, retrospective, entirely devoted to the 
present – which however swims with the current, because it considers the 
past as a reserve of moments and things freely exploitable. If this second 
side has gone relatively unnoticed, it is due mostly to the mixture of the 
different characterizations of the concept of tradition which Benjamin 
developed throughout his work. In this chapter I intend to go back over the 
route which leads Benjamin to think the tradition in the present, to invent 
other modalities of transmission, to reject the instrumental uses of the past, 
in order to restore the subversive force contained in it. And in order to show 
that tradition is not at all a principle of continuity, or something that can be 
mastered, but rather the sudden appearance of an ethical injunction. 

TRADITION IN THE PRESENT

Let us start from the commonly accepted idea that Benjamin diagnosed a 
rupture of tradition. Modernity would designate the moment from which 
tradition cannot reach us any more, and in which the past ceased to hold 
any authority in order to make room for an uncertain present. From the very 
fi rst texts up to the great essays of the 1930s, Benjamin’s thought is indeed 
marked by the feeling that the continuity between the generations has disap-
peared for good. Thus, in ‘Experience and Poverty’, he observes, not without 
bitterness:

Who still meets people who really know how to tell a story? Where do 
you still hear words from the dying that last, and that pass from one 
generation to the next like a precious ring? Who can still call on a proverb 
when he needs one? And who will even attempt to deal with young people 
by giving them the benefi t of their experience? (GS 2.1: 214/SW 2: 731)

Incontestably, Benjamin diagnoses a crisis of the transmission: what the 
past used to entrust to us under the sign of continuity is no longer obvious 
or self-evident, and we do not know anymore what or how to transmit. On 
the other hand, it is diffi cult to know to which conception of tradition his 
remarks relate. Is tradition a reality with clear contours, or is it a nominal 
entity to be used in a descriptive way – as it is the case with many thinkers 
of ‘modernity’? In other words, is tradition something transmissible, or is it 
a repetitive concept within the history of representations? The whole interest 
of Benjamin’s refl ection on tradition resides in the fi rst place in the rejection 
of this alternative. Few philosophers have questioned with the intensity of 
Benjamin the protean notion of ‘tradition’. In ‘The Storyteller’, Benjamin 
proposes a novel approach to this notion. Unfortunately, this essay is read too 
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often as a funeral oration for tradition, or as the nostalgic acknowledgment 
of the end of a world. It is therefore important to read it again, leaving aside 
the question of the disappearance of the storyteller, in order to focus better 
on the anthropological aspects of the text. 
 Reading the essay, we notice right away two points: fi rst of all, Benjamin 
is not interested in the story as a product, but, rather, as an activity. What 
interests him is the pragmatics of narrative communication: the fact of telling 
stories, not the stories in themselves. Then, this activity is all but literary. 
Even if Benjamin uses Leskov as a model, the latter is but the illustrious 
representative of the anonymous storytellers whose common trait is the 
fact of never having written their stories. What matters to Benjamin here is 
the fact that the story is transmitted orally, by mouth. ‘The Storyteller’ is a 
refl ection on the oral transmission: on its destiny, of course, but fi rst of all on 
its functioning. Very explicitly, the essay blames writing for the relegation of 
the oral transmission to the domain of the archaic. As it is known, writing 
allowed for the storing and fi ling of information in a more massive way 
that memory could do. It presented itself at the same time as a means of 
relieving the individual memory and as the possibility of its exteriorization, 
whereas oral transmission depends on the fl uctuant capacities of memory, 
writing, changing support, introduces the exactitude of all that is fi xed and 
defi nitive.
 We better understand why, by comparison, Benjamin defi nes storytelling 
as a ‘craft’ form of communication. In fact, the story depends on the capacity 
of the storyteller to listen and repeat a certain amount of information. Now, 
the cognitive capacities of memory are limited and inevitably give way to 
oblivion, deformation, but also innovation. From one generation to the next, 
stories change without their modifi cation being detected by the listeners. 
Everybody, on the contrary, agrees on the fact that the stories are told with 
exactitude. The thing is that, as Marcel Mauss emphasized, for want of an 
objective referent, it is impossible to verify if a story corresponds to its original 
form. Thus, we cannot but take the storyteller’s word for it. The storyteller 
is certainly aware of his limits. Therefore, for Benjamin, the storyteller does 
not pursue in the least exactitude, but only fi delity. The story ‘does not aim 
to convey the pure “in itself” or gist of a thing, like information or a report. 
It submerges the thing into the life of the storyteller, in order to bring it 
out of him again. Thus, traces of the storyteller cling to a story the way the 
handprints of the potter cling to a clay vessel’ (GS 2.2: 447/SW 3: 149). Far 
from considering the story a defi nite sum of information, the storyteller 
refuses to consider the past as a closed chapter, as if it had been consumed 
for good. He knows well that for his listeners the past extends a long way 
back, and that it invests every new experience with its authority. So that, 
to the identical reproduction of writing, which reveres the past as past, the 
storyteller opposes the spoken word which, in a concern for transmission, 
recurred to the mediating inventiveness. 
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 This aspect allows for the seizure of the authentic temporality of narrative 
communication. If the story presents itself as an ancestral account, it 
nevertheless takes form in the present: there is in it a part of invention, of 
recreation. To make his account transmissible, the storyteller must actualize 
what has been bequeathed to him according to the expectations of his 
listeners; otherwise the listeners will pay no attention to him. He always 
performs a critical evaluation of the past from the starting-point of its own 
context of reception. This inventory work, properly hermeneutic, allows 
him to make actual what is not actual any longer. The story is thus an 
answer found in the past to a question formulated in the present. But, as it 
is in the past that the present fi nds its answer, it inscribes itself within the 
framework of a continuity – a retrospective continuity, since it is the critical 
recovery of the past, not the past itself, that has here a power of fi liation. 
For Benjamin, wisdom designates precisely this capacity of narration to 
make past experiences actual and, vice versa, to make novel experiences 
customary, relating them with things different from themselves in order 
to create fi liation and establish an intergenerational continuity. In fact, 
the account, at the same time as resumption and as variable, possesses a 
singular power of implication. On the one hand, the storyteller is always 
concerned with describing the source from which his message comes and 
his supposed competence ensues. He is authoritative just inasmuch as he is 
able to mobilize in the narrative act the lineage of storytellers within which 
he inscribes himself. On the other hand, he invites his listeners to inscribe 
themselves too within this continuity. ‘A man listening to a story is in the 
company of the storyteller’ (GS 2.2: 456/SW 3: 156), says Benjamin. He 
reinscribes dialectically in his own person the whole of past and present 
generations. Thanks to his account, the past is constantly actualized and 
the present is interpreted within the language of tradition. Precisely for this 
reason, the storyteller is not simply the representative of a past tradition: he 
fabricates tradition. 
 These analyses on the narrative pragmatics introduce a novel approach to 
the traditional phenomena. Displacing the attention to an anthropological 
ground, they disclose the way in which tradition is constituted in time. They 
invite an investigation of its genesis in the present and no longer in the past, 
as had been done until then. It is this displacement which leads Benjamin to 
reject respectively the substantialist, essentialist, prospective and cumulative 
conception of tradition. 
 Actually, it is with the substantialist conception that Benjamin fi rst 
breaks off. This conception, which identifi es tradition with a thing or 
group of things, is the most ancient and the most widespread. It originates 
in the Roman law where it designates the transfer of material goods from a 
possessor to a purchaser. By extension, it eventually came to designate only 
the thing itself susceptible of being alienated and handed over in person. 
Benjamin takes the opposite course of view. For him, not only is tradition 
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not a thing, but the elements which compose the tradition are not a priori 
traditional. They become traditional only from the moment in which 
they are transmitted. It is transmission that ‘traditionizes’ its objects. The 
important thing to refl ect on is the process, not the product. 
 This change of perspective implies another change: if the elements which 
constitute the tradition are not a priori endowed with a specifi c quality which 
confers on them the privilege of being transmitted, that is because they do 
not have an essence. Benjamin redoubles his critique of substantialism in a 
critique of essentialism. He insists on showing that the content of tradition, 
far from resembling an immutable truth, alters with time. Antiquity and 
continuity are thus not the essential attributes of tradition. Tradition, even 
though it has an identity within time, does not have an essence. What is 
being discredited here are all those representations that assimilate tradition 
with an intangible deposit and, therefore, also the institutions which claim 
to be the tradition’s exclusive keeper.
 Finally, Benjamin rejects the prospective and cumulative conception, 
which postulates that tradition, far from being a simple repetition, 
integrates also new elements. This novelty would introduce a cumulative 
dimension, purely quantitative, which would explicate the continuity of 
tradition within time. Whether it is assimilated to a concatenation of 
prejudices by the French Enlightenment, or to a sedimented wisdom by 
the English counterrevolutionaries, tradition is, in both cases, assimilated 
to a continuum. It is against this conception that Benjamin will deploy 
his most radical arguments. They can be found already, in a form indeed 
highly speculative, in the epistemo-critical prologue of the Trauerspiel book. 
His questioning the notion of origin did in fact lead him to doubt the 
possibility of a veritable transmission of the past in a linear and continuous 
form. ‘Origin [Ursprung]’, he said, ‘although an entirely historical category, 
has, nevertheless, nothing to do with genesis [Entstehung]. The term origin is 
not intended to describe the process by which the existent came into being, 
but rather to describe that which emerges from the process of becoming 
and disappearance’ (GS 1.1: 226/OT, p. 45). Since origin is that which 
recurs as absolutely primary at any instant of its historical deployment, any 
form of linear transmission cannot but betray it. Tradition as a continuum 
ruins all that it transmits; it crystallizes the past considering every one of 
its moments as bygone. In ‘The Storyteller’, Benjamin rather concentrates 
on the prospective aspect of this continuum. The double movement of 
reception and bequeathing indicates well that the active locus of tradition is 
not to be found in the past, as the traditionalists like to repeat, but rather 
in the present. The authentic movement of tradition does not go from the 
past to the present but, inversely, from the present to the past. Benjamin 
thus turns inside out, like a glove, the prospective conception of tradition. 
The constitution of tradition happens always afterwards, in a properly 
retrospective way. Therefore, it is not possible to consider tradition as a 
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continuum. A fragment of the Passagen-Werk confi rms the purely nominal 
nature of tradition’s continuity: ‘It may be that the continuity of tradition 
is mere semblance. But then precisely the persistence of this semblance of 
persistence provides it with continuity’ (N19, 1). In other words, continuity 
is not in the least an attribute of tradition. It is a simple appearance, but so 
old and so commonly shared that eventually it came to don the appearance 
of an essential characteristic. 
 If the storyteller has been able to maintain for a long time the appearance of 
a continuity of tradition keeping together the generations within the web of his 
account, his time has passed now. For Benjamin, this is not simply because the 
conditions of existence of the storyteller have disappeared, but above all because 
he becomes aware of the ethical and political stakes which go together with the 
uses of tradition. This is the reason that he rejects the recourse to any form of 
continuity: the one, prospective, from which originates the classic historicism, 
and the one, retrospective, from which proceed the historiographies infl uenced 
by the narrative model and its hermeneutics of temporality. It would be wrong 
to think that Benjamin rejects only the prospective conception of the continuum 
as anthropologically false. He equally condemns the retrospective conceptions, 
the solutions of continuity which occlude the discontinuities of history. For the 
retrospective fabrication of the continuum is not solely the mark of the storyteller, 
it also characterizes a type of historic construction which makes tradition an 
instrument at the service of the dominant class. Certainly, this instrument has 
historically changed its face. Tradition is no longer the code in whose name the 
heterodox practices are condemned and repressed. It is now an instrument of 
conformity, susceptible to modelling the idle masses awaiting for a reassuring 
vision of the world. Where mercantile society produces in excess, fragments and 
secularizes, it exhumes also, as a compensation, something ‘authentic’, something 
‘ancestral’ and something ‘traditional’, as if they were forged anew in their entirety. 
This strategy of pacifi cation and control is today well known. The historians Eric 
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger have established that, at the time of the English 
industrial revolution, a great number of traditions were invented, without, for all 
that, lacking effectiveness. ‘The peculiarity of “invented” traditions’, emphasizes 
Hobsbawm, ‘is that the continuity with it is largely factitious. In short, they are 
responses to novel situations which take the form of reference to old situations, 
or which establish their own past by quasi-obligatory repetition’.1 The invention 
of all sorts of traditions conceals the lines of division that society generates and 
the breaches where contestation risks always taking place; it turns out to be a 
powerful instrument of legitimation of the institutions and an effective means to 
evade social antagonisms. It is precisely this that Benjamin had anticipated, half 
a century before and in a clearly more critical perspective:

The enshrinement or apologia is meant to cover up the revolutionary 
moments in the occurrence of history. At heart, it seeks the establishment 
of a continuity. It sets store only by those elements of a work that have 
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already emerged and played a part in its reception. The places where 
tradition breaks off – hence its peaks and crags, which offer footing to 
one who would cross over them – it misses (N9a, 5)

Thus, Benjamin aims less at the prospective dimension of tradition than 
its retrospective reconstruction, and the instrumental uses which follow. 
This point shows well that Benjamin’s critique does not deal solely and 
not even mainly, with the philosophies of progress. Thinking the tradition 
in the present and as discontinuity must hinder any instrumental form 
of transmission and reception of the past. What remains to be done is 
to establish a different relationship with the past, to fi nd how it can be 
transmitted without lapsing into the pitfall of a normative continuity. 

DESTRUCTIVITY AND TRANSMISSIBILITY

It is in destructivity that Benjamin discovers the gesture susceptible of estab-
lishing a different relation with the past. This intuition is already present 
in The Concept of Criticism in German Romanticism and in the Trauerspiel 
book; moreover, during the 1930s it will play a central role in many essays. 
Thanks to Hannah Arendt, attention has been drawn to these texts, 
neglected in the study of Benjamin’s conception of history. She has the merit 
of having seen in destructivity the modus operandi of a new system of his-
toricity characteristic of modernity. Unfortunately, her analysis leaves 
aside the connections which link destructivity to the question of tradition. 
For her, Benjamin’s destructivity comes directly from the tradition’s loss 
of authority and from the rupture which followed. She points out the 
ambivalence of modernity, divided between the desire to keep the past and 
the desire to destroy it. We think on the contrary that what is at stake for 
Benjamin is not whether to destroy or to conserve the past, nor is knowing 
where we are when we think without the support of tradition. These are 
questions which are peculiarly Arendtian, and which she confounds with 
those of Benjamin. What Benjamin questions are the normative forms of 
transmission, not tradition itself. Rescuing tradition from a certain form 
of thinking, transmitting and utilizing it is, on the contrary, a constant 
preoccupation in Benjamin’s thought. It is this that determines his whole 
refl ection on destructivity. 
 In ‘The Destructive Character’, a quasi-autobiographical text of 1931 
which Arendt omits to mention, Benjamin articulates the practice of 
destructivity with a more general refl ection on the sense of tradition: 

The destructive character stands in the front line of traditionalists. Some 
people pass things down to posterity, by making them untouchable 
and thus conserving them; others pass on situations, by making them 
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practicable and thus liquidating them. The latter are called the destructive. 
The destructive character has the consciousness of historical man, whose 
deepest emotion is an insuperable mistrust of the course of things and 
a readiness at all times to recognize that everything can go wrong. 
Therefore, the destructive character is reliability itself. (GS 4.1: 396/SW 
2: 542)

Benjamin is clear: the destructive is a traditionalist. Nevertheless, such an 
assertion raises a certain number of paradoxes: how can one transmit what 
one destroys? Why are the traditionalists those who destroy? In what way 
will the distrust towards the course of things be more faithful to the past? 
These paradoxes are related mainly to how Benjamin seems to compare 
the two modes of transmission as if each was autonomous. On the other 
hand, the contradiction disappears if we do not consider destructivity as an 
autonomous practice, but as a response to the aporias of the conservative 
approach. It is therefore important not to dissociate Benjamin’s considerations 
on destructivity from the critiques of tradition as a continuum. Once again, 
what must be destroyed is a type of tradition, not tradition as such.
 Destructivity is not just, as Arendt thought, a simple destruction. Its fi rst 
vocation is rather of a critical nature. Its fi rst task is to reveal. Attacking 
the conservative mode, destructivity casts light on that dark part which 
tradition strives to mask behind a normative continuity. It unveils its 
violence. This violence pertains to the process of transmission itself, which 
manages to retain the past only at the expense of its appropriation and 
reifi cation: it mortifi es and strikes to make it powerless in order to keep 
only the material content. Once transmitted, the past becomes then the 
object of tradition – patrimony or booty at the disposal of the present. The 
destructive character reveals that tradition is also a destructive force itself, 
because it ruins all that it transmits. And if he uses a violence against it, 
that’s because of another violence, more insidious, which anticipates and 
founds it. Violence for violence then, destruction of what is destructive: such 
are the elements of a strategy which consists in turning tradition against 
itself. This permits the wrenching of moments of the past from the process 
of transmission, to restore to them the force of which they were deprived 
by the normative continuity, to make them transmissible again. If there is a 
paradox of destructivity, it lies in the fact that it reveals, restores and rescues 
that which the linear transmission keeps betraying. The study of three 
authors – Kafka, Kraus and Fuchs – allows Benjamin to bring to light these 
three functions of destructivity. 
 Within the tradition of destructive characters who inspire Benjamin, 
Kafka incontestably holds the fi rst place. For Benjamin, as for many 
intellectuals of his generation, Kafka’s work embodies the disarray of the sons 
facing the secularized Judaism of the fathers, the authoritarian guarantors 
of a tradition fallen into abeyance. Kafka’s texts evoke this atrophied, 

CO12030 ch08.indd   144CO12030 ch08.indd   144 29/9/05   1:45:19 pm29/9/05   1:45:19 pm



 Tradition as Injunction 145

incomprehensible tradition, in which he cannot recognize himself because 
it has been transmitted to him as a simple material devoid of wisdom. 
Unlike the ones who adapt to this situation, Kafka had the courage to reject 
and denounce the legacy of tradition. In his long letter of 12 June 1938, 
Benjamin exposes to Scholem the destructive device from which Kafka 
unveils the arbitrariness and violence of tradition:

Kafka’s real genius was that he tried something entirely new: he sacrifi ced 
truth for the sake of clinging to transmissibility, to its haggadic element. 
Kafka’s writings are by their nature parables. But that is their misery 
and their beauty, that they had to become more than parables. They do 
not modestly lie at the feet of doctrine, as Haggadah lies at the feet of 
Halakhah. When they have crouched down, they unexpectedly raise a 
mighty paw against it. (C, p. 565)

Exporting into the literary fi eld the form of the Jewish parable, Kafka freed 
the latter from its legal reference. Far from submitting to the law which it 
is supposed to illustrate, the parable turns against it, asserting its autonomy. 
Keeping only the transmissibility of the parable, Kafka thus catches out 
tradition at its own game: every one of his texts seems to conceal a secret 
meaning, but all the parables which would allow accession to it are illusory 
references, for they generate so many interpretations that it is impossible 
to retain even one of them. Through an excess of transmissibility, they 
dissolve the truth content of tradition. Consequently it is no longer possible 
to consider tradition as the preservation of an ancestral knowledge; tradition 
is but a collection of indecipherable prescriptions, debris of a law which in 
the past was a living thing but now is exerted only as an unjustifi ed power 
of sanction. 
 The destructivity of the Kafka parable has thus mainly a heuristic 
function. This is its force but also its weakness: if, on the one hand, it unveils 
the moribund and tyrannical nature of tradition, on the other hand it does 
not destroy it. Because at all costs it clings onto the pure transmissibility of 
the account, the narrator has sacrifi ced its content. There is nothing more 
to say. He lacks above all that which would allow consideration of the debris 
of tradition as the fragments of a rescued world, and not as simple products
of decomposition. Because of this Kafka’s work bears the marks of failure. 
 What the Kafka parable lacks – the faculty of seizing hold of the past in 
order to return it in a different form – Benjamin will fi nd in Karl Kraus, in 
the modern practice of citation. Contrary to its ordinary use, citation does not 
have solely an illustrative function. It also possesses a perturbing, disordering 
force. The citation does not merely unveil the false peace instituted by any 
normative usage; it also possesses the force ‘to purify, to tear from context, 
to destroy’ (GS 2.1: 365/SW 2: 455). In opposition to all that the text strives 
to unify, the citation works in undermining it: it dissociates, singularizes, 
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fragments until it empties the text of its own substance. The destructivity 
of citation does not consist merely in extracting fragments of thought out of 
texts, but also, and maybe principally, in subtracting them from the course 
of their exposition in time, in breaking with the process of transmission that 
inscribes them within a unique reading and a unique usage. 
 Here comes to light the restoring function of citation: its destructivity 
emancipates, frees from the discursive order, that is, at the same time from 
the texts and from the contexts of their reception. It is, says Benjamin, ‘the 
only power in which hope still resides that something might survive this 
age – because it was wrenched from it’ (GS 2.1: 365/SW 2: 455). What 
conservation neutralizes, destructivity restores. Diverting these fragments of 
thought from their primary signifi cations and destinations, citation opens up 
for them a different destiny. It makes its own content exploitable and hence 
transmissible. It then regains its critical intensity and its subversive power. 
 Wrenching things from the continuity of tradition – this is, for the 
destructive character, the means to make them transmissible. For Benjamin, 
no one demonstrates this better than the collector. He too wrenches the 
work from its original context and frees it from the continuum of art 
history. In his collections, things, far away from the world which saw their 
creation, gain a novel signifi cation. Like the one who cites, who recuperates 
apparently insignifi cant fragments of texts, the authentic collector – like 
Pachinger or Fuchs – becomes attached to any kind of object independently 
of its commercial value or its cultural recognition. He destroys the codes 
of the art market. For ‘the fetish of the art market’, Benjamin reminds 
us, ‘is the master’s name. From a historical point of view, Fuchs’s greatest 
achievement may be that he cleared the way for art history to be freed from 
the fetish of the master’s signature’ (GS 2.1: 503/SW 3: 283). The collector 
makes visible the objects in the act of citing them, that is, in the fact of 
considering them for themselves. As Benjamin says, ‘the collector’s true 
passion, very misunderstood, is always anarchic, destructive. For this is his 
dialectic: to tie the fi delity towards the thing, towards the singularity that 
it conceals, with a subversive and obstinate protestation against the typical, 
the classifi able’ (GS 3: 216). For the collector, the only understanding 
of things lies in the acknowledgment of their uniqueness and in the 
rejection of their normativity. Arendt acutely spotted, behind the collector’s 
apparent irreverence, the blow dealt to tradition: ‘Therefore, while tradition 
discriminates, the collector levels all differences. Against tradition the 
collector pits the criterion of genuineness’.2 But, according to Benjamin, 
for the collector it is less a question of levelling all differences than of 
questioning the classifi catory logic of tradition, the legitimacy of criteria by 
which it isolates and transmits cultural contents. In the essay on Fuchs, the 
collector appears as opposing all the normative processes of transmission 
and reception. Beside the offi cial art history, which conserves from the past 
only the masterpieces, his collection lets a subterranean history appear; it 
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gives a right of inclusion to those anonymous objects never considered by 
the dominant class; it does justice to the ignored objects. An infi nite task, 
in which the collector would exhaust himself, if he proceeded otherwise 
than by accumulation. If the collector nurses the dream of offering a place 
to the objects, of ‘gathering everything up’, following the example of the 
ragpicker, he tries fi rst of all to make his collection transmissible. That is 
why Benjamin recognizes that ‘a collector’s attitude toward his possessions 
stems from an owner’s feeling of responsibility toward his property. Thus it 
is, in the highest sense, the attitude of an heir, and the most distinguished 
trait of a collection will always be its heritability’ (GS 4.1: 395/SW 2: 491). 
The collector inscribes his collection within a complex, discontinuous, 
non-genealogical fi liation, for even when his pieces are dispersed, they still 
remain things which are inherited and which one tries in one’s turn to 
transmit.
 Through his essays on Kafka, Kraus and Fuchs, Benjamin thus discovered 
that, wrenching phenomena from the continuum of tradition, we renew 
the relationship that the present maintains with them, we make them 
transmissible again. Moreover, Benjamin has made destructivity the motive 
force of a writing capable of restoring the past’s force of contestation. First 
of all by recovering for his own benefi t the subversive usage of the citation: 
‘quotations in my work’, Benjamin says, ‘are like wayside robbers who leap 
out, armed, and relieve the idle stroller of his conviction’ (GS 4.1: 138/SW 1: 
481). Here again, Benjamin departs from the modern hermeneutic approach, 
for which every quoted fraction of the text is apprehended as a truth in 
which the interpreter participates, but that he cannot comprehend except by 
actualizing it, that is, translating it into his own language and accordingly 
to his own expectations. In this perspective, the dialectical reinscription 
within an actual context of reception clears away the disturbing strangeness 
of past vestiges in order to turn them to the patrimony of the present. 
Citations are no more those autonomous and rebel fragments, but, wrapped 
up in a mass of commentaries, the instruments of opportune retrospective 
fi liations. As Benjamin emphasizes, ‘reconstruction’ within identifi cation is 
homogeneous. ‘ “Construction” presupposes “destruction” ’ (N7, 6). To the 
traditionalizing effects of commentary, Benjamin thus opposes the citation 
as shock, which shatters the continuum and which does not resolve itself in 
any solution of continuity; and, on the other hand, the citation as montage 
– the literary equivalent of the collectible item – which puts the fragments of 
the past in a relation of simultaneity. Montage is this construction (different 
from any recomposition under the form of a whole or of a sequence) in 
which the fragments come into connection in order to form a constellation 
intelligible to the present, because no kind of continuity exists between 
them and it. 
 Thanks to the practice of citation and montage, Benjamin becomes aware 
of the historical and historiographical value of destructivity. He knows that 
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the past has become citable. And if it is not in the power of the historian to 
cite integrally every one of its moments, he can nevertheless wrench some 
of them from the homogeneous and empty time in which various forms of 
historicism put them. It is these forms of historicism that the Theses will 
contest in order to restore the true face of the past. 

THE WORK OF CONTESTATION

At the beginning of the 1940s, a certain number of steps in the characterization 
of tradition had already taken place. It is they that, for a large part, will 
constitute what Benjamin calls ‘tradition as discontinuity’. The expression 
appears in the preparatory notes to the Theses, but curiously not in the 
defi nitive text. Benjamin opts for another formulation, entirely different: 
the ‘tradition of the oppressed’. Do these two formulations refer to different 
traditions? No, the distinction is but nominal. For Benjamin, there is just 
one tradition, but it goes together with diverging representations whose 
majority come from an instrumental usage. However, this distinction is not 
gratuitous. It points out that Benjamin’s conception of tradition is deployed 
on several fronts and confronts different adversaries. Some of them are well 
known: Theses X–XII take charge of the critique of vulgar Marxism and of 
social democracy, both adhering to a naive philosophy of progress; Theses 
III–VII deal with historicism and, more exactly, with the relationship 
between the sense of the past and writing of history. It is on the latter Theses 
that we wish to focus here. 
 They present themselves fi rst as an attack against certain representatives, 
offi cial or unoffi cial, of the historic school. Certainly, these historians mistrust 
the metaphysical speculation from which the course of history is thought. 
To the idea of a unilinear progress, Ranke counterposes the equal value of 
the epochs ‘in the eyes of God’; against the idea of a teleology indifferent 
to the historic moments, Droysen sticks to the singularity of facts. In order
to rediscover the historical facts in their integrity, the historian must, as 
Fustel de Coulanges prescribes, ‘study directly and uniquely the texts in the 
most minute details, believe only what they demonstrate, separate resolutely 
from the history of the past the modern ideas introduced by a false method’.3 
These prejudices towards the temporal distance favoured by the scientifi c 
approach will lead Dilthey to advocate empathy as a comprehensive method 
consisting in bracketing the historicity of the historian and of the object 
being studied in order to re-experience it. Now, for Benjamin, the historicist 
school remains prisoner at the same time of the philosophies of history and 
of the sciences of nature from which it intended respectively to free itself. 
On the one hand, it does not escape the causal logic, since, unlike the 
materialist historian who wants to cite everything, it retains the past only as 
the events susceptible of returning ‘the unity of an epoch’. Univocal more 

CO12030 ch08.indd   148CO12030 ch08.indd   148 29/9/05   1:45:20 pm29/9/05   1:45:20 pm



 Tradition as Injunction 149

than unilinear causality, but one that nonetheless recreates a continuum. 
On the other hand, when it avoids progress and claims to seize the past 
‘the way it really was’ (GS 1.2: 695/SW 4: 391), it levels the moments of the 
past conferring on all the same importance. Its relativism and its positivism 
– which also originate in a purely additive logic – institute a temporality 
incapable of seizing the content of the events. The method of empathy only 
reinforces this fault, because for Benjamin it is evident that the past allows 
itself to be seized only by being robbed, but also it can only be understood 
in the light of the present, within their mutual recognition. ‘For it is an 
irretrievable image of the past which threatens to disappear in any present 
that does not recognize itself as intended in that image’ (GS 1.2: 695/SW 
4: 391).
 If Benjamin’s critique of empathy consisted only in the condemnation of 
the positivism of the historicist school, in reminding us that it is not possible 
to abolish the temporal distance or that the past cannot be comprehended 
but in the light of the present, then it would not present anything original. 
In fact, that critique had been already advanced by Heidegger. For the 
author of Being and Time, Dilthey’s hermeneutics remained a prisoner of 
the aporias of a foundation of knowledge of a Cartesian type. Dilthey tried 
in vain to force on the human sciences and on the historical conscience 
a model of methodical knowledge incompatible with the experience of 
historicity. Now, it is because we are thoroughly historical beings that no 
knowledge or positive foundation of the human sciences can transcend these 
conditions. Gadamer will prolong this analysis in Truth and Method, by 
rehabilitating the work of the history of effect (Wirkungsgeschichte), which 
thought it was able do without empathy. Not only the transmitted contents 
undergo modifi cations with time, but history affects us too.4 With this 
argument, Gadamer intends to overstep the objectivizing conception of 
Dilthey’s hermeneutic. Understanding is an event which draws us into the 
game of tradition, and ‘understanding is to be thought less as a subjective 
act than as a participating in an event of tradition, a process of transmission 
in which past and present are constantly mediated’.5 It is this experience 
of temporality which phenomenology puts in the heart of the hermeneutic 
project – of existence in Heidegger and of works in Gadamer. In both cases, 
understanding is not a method any longer: it is a way of being that we can 
understand only in the present but on the background of a belonging to 
tradition.
 In many aspects, Benjamin’s position seems close to Heidegger and 
Gadamer’s: a critique of positivism, a rehabilitation of the anteriority of 
tradition, the retrospective viewpoint, etc. Nevertheless, Benjamin, who 
was acquainted with Heidegger’s thought, makes a point of differentiating 
himself from it. From 1930, he evokes in a letter of 20 January to Scholem 
‘the confrontation between our two very different ways of looking at history’ 
(C, p. 360), and in the Arcades Project he specifi es that ‘Heidegger seeks in 
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vain to rescue history for phenomenology abstractly through “historicity” ’ 
(N3, 1). Benjamin’s disinterest towards historicity does not implicate just 
Heidegger, but the whole phenomenological approach from Husserl to 
Gadamer, whose conclusions Benjamin had assuredly anticipated. Benjamin 
points out that the acceptance of the temporal distance does not constitute 
an alternative less questionable than the one of empathy. Because of this, in 
a quite signifi cative way, Benjamin does not draw a distinction between the 
hermeneutics of historicism and that of phenomenology, in which, although 
according to different methods, the questioning of the sense of transmission 
is almost absent. Benjamin’s critique places itself far upstream from the 
methodological or even ontological questions of understanding; it is instead 
directed towards the ethical and political legitimacy of the hermeneutic 
project. Thus, whereas Gadamer is concerned mainly to defi ne the inventory 
work to which the modern conscience submits tradition according to its 
own expectations, Benjamin, twenty years before, questions the origin of 
such a legacy: before we can know how we have to inherit, we must ask 
from whom we inherit. Bringing to light the ‘tradition of the oppressors’, 
Benjamin does not merely question the identifi cation with the victors of the 
history from which empathy derives; but, far more broadly, the possibility 
of a hermeneutics which, no matter what it considers the work of history to 
be, is nonetheless dependent upon the cultural contents transmitted by the 
dominant class. This is precisely the meaning of Thesis VII:

All rulers are the heirs of prior conquerors . . . Whoever has emerged 
victorious participates to this day in the triumphal procession in which 
current rulers step over those who are lying prostrate. According to 
traditional practice, the spoils are carried in the procession. They are 
called ‘cultural treasures’ . . . There is no document of culture which is not 
at the same time a document of barbarism. And just as such a document 
is never free of barbarism, so barbarism taints the manner in which it was 
transmitted from one hand to another. (GS 1.2: 696/SW 4: 391–2)

Here the attack is addressed no longer only against the historians who went 
into the service of the powerful, but against all those who, consciously or 
not, take part in a kind of transmission whose modalities are defi ned by 
the dominant class. The victors are those who, having the possibility of 
transmitting, decide what will have the right to exist in history, but also the 
modalities according to which we will have to relate to it. The ‘triumphal 
procession’ that Benjamin evokes designates the process of transmission 
itself. For Benjamin it is the process of transmission of the works that is to 
be blamed, not the works themselves. For it is only as documents of culture 
that they become documents of barbarism. This process neutralizes the 
contestation contained in the works assigning them a place and a usage in 
the mausoleum of culture. The Benjaminian notion of the victor must thus 
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be broadened: with the manifest oppressors side also the conservatives, who 
contemplate the past only under its patrimonial form.
 Therefore, Gadamer’s hermeneutician is not so different from the 
historian who identifi es with the victor. Both take part in the same 
hypocrisy which consists in remaining insensible to the nonfulfi lment of 
the past and to the laments contained in it by transforming them into 
heritage. It is proper here to remember that, for Gadamer, understanding 
the tradition means fi rst of all fi nding in the past a legacy accepted with 
reservations. This appropriation of the tradition is only possible if we 
postulate that the past has ceased to send signals to the present and that 
we do not expect anything more from it. Gadamer, moreover, willingly 
confi rms this. According to him:

Tradition’s essence implicates the unrefl ected restitution of the transmitted 
past. In order to form an explicit conscience of the hermeneutic task of 
appropriating tradition, tradition itself must have become problematical 
. . . With the emergence of the historical conscience, which implicates 
the present’s gaining a fundamental distance from the whole of the 
transmitted past, understanding has become an entirely different problem 
that requires the guide of a methodology.6

The approach of understanding proceeds deliberately from a double outdistance 
from tradition: on the one hand the past presents itself a priori as a ‘text to be 
deciphered’, which will be proper to translate according to our own criteria; 
and, on the other hand, the present claims to be the instance of judgement 
which allows it to become the heir of the tradition without being under 
any obligation to it. Postulating that the past is henceforth stricken with 
strangeness, hermeneutics neutralizes the contestation which comes from it; 
remaining deaf to the injunctions that it transmits, hermeneutics betrays the 
tradition from which it claims to derive its authority; assimilating tradition to a 
legacy, hermeneutics reduces it to a sum of items, it makes it an alienable good 
that can be mastered: an instrument in the hands of the dominant class. 
 If, in Benjamin, ‘the tradition as discontinuity’ makes way to the ‘tradition 
of the oppressed’, it is because this is inseparable from the recollection of 
a past of suffering, absent in Gadamer. Benjamin’s critique of the schemes 
of historicity thus also includes a certain mode of thinking tradition in the 
present. For Benjamin, the present cannot be that margin of exteriority 
from which we redefi ne tradition in order to make it more easily a principle 
of conformity to anything whatsoever. The notion of tradition of the 
vanquished commits us to think of the ethic relationship that the present 
maintains with its own anteriority: if the present turns towards the past, it is 
not in order to interpret it or to fi nd in it its benefi t, but fi rst of all in order 
to be questioned by it. The past is not written in a foreign language. What it 
says is clear to anyone who makes the effort to listen to it. For it:
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Carries with it a secret index by which it is referred to redemption . . . 
There is a secret agreement between past generations and the present one. 
Then our coming was expected on earth. Then, like every generation that 
preceded us, we have been endowed with a weak messianic power, a power 
on which the past has a claim. Such a claim cannot be settled cheaply. 
(GS 1.2: 694/SW 4: 390)

Nothing is more remote from Benjamin than the idea of a present 
disinvestment which will have no obligation whatsoever towards the past, 
and that will ignore the injustice from which it originates. The present 
cannot elude the injunctions that the past addresses to it; it must do justice 
to it, rescue it by answering its call. Some have said that Benjamin’s rescuing 
exposes the image of the past to a radical process of historicization. It is 
exactly the opposite: the historicization of the past is precisely the strategy 
of the victors. But for the one who detects behind the rewriting of history 
the presence of a different tradition, the rescuing of the past in the present 
means wrenching it from the normative process of transmission, citing it to 
restore its true face, continuously deformed by its successive recompositions. 
Benjamin well remembers that ‘the materialist presentation of history leads 
the past to bring the present into a critical state’ (N7a, 5), that is, to deprive 
it of its arbitrariness. Tradition will not be able to become a product, and 
the reconstructions which constitute it, although effi cient, are not, for that, 
less illegitimate. Otherwise there would be no difference between tradition 
and the institution which represents it.
 Having said this, Benjamin is perfectly conscious of the diffi culties that 
his conception of tradition raise. In the preparatory notes to the Theses, 
he calls it a ‘fundamental aporia’: ‘Tradition as the discontinuity of the 
past in opposition to history as the continuity of events . . . The history 
of the oppressed is a discontinuity. The task of history is to get hold of 
the tradition of the oppressed’ (GS 1.3: 1236). We easily make out the 
nature of this aporia: if the tradition of the oppressed is discontinuous and 
constitutes itself only subsequently, what distinguishes it from a simple 
reconstruction, from a reversed fi liation where the son invents his own 
father, according to the interests of the moment? Vice versa, if there is no 
real continuity between the oppressed of yesterday and the ones of today, 
by virtue of what will we recognize that ‘the working class is the heir of all 
the vanquished’? Because it is not able to keep together the retrospective 
character and the certainty of being the authentic addressee of the 
tradition, Benjamin’s conception becomes as arbitrary and opportunist as 
that of his adversaries. 
 For Benjamin, the key to this aporia lies in the notion of the dialectical 
image. With it, he postulates the existence of a correspondence between the 
present instant and a moment from the past.

CO12030 ch08.indd   152CO12030 ch08.indd   152 29/9/05   1:45:21 pm29/9/05   1:45:21 pm



 Tradition as Injunction 153

Every present day is determined by the images that are synchronic with 
it: each ‘now’ is the now of a particular recognizability. In it, truth is 
charged to the bursting point with time. . . . It is not that what is past 
casts its light on what is present, or what is present its light on what is 
past; rather, image is that wherein what has been comes together in a fl ash 
with the now to form a constellation. In other words: image is dialectics 
at a standstill. (N3,1)

The dialectical image forms a constellation where the past and the present 
fi nd, in a dialectic movement, their historical correspondence without the 
necessity of going through the mediation of the temporal continuity. This 
way, Benjamin manages to keep together the idea of discontinuity and the 
one of a true relationship with the vanquished.
 We can regret that the critics’ main concern has been to fi nd out 
whether materialism or theology will remove this aporia in interpretation, 
without exploring other tracks. We wish, as a conclusion, to interrogate a 
bit more the ‘anthropological’ dimension of the ‘tradition of the oppressed’ 
and examine once again the Benjaminian concept of discontinuity. 
Discontinuity is associated with the idea of breaches, of ruptures, or of 
the explosion of the continuum of the tradition of the vanquished, but it 
characterizes also the tradition of the oppressed as such. The conclusion is 
generally that the tradition of the oppressed is the reverse of the one of the 
oppressors, which makes it similar to the linear model, with the exception 
that it will be punctuated with interruptions. Now, the tradition of the 
oppressed is not structurally identical with the one of the victors: the 
discontinuity of the tradition which characterizes the former is different 
from the one which affects the latter. The discontinuity of the tradition 
of the oppressed is not a rupture, even though it solicits a rupture in the 
continuum of the victors. Nor is it linked to the retrospective character of 
tradition, but to the fact that it is not something which can be possessed 
and transmitted from hand to hand. Actually, in so far as this tradition is 
neither a deposit nor a sum of items – an inheritance susceptible to being 
alienated – it is impossible to establish in advance or retrospectively the 
chain of its successive heirs. It is not simply something whose advance 
within space and time we can follow. Discontinuity is thus to be thought 
differently: it is more similar to a discrete – in the mathematical sense 
of the term – series than to an addition of segments. The linear model, 
with its axial, sinusoidal, segmentary logics, has to be substituted by a 
radial model: diffusionist, disseminating, rhizomatic, even if these words, 
foreign to a Benjaminian vocabulary, still spatialize too much the mode 
of action of the tradition. We could here reverse René Char’s sentence 
according to which ‘our heritance is not preceded by any testament’, 
for Benjamin, unlike Arendt,7 does not lament here the rupture of a 
continuum, but rather affi rms that the tradition of the oppressed points 
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to a testament without inheritance, without heirs, which belongs to no one 
and which no one can master. 
 Therefore, it must be admitted that this tradition is not transmitted, in 
the proper sense of the term. It is conveyed by different linear traditions, 
inscribed within the reverse or the lining of a process of transmission 
that is foreign to it. Therefore, it becomes transmissible as soon as it is 
wrenched from the continuum. The citation, the collection, the montage 
are the privileged modes of this transmissibility: breaking up the historical 
continuity, they rescue from oblivion all that the powerful occludes or 
rejects, the scrap of the triumphant history which can constitute the material 
of a subversive relationship with the present and contest it in its basic egoism; 
exploiting this material, the ethic injunction that exists in it is deployed in 
every direction and addresses those who want to listen. All who remain 
attentive to the way in which the past enjoins the present can become at any 
moment the authentic addressees of tradition. There is thus no contradiction 
between the retrospective character of tradition and the fact of being its 
legitimate addressee. 
 Nonetheless, it remains to be clarifi ed what is implied in this ethical 
injunction. It is not enough to recognize oneself among the victims of 
the past in order to be its legitimate heir, otherwise anyone could claim 
it for him/herself. Without its theological guarantee, the recognition of a 
correspondence between the past and the present is not in itself suffi cient to 
dismiss the risk of arbitrariness. The oppressed class is not a priori innocent, 
it can exploit the past to its own profi t, with the same empathy and the 
same historicism as the oppressors, even though in a minor mode. Moreover, 
today’s ‘victors’ do not recognize themselves any longer among those of 
yesterday: they have understood that the strategy of playing the victim 
clearly pays off better. It would be thus erroneous to think that in Benjamin 
oppression stems solely from a sociohistorical condition. It rather stems 
from, as we saw, a certain mode of transmission. The oppressed becomes 
oppressor as soon as s/he celebrates the past as his or her own possession, 
as soon as s/he inscribes it within a normative process of transmission. The 
present generation cannot be the heir of yesterday’s vanquished if it does not 
wrench tradition from the hands of its actual administrators, if it ignores 
the re-vindication of the victims of history. For tradition is not an instance 
that can be claimed as an authority. We can only answer its call. Becoming 
an heir means honouring the demands of justice and liberation that the past 
pushes forward to the present. Thus the oppressed class is not a priori the 
heir of the tradition of the vanquished: it becomes the heir only inasmuch 
as it is the avenging class, that is, inasmuch as it fulfi ls hic et nunc a promise 
incessantly betrayed and incessantly deferred. As long as this event does 
not take place, we are always at risk of opportunism. That’s why ‘only a 
redeemed mankind is granted the fullness of its past’ (GS 1.2: 694/SW 4: 
390). This last point shows well enough that to belong to the tradition of 
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the vanquished does not release one from the (responsibility of) the decision. 
Subjectivity is not the place of its inscription. It is only when the exigency 
of justice will be entirely fulfi lled that we could tell what this tradition was 
and to whom it belonged. In the meantime the way we relate to tradition 
constitutes nothing less than its condition of possibility.
 The tradition of the vanquished is thus neither an ‘authentic’ relationship 
with time nor the assurance of a rectifi cation of the past injustice. It offers 
no guarantee. But it has the advantage of staying clear of all historicisms 
and of their instrumental constructions of time. Benjamin’s message is 
subtle but of great importance: it reminds us that considering tradition as 
the transmission of a content which the past entrusts to us under the sign of 
continuity or, on the contrary, as a reconstruction of the past in the present, 
leads to a misunderstanding of its essential character. What is expressed in 
the tradition is not an unmodifi able and intangible core which, from afar, 
gives form to the present. Nor is it the game of infi nite recompositions 
according to the exigencies of actuality. The action proper to the tradition is 
not to determine the conformity of different attitudes to a code of conduct, 
but rather it is the investing of every new decision with the exigency on 
whose behalf it claims to speak. In this sense, ‘tradition’ and ‘contestation’ 
are one and the same. Forgetting this means to open the door to those 
who, ready to run it, to administer it, to make it an instrument of control, 
enclose tradition within conservatism. ‘To wrench the tradition from the 
conformism that wants to seize it’ means, on the contrary, to prevent what 
freezes it in a normative system which will decide on the usages of the past. 
It is in this sense that Benjamin, in Thesis VI, recognizes in the threat of 
the tradition the very fact of it becoming tradition: ‘The danger threatens 
both the content of the tradition and those who inherit it. For both, it is 
one and the same thing: the danger of becoming a tool of the ruling classes’ 
(GS 1.2: 695/SW 4: 391). A double menace always weighs on tradition: the 
fi rst comes from the monolithism in which it can freeze; the second from 
the opportunism in which it can dissolve and lose its instance of convening. 
If, in fact, tradition is that modality of relation with the past that accepts 
the contestation which derives from it, then to be within the tradition does 
not mean to be guardians of a truth or a normative knowledge which in the 
present fi nds a moment of its historical deployment; it rather means to feel 
questioned by it in its own mode of being and to be called to answer for it 
at any instant.
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