
walter benjamin on the concept of history
walter benjamin on the concept of history represents a critical and influential perspective in the
philosophy of history and historiography. Walter Benjamin, a German-Jewish philosopher and cultural
critic, challenged traditional views of historical progress and introduced a unique approach that
emphasizes memory, temporality, and the role of the oppressed in history. His reflections on history
are deeply intertwined with his broader concerns about culture, politics, and the effects of modernity.
This article explores Benjamin’s concept of history, highlighting his critique of historicism, his theory
of historical materialism, and his famous notion of the “angel of history.” By examining these key
ideas, readers can gain a comprehensive understanding of Benjamin’s contribution to historical theory
and its continuing relevance in contemporary debates. The discussion is organized into sections
covering his critique of historicism, the philosophy of history, historical materialism, and the
implications of his thought for contemporary historical understanding.

Critique of Historicism

Philosophy of History According to Walter Benjamin

Historical Materialism and the Materialist Conception of History

The Angel of History and the Concept of Time

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance of Walter Benjamin’s Historical Thought

Critique of Historicism
Walter Benjamin’s critique of historicism is a foundational aspect of his concept of history. Historicism,
as understood by Benjamin, refers to the traditional approach to history that views it as a continuous,
linear progression of events governed by objective laws. This approach tends to treat history as a
neutral accumulation of facts, where the past unfolds inevitably toward the present and future.
Benjamin challenges this deterministic view by arguing that historicism often serves the interests of
ruling classes and dominant ideologies, masking the struggles and experiences of marginalized
groups.

Problems with Historicism
Benjamin identifies several key problems with historicism that undermine its ability to genuinely
understand history:

Determinism: Historicism implies an inevitable march of progress, which dismisses the
contingency and complexity of historical events.

Objectivity Myth: It assumes a neutral position that ignores the subjective and ideological
influences shaping historical narratives.



Neglect of the Oppressed: Historicism often overlooks the perspectives and experiences of
subjugated peoples, focusing instead on dominant powers.

Continuity Over Rupture: By emphasizing continuity, historicism fails to recognize moments
of rupture, revolution, and transformation.

Benjamin’s critique calls for a radical rethinking of history that centers on the power dynamics and
ideological struggles embedded in historical narratives.

Philosophy of History According to Walter Benjamin
Benjamin’s philosophy of history departs markedly from traditional historiography by emphasizing the
role of memory, myth, and allegory. He contends that history should not be understood as a mere
chronological sequence but as a constellation of moments charged with meaning and potential for
change. His approach is deeply influenced by his engagement with Marxist theory, Jewish mysticism,
and the cultural conditions of modernity.

The Historical Moment and Dialectical Image
Central to Benjamin’s philosophy is the notion of the “dialectical image,” a concept that captures
history as a constellation of moments that reveal deeper truths when viewed dialectically rather than
linearly. These moments interrupt the flow of time and allow for a revolutionary reinterpretation of the
past. For Benjamin, history is not a neutral record but a dynamic field where the past is “dialectically”
awakened to serve contemporary emancipatory purposes.

The Role of Memory and Myth
Benjamin emphasizes the importance of memory and myth in shaping historical consciousness. Unlike
historicism, which seeks to rationalize and categorize the past, Benjamin’s approach embraces the
poetic and fragmented nature of memory. Myths serve as powerful vehicles for historical truth,
revealing hidden layers of meaning that challenge dominant narratives and inspire critical reflection.

Historical Materialism and the Materialist Conception
of History
Walter Benjamin’s concept of history is closely linked to his interpretation of historical materialism.
Influenced by Marxist thought, Benjamin develops a unique materialist conception of history that
focuses on the conditions and struggles of the oppressed rather than abstract historical laws. He
critiques traditional Marxism for its deterministic tendencies and emphasizes the need for a more
nuanced understanding of history’s ruptures and contradictions.



History from the Perspective of the Oppressed
Benjamin proposes that historical materialism should be practiced from the viewpoint of those who
suffer injustice and exploitation. This “historical materialism” seeks to uncover the forgotten or
suppressed histories of marginalized groups, thereby challenging dominant power structures. It is an
engaged and politically committed approach that uses history as a tool for social transformation.

Historical Materialism vs. Historicism
The distinction between historical materialism and historicism is crucial in Benjamin’s thought:

Historicism: Sees history as a continuous, objective process.1.

Historical Materialism: Views history as a site of conflict, contradiction, and revolutionary2.
potential.

Benjamin’s historical materialism is therefore a critical practice that seeks to “blast open” the
continuum of history to reveal moments of resistance and possibility.

The Angel of History and the Concept of Time
One of Walter Benjamin’s most iconic images related to his concept of history is the “Angel of
History,” presented in his “Theses on the Philosophy of History.” This metaphor encapsulates
Benjamin’s complex understanding of time, memory, and historical progress.

The Angel of History
Benjamin describes the Angel of History as looking backward at the wreckage of the past while being
propelled forward into the future by a storm called progress. The angel sees history not as a
triumphant narrative of progress but as a pile of ruins and catastrophe. This image challenges the
optimistic assumptions of historicism and modern progressivism, emphasizing instead the violence
and destruction inherent in historical development.

Concept of Time and Historical Materialism
Benjamin’s concept of time is non-linear and fragmented, opposing the traditional chronological time
of historicism. He introduces the idea of “now-time” (Jetztzeit), which highlights the possibility of
interrupting the flow of history through critical moments of recognition and action. These moments
allow the past to be reactivated in the present, opening pathways for revolutionary change.

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance of Walter



Benjamin’s Historical Thought
Walter Benjamin’s reflections on the concept of history continue to influence contemporary historical
theory, cultural studies, and critical theory. His challenge to historicism and his emphasis on the
perspectives of the oppressed have inspired scholars across disciplines to rethink how history is
written and understood.

Influence on Critical Theory and Historiography
Benjamin’s concept of history has been foundational in the development of critical theory, particularly
in the Frankfurt School tradition. His ideas encourage historians and theorists to question dominant
narratives, consider the role of ideology, and explore the political stakes of historical interpretation.

Applications in Contemporary Scholarship
Contemporary scholars apply Benjamin’s insights in various fields, including:

Postcolonial studies, to recover marginalized histories.

Cultural studies, to analyze the interplay between history, memory, and culture.

Political theory, to understand the dynamics of revolution and historical change.

Memory studies, to explore the functions of collective memory in shaping identities.

These applications demonstrate the enduring significance of Walter Benjamin on the concept of
history as a critical tool for interpreting the past and envisioning the future.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Walter Benjamin and why is he important in the
study of history?
Walter Benjamin was a German-Jewish philosopher and cultural critic known for his influential ideas on
history, culture, and society. He is important in the study of history for his critical approach to
historiography, emphasizing the role of memory, trauma, and the political implications of historical
narratives.

What is Walter Benjamin's main argument in 'On the Concept
of History'?
In 'On the Concept of History,' Walter Benjamin argues against the traditional, linear view of history as
progress. Instead, he proposes a dialectical approach that highlights the moments of rupture, trauma,
and the oppressed voices erased by dominant historical narratives.



How does Walter Benjamin critique the traditional notion of
historical progress?
Benjamin critiques the traditional notion of progress by suggesting that history is often written from
the perspective of victors, masking the suffering and struggles of the oppressed. He challenges the
idea that history is a continuous, inevitable improvement, proposing that true historical understanding
requires recognizing the discontinuities and injustices.

What is the 'Angel of History' metaphor in Benjamin's work?
The 'Angel of History' is a metaphor Benjamin uses to describe the way history is perceived. The angel
faces the past, seeing a pile of wreckage and catastrophe, while being propelled forward into the
future by a storm called progress. This illustrates the tension between historical catastrophe and the
idea of progress.

How does Walter Benjamin's concept of history relate to
memory and trauma?
Benjamin emphasizes that history involves remembering the forgotten and oppressed, particularly the
traumas that official histories tend to exclude. He argues that historical materialism should focus on
these suppressed memories to challenge dominant narratives and to bring justice to those
marginalized by history.

What influence has Walter Benjamin's 'On the Concept of
History' had on contemporary historiography?
Benjamin's work has profoundly influenced contemporary historiography by encouraging scholars to
question linear narratives of progress, incorporate marginalized perspectives, and consider the
political implications of historical writing. His ideas have inspired fields such as critical theory,
memory studies, and postcolonial history.

Additional Resources
1. Walter Benjamin and the Concept of History
This book offers a comprehensive analysis of Walter Benjamin’s unique approach to history, focusing
on his critique of historicism and his concept of the “dialectical image.” It explores Benjamin’s
reflections on memory, temporality, and the role of historical materialism in understanding the past.
The text situates Benjamin’s ideas within broader philosophical and political debates, making it
essential for scholars interested in critical theory and historiography.

2. Illuminations: Essays and Reflections by Walter Benjamin
A seminal collection of Benjamin’s essays, including his influential “Theses on the Philosophy of
History.” This volume reveals Benjamin’s innovative perspectives on history, culture, and memory,
emphasizing his critique of progress and the idea of historical redemption. It is a foundational text for
anyone studying Benjamin’s historical philosophy and his impact on contemporary thought.

3. Walter Benjamin’s Historical Materialism



This book delves into Benjamin’s engagement with Marxist theory and how he reinterprets historical
materialism through his concept of history. It examines the tension between historical determinism
and revolutionary potential in Benjamin’s work, highlighting his unique approach to the past as a
terrain of political struggle. The author also discusses Benjamin’s influence on later critical theorists.

4. The Arcades Project: Walter Benjamin’s Passages
An exploration of Benjamin’s unfinished magnum opus, which investigates 19th-century Parisian life
through the lens of history and culture. The book discusses how Benjamin uses the metaphor of the
arcades to rethink historical time and memory, blending historical analysis with literary and
philosophical inquiry. It provides insight into Benjamin’s method of historical montage and the
concept of the “constellation.”

5. History and Memory in Walter Benjamin’s Thought
Focusing on the interplay between history and memory, this book examines Benjamin’s critique of
linear historical narratives and his emphasis on the preservation of forgotten or suppressed pasts. It
discusses his idea of history as a constellation of moments and the political implications of
remembering history differently. The study highlights Benjamin’s contribution to memory studies and
historiography.

6. Walter Benjamin: Philosophy and Critical Theory
This volume explores Benjamin’s philosophical contributions, with a significant focus on his concept of
history. It analyzes his critique of Enlightenment rationality and his efforts to recover a revolutionary
view of history that challenges dominant historical narratives. The book situates Benjamin within the
Frankfurt School and broader traditions of critical theory.

7. The Dialectics of History: Walter Benjamin’s Theory of Historical Time
This work investigates Benjamin’s understanding of historical time as non-linear and dialectical. It
discusses his use of allegory, montage, and the “dialectical image” as tools to disrupt conventional
historical thinking. The author argues that Benjamin’s theory offers a radical alternative to traditional
historicism and has enduring relevance for contemporary historiography.

8. Walter Benjamin and the Critique of Historicism
An in-depth study of Benjamin’s opposition to historicism and his alternative vision of history. The
book examines key texts where Benjamin challenges the idea of history as a continuous, objective
process, proposing instead a method of “reading” history that exposes its contradictions. It also
explores the political stakes of Benjamin’s historiographical interventions.

9. Redemption and Ruin: Walter Benjamin’s Historical Thought
This book explores the themes of destruction and redemption in Benjamin’s historical philosophy. It
highlights how Benjamin sees history as marked by moments of catastrophe that open possibilities for
revolutionary change. The text provides a nuanced interpretation of Benjamin’s “Theses on the
Philosophy of History” and situates it within his broader intellectual project.
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