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(In person seminars, pending conditions – Sept 22 and 29)
This is a seminar on method. Benjamin’s texts are approached as methodological experiments in philosophy/theorizing. We are less interested in a historical/literary reading of Benjamin as a thinker, than as an innovator in methods that do justice to historical particulars - not only those that concerned him in the 1920s and 30s, but those of our own time (or another time/place altogether). We will consider his distinction between forces and relations of production as they affect revolutions in technologies of communication. We will consider the conflicts that he faced, leading to his attempts to negotiate the tensions of writing for 1. an academic audience, 2. a popular audience, 3. a political audience. We will be sensitive to how his experimental approaches may help us in our own work. The idea is not to imitate Benjamin, but to learn from his work in ways that liberate our own thinking/writing. Visuals will be taken seriously.
Most readings will be from the translations in Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, vols. 1-4, ed. Michael Jennings et al. (Cambridge, Mass/London: Belknap/Harvard University Press, 1996-2003), and The Arcades Project, based on Rolf Tiedemann’s compilation, trans. Howard Eiland et al. (Cambridge, Mass/London: Belknap/Harvard University Press, 1999). These readings will be provided as pdfs.
Seminar Requirements: Active attendance at all seminars.
Assignments:  One short “thought” paper (due March 24).
                          

           One longer “thought” paper (due at end of semester) 
Week 1 (August 25) Introduction
 We will consider in class two writings of Benjamin:
1918: “On the Program of the Coming Philosophy,” SW vol. l, pp. 100-110 - that deals with Kant’s impoverished idea of experience

1930-31 “We Ought to Reexamine the Link between Teaching and Research,” SW vol. 2, pp. 419-20 (that calls for an entirely new knowledge)

Week 2 (September 1) Translation as Method
“The Task of the Translator” (1921) SW, vol. 1, pp. 253-63.
We will focus on a visual image: “For if the sentence is the wall before the language of the original, wordliness [Wörtlichkeit] is the arcade.” (a project of historical translation)


September 8 and September 15: NO CLASS

Week 3 (September 22) Method as Detour 

 We will take advantage of the new translation of Benjamin’s Trauerspiel study: The Origin of German Tragic Drama, trans. Howard Eiland (Cambridge, Mass./London, Harvard University Press, 2019). 
Translator’s introduction to OGTD, pp. pp. xi-xxiii
From Benjamin’s “Epistemological Prologue,” OGTD, pp. 1-39 - a consideration of the methodological descriptions:

Method as Umweg ( “detour,” “indirection”)
“Presentation” (Darstellung)
“Constellation”

“The idea is a Monad”

“Capitalism as Religion” SW vol. 1, pp. 289-92 as an experiment in constellation constructed via analogies, past and present
Letter to Florens Christian Rang (December 9, 1923), vol. 1.1, pp. 387-90.
 (Asja Lacis on Benjamin’s OGTD)

Week 4 (September 29) Expressionism; Fragment; Mimesis  

(Impoverishment of experience after WW 1; Expressionism in theater – Toller; Brecht

In film – Metropolis (directed by Fritz Lang)
“Critique of the New Objectivity” (1930-31?), SW vol. 2.2, pp. 417-18: “signaled the politicization of the intelligentsia” [baron von münchausen].
“Left Wing Melancholy,” SW vol. 3, pp. 143-66 (humanity; class; bourgeois writer); cf Anthropocene

Emblem Books

OGTD, pp. 176-179: Rebus and ruin. Hieroglyph

OGTD, pp. 224-5 Fragment: Mariamne finds torn fragments of words -they have an altered, heightened expressiveness.

“On the Mimetic Capacity,” SW vol. 2.2, pp. 720-22.

“The Lamp” (1933), SW vol. 2.2, pp. 691-94. 

“Doctrine of the Similar,” (on children’s play) SW vol. 2.2, pp. 694-98

 “Naples” (1925) SW vol. 1, 414-421; “Moscow” (1927) SW vol. 2,1: pp. 22-46

Week 5 (October 6): Method as Montage
 “The Storyteller” (tiny fragile human body), vol. 3, pp. 143-66.

“Surrealism” (1929), SW vol. 2.1, pp. 207-21.
Method as Montage – Vertov’s film:  Man with a Movie Camera
(Bourgeos mediations; Artworks and politics – [A. Collins])

Week 6 (October 13) Idea of the Arcades Project. Dialectical Image
1935 Exposé: “Paris, Capital City of the Nineteenth Century,” SW, vol. 3, pp. 32-49.
Konvolut A: “The Arcades” from The Arcades Project
Philosophizing out of historical particulars. The arcades as dreamworld/phantasmagoria; 
architecture and utopia Haussmann: “Strategic Beautification”
The ruin (Trauerspiel), the outmoded; temporality of fashion.

Thinking in Co-ordinates
Week 7 (October 20, possibly in person) SMALL PAPERS DUE – 5-7 pages.
Week 8 (October 27) I have Nothing to Say, Only to Show” – (N1a, 8) trans. As: ” Method of this project: literary montage. I needn't say anything. Merely show”
Adorno-Benjamin debate (on Baudelaire I and II): SW vol. 3, pp. 50-67.
Passagenwerk: Konvolut N: On Method (Dialectical image)
Experience of shock: “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,” SW vol 4, pp. 313-36 and 341-43
Week 9 (November 3) [C]oncepts introduced here are completely useless for the purposes of fascism” “The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproduceability,” 2nd version, SW vol. 3, pp. 101-33.
(forces of production cf. relations of production)
“Aesthetics/Anaesthetics: Walter Benjamin’s Artwork Essay Reconsidered” (SBM)

Film: “The Great Dictator” Charlie Chaplin 

“Hitler’s Diminished Masculinity,” SW vol. 2.2 pp. 792-3.
 “Theories of German Fascism” (SW vol. 2.1, pp. 312-321) Jünger, etc. make art destroy the world’

“Author as Producer,” SW vol. 2.2, pp. 768-82. (Umfunktionierung)
Triumph of the Will (v. Sun Ra: A Joyful Noise)
Week 10 (November 10) The Commodity 
 “The Flaneur,” section from “The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire” (1938), SW vol. 3, pp. 18-39. 
 “The Flaneur, the Sandwichman and the Whore: The Politics of Loitering” (SBM)
dialectical image (historical shade); desire/sex/pleasure/exchange

the whore: exchange; pleasure - commodity; Philosophy and Money (Simmel) erotics changes historically
Exchange with Adorno on “the Flaneur” SW vol. 4, pp. 200-14.
“A State Monopoly on Pornography (vol. 2.1; pp. 72-76): this aspect of language, its considerable social force, should be socialized and produced by authors with considerable talent.

Week 11 (November 17) Task of the Historical Materialist:  History and/as philosophy (critique of the concept; preference for the idea)

Paralimpomena and “On the Concept of History” SW vol. 4, pp. 389-411.
Week 12 (November 24) No Progress (epistemological implications); messianism

Cultural Treasures as Loot: Thucydides and Hobbes; Zion and Dutch Republic; Handel’s Messiah

“On the Concept of History” SW vol. 4, pp. 389-401

“Edward Fuchs, Collector and Historian” (1987), SW vol. 4, pp.261-274.
Week 13 (December 1) Dwarfs of Theology 

Paralimpomena, and “On the Concept of History” SW vol. 4, pp. 389-411
(Womanist interpretations of bible “signifying on” the bible: getting inside the meaning of words: “signifying on”) and critique of “universal history as a form of Esperanto”

Week 14 (December 8) Discuss paper topics

Week 15 (December 15) Discuss Paper Topics
