NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY

Memory — Space — Politics:

Public Memorial and the Problem of Political Judgment

A DISSERTATION

SUBMITTED TO THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS

for the degree

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Field of Political Science

By

Uri Jacob Matatyaou

EVANSTON, ILLINOIS

June 2008



© Copyright by Uri Jacob Matatyaou 2008
All Rights Reserved



ABSTRACT

Memory — Space — Politics:
Public Memorial and the Problem of Political Judgment

Uri Jacob Matatyaou

Late twentieth-century architecture is increasingly charged with the task of constructing
sites of meaning that generate awareness and understanding in the wake of catastrophic historical
events. My dissertation explores the challenges of memorializing these events, in order to
recover the importance of memory for politics. Insisting on the role of public memorial as a site
of democratic practice, my work questions the dominant discourse that informs and directs acts
of memorialization. That is, a discourse that circumscribes remembrance and forgetting as either
a politics of memory, in which the meaning of an event is imposed on a particular community, or
as its attendant ethics, in which one or more communities is obliged to remember, most often for
the purpose of collective instruction.

Theorizing the meaning of community in the representational strategies of public
memorial, [ ask: What kinds of memorials enable plurality and political speech? What kinds
disable and silence? Which practices of remembrance are best suited to the events they want to
memorialize, as well as to the imperatives of our own political present? Do these practices
consolidate meaning, or do they provoke the kind of critical questioning that is essential to
democracy?

To recover the importance of memory for politics, I develop a distinctively political idiom

for talking about public memorial. I draw from the texts of Walter Benjamin, Hannah Arendt,



4
Friedrich Nietzsche, and Theodor Adorno to show how memory energizes our ability to think,

judge, and act in the face of a past that can be neither forgotten nor changed. While these
thinkers provide me with theoretical resources, I ground my readings in contemporary memorial
architecture. Each site casts an individual perspective on the events it sets out to represent, and
thus offers a singular notion of what it means to remember. It is not my intention to establish a
paradigm out of a particular field of memory, but to bring each act of memorial into conversation
with the theoretical texts in order to ask how space enables and disables practices of reflective

judgment constitutive of human plurality and democratic community.
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Introduction: Memory — Space — Politics

Memories are motionless, and the more securely they are fixed in
space, the sounder they are.'

-- Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space

The remarkable thing about monuments is that one does not notice
them. There is nothing so invisible in the world as a monument.”

-- Robert Musil, “Denkmale”

Midway through his review of two recently published surveys of modern architecture,
philosopher Mark Kingwell asks a seemingly straightforward question: whom should
architecture serve?. Foregrounding the mutual implication of architecture and politics, while
stressing the significance of place for the invisible space of human relations, Kingwell responds:

Hannah Arendt, rare among political theorists for her interest in the built

environment, called architecture ‘the space of appearances’ and argued plausibly

that, because it provided the canvas for all social life, it was essentially political.

Certainly no other fact of everyday life is as inescapable. You can turn off a

television or a computer, avoid cash transactions, even stifle advertising’s

constant blare; but you cannot avoid being in the fabric of your place.’

Arendt recognized something important for political theory: issues of place, space, form, and
order, are as important to politics as those of authority, legitimacy, and right. Following Arendt,
Kingwell rightly emphasizes the material and symbolic significance of architecture to politics.
“Architecture is political, as all public things are, but architecture itself is not politics. We

citizens must conduct the business of sifting among our built forms and public spaces for the

ideas and interactions that may make for a thriving society. Nobody can do the work of

1 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994), 9.

2 The original German: Das Auffallendste an Denkmdlern ist namlich, dass man sie nicht bemerkt. Es gibt nichts auf
der Welt, was so unsichtbar wdre wie die Denkmdleri. Robert Musil, “Denkmale,” Nachlaf3 zu Lebzeiten (Hamburg:
Rowohlt, 1957), 59-63.

3 Mark Kingwell, “Modernism A La Mode,” Harper’s Magazine (November 2007): 83-88.



democracy for us.” When read in view of Arendt’s insight that the grammar of politics is an
invisible space that both relates and separates individuals as they appear before others,
Kingwell’s claim that democracy is lived, not given, is the starting point of the following study
of memorial architecture and democratic politics. This study not only defends a dynamic view of
history, arguing for an ethically aware and politically engaged historical sensibility, it asserts the
importance of space as that which lies between memory and politics.

The chapters below attend to material forms of public memorial by questioning their
ability to facilitate a distinctively political practice of remembrance and forgetting. While
drawing from debates within the emerging field of memory studies,” they focus on the reflective
act of political judgment as a critical practice of meaning formation. Thinking outside the frame
of collective memory and the imaginary identifications that it supports, that is, outside the
traditional view of memorialization which subsumes our understanding of the past to a self-
referential object of knowledge (whether it be a fixed identity or a universal narrative), the
readings contained within each chapter invite us to think about issues of memory, space, and
politics without the ontological telos of progress and its secular, theological, and metaphysical
undercurrent of redemption. A politically mindful act of remembrance, I argue, is not about
identifying with the hollow that is collective memory, but about altering our relationship to the

past such that we reclaim it as something we can judge but also be questioned by.

4 Memory studies is a multidisciplinary field seeking interdisciplinary status. The 2008 inauguration of the journal
Memory Studies is indicative of the upsurge of interest in memory as an object of inquiry across the humanities and
the social sciences. One finds a range of disciplinary traditions — including (though not limited to) anthropology,
history, sociology, psychology, literature, and philosophy — concerned with the forms, functions, and typologies
(e.g. cognitive, bodily, traumatic, narrative, habitual, sensory) of memory. The growth of memory studies forces
increased terminological specification on the concepts of memory and forgetting. That is not to say that the
wholesale proliferation of their use demand conceptual refinement to the point of establishing a unitary theory of
memory and forgetting, but that any study invoking the terms ought to specify their intended meaning.



Collective Memory

“Political struggle,” writes literary theorist Petar Ramadanovic, “is not primarily a battle
for the territory of memory or its content, but for the meaning of memory, for what memory is,
and for that which is memory beyond meaning. It is a resistance to the politics of imposition and

> This view on memory and its political

representation, to their powers and manipulations.
stakes corresponds to the well traveled passage of novelist and essayist Milan Kundera, from 7he
Book of Laughter and Forgetting: “the struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory

6 As Ramadanovic explains: “For Kundera, the struggle for memory is a

against forgetting.
political struggle. It is waged against the winners, that is, the conquerors who control history,
and, by manipulating the collective memory, dictate the collective’s identity.”” Abuses of
memory are a commonplace of history. Yet, as is often the case in the reflections that call these
abuses into question, both Ramadanovic and Kundera mistakenly presuppose the fact of
collective memory as an ontological given lying between myth and history.

I raise the question of collective memory here not to introduce the subject as one of the

dissertation’s themes, but to address its limits as a heuristic device and emphasize the dangers of

drawing the political import of memory from this specious notion.”

5 Petar Ramadanovic, Forgetting Futures: On Memory, Trauma, and Identity (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2001),
27.

6 Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, trans., Aaron Asher, (New York: Harper Perennial Modern
Classics, 1999), 4.

7 Ramadanovic, Forgetting Futures: On Memory, Trauma, and Identity, 24.

8 Sociologist Jeffrey Olick notes the continued lack of historical appreciation in Anglo-American scholarship for the
intellectual-historical context of Maurice Halbwachs’s ‘collective memory.’ In the initial stages of its study, “many
were talking about collective memory issues in other terms, whereas now we often talk about other issues in terms
of collective memory, thus risking a loss of conceptual specificity.” The use of collective memory (and other
concepts traveling across disciplines and between the academy and popular culture, like trauma) often obscures
more than it reveals. See Jeffrey Olick, “‘Collective Memory’: A Memoir and Prospect,” Memory Studies 1, no. 1
(January 2008): 23-29.



At its most basic level, collective memory signifies shared readings of the past —
sanctified, canonized, and authorized — that are founded on a common tradition. Where history
weaves multiple narrative threads out of facts for the purpose of knowing and understanding the
past, collective memory crystallizes a multiplicity of beliefs invested with symbolic meaning. It
implies that individuals within a group are able to recognize a common story or set of symbols,
not that each individual knows the same facts.” Put differently, history encompasses a totalizing
field of precision and accuracy, while collective memory forms a semi-permeable zone of
contestation. Within this zone of contestation, a wide range of groups compete for authority over
the past, negotiating their own strategies of remembrance with and against those sanctioned by
official scripts, canonized by public institutions, and authorized through legal channels."
Unequal parties, these groups advance and defend particular interpretations of the past for their
own material and symbolic interests. Whether global, diffuse, local, or acute, collective memory
unfolds a terrain in which groups of all sizes compete for recognition, respect, and survival."'

One of the ways a community like the nation-state sustains itself over time is by using

collective memory to shape the collective consciousness and identity of its members.'? Passed

9 Collective memory, “a shared memory of a historical event that goes beyond the experience of anyone alive is a
memory of memory, and not necessarily a memory that ... ends up at an actual event. This kind of memory reaches
alleged memories of the past but not necessarily past events.” Avishai Margalit, The Ethics of Memory (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2002), 59.

10 For historians Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan, civil society (the domain between the family and the state),
describes this zone of contestation, which is composed of “voluntary social groups, led by secondary elites. These
elites help shape the process of remembrance, though their freedom of action is limited by the contribution of
individual members of this group.” See Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan, War and Remembrance in the Twentieth
Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 29.

11 As historian Idith Zertal explains, collective memories are “cultural constructs, products of socio-political
realities which reflect power struggles and political motivations existing within that society.” Idith Zertal, Israel’s
Holocaust and the Politics of Nationhood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 118.

12 Identity signifies a sense of self and understanding comprised of inherited and contested narratives circulating
within a public realm. Following Dominick LaCapra, I take identity to be “a problematic constellation or more or
less changing configuration of subject positions.” See Dominick LaCapra, History in Transit: Experience, Identity,
Critical Theory (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 5-6.
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down through generations in official histories and informal narratives, collective memories

inform and often define what it means to be a member of a community. Moreover, they provide
groups with one of the strongest means of preserving order. Coursing through the ideological
arteries of a given society, collective memories instill a sense of civic pride, morality, and
common purpose (discussed in Chapter 1).

Ideology does not supplement memory by imposing symbolic order and coherence on a
shared history. Rather, it calls memory into service; ideology works through memory.
Following Kundera and Ramadanovic, memory has the potential to be exploited by those who,
claiming authority over the past, attempt to legitimize their claim either by concealing social
division and representing unity through the projection of an imagined community or by playing
on the fears of social disorder and insecurity. As a form of ideological discourse, collective
memory strategically diversifies and displaces its references to past and future, so to efface the
historical as a contingent result of human action. “To an ideology, history does not appear in the

5513

light of an idea but as something which can be calculated by it.”"° Ideology assumes a position

above history.'* When read in terms of its ideological effects, collective memory coalesces
impenetrable interpretations of the past. The claim made by ideologies “to total explanation
promises to explain all historical happenings, the total explanation of the past, the total

915

knowledge of the present, and the reliable prediction of the future.” > From the perspective of

13 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (1966) (New York: Harcourt, 1979), 469 — 470. “Ideologies
pretend to know the mysteries of the whole historical process — the secrets of the past, the intricacies of the present,
the uncertainties of the future — because of the logic inherent in their respective ideas.”

14 Borrowing Freud’s formulation, “unconscious is eternal,” Louis Althusser claims that ideology is eternal, “omni-
present, trans-historical and therefore immutable in form throughout the extent of history.” Louis Althusser,
“Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays (New York: Monthly
Review Press, 2001), 109.

15 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 469-470.
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ideology, collective memory is a powerful organizing principle, for it assigns an explanatory

logic to historical events.

For the modern nation-state, the memory of punctuated events serves as a reservoir of
psychic energy from which to shape the collective imaginary. Thought in terms of an imaginary
community, the nation-state develops out of a transformation in how time is collectively
conceived. This shift, from a medieval conception of simultaneity along time, vertically linking
human events to a Judeo-Christian eschatological narrative of redemption, to a conception of
homogenous empty time, in which simultaneity is marked by temporal coincidence, lends
ideological justification to the immortality and symbolic coherence of a collectivity like the
nation-state. Supporting this view, political scientist Benedict Anderson argues, “the idea of a
sociological organism moving calendrically through homogenous, empty time is a precise
analogue of the idea of the nation, which is also conceived as a solid community moving steadily
down (or up) history. An American will never meet, or even know the names of more than a
handful of his 240,000-o0dd fellow-Americans,” but “he has complete confidence in their steady,

5516

anonymous, simultaneous activity.” > Insofar as civic ideals are able to form affective bonds,

identification does not require face-to-face relations. With the help of collective memories, the
state is able to determine the form and content of such ideals.
Putting memory to work not only detemporalizes past, present, and future, it also

917

secularizes “fatality into continuity, contingency into meaning.” * Though it is rare to find an

16 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (London:
Verso, 1991), 24-26.

17 Ibid., 11. Through rituals of testimony and identification, the modern nation-state constructs a sense of civic
glory or collective martyrdom. The more a community recollects itself through the unifying memory of victories
and defeats, the more its members envision themselves bound together by a common mission and destiny. “In this
community, the living appropriate the dead, immortalize them, assign meaning to their deaths as they, the living, see
fit, and thereby create the ‘common city’ ... constituted out of the dead and the living, in which the dead serve as the
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established consensus on the past, collective memory plays a significant role in the constitution

and consolidation of community. It is nearly impossible to imagine a state “that does not try to
structure some set of privileged, constitutive, understandings of the society it purports to
represent.”'® As is shown in Chapter 1, similar modes of identification can be found in the
Athenian funeral oration, whereby a diverse and culturally heterogeneous community — opaque
and yet utterly real — constitutes itself by displacing generational difference, geographic distance,
and social division." In both the nation-state and imperial Athens, the imaginary becomes the
figure through which community ideologically apprehends itself.

How, then, are we to distinguish between memorial abuse, the concerted manipulation of
the past, and honorific and cathartic acts of memorialization?

It is safe to say that every historical community has an original relation to violence.

These violent episodes, what are often referred to as founding moments, legitimize themselves

highest authority for the deeds of the living.” As we shall see in Chapter 1, the funeral orations of Thucydides’s
History... and Plato’s Menexenus construct a civic ideology akin to that of the modern nation-state. See Zertal,
Israel’s Holocaust and the Politics of Nationhood, 9.

18 Sanford Levinson, Written in Stone (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), 86-87.

19 One of the primary functions of the Athenian funeral oration and the traditional memorial model is to construct
an internally stable identity founded on a univocal understanding of the past. The modern variant, writes
philosopher Edward Casey, “affirms the past’s selfsameness in the present by means of a consolidated re-enactment,
thus assuring a continuation of remembering into the future” (256). Through commemoration “I overcome the
effects of anonymity and spatio-temporal distance and pay homage to people and events I have never known and
will never know face-to-face” (218). An Athenian analog to Casey’s understanding of public commemoration in
modernity is given by classicist Edward Cohen: “In this sublime rousing of national consciousness, Perikles tellingly
addresses his audience not as politai but as astoi (and xenoi) [2.36.4] — appropriately, because at Athenian funeral
ceremonies the orators speak directly to an audience that encompasses a spectrum of persons present in Attika: local
men and women of varied status, visiting foreigners, perhaps family members of foreigners who had fought for
Athens.” Pericles, as such, draws his audience “into the combination of persons, physical environment, and shared
experience that constituted the imagined community of Athens.” Reflecting on the bombing of the Murrah Federal
Building in Oklahoma City, historian Edward Linenthal writes, “perhaps one of the greatest attractions of a
nationwide bereaved community, is that it is one of the only ways Americans can imagine themselves as one; being
‘together’ with millions of others through expressions of mourning bypasses or transcends the many ways in which
people are divided.” See Edward Casey, Remembering (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2000); Edward Cohen,
The Athenian Nation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 97-98; Edward Linenthal, The Unfinished
Bombing: Oklahoma City in American Memory (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 111.
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only after the fact by what philosopher Paul Ricoeur describes as a “precarious state of right.”’

It is this precarious state of right that justifies systems of rule and authority to determine what
constitutes a community like the modern nation-state. Partitioning part from whole (e.g., citizen
and foreigner) and ordering a relation of hierarchy between the governing and the governed, a
precarious state of right cultivates legitimacy for arbitrary systems of rule and authority. With
the help of various narrative resources, these systems of order position themselves with and
against traditional forms of rule, appealing to punctuated historical moments to legitimize their
claim to material and symbolic resources.”'

Remembering involves either the passive reception (involuntary affection) of a past
image or idea, or its active (intentional) search. The image or idea recalled is a selective and
interpretive representation on the past. Because the object, experience, or event being
remembered is absent, and imagination is the means of its representation, memory is mutable and
open to manipulation. Legitimizing former abuses of power, exclusions, and other forms of
political violence through the use of memory exploits this constitutive openness.

Instrumentalization occurs when memory is put to the service of ends that self-consciously

privilege certain aspects of the past while intentionally omitting others.”? Resisting such

20 “The same events are thus found to signify glory for some, humiliation for others. To their celebration, on the
one hand, corresponds their execration on the other.” Paul Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2004), 82.

21 “It is the selective function of the narrative that opens to manipulation the opportunity and the means of a clever
strategy, consisting from the outset in a strategy of forgetting as much as in a strategy of remembering.” Ricoeur,
Memory, History, Forgetting, 84-85.

22 In the language of cognitive psychology, memory is susceptible to manipulation after an initial encoding. Such
instances of inferpolated learning, as Winter and Sivan explain, occur when external influences persuade individuals
of the truth of certain notions or the reality of certain events. “Interference operates either by manipulating major
so-called ‘facts’ and/or by introducing key interpretive terms which have clear-cut resonances for the semantic
memory of the individual.” This results in the formation of a new script or narrative, neither of which is determined
exclusively by elites. “Agency in the constitution of social learning about the past” operates from below as well as
above.” Winter and Sivan emphasize throughout their analysis of collective memory that state agency does not have
a monopoly over individual and/or group memory. “Much ‘memory work’ goes on spontaneously within civil
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functionalization, I argue, requires self-reflective acts of judgment capable of altering one’s

relationship to the past and opening it up to critical thinking.

Memory is inescapably social and political; there will always be conflicting accounts and
interpretations of the past, even within individual memory, which will undoubtedly change over
time. And yet, “we have nothing better than memory to signify that something has taken place,

- 923
has occurred, has happened before we declare we remember it.”

When speaking about the past
and its multiple histories, memory is an unavoidable uncertainty.

Sociologist Maurice Halbwachs’s foundational study on collective memory develops a
social conception of memory. Memory, Halbwachs claims, cannot emerge in isolation, that is,
from within a strictly subjective understanding of the past. “A person remembers only by
situating himself within the viewpoint of one or several groups and one or several currents of

9924

collective thought.””" For Halbwachs, memory is a social phenomenon, something shared

collectively, and not the exclusive or private possession of an individual subject. “Memory does

25 .
”*> Personal memory is

not exist outside of individuals, but it is never individual in character.
only a viewpoint on the collective memory, which unavoidably involves a mnemonic division of

labor.?®

society, especially after salient or dramatic events. This work goes on through exchanges among members of social
networks, either those pre-existing the events or created as a result of them.” Winter and Sivan, War and
Remembrance in the Twentieth Century.

23 Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, 21. Memory “is our one and only resource for signifying the past-
character of what we declare we remember.”

24 Halbwachs develops this notion of collective memory by distinguishing it from what he calls common memory,
that is, an aggregation of individual memories. Collective memory is general and universal, accounting for a
plurality of perspectives where each perspective contributes to the collective memory as an incomplete fragment.
Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory [La mémoire collective] (New York: Harper Colophon, 1980), 33.

25 Winter and Sivan, War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century, 24.

26 I borrow the term “mnemonic division of labor” and the distinction between common and collective memory
from Avishai Margalit’s The Ethics of Memory; see chapter two, “Past Continuous,” where Margalit argues, “the
responsibility over a shared memory is on each and every one in a community of memory to see to it that the
memory will be kept. But it is not an obligation of each one to remember all.” A complementary understanding of
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Halbwachs’s sociological conception of memory is appealing insofar as it attenuates the

dangers of subjectivism, a tendency within contemporary practices of memorialization to
privatize memory and think history as a matter of personal reflection on the past (see Chapter 4).
While appealing to the language of personal memory, his notion of collective memory holds the
two in a position of rivalry. Resisting this artificial binary, Ricoeur argues that personal and
collective memory “do not oppose one another on the same plane, but occupy universes of

discourses that have become estranged from each other.”’

For Ricoeur, neither personal nor
collective memory can sustain a claim to truth or legitimacy over the other. Rather, there is “an
interminable level of reference between the poles of individual memory and collective memory,
where concrete exchanges operate between the living memory of individual persons and the

28 -
7<% Ricouer’s more nuanced

public memories of the communities to which they belong.
understanding of collective memory captures the dialogical interplay of individual and collective
memory: collective memories unavoidably pass through individuals, and individual memories
are formed with the help of others. Organizing a plurality of perspectives is not about building
consensus over the past, or converging on the right or true historical account and interpretation; it
is about cultivating an open field of memory. To speak of collective memory, so argues Ricoeur,
is to speak of such a field: if individuals are able identify their personal memories within the
context of the larger field, there exists a community of memory.

A community of memory does not have to be a national, a religious, or an ethnic group,

though traditionally it assumes these forms. A minimal level of communication over an object

memory is advanced by Winter and Sivan, who argue that memory is a process of social learning which entails the
assimilation by “an individual of narratives or scripts about himself and his exchanges with other people,” i.e.
memory is socially framed across time. See Winter and Sivan, War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century, 11.
27 Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, 95.

28 Ibid., 131.
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of memory is all that is needed to provide a group with an informal coherence.”’

Communication over a common object of memory can be direct and institutionally organized, in
places like museums, memorials, and monuments, or indirect and implicit, as with the naming
of a street or a school. What is significant for a community of memory is that mnemonic clues
are shared and recognized (if only in name) in public space. In other words, a community of
memory exists to the extent that symbolic representations extend beyond relations of intimacy
or self, and that these representations manifest a minimal convergence with individual
memories.

The Traditional Memorial Model

According to the traditional memorial model, the primary function of public memorial is

to shape the social significations of memory for a particular community. A memorial,
monument, or museum stands for that which can no longer stand for itself. To the extent that
these institutions are the ambassadors, guardians, and repositories of collective memory, they do
more than just mark the memory of an event, an individual, or a group. The commemorative
function of a war memorial, for example, is both a means of identifying the dead (as victims,

heroes, martyrs, victors, protectors, defeated) and acknowledging the survival of a community.*

29 Unlike collective memory, personal memory does not demand communicability and representation in public
space. For the most part, individuals expect to be remembered by those close to them through stories, anecdotes,
and photos, but without institutional support. We hope that people still talk about us, certainly after our death, but
also in instances that are not as emotionally or mnemonically charged, for example, when we meet someone for the
first time. For both relations of intimacy and those less immediate, being remembered is a confirmation of the value
of a social bond. “The horror of falling into utter oblivion is not necessarily the fear of what will happen to us after
death but of what it says about our relationships now. It is the fear of not amounting to much in our present relations
with others.” Margalit, The Ethics of Memory, 94

30 War memorials commemorate deaths caused by human action, so that “in addition to remembrance, the question
of the justification” is also evoked. Violent death screams for legitimation: there must be a meaning for the
‘senseless’ loss of human life. Many view the search for a right cause or just death as an ethical obligation. Yet
“the meaning of ‘dying for...” as it is recorded on memorials is established by the survivors and not by the dead,”
reminding us that remembrance is an act for and by the living, guided by the interests of the present. We, the living,
cannot know whether the meanings we attach to the dead would agree with those of the deceased. The meanings
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By commemorating the past, the living position themselves with reference to an undying

identity, which thereby confirms their survivability in the face of death. As historian and theorist
Reinhart Koselleck explains, “the war memorial does not only commemorate the dead; it also

. . . 31
compensates for lost lives so as to render survival meaningful.”

Whether conveying a message
or encouraging reflection, public memorial helps generate meaning for the fact of human
mortality.

Yet memorials suffer from an instability of signification. They are products of their time,
but their time ultimately betrays their inability to represent an eternal meaning. They have a
“surplus potential to take on a life of their own. For this reason, the original meaning of
countless memorials is no longer recognizable without recourse to inscriptions.”* A memorial’s
meaning and the identifications it engenders changes according to the needs and interests of its
constituency. The only identity that endures in a memorial is the identity of the dead with
themselves. “All political and social identifications that try to visually capture and permanently
fix the ‘dying for...” vanish in the course of time.”**

It goes without saying that memorials play an active role in the formation and
preservation of groups and identities. Through the use of heroic symbols and tragic figures, they

serve a didactic function, communicating in both victory and defeat the imperative to protect the

community and/or defend the homeland. As we shall see in Chapter 1, patriotic sentiments are

assigned to the dead often represent idealized versions of our best selves. “The dead are supposed to have stood for
the same cause as the surviving sponsors of memorials want to stand for. But the dead have no say in whether it is
the same cause or not. Yet over the course of time, and this is what history teaches, the intended identity similarly
eludes the control of those who established the memorial.” Reinhart Koselleck, “War Memorials: Identity
Formations of the Survivors,” The Practice of Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2002), 287-288.

31 Ibid., 287.

32 Ibid., 324.

33 Ibid., 289.
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often aroused in survivors in order to secure a motivation for individual sacrifice on behalf of the

collective good. Representing exemplary models, which the living are asked to emulate,
memorials put the dead on display. Through sculptures, plaques, and inscriptions, they ritualize
the memory of victories achieved in common, thereby stabilizing the identity and cohesiveness
of a polity. Practiced communally, remembrance secures these traditions and the identifications
they engender.

Identifying with the dead, survivors “continue the history of the victors in such a way that
they become the protectors of the defeated.” Yet a victory set in stone does not mean that all
dead are treated equally. As is often the case when it comes to identity and group formation,

>34 The notion that all

there is a “conscious exclusion of others by obfuscation or silence.
practices of inclusion are based on acts of exclusion bears squarely on Walter Benjamin’s
critique of empathetic identification, which is developed in Chapters 3 and 4. For now, it is
enough to say that demarcating the dead along categorical lines — victors and victims, good and
evil, right and wrong — helps preserve an always artificial homogeneity according to the desires
and imperatives of particular group interest.

“No monument is completely absorbed by its political function.””

Memory must be
made meaningful. “The memorial, the supposed guarantor of sensory transmission beyond
death, does not appear to be capable of achieving this task by itself. A conscious adoption of the
message is always necessary.”° Reinscription is a fact of life in the politics of memorialization.

Not only does mourning exceed the political function of memorial, survival in relation to death,

that is, confronting one’s own mortality, exceeds all acts of mourning. Thus, communities of

34 Ibid., 307-308.
35 Ibid., 309.
36 Ibid., 324-325.
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memory are incapable of holding a monopoly of use over the memory and meaning of a past for

which they claim ownership.’’

Modernity not only functionalizes but democratizes public memorial. Privatizing
mourning helps the modern nation-state secure the means from which to legitimize public
(official) uses of memory.”® Memorialization, as such, commemorates the fate of collectives by
making individual death politically meaningful for the collective. “The names of all the dead
become individually inscribed, or at least the number of the dead noted ... so that in the future no

239 In effect, the survival of the collective redeems the death of individual

one sinks into the past.
citizens. Giving political traction to death, the modern nation-state secularizes the theological
concept of redemption through the universal identity of the citizen.*” Hegel’s claim that it is the
duty of the citizen to sacrifice his or her life, property, opinions, and all that naturally falls within
the province of life for the independence and sovereignty of the state captures the relation of the
nation-state to the memory of the dead.*' “Under the name of sovereignty,” writes Jiirgen
Habermas, “conceived in modern terms, the nation state inherited the classical duty to die for

one’s father land, thereby confirming the primacy of the nation over all other earthly goods.”*

37 “Different social and political groups make use of memorials to safely preserve their own particular tradition by
laying claim for themselves to the meaning of the death which has taken place.” Ibid., 305.

38 As I argue throughout the dissertation, a politically mindful act of remembrance questions, in the words of
political theorist Judith Butler, “how the norm governing who will be a grievable human is circumscribed and
produced in these acts of permissible and celebrated public grieving, how they sometimes operate in tandem with a
prohibition on the public grieving of others’ lives, and how this differential allocation of grief serves the derealizing
aims of military violence.” Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Power of Mourning and Violence (New Y ork:
Verso, 2004), 37.

39 Ibid., 291.

40 “The tombs of the “‘unknown soldier’ — one for all — are the last step in” what Koselleck describes as a
“democratization of death.” Ibid., 317.

41 G.W.F. Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, ed. Allen Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003), §324, 363.

42 Jirgen Habermas, “Historical Consciousness and Post-Traditional Identity,” The New Conservatism: Cultural
Criticism and the Historians’ Debate (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991), 257.



20
This sacrifice is the core content of national-consciousness, one of the more overtly political

manifestations of collective memory.**

With the emergence of the modern nation-state comes a transformation in the historical
consciousness of political collectivities. Following from “the experience of ‘dislocation and
disorientation’ caused by industrialization, free-market capitalism, and political upheaval,” i.e.
the “splintering of traditional social and cultural bonds,” nostalgia becomes increasingly
prevalent in the myth making of the modern nation-state.** The increasing concern and search
for univocal meanings in the past leads to a historical awareness of the break between past and
present, and the dislocation of tradition from social and political life (Chapter 3). The myth
making of the nation-state develops alongside the rise of the public sphere, enabling an
increasingly fragmented society to feel a sense of belonging to a larger community. Though the
modern separation of religion and politics denies individuals the promise of earthly immortality,
the nation-state recovers the redemption of mankind as the salvation of individual citizens.
Through the concerted manipulation of collective memory, the modern nation-state secularizes
the Judeo-Christian conception of time.*

As I argue in the following chapters, this model of memorialization — what I designate as
the traditional memorial model — has been upended by critical responses to its objectifying

tendencies. Two responses, in particular, inform today’s practices of commemoration: those

stressing the subjective dimension of memory, and those pursuing a particular group interest

43 Following Habermas, national consciousness is a modern form of consciousness, “though it assumes a pseudo-
natural appearance.” A group identity embodied by a collective subjectivity, national consciousness is
“disseminated through mass communication, and anchored in the outlook of generations primed for war through the
mobilization of conscripts.” See Jiirgen Habermas, The Divided West (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2006), 76-77.

44 Matthew Levinger, “The Birth of Modern Memory” Modern Intellectual History 3, no. 1 (2006): 167-178, 173.
45 Following historian Peter Fritzsche, Levinger suggests that “the basic plot line of the modern historical
imagination, emphasizing catastrophic loss and the possibility of redemption, is borrowed from Christian theology.”
Levinger, “The Birth of Modern Memory,” 176.
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through a privileged claim on the past. The former rightly rejects nostalgia and sentimentality in

the name of a living history animated by an affective relation with experience. However, by
emphasizing private mnemonic encounters, this subjectivist notion of historical understanding
misses the intersubjective mode of meaning formation constitutive of human plurality.*® To the
extent that it ignores alternative opinions and perspectives, a historical sensibility informed by
affect rather than fact may just as well empty the past of its social significance.

Once embodying the singular expression of an official and authorized history, the
traditional memorial model fails to account for the fragmentary experiences and plurality of
identities that make-up today’s diffuse culture of commemoration. “Gone is the time,” writes
historian Pierre Nora, “when major events were celebrated simultaneously throughout the
country at identical sites with identical rituals and processions, without regard to specific
individual and group identities but with respect for the succession of generations.”’ Today’s
pluralized historiographies compete for narrative resources from which to legitimate
authoritative claims on memory.* In the words of transitional justice scholar Rudi Teitel, “the

attempt to entrench an identity based on a particular historical view for all time is itself an

46 The subjectivist approach to memorial architecture is symptomatic of an increasing privatization of experience in
contemporary museums. In Death’s Showcase, cultural theorist Ariella Azoulay argues that: “the process of
privatization of the public space has been accelerated, and a network has been formed of interactive sites that
apparently participate in museum discourse and practices without representing anything, except their own reflection
as it appears in a kind of mirror provided for them by the museum. These sites reflect the attainment of a place of
representation, although no common representation has plain visibility in the public space.” Ariella Azoulay,
Death’s Showcase: The Power of Image in Contemporary Democracy (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001), 151.

47 Pierre Nora, “The Era of Commemoration” from Realms of Memory, Vol. 11l Symbols (New York: Columbia
University Press), 615.

48 Eric Santner denies “the availability of the narratives of European Enlightenment culture as resources of
legitimation and orientation, as the projection of a progressive synthesis of this heterogeneity under some
teleological master term.” Eric Santner, Stranded Objects: Mourning, Memory, and Film in Post-war Germany
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press: 1990), 51.
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illiberal vision — no choice remains but plurality of narratives, instability and political

dialectic.”*’

The traditional memorial model’s exclusionary and assimilatory practices force political
claims to be framed in the idiom of group interest. In effect, there is an incentive built into the
logic of recognition affirmed by the traditional memorial model to articulate claims of justice,
inclusion, fairness, and reparation, in universal terms, all the while advancing particular interest.
As critics of recognition politics rightly point out, the affirmation of local narratives advanced by
multicultural discourses do more to legitimate the official scripts of the nation-state than to
realize the political claims of their constituents.”

What, then, is the future of the traditional memorial model? The decline of the nation-
state as the end of a collective project (of social, political, religious, and ethnic unification)
leaves one to doubt the efficacy of monumental histories to inform what have increasingly
become post-conventional identities: non-moralistic self-understandings that are open, inclusive,
and universally oriented to human plurality.”’ With the diffusion of collective memories and the
proliferation of memorial styles comes an increased emphasis on local narratives and individual
perspectives on the past. As theorist Dominick LaCapra rightly recognizes, “when memory is
mentioned, identity and identity politics are never far behind.” “A group’s subject position or
constellation of subject positions becomes a crucial if not the paramount consideration in

9552

political and, more generally, social activity.””” With identity politics comes a fragmentation of

49 Rudi Teitel, Transitional Justice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 117.

50 “To appeal to the state for the recognition of one’s own identity — to present oneself as knowable — is already to
offer the state the reciprocal recognition of its sovereignty that it demands” (31). Patchen Markell, Bound By
Recognition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003).

51 For a discussion of conventional and postconventional identities, see Jiirgen Habermas, “Apologetic
Tendencies,” The New Conservatism: Cultural Criticism and the Historians’ Debate (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991).
52 LaCapra, History in Transit: Experience, Identity, Critical Theory, 5-6.
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memory, which ostensibly weakens the ability of the traditional memorial model to shape

collective subjectivities. After the multicultural turn, so it seems, the traditional memorial model
can no longer fit within the broken frame of collective memory.

However, the collapse of the traditional memorial model should not be overstated. In its
apparent wake, one finds a “loosely organized system of disparate commemorative languages,
which assume a different kind of relationship with the past: one that is more elective than

imperative and that is plastic, alive, and always subject to perpetual elaboration.””

Having
always been selective, memory becomes a matter of personal choice, fitting the imperatives of
the day rather than determining its needs. Traditional sites of social initiation — the school, the
family, the monument — begin to lose their mnemonic hold on society. “What was once the
responsibility of these institutions has flowed over into the public domain and been taken over by
the media and the tourist industry.”** Consequently, individuals exercise greater control over
which practices of remembrance they subscribe to, which traditions, habits, and customs they
choose to assume. “The democratization of memorials and memorial processes, the compression
of time between event and memorial planning, and the rise of activist memorial environments,”
characterizes our contemporary culture of commemoration, where a therapeutic work of
mourning calls on memory to draw “cautionary lessons from the past as a guide to proper civic

behavior.” As with the traditional memorial model, contemporary sites of memory exist “to

offer comfort, assuage grief, and inspire future generations to emulate the virtues ostensibly

53 Nora, “The Era of Commemoration,” 614.
54 Ibid., 636.
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. . . 55
enshrined in memorials.”

The list of imperatives remains unchanged: remember the dead,
mourn the event, serve as a warning, and secure local and national communities.

Having broken with teleological conceptions of historical development (philosophies of
history advanced by reason under the stewardship of the state, or by the working-class against
the automated processes of capital), it would seem as though contemporary memorial practices
would be able to challenge the state’s hegemonic claim for the right to memory and control over
group identity. However, the more memorial practices are self-policed, the more they risk
sliding into the realm of identity politics, which increases the potential for groups to conflict over
the past. The state, in turn, becomes an arbiter of meaning for communities of memory
competing over the past, settling private disputes that have spilled into the public realm through
the rule of law.”® Thus, the primary agent of adjudicating competing accounts of memory
remains the nation-state.

For example, truth commissions — officially sanctioned investigations and accounts of
mass violence — have become popular modes of reconciling societies to contentious historical
legacies. As we shall see in the concluding chapter, truth commissions are entrusted by both the
governing and the governed to establish the facts through a democratization of truth (though no
less objectifying than the traditional memorial model) intended to cultivate societal consensus
and trust between hostile groups. The truth produced by these authoritative counter-accounts “is

publicly arrived at and legitimated in nonadversarial processes that link up historical judgment

with potential consensus.” The mnemonic fabric of transitional societies is thus weaved of

55 Linenthal, The Unfinished Bombing: Oklahoma City in American Memory, 4, 229.

56 “The socially constructed understanding of evil needs the rule of law to reconsider links between collective
memory and accountability.” Maria Pia Lara, Narrating Evil: A Postmetaphysical Theory of Reflective Judgment
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 27.
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narrative threads from everyday citizens to representative elites. “Every detail is recounted in

bare fashion without literary license. In plain, matter-of-fact language, the unbelievable is made
believable.”” Authorized by law for the purpose of transitioning from a legacy of violence to a
liberal-democratic order, commissions generate politically balanced and neutral documentary
accounts. Yet establishing such records goes beyond amassing facts, “for what is at stake is a
contested national history.”®

The diffusion of particular narratives and their multiple claims to recognition make the
social uses of memory “as diverse and varied as the rationales of identity. But the mechanisms
involved as well as the reasons for the sacralization of memory are always the same:
confrontations between groups subject to constant change and consolidated through constant
revival of the memories on which their identities are based.”® Expanding Nora’s thesis, I argue
that the politicization of memory secularizes and democratizes commemorative practices at the
expense of transforming memory into a kind of fetishized commodity. Exchanged on the free
market of political grievances, the memory of past wrongs risks feeding the psychic economy of
wounded subjectivities.

In the words of historian Charles Maier: “the surfeit of memory is a sign not of historical
confidence but of a retreat from transformative politics,” reflecting “a new focus on narrow
ethnicity as a replacement for encompassing communities based on constitutions, legislation and

widening attributes of citizenship, it aspires preeminently to the recognition by other groups of

its own suffering and victimhood.” To paraphrase Maier, historical wrongs become a form of

57 “The victims of prior oppression are the historical inquiry’s primary source of evidence, the stewards of the
nation’s newfound history.” Teitel, Transitional Justice, 78-83.

58 Ibid., 84.

59 Nora, “The Era of Commemoration,” 616, 634.
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political currency: “getting others to pay respect is a version of national recognition.”®® The

appeal to national notice made by local and particular histories is founded on a self-
understanding that views one’s claim on the past as equal among others yet decisive, as having
the final say. Today’s commemorative practices betray both an egalitarian and exceptional
impulse: groups want their stories heard in the public sphere provided that competing narratives
are silenced.

With memorial excess comes a preoccupation of place, that is, the contestation over
spaces of memory, such as monuments, landscapes, and other historically charged sites of
meaning.®’ “For ethnic groups wishing to publicize grievances past or present, memorialization
offer[s] a physical and ideological presence” once previously denied by the traditional memorial
model.** Signifying a bounded space defining law, authority, and allegiance, territory once
provided material attachment to immaterial forms of social cohesion (i.e. collective memory).
Today, territory is a site of social division. Memorial excess “cathects to landscape and territory
because territoriality has been abandoned as a physical arena for civic action and is nurtured

instead as an enclave of historicism,” comprised of partisan struggles for recognition advanced

60 Charles Maier, “A Surfeit of Memory? Reflections on History, Melancholy and Denial,” History and Memory 5,
no. 2, (Winter 1993): 136-151.

61 Following geographer Karen Till and art critic Jeff Kelley, I define place as the material context of embodied
experience, whose semi-permeable relation to other places, times and peoples is perpetually negotiated across the
intersecting planes of public and private memory. In the words of Kelley: “while a site represents the constituent
physical properties of a place — its mass, space, light, duration, location, and material processes — a place represents
the practical, vernacular, psychological, social, cultural, ceremonial, ethnic, economic, political, and historical
dimensions of a site. Sites are like frameworks. Places are what fill them out and make them work. ... A place is
useful and a site is used. ... Places are held in sites by personal and common values, and by the maintenance of
those values over time, as memory.” See Karen Till, “Artistic and Activist Memory-Work: Approaching Place-
Based Practice,” Memory Studies 1, no. 1 (January 2008): 99-113; Jeff Kelley, “Common Work,” in Mapping the
Terrain: New Genre Public Art, ed., Suzzane Lacy (Seattle: Bay Press, 1995), 142.

62 Linenthal, The Unfinished Bombing: Oklahoma City in American Memory, 134.
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by multiple strategies of commemoration.” Out of the dissolution of the traditional memorial

model emerges an increased tendency for memorial contestation over discursive and material
sites of recognition. Unlike the politics of mourning defined by the Athenian funeral oration
(Chapter 1) and the traditional memorial model of the nation-state (Chapter 2), today’s culture of
commemoration creates its own memorial vernacular (Chapters 3, 4, and 5). Private individuals
and public interest groups seek out dates and figures from which to legitimize their claims to
memory, ignoring some, inventing others, all while playing with and against received meanings
and inherited cultural legacies.

Citing Nora, Ricoeur declares: “If we still dwelled among our memories, there would be

. - 64
no need to consecrate sites employing them.”

For Ricouer, places of memory are at one and
the same time material (already given realities), symbolic (works of the imagination), and
functional (ritual, founding events or spectacles). Materially, symbolically, and functionally,
space gives place to memory, awakening multiple senses of the past to produce alternate
understandings of history.

As I argue throughout this study, lived experience inscribes the built environment —
which is always more than an abstract place, site, or location — with traces of meaning. To make

these inscriptions socially, ethically, and politically legible, public memorial ought to encourage

individuals to think and judge the spaces in which they are unavoidably situated with a critical

63 Maier, “A Surfeit of Memory? Reflections on History, Melancholy and Denial,” 149. As Edward Cohen argues,
“the creation and perpetuation of a sense of national identity [has] been generally accompanied by the creation and
perpetuation of origin tales set in historical fabrications that establish or reinforce a group’s claim to its land.”
Identity formation, which may or may not precipitate nation building, often deploys origin myths of a bounded
territory. See Cohen, The Athenian Nation, 80.

64 Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, 405. Similarly, architecture and American historian Howard Mansfield
claims: “We have everywhere an absence of memory. Architects sometimes talk of building with context and
continuity in mind, religious leaders call it tradition, social workers say it is a sense of community, but it is memory
we have banished from our cities. We have speed and power, but no place.” See Howard Mansfield, In the Memory
House (Golden: Fulcrum Publishing, 1993), 164.
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awareness of the local and increasingly global implications of public memory and official

forgetting. Reflective practices of political judgment cultivate intersubjective spaces of meaning
by resisting the objectifying logic of the traditional memorial model and the subjectivist
trappings of contemporary memorial architecture.

Philosopher Henri Lefebvre’s critique of the reproduction of social relations of
production relates space to its ideological and objectifying effects, conceiving it as a tool of
thought and action. The Production of Space, Lefebvre’s foundational text on the spatial
disarticulation of experience, argues that “in addition to being a means of production [space] is
also a means of control, and hence of domination, of power; yet that, as such, it escapes, in part
from those who would make use of it.”®® A surplus energy remains, a reserve in excess of that
which can be appropriated under the neo-liberal guise of free-market capitalism. Like every
other mode of production, late-modern capital creates its own representations of space, a
fabricated space awaiting to be read. For Lefebvre, as well as Walter Benjamin, “space implies a

. . 66
process of signification.”

Yet there is no general code from which to unfold its meaning or our
relationship to it. Every society produces a space unique to its mode of production. Upon this

space, “the past leaves its traces. ... Space is always, now and formerly, a present space, given as
an immediate whole, complete with its associations and connections in their actuality.”®’

Oscillating between thought and judgment, political action is as much about practices of freedom

as it is attuning oneself to alternate experiences of space.

65 “What is an ideology without a space to which it refers, a space which it describes, whose vocabulary and links it
makes use of, and whose code it embodies?”” Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans., Donald Nicholson-
Smith (Cambridge: Blackwell Publishing, 1991), 26, 44.

66 Ibid., 31.

67 Ibid., 37.



29
Thinking through the shortcomings and dangers of objectivist and subjectivist practices

of memorialization and their effects on our understanding of the past, I inquire into the
democratic potential of public memorial to nurture intersubjective spaces of meaning. Chapters
2 and 3 develop Benjamin’s figural notion of history and his topographical understanding of
memory in which a not-yet-conscious knowledge of the past is exhumed in an interruptive
moment of thought and action. Following Benjamin, I argue that memory should be related to
the built environment not in terms of a fixed and monolithic past, but as a plastic medium that is
both marked by and generative of ephemeral experiences with place and history. To enable
worldly transformative encounters with the past, space ought to be conceived as a topography of

%% In the words of

“memory in which mnemic symbols and traces reveal themselves to reading.
architectural historian and theorist Mark Jarzombek, “public space is the primary medium
through which memory and its associated historiographical energy seeks its representation, and

%% Thinking, judging, and acting —

thus it is in the public space that the retrieval process works.
the primary modes of orienting one’s finite self to the infinite world of human plurality — enable
processes of retrieval that are productive of meaning without the metaphysical or theological
promise of redemption.

The Space of Memory

Several pages into the introduction of The Archaeology of Knowledge, Michel Foucault

situates his methods of historical inquiry, archaeology and genealogy, against those of traditional

68 Sigrid Weigel, Body and Image Space: Re-Reading Walter Benjamin (New York: Routledge, 1996), 108.
69 Mark Jarzombek, “Disguised Visibilities: Dresden/‘Dresden,’” in Memory and Architecture, ed., Eleni Bastéa
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2004, 72.
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and modern historiography.” For Foucault, history’s traditional function is expository and

interpretive: history makes documents speak.”’ Modern historiography shifts the relation
between the methods and objectives of history and its evidentiary sources. “History has altered
its position in relation to the document,” writes Foucault. “It has taken as its primary task, not
the interpretation of the document, nor the attempt to decide whether it is telling the truth or what

is its expressive value, but to work on it from within and to develop it.”"?

Modern historiography
approaches its material with active intention. Ordering, sequencing, categorizing, and
classifying, it determines the laws of relation between archival sources for the purpose of
fashioning a generalizable and universal view of the past. Thus, the task of the modern historian
is to arrange discontinuities and breaks, distinguishing major and minor events, in order to
develop totalities, unities, and series.

Rather than trace continuities, define beginnings and ends, or determine relations
between facts, Foucault’s project attempts to describe and localize the conditions of possibility

of historical inquiry. As conceived by Foucault, neither archaeology nor genealogy searches for

. .. 73 ce e 74 .. .
hidden truths or recessed origins.’” Each seeks positivities, " the enunciative functions and

70 “History, in its traditional form, undertook to ‘memorize’ the monuments of the past, transform them into
documents, and lend speech to those traces which, in themselves, are often not verbal, or which say in silence
something other than what they actually say; in our time, history is that which transforms documents into
monuments. In that area where, in the past, history deciphered the traces left by men, it now deploys a mass of
elements that have to be grouped, made relevant, placed in relation to one another to form totalities.” Michel
Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans., A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon, 1972), 7.

71 “In its traditional form, history proper was concerned to define relations (of simple causality, of circular
determination, of antagonism, of expression) between facts or dated events: the series being known, it was simply a
question of defining the position of each element in relation to the other elements in the series. The problem now is
to constitute series.” Ibid., 7.

72 “The document, then, is no longer for history an inert material through which it tries to reconstitute what men
have done or said, the events of which only the trace remains; history is now trying to define within the documentary
material itself unities, totalities, series, relations.” Ibid., 6-7.

73 Genealogy records the singularity of events without imposing artificial origins or conclusive finalities on their
emergence and their development. The pursuit of origin betrays the desire for an unchanging essence, a protected
identity. The task of history, as a form of genealogical inquiry, is not to find this eternal essence, nor “to
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performances within discourse that constitute the methods and objectives of particular discursive

practices.” “Archacology,” writes Foucault, “is the method specific to the analysis of local
discursivities, and genealogy is the tactic which, once it has described these local discursivities,
brings into play the desubjugated knowledges that have been released from them.”’®

With Foucault, genealogy and archaeology designate minor insurrections of knowledge
that upset the ontological presuppositions founding the modern subject as an autonomous, self-
legislating, willful, and sovereign agent.”” Thus understood, Foucault’s historical methodologies
do not so much reject knowledge, as they disrupt the norms and conventions regarding its
production. His claim that genealogy is best understood as an anti-science implies a relation of
antagonism vis-a-vis “the power-effects characteristic of any discourse that is regarded as
scientific.” Neither empirical nor positivistic, genealogical inquiry dispels myths unifying theory

and fact. Genealogy, in short, is an “attempt to desubjugate historical knowledges, to set them

demonstrate that the past actively exists in the present, that it continues secretly to animate the present, having
imposed a predetermined form on all its vicissitudes,” but to make us aware of the contingent nature of our historical
constructions. See Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” The Foucault Reader, ed., Paul Rabinow
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 81.

74 In Foucault’s work, positivities designate historically situated rules that characterize particular discursive
practices. Positivities do not signify transcendental conditions of validity for judgments, but local conditions of
reality for statements. See Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge, 127.

75 Archaeology, writes Foucault, “takes as the object of its description what is usually regarded as an obstacle: its
aim is not to overcome differences but to analyze them, to say what exactly they consist of, to differentiate them” It
attempts “to untie all those knots that historians have patiently tied; it increases differences.” Michel Foucault,
Society Must be Defended: Lectures at the Colléege de France, 1975-1976, trans., David Macey (New York: Picador,
2003), 10-11.

76 Ibid., 10-11.

77 Foucault argues that “continuous history is the indispensable correlative of the founding function of the subject.”
Constructing a “locus of uninterrupted continuities,” philosophies of history provide “a privileged shelter for the
sovereignty of consciousness.” Genealogy and archaeology trouble the transcendental foundations of modern
subjectivity. Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, 12.
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free, or in other words to enable them to oppose and struggle against the coercion of a unitary,

formal, and scientific theoretical discourse.”™

Guided by the lines of inquiry traced by Foucault, contemporary practices of
memorialization are able to resist the scientific impulse of producing a totalizing explanation of
history, and the archival impulse of achieving a complete knowledge or mastery of the past. The
insights of Foucault’s historical project, whose aim is to “free the history of thought from its
subjection to transcendence,” enable memorial architecture to impart an experience with history
“in the discontinuity that no teleology would reduce in advance; to map it in a dispersion that no
pre-established horizon would embrace; to allow it to be deployed in an anonymity on which no
transcendental constitution would impose the form of the subject; to open it up to the temporality
that would not promise the return of any dawn.” If memory is to redeem itself from a notion of
redemption conceived as end, cleanse itself of “all transcendental narcissism,” and release itself

5579

“from that circle of the lost origin,””” it must provoke a plurality of readings on the past. A work

of memorial redeems itself of the wish for redemption (where work is understood as both noun
and verb), by offering a

critical staging of the relation of a community to its past in terms of shared
traumatic memory and the inevitable acting-out of collective and individual
trauma, with the possibility that art, in its specific (often highly mediated, indirect,
darkly playful, powerful but other than narrowly documentary or informational)
forms of bearing witness or testifying to that past, might assist in partially
working the past over and through, thereby making more available other
possibilities in the present and future.®

78 “We can give the name ‘genealogy’ to this coupling together of scholarly erudition and local memories, which
allows us to constitute a historical knowledge of struggles and to make use of that knowledge in contemporary
tactics.” Foucault, Society Must be Defended: Lectures at the College de France, 1975-1976, 8-10.

79 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, 203.

80 On this reading, memorials ought to generate a view on the past that “lives on experientially and haunts or
possesses the self of the community,” and, as such, “must be worked through in order for it to be remembered with
some degree of conscious control and critical perspective that enables survival and, in the best of circumstances,
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To work the past over and through is not to master and control history, but to negotiate one’s
relationship to it, such that a past reclaimed returns possibility to the present.

To be sure, working through the past entails a work of mourning. On a functional level, a
“work of mourning is essential, not as ‘penance’ but as an indisputable prelude to the formation
of autonomous and mature identities for both nations and the individuals who comprise them.”®'
Failure to mourn is indicative of a failure to judge and understand, to come to terms with the
past, to reconcile oneself with reality (discussed in Chapter 5). To reconcile oneself with the
immutable affairs of the world, one must avoid melancholic attachment to loss and the site of
victimization, which, from the perspective of remembrance developed throughout this study,
means reclaiming lived experience (the stranded objects of a fragmented cultural inheritance)
without reducing it to a fixed identity.** The labor of remembrance involved in mourning ought
to refrain from identifying with the past, whether identification is with the victims or with the
victors of history.* As Hannah Arendt rightly argues, “to look at the events only from the side
of the victim results in apologetics — which of course is no history at all.”*

How, then, should communities mourn pasts they would rather forget? Put differently,

what are the enabling conditions for history to be communicated across an ever-receding

ethical and political agency in the present.” LaCapra, History in Transit: Experience, Identity, Critical Theory, 43,
56.

81 Richard Wolin, “Introduction” to Habermas’s The New Conservatism: Cultural Criticism and the Historians’
Debate, xi.

82 Successful mourning realizes that “‘I’ and ‘you’ have edges, that ‘“you’ have a life and a will that are irreducibly
separate from my own,” such that one releases him or herself from an object of desire. See Santner, Stranded
Objects: Mourning, Memory, and Film in Post-war Germany, 2, 19.

83 “Identification with the innocent victim is very frequently substituted for mourning; this is above all a logical
defense against guilt.” Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich, The Inability to Mourn: Principles of Collective
Behavior, (New York: Grove Press, 1975), 45.

84 Hannah Arendt, “A Reply to Eric Voegelin,” in The Portable Hannah Arendt (New Y ork: Penguin Books, 2003),
158.
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intergenerational horizon? To be sure, history helps a community recognize itself in time, yet it

can also be a source of protracted conflict, resentment, and disagreement. For example,
following periods of repressive rule and collective violence, communities find themselves
struggling to articulate a political identity that properly acknowledges the past without having it
incapacitate the present. In these transitional moments, the state responds to the demand for an
accurate retelling of its recent historical experience.*” The narratives constructed and the records
exhumed help legitimize the authority of a new or re-founded political order. Within these
(ideally) self-critical moments of historical production and political accountability, communities
work alongside the state to develop a publicly recognizable truth, an official historical account.

Making truth official, however, is not an objective process of discovering knowledge
(documenting, archiving, recording testimony), but a creation of meaning whose very production
ought to resist the narrative closure that often accompanies political consensus. Habermas, by no
means a critic of consensual politics, argues convincingly that

anyone whose aim is to revive an identity anchored in quasi-natural fashion in a

national consciousness, anyone who is guided by the functional imperatives of

predictability, of securing consensus, of social integration through the creation of

meaning, must of necessity shy away from historiography’s power to enlighten

and r'ej eg;t a pluralism of interpretations of history that would influence a broad

public.”

With Habermas, I argue that the formation of a collective identity based on a shared national

history is no longer a viable political project in our post-secular world.*” To sharpen our self-

85 As Teitel explains, “The role of historical inquiry is not foundational but transitional.” “Transitional truth-
tellings ... always stand in contingent relation to the state’s existing historical legacies.” Teitel, Transitional Justice,
115.

86 Habermas, “Apologetic Tendencies,” The New Conservatism: Cultural Criticism and the Historians’ Debate,
225.

87 The term post-secular designates what Hent de Vries describes as a different governmental or public perception
of religion, as opposed to an alternate function or social role. Citing Hans Joas’s Braucht der Mensch Religion?
Uber Erfahrungen der Selbsttranszendenz, de Vries posits post-secular as “a changed attitude by the secular state or
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understandings of the past and clarify our relation to the cacophony of fragmented traditions, our

memorial aids must nurture a plurality of readings committed to the cultivation of self-critical
thinking. Historical account cannot fall back on preexisting historical categories and judgments,
but must organize itself reflectively around the nature and causes of violence. “Societal self-
knowledge is not an end in itself but, rather, the predicate for the potential of prospective change
in human behavior.”™

Reflecting on the work of mourning and memory in Post-war Germany, German and
Judaic studies scholar Eric Santner prescribes a critical reception of history that navigates
between the dangers of disavowal, identification, and sanitizing revisionism. Informed by
Benjamin’s materialist historiography, Santner envisions a critical reception of history that alters
one’s relationship to the past. To rescue and redeem the past is to reclaim “one that never in fact

8 In the words of

took place but that nevertheless might become available to future generations.
Benjamin, to construct a present from the lost fragments of tradition is to mine the past for lived
experience, to search “for the tiny spark of contingency, of the here and now, with which reality
has (so to speak) seared the subject, to find the inconspicuous spot where in the immediacy of

that long-forgotten moment the future nests so eloquently that we, looking back, may rediscover
it””" As Chapters 2 and 3 argue, to look upon experience as “an index of historical opportunity

that was left unrealized but that still remains available as a sort of energy potential that continues

to dwell in history,” is to begin remembering and mourning “lost opportunities without

in the public domain with respect to the continued existence of religious communities and the impulses that emerge
from them.” See Hent de Vries and Lawrence Sullivan, Political Theologies: Public Religions in a Post-Secular
World (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), 3.

88 Teitel, Transitional Justice, 115.

89 Santner, Stranded Objects: Mourning, Memory, and Film in Post-war Germany, 151-153.

90 Walter Benjamin, “Little History of Photography,” in Selected Writings: Volume 2: 1927-1934, ed. Howard
Eiland, Michael W. Jennings, Gary Smith (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001), 510.
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%1 To recognize the contingent nature of human action is not just to

disavowing their ancestry.
say that things could have happened differently, but to tap the past as a reserve of political
energy.

Echoing Benjamin and Adorno, Habermas defends such a critical appropriation of
history, one that is able to develop self-understandings of “traditions that stand up to the scrutiny
of a gaze educated by the moral catastrophe, a gaze that is, in a word, suspicious.”* For public
memorial to develop a suspicious gaze, it must maintain within our shared narratives a degree of
the hypothetical, that tiny spark of contingency illuminating alternate pasts and indeterminate
futures. Under such a gaze, progress opens itself to the contingent, breaking with the conjoined
development of humanity and history, the becoming of a collective singular mankind. History is
not one story, and no one voice speaks its truth. Because “no telling can fully escape the
preoccupations of the moment or the political concerns of the authors,” history must be made
meaningful by concerted acts of reflective judgment. “The past has no sense or value by itself.

. . . . . 93
We, the social subjects, give meaning and value to our reconstructions.”

However, drawing
meaning and value from history does not mean mastering the past, which is not only a false

hope, but a dangerous fantasy. Reaching for a totalizing account carries the danger “of telling

the story too well, in rationalizing too far — in rendering the past catastrophe somehow necessary

91 Santner, Stranded Objects: Mourning, Memory, and Film in Post-war Germany, 151-153.

92 “There is the obligation incumbent upon us in Germany ... to keep alive, without distortion and not only in an
intellectual form, the memory of the sufferings of those who were murdered by German hands. It is especially these
dead who have a claim to the weak anamnestic power of solidarity that later generations can continue to practice
only in the medium of a remembrance that is repeatedly renewed, often desperate, and continually on one’s mind. If
we were to brush aside this Benjaminian legacy, our fellow Jewish citizens and the sons, daughters, and
grandchildren of all those who were murdered would feel themselves unable to breathe in our country.” Habermas,
“On the Public Use of History,” The New Conservatism: Cultural Criticism and the Historians’ Debate, 233-234.

93 Lara, Narrating Evil: A Postmetaphysical Theory of Reflective Judgment, 170.
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as a consequential matter for its ultimately liberalizing effects for future prospects.”* Symbolic

closure, whether by way of a monument or a narrative (or a monumental narrative), cannot
relieve the present of the responsibility history throws upon it. At bottom, there is an
“incompleteness and inescapable inadequacy of each possible response” to the achievements and
failures of humanity.”

This incompleteness and inadequacy should not be disparaged, but embraced. As Arendt
claims (in an idiom not far removed from that of Benjamin), “what the illuminating event reveals
is a beginning in the past which has hitherto been hidden; to the eye of the historian, the
illuminating event cannot but appear as an end of this newly discovered beginning.” “Newness,”
she continues, “is the realm of the historian who ... deals with events which always occur only
once. This newness can be manipulated if the historian insists on causality and pretends to be
able to explain events by a chain of causes which eventually lead up to them.” All events are
capable of being integrated into a causal explanation. Yet just because a sequential order can be
drawn, does not mean that events unfolded as such. Causality “is an altogether alien and
falsifying category in the historical sciences. Not only does the actual meaning of every event
always transcend any number of past ‘causes’ which can be assigned to it, ... but this past itself
comes into being only with the event itself. The event illuminates its own past; it can never be
deduced from it.””® One way of reading this study of memory, space, and politics is as an
attempt to develop Arendt’s notion of illumination (as adapted from that of Benjamin) through

the medium of memorial architecture, which I argue has the potential to stimulate the production

94 One example of this retrospective reading of the past would be to endow the Shoah with the telos of the founding
of the State of Israel. Teitel, Transitional Justice, 116-117.

95 Martha Minow, Between Vengeance and Forgiveness (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998), 5.

96 Hannah Arendt, “Understanding and Politics,” in Essays in Understanding, 1930-1954, ed. Jerome Kohn (New
York: Harcourt Brace and Company, 1994), 318-319.
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of multiple and intersecting points of meaning over the past. Put in the form of a question: how

do certain practices of memorialization open spaces for political judgment, while others close
them down?
Storytelling as a Practice of Political Judgment

Drawing on Hannah Arendt, political theorist Maria Pia Lara claims that “the effort to
provide a public place in which to build a collective site of memory crystallizes only when the
historian engages with witnesses in the most political of all activities — judgment.”’ By
judgment, Lara means reflective judgment, that is, judging without a concept or a rule. Itis a
practice that requires strong notions of plurality and imagination,” which together enable “us to
see things in their proper perspective, to be strong enough to put that which is too close at a
certain distance so that we can see and understand it without bias and prejudice.””

As argued in Chapter 5, reflective judgment is a meaning-creating practice that involves
taking up other points of view and bringing these views to bear on how we think and act.

Attending to the unique qualities of the particular, the who of meaning as opposed to the what of

knowledge,'® reflective judgment achieves understanding when it is freed of ethical imperatives

97 Lara, Narrating Evil: A Postmetaphysical Theory of Reflective Judgment, 97.

98 Arendt looks to the faculty of the imagination as a way of gaining critical perspective from one's own opinions
and beliefs. “The more people's standpoints I have present in my mind while I am pondering a given issue, and the
better I can imagine how I would feel and think if [ were in their place, the stronger will be my capacity for
representative thinking, and the more valid my conclusions, my opinion.” Arendt wants to remove the subjective
private conditions of thought from judgment, so as to gain critical distance from one's self-interest. Hannah Arendt,
“Truth and Politics,” in Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political Thought (New York: Penguin, 1993),
241.

99 Arendt, “Understanding and Politics,” 323.

100 Early in Chapter 5 of The Human Condition, Arendt defines the who (against the what) as a form of meaning
irreducible to objective knowledge. I develop this distinction in the first section of Chapter 4, “Distinguishing the
What of Knowledge from the Who of Meaning,” to address what I characterize as a subjectivist turn in contemporary
memorial architecture.
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that might otherwise inhibit a critical exchange of perspective.'”' Moralizing politics not only

risks depoliticization but also the entrenchment of determinative judgments. Reflective
judgment, insofar as it requires an ability and willingness to see from standpoints not one’s own,
helps liberate one’s thinking from instrumental pursuits and private interests. It is a form of
judgment that refuses to reduce the meaning of political claims to the demands of objective and
moral categories.

The notion of reflective judgment used throughout this study is that of an imaginative and
critical practice that creates alternative relationships between objects of knowledge and
experience. Opening the possibility of relating to knowledge and experience in ways that are
sensible and figural rather than representational and temporal, it provokes our understanding in
its search for meaning. Put differently, reflective judgment describes a mode of counting and
acknowledging (as opposed to cognizing and knowing). Returning to Lara’s claim, judgment
becomes the most political of all activities when spectators become actors, inaugurating new
forms of thought and life in a critical exchange of perspective on human experience.'%?

As we shall see, for both Benjamin and Arendt, thinking, judging, and acting converge in

a mode of historical transmission that insists on history’s original role as remembrance:

storytelling.'” Storytelling dispenses with the historicist need for explanatory knowledge by

101 The threat of moralizing political judgment is no less true of memory. In the words of media and cultural
studies scholar Susannah Radstone, “memory research is often informed by a broader ethical turn that understands
itself to be transforming politics.” However, “the conjoining of the ethical turn that is currently informing
humanities research more generally with the establishment of memory studies as a transdisciplinary subject risks
screening as much as it reveals of the politics of memory.” See Susannah Radstone, “Memory Studies: For and
Against,” Memory Studies 1, no. 1 (January 2008): 31-39.

102 “The difference between the historiography of the historians and that of the actors/agents falls away when
reading and action, interpretation and agency coincide.” Weigel, Body and Image Space: Re-Reading Walter
Benjamin, 43.

103 As discussed in Chapter 1, Arendt praises Homer for his historical sensibility — Homeric objectivity — which is
illustrated by his explicit attempt to tell the story of the Trojan War from the perspective other than the victors.
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stimulating reflective judgment. Through judgment, a storyteller relays what is necessary and

meaningful for a particular time; through judgment, his or her audience retraces lived experience
and participates in an event of tradition. Recovering the inaugurative power of lived experience
through narration, storytelling mediates action through judgment, thereby preserving within
history a degree of the hypothetical and contingent. Neither empirical nor epistemological, the
truth of a story names the affective truth of experience. “Truthfulness has never been counted
among the political virtues,” writes Arendt, “because it has little indeed to contribute to that
change of the world.”'® Yet, “where everybody lies about everything of importance, the
truthteller, whether he knows it or not, has begun to act; he, too, has engaged himself in political
business, for, in the unlikely event that he survives, he has made a start toward changing the
world.”'® Storytelling, and the judgment it inspires, transforms spectators into actors.

That said, how does one go about establishing the truth of events through a medium as
transitory, selective, and fallible as memory? For historian and Judaic studies scholar James
Young, the proper mode of communicating experience is through an uncanny history, “an anti-
redemptory narrative that works through, yet never actually bridges, the gap between a
survivor’s ‘deep memory’ [which is unrepresentable] and historical [fact-based] narrative.”
Memory alone, Young insists, is an unreliable medium when conveying veritable pasts. In place

of testimonial account, Young suggests a received history, that is, “a double-stranded narrative

104 At first sight, truth appears to be of little or no use to democratic politics. Factual truths, in particular, “contain
no principles upon which men might act.” “The mere telling of facts, leads to no action whatever; it even tends,
under normal circumstances, toward the acceptance of things as they are.” The immutability of factual truth can lead
to political inaction, a detached resignation and acceptance of the status quo. From the perspective of politics, the
facts, unchangeable as they are, appear politically dead. See Arendt, “Truth and Politics,” 249, 251.

105 Ibid., 251.
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that tells a survivor-historian’s story and my own relationship to it.”'*

Young’s notion of
received history enables historical inquiry to be both a study of what happened and how it is
passed down, that is, an account of the telling. Rephrased in an idiom more fitting of Benjamin,
historical account becomes uncanny by relaying experience and the mode of its transmission:
language, that is, the how of its representation and reception. “In this way,” writes Young,
“historical inquiry might remain a search for certainties about substantive realities, even as it is

.. . . 107
broadened to encompass the realities of history’s eventual transmission.”

Young’s received
history, in other words, accounts for both verifiable fact and for its verifiable representation,
while also recognizing that no historical fact is ever communicated without mediation.

A received history challenges the historically situated position of the historian as a
neutral and detached documentor and communicator of objective knowledge. It questions the
historian’s authorial stance and its means of representing the past, thereby forcing it to account
for the historical context of history’s production. Comprised of both historical representation
(narrative account), and its historical reception (how that account is received and understood at a
particular place and time), received history infuses acts of retrospection with introspection.
“Such work aims to reinvest the narrated past with the animacy of its telling, the consequences of
its reception for teller and listener. In this way, we might make the listeners’ and readers’
responses to history a part of that history’s record,” interweaving “a history of events with a
reflection on how this history comes to be told.” As Young makes clear, a received history “is

not a contest between kinds of knowledge, between what we know and how we know it.”'%®

106 James Young, “Toward a Received History of the Holocaust,” History and Theory 36, no. 4 (December 1997):
21-43,(23).

107 Ibid., 41.

108 Ibid., 42-43.
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Rather, it confronts historians with their sources, pressing them to reflect on how their

production and organization affect their subsequent transmission and reception.

As we shall see in Chapters 3 and 4, Young’s received history recalls Benjamin’s
materialist historiography and his notion of storytelling. Both recognize the interpretive aspects
of narrative representation, that which imparts intelligibility and coherence on the past.
Historians, Young argues, need to be more tolerant of their own voices. However, Young is
motivated by the pursuit of increasing transparency within our histories, in revealing a hidden
dimension of a work’s production, whereas Benjamin is concerned with the production of history
as a form of memorial action, that is, as politics.

If, following Benjamin, history pushes on the boundary of what is possible, memory
extends its horizon. In a brief reflection on Proust, Paul de Man captures what for Benjamin is
the worldly transformative power of memory: “the power of memory does not reside in its
capacity to resurrect a situation or a feeling that actually existed, but it is a constitutive act of the
mind bound to its own present and oriented to the future of its elaboration.”'” Caught between
past and future, memory and forgetting, the present both effaces and preserves the past as it
brings the future into being. Because the past is always multiple, split, and fractured, the present
is forced to decide on what to take from, and what to leave in, the past. To work within “the
dissonant conjunction between new swerves of time and the ethical uncertainty they engender,”

is to actively affirm “that paradoxical politics by which new and unforeseen things surge into

109 For de Man, remembrance is “a deliberate act establishing a relation between two distinct points in time
between which no relationship of continuity exists. Remembrance is not a temporal act but an act that enables a
consciousness ‘to find access to the intemporal’ and to transcend time altogether.” However, the transcendence of
time in memory does not signal a retreat from the affairs of men, rather, remembrance becomes “a positive force if it
is capable of re-entering, in turn, into the temporal process.” Paul de Man, Blindness and Insight: Essays in the
Rhetoric of Contemporary Criticism, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983), 92-93.
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being.”''’ As political theorist William Connolly explains, a “politics of becoming,” informed

by the political virtues of agonistic respect and civic responsiveness, taps into those experiences
“in which time is out of joint, in which past and present resonate back and forth in the
contingency of an unexpected encounter.”'"!

While memorial architecture would do well provoking such unexpected encounters, it is
up to a critical public to wield the mnemonic power of the past. Politics does not begin in the
wake of knowledge, but in the syncopated rhythm of lived experience. This means, following
Jarzombek, rejecting “at all costs Maurice Halbwachs’s old-fashioned notion of a ‘collective
memory’ as some sort of generic, ontological marker bestowing meaning and significance to a
culture.” To recover memory is to acknowledge “the traumatized, and traumatizing, temporal
dislocations of the urban narrative. It is a narrative in which even nonaccidental omissions are
regulated by history-producing visions that can be brought to light and challenged only by
scholarship that looks behind the dynamics of the representational strategies out of which the

: : 112
urban consciousness is constructed.”

Between memory and politics lies space, and it is within
this space that politics uncouples itself from timeless, eternal, and fixed images of the past and
the contrived historical memories they support.

Memory is the sedimentation of lived experience that settles upon our built environment.

It only becomes politically meaningful when we alter our relationship to the past, when we begin

110 “Perception, judgment, and action can be intense because affect clings to the memories that help constitute them
and the anticipations that flow from them. Politics does not begin after those issues are settled. It sinks into
memory, perception, judgment, and action. It dips into the affectively imbued experience of duration.” See William
Connolly, Pluralism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 102.

111 Ibid., 120-129.

112 Jarzombek, “Disguised Visibilities: Dresden/‘Dresden,’” 71-72.
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to unsettle hardened truths through a critical practice of judgment, a thinking through memory

redeemed from the metaphysical and theological ends of redemption.

Breaking with redemptive models of memory that enact closure and confer finality on
how we relate to the past means releasing ourselves of the imperative to never forget:
remembering unavoidably involves forgetting. As argued throughout this study, forgetting
names the reality of a political struggle fought within the overlapping fields of memory, space,
and time. Acknowledging the material effects of forgetting on our political practices, memorial
institutions ought to balance the objective demands of knowledge and the subjective claims of
experience by cultivating an intersubjective ethos of critical reflection and informed
disagreement.

Ultimately, the political significance of memory does not lay in the archive, or any other
repository of factual information founded on the false hope of total recall, but in the reflective
judgment of experience. At best, the archive serves as a point of access to the past, providing a
“supplement to or prosthetic device for experience and memory.” However one figures its
relationship to experience, it is clear that the archive is a construction whose composition is
based on processes of inclusion and exclusion. Like all forms of historical account, “the material
it contains is preselected and configured in certain ways, for example, in terms of state interests
or the interests of other institutions (such as religious institutions) that create and manage
archives, often suppressing or getting rid of embarrassing material,” and whatever else does not
fit the agenda governing its collection.'"

Feigning interest in totality, the archival impulse is driven by a desire for mastery over

the past. Reflecting on the televisual traumatism induced by the images of lower Manhattan

113 LaCapra, History in Transit: Experience, Identity, Critical Theory, 23-25.
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following the events of September 11, Jacques Derrida problematizes our understanding of the

archive and its underlying motives:

“By establishing a complete and continuously accessible archive, reproducible at

every moment, in a loop, we give ourselves the comforting feeling that ‘it’s over.’

It’s over because it’s archived, and anyone can visit the archive! The archive, the

archive effect, reassures (the matter is closed! it’s all on record! it’s all been

recorded!), and we then do everything to monumentalize the recordings, thereby

reassuring ourselves that the dead are dead; it won’t happen again because it

already took place. ... The missing of the archive, the ghost, the phantom — that’s

the future —''*

As Derrida suggests, archives related to traumatic events exclude the possibility that the worst is
yet to come. Excluding that which cannot be interred within its collection (that which resists the
work of mourning, namely, the missing and the future), the archive takes charge of the past so to
assure the present of its own survival. But in so doing, the present forgoes the critical work of
reflection, of affirming life in the face of one’s own mortality. Insofar as the primary function of
the archive is to collect materials related to a particular body of knowledge, the distilled
documents that make up the archive manifest a kind of experiential withdrawal. In other words,
the archival attempt to limit the past from affecting the present falls short in its effort to contain
and control the reserves of lived experience that inhabit history.

One alternative to what Derrida describes as the archive effect can be found in a
collection of images taken from the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and the crash site of
United Airlines Flight 93. “Here is New York: Remembering 9/11” is an exhibition of 1,500
inkjet-printed photographs, captured by 790 amateur and professional photographers, arranged at

random, and hung anonymously and unframed. The press release for the exhibit (as it was

shown at the Corcoran Gallery of Art in the fall of 2002) begins with a 1949 epigraph by author

114 Borradori, Philosophy in a Time of Terror: Dialogues with Jiirgen Habermas and Jacques Derrida, 188-189, n.
9.
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and essayist E.B. White: “The intimation of mortality is part of New York now: in the sound of

jets overhead, in the black headlines of the latest edition.” Placing the fact of mortality at its
moral and spiritual core, the exhibition offers a truly human response (“as broad and democratic
as possible, open to anyone and everybody”) to violence. As the exhibition’s curator Philip
Brookman makes clear, “the significance of the exhibition lies in its content, in its breadth and
multiplicity, not in the source or relative value of any one image or group of images.”' "

Critic Edward Rothstein’s review of the New York Historical Society’s 2007 exhibition
of “Here is New York: Remembering 9/11” asks that we consider the ethical and political stakes
of public commemoration as a form of remembrance distinct from personal memory. Memory,
he argues, is limited insofar as it is tied to an affective experience, a passing sensation that comes
and goes. Commemoration, on the other hand, transcends memory’s condensed life span by
providing a community with a narrative and an interpretation of what is being commemorated.
Ascribing a social significance to an event, commemoration ensures that its meaning will survive
its wake. “Commemoration is not a matter of healing or feeling;” writes Rothstein, “it is a
matter of meaning.” To the extent that historical artifacts represent authentic traces of the past,
the testimony of these material witnesses “have to be identified and interpreted to take on

118 1 other words, the photos on display offer a way of altering our relationship to

significance.
the past provided we actively engage the world in which such realities are produced. Mirroring

the impact of immediate experience, they provide an “accumulation of sensation, quantity as

115 “The guiding principle of &ere is new york is simple: if one photograph tells a story, thousands of photographs
not only tell thousands of stories but perhaps begin to tell the story, if they are allowed to speak for themselves, to
each other, and to the audience.” Philip Brookman, “here is new york: a democracy of photographs,” Corcoran
Gallery of Art, http://www.corcoran.org/exhibitions/previous_results.asp?Exhib_ID=52

116 Edward Rothstein, “Remembering Lower Manhattan’s Day of Horror, Without Pomp or Circumstance,” The
New York Times, September 11, 2007.
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much as intensity,” forcing the viewer to confront not only what it cannot look away from, but to

reflect on that which it may not understand. This visceral engagement with the past triggers
forgotten memories and those yet to be acknowledged. As crystallizations of lived experience,
the images direct our attention away from knowledge as fact, making us aware of the “hidden
pressure points and buried sensations” that lie just beneath the surface of our daily lives.

By emphasizing the importance of meaning, as something to be created by a thinking,
judging, and acting public, the exhibit rightly identifies remembrance as a source of vitality for
democratic life. Rather than subsume the world transforming promise of politics to prescribed
ethical imperatives, the exhibit reclaims the past as a resource from which to confront the
challenges of the present. “Therapy is beside the point” — a sentiment echoed throughout the
following study. Forgoing the aesthetic of absence guiding the designs for the new World Trade
Center (discussed in Chapter 4), a plurality of images — from the wreckage and debris of
buildings and planes, to rescue workers, funeral services, and makeshift memorials — reanimate
our orientation to pasts that cannot be changed and to futures in the making. As a model for
other forms of memorial and public commemoration, “Here is New York: Remembering 9/11”
maintains tension between the interpenetrating temporalities of past and future, not only as we
remember, but as we live our lives in each of its irretrievable moments.

Raising the question of memory — which includes the issues of forgetting, forgiveness, and
reconciliation — as a fundamental question for political theory, the chapters below force our
understanding of democratic practices outside of the traditional boundaries of political science,
and into an interdisciplinary space, and thus speak to a larger public, both within and beyond

academia. The readings developed within each chapter have significant implications for the way
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we think about architecture, how we act politically, how we come to understandings about

historical events, and how we draw meaning from lived experience. They oppose the idealism of
what is politically possible in an age of inflated expectations, but do not withdraw to a position
of disinterested individualism. Instead, the essays engage the pragmatic and theoretical
challenges brought about by the withering away of national borders, and with them, the
narratives that constitute political community. The diffusion of local narratives demands from us
a critical awareness of the past, which, while fractured and multiple, is the wellspring of

thoughtful and meaningful action in the present.
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Chapter 1: “And so died these men as became Athenians...”
Public Commemoration as Citizen Formation

So died these men as became Athenians. You, their survivors,
must determine to have as unaltering a resolution in the field. ...
[Y]ou must yourselves realize the power of Athens, and feed your
eyes upon her from day to day, till love of her fills your hearts; and
then when all her greatness shall break upon you, you must reflect
that it was by courage, sense of duty, and a keen feeling of honor
in action that men were enabled to win all this. ... These take as
your model, and judging happiness to be the fruit of freedom and
freedom of valor, never decline the dangers of war.'"’
-- Pericles, Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War
Upholding the Sundry Civil Appropriation Act of 1893, which provided for the
construction of monuments commemorating the American Civil War battle of Gettysburg of
1863, Associate Justice Peckham of the United States Supreme Court wrote, “Any act of
congress which plainly and directly tends to enhance the respect and love of the citizen for the
institutions of his country, and to quicken and strengthen his motives to defend them ... must be

"% Preserving the lines of battle at Gettysburg, and marking with tablets the positions of

valid.’
various commands of the opposing armies of the Potomac and of the Northern Virginia, “without
praise and without censure,” was thus viewed by the Court as an act intended to strengthen the
affective bond and moral resolve of citizens to their state. To erect monuments for the public

benefit, “for the present and for the future,” was to manifest “the value put upon the services and

exertions of the citizen soldiers of that period.” Exalting “sacrifices then freely made was an act

117 Thucydides, “History of the Peloponnesian War,” in The Landmark Thucydides: A Comprehensive Guide to the
Peloponnesian War, ed., Robert B. Strassler (New York: Touchstone, 1996), [2.43.1-4]. All further references to
Thucydides’s text follow the traditional paragraph and number and are cited from Strassler’s edition, using Richard
Crawley’s 1874 translation.

118 U.S. v. Gettysburg Electric R. Co., 160 U.S. 668 (1896).
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of recognition that at once “touches the heart, and comes home to the imagination of every

citizen.” According to Justice Peckham,

The greater the love of the citizen for the institutions of his country, the greater is

the dependence properly placed upon him for their defense in time of necessity,

and it is to such men that the country must look for its safety. The institutions of

our country, which were saved at this enormous expenditure of life and property,

ought to and will be regarded with the proper affection. Here upon this battlefield

is one of the proofs of that expenditure, and the sacrifices are rendered more

obvious and more easily appreciated when such a battlefield is preserved by the

government at the public expense.

If, as Justice Peckham suggests, devotion is followed by duty, memorialization should deepen
feelings of reciprocity owed by citizens to the state. When regarded with proportionate affection,
the institutions of one’s country and the expenditure given for their preservation ought to inspire
worthy action. To paraphrase Pericles, love procures the kind of loyalty befitting of self-
sacrifice. Whether or not this sacrifice is freely made or is coerced bears on the relation between
citizen and state and the expectations and responsibilities contained therein.

In this chapter, I explore the nature of reciprocity and duty, and the unity and solidarity
that both engender, through a reading of the Athenian funeral oration as represented in
Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War and Plato’s Menexenus. Thucydides’s text
gives an historical account of a funeral oration delivered in the first year of the Peloponnesian

War.'" Idealizing Athenian democratic life through a model of civic relations, this speech binds

its audience to the material wellbeing of the city for the sake of legitimizing the established order

119 As we shall see, Plato condemns Pericles (through Socrates’s oration) for his disingenuous rhetoric and faulty
leadership. “The dialogue’s historical setting in the first year of the Peloponnesian War amplifies Socrates’
indictment of the genre by showing the dire historical consequences of a foreign policy underwritten by self-
congratulatory rhetoric.” Ekaterina Haskins, “Philosophy, Rhetoric, and Cultural Memory: Rereading Plato’s
Menexenus and Isocrates’ Panegyricus,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 35, No. 1 (Winter 2005): 25-45.
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both within and outside of the imperial polis."*® The second text, which depicts a virtual oration,

parodies this end and presents an alternate conception of civic morality founded on familial
relations. As a critical commentary on politics and mourning, Plato’s dialogue portrays the
funeral oration as a stale and inanimate practice incapable of orienting thought toward truth,
knowledge, and meaning. Yet in both instances, the funeral oration manifests a passive
acceptance, rather than an active affirmation of death. On my reading, the practice forsakes the
political potential of memory to provoke self-reflective practices of judgment and understanding.

As classicist Nicole Loraux makes clear in her foundational study of the Athenian funeral
oration, The Invention of Athens, “it is significant that the Athenians chose the setting of the
public funeral to reaffirm the omnipotence of the polis: to replace man with the citizen, even in
death, is certainly the ultimate achievement of the civic imaginary.”'*' A similar reading of the
practice is offered by Jacques Derrida, who describes the discursive institution of the polis as an

imaginary process of identification: If an orator is all the more eloquent in

praising his listeners, as Socrates suggests in Menexenus [235d], in listening to

him the ‘exemplary’ image or the ‘ideal self’ of the people applauding can be

determined. This image can either pre-exist the orator or form itself, reform itself,

in the mirror thus held out. In both cases, it is a matter of a people in so far as it
can identify itself, in so far as it is what it is or would wish to be.'*

120 The Greek polis is used throughout the chapter to describe Athens as a political community. However, as
ancients scholar Edward Cohen’s The Athenian Nation does well to show, Athens is not the paradigmatic ancient
Greek polis. Athens differs in size (larger), social temperament (impersonal), and productive capacity (lacking self-
sufficiency, requiring significant amounts of grain imports) from other poleis. For these reasons, it should also be
thought of as an ethnos [nation]. The Athenian nation, as with the modern nation-state, is marked by what Cohen
describes as a mutually conceptualized identity experienced on a “scale of organization and existence that precludes
personal contact among the majority of the members” of a culturally homogenous social group, which results in “the
creation of an ‘imagined community.”” To understand Athens as a nation is to recognize the ordering function of
myths productive and preserving of a “group’s claims to cohesiveness, uniqueness, and self-determination,” which, I
argue, helps consolidate a collective identity that can be deployed for various political use. Edward Cohen, The
Athenian Nation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 4.

121 The invention of a civic imaginary is the “process by which, in the oration, an ideal polis, both opaque and
dominant, is constituted.” Nicole Loraux, The Invention of Athens, trans. Alan Sheridan (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1986), 336.

122 Jacques Derrida, Politics of Friendship (London: Verso, 1997), 102-103.
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With Loraux and Derrida, I read the Athenian identity constituted by the funeral oration in terms

of a social imaginary. Following theorist Cornelius Castoriadis, the social imaginary represents
the shared significations that influence and structure a society’s creative ability, imparting
intelligibility to social relations. Dynamic, flexible, and internally differentiated, imaginaries
signify a web of relations that bring together the actions, practices, and understandings of a given
community.

The term social imaginary is not meant pejoratively; rather than represent a means of
distortion and displacement, it provides channels upon which individuals orient themselves
publicly. As such, it is a productive feature of social formation.'* Individuals within a given
community relate themselves — whether consciously or not — to such an imaginary, which is
comprised of symbols, myths, legends, norms, conventions, and other shared social
significations. In the words of philosopher Charles Taylor, “the social imaginary is that common
understanding that makes possible common practices and a widely shared sense of

legitimacy.”'**

The funeral oration, as I read it, imparts Athenian citizens with such a common
understanding. In particular, the orations of Pericles and Socrates depoliticize civic association,
whereby the symbolic constitution of an identity displaces social division with an idealized
whole through the projection of an imaginary founded on collective immortality.

As I argue below, Pericles captures the militaristic and collectivist ethos of Athenian

citizenship, offering Athens an idealized self-understanding by accounting for the means of civic,

cultural, and economic enrichment. That is to say, he asserts “the city’s absolute claim on an

123 “One need not think of the social imaginary as a demiurge that sets itself to work behind the backs of the
people. It can be reflexively interrogated and hermeneutically reappropriated.” Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar,
“Toward New Imaginaries: An Introduction,” Public Culture 14, no. 1 (Winter 2002): 1-19, 8.

124 Charles Taylor, “Modern Social Imaginaries,” Public Culture 14, no. 1, (Winter 2002): 91-124, 106.
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individual’s services and the ability of state service to compensate for personal failings.”'*’

Imploring his audience to dedicate their lives to the city, he commends a civic virtue that rejects
private interest out of common devotion to the public good.

Like Thucydides, Plato provides Athens with a self-understanding by staging a funeral
oration through the voice of Socrates. Both historian and philosopher appropriate the genre’s
conventions in order to construct competing models of civic identity. Plato’s imitation of the
funeral oration found in Thucydides’s History questions the moral effects of Athenian
democracy under the rule of Pericles. As such, the Menexenus “serves as both a condemnation
of Athenian democracy in its current state and an indictment of the very language that
perpetuates the vanity and insolence of Athenian citizens and the Athenian foreign policy.”'*®

As a means of organizing memory and regulating the dissimulating effects of mourning,
both funeral orations aim at the consolidation of community. However, neither form of public
memorial cultivates an ethic of democratic responsibility and political judgment. That is to say,
neither Pericles nor Socrates enables a critical relation to community, a relation constitutive of
the kind of plurality that defines democratic politics. This chapter examines the shortcomings of
their respective models of civic identity so to better understand the politically disabling effects of
memorialization. When read through the lens of the Athenian funeral oration, the imperial polis

personifies the civic ideal of earthly immortality. By harnessing memory and mourning as the

binding agents of community, Athens is able to praise the universal identity it figures through the

125 Loren Samons, “Conclusion: Pericles and Athens,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Age of Pericles, ed.,
Loren Samons (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 292.

126 Haskins, “Philosophy, Rhetoric, and Cultural Memory: Rereading Plato’s Menexenus and Isocrates’
Panegyricus,” 26.
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oration, while leaving its hegemonic position unchallenged.'”” Thus, the model of civic relations

advanced by the funeral oration not only turns the hearts and minds of survivors away from the

128 -
1t

fact of human mortality, focusing them instead on the undying splendor of Athens,
forecloses a critical relation to the past that might otherwise be productive of political
community.
1. Pericles’s Funeral Oration

The Athenian funeral oration is a speech covering the glorious deeds of the past, the
timeless nobility of Athens, and the heroism of combatants fighting in its name. It is not self-
originating, but rather a custom authorized by the present and demanded by tradition.'*® The
genre is bound to a set structure: each oration is composed of a eulogy, an exhortation, and a
consolation for the grieving. This formalism (notwithstanding Pericles’s critical departures)

prohibits the commemoration from developing a critical exchange over the political institutions

of Athenian democracy and precludes the reflective practices that often characterize it.

127 “Since Plato’s Menexenus, or since the funeral oration of Pericles that Plato parodies in this dialogue, politics is
related to, or founded on, mourning. In the Athenian context ... it is related to a rhetoric of mourning that tries to
complete or even foreclose mourning by lifting death up, sublating it in the fulfillment and glory of the ‘beautiful
death.”” Michael Naas and Pascale-Anne Brault, “To Reckon with the Dead: Jacques Derrida’s Politics of
Mourning,” editors’ introduction to Jacques Derrida’s, The Work of Morning (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2003), 19.

128 Listeners of the oration are encouraged to frequently gaze at the city’s beauty, realizing its power and the means
through which it was achieved. Monuments were in plain view just outside of the city, where citizens assembled for
the rites of burial. Some of these included “the most extraordinary accomplishments of the Athenian’s under
Pericles’ leadership and were among the most dramatic physical expressions of the military and financial (imperial)
power of the city present in Athens.” The presence of these material reminders at the funeral oration more than
likely helped justify their cost in human life. Sara Monoson, Plato’s Democratic Entanglements (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2000), 73-74.

129 “The practical setting for the delivery of the oration was a ritual, public burial of war dead. The occasion placed
well-defined expectations on the speaker.” Sara Monoson, “Citizen as Erastes,” Political Theory 22, no. 2, (May
1994): 253-276, 272. Though the frequency of the oration is unclear, it is likely that the dead received annual
commemoration. For Thucydides, public burial occurred “whenever the occasion arose” (2.34.7), while Plato’s
Menexenus declares that Athens never failed “to honor the dead who have fallen: every year she performs for all in
common the customary rites which each family privately performs for its own” (249b). I place my reading of the
funeral oration within the larger context of Athenian public burial, understood here as a ritualized practice regulating
mourning through the construction of a civic identity.
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Responding to the political exigencies of the moment, Pericles’s funeral oration breaks

with the rules governing its composition, thereby transforming its structural elements. Part of
this subversion can be explained by the historical context of his speech. The social and political
atmosphere confronting Pericles at the time of his oration was one of frustration and disapproval.
The Spartan invasion of Attica compromised Athenian enthusiasm for the war, which, in its first
year, had demanded unequal sacrifices among Athens and the rest of Attica. While Athens was
spared from devastation, the greater part of Attica sustained significant material losses. As a
result, Pericles became “the object of general indignation, [such that] his previous counsels were
totally forgotten; he was abused for not leading out the army which he commanded, and was
made responsible for the whole of the public suffering” [2.21.3]. Athenian dissatisfaction with
Pericles’s leadership manifested a decrease of civic attachment and solidarity among its citizens.
Pericles’s oration departs from tradition against this background of public dissatisfaction,
praising the recent war dead by celebrating the immortality of the city.

The first lines of Pericles’s oration concern the relationship of the living to the dead. Is it
a relation structured on reciprocity, propriety, or both? What do the living owe the dead? What
demands do the dead place on the living? Pericles’s response to these questions are as brief as
they are direct: noble deeds should be met in kind, hence public burial at the public’s expense,
the occasion for which he now speaks:

Most of my predecessors in this place have commended him who made this

speech part of the law, telling us that it is well that it should be delivered at the

burial of those who fall in battle. For myself, I should have thought that the worth

which had displayed itself in deeds, would be sufficiently rewarded by honors

also shown by deeds; such as you now see in this funeral prepared at the people’s

cost. And I could have wished that the reputations of many brave men were not
to be imperiled in the mouth of a single individual, to stand or fall according as he



spoke well or ill. For it is hard to speak properly upon a subject where it is even >

difficult to convince your hearers that you are speaking the truth [2.35.1].

Reluctantly, Pericles attempts to make good on his obligation to the dead, to custom, and to the
law that authorizes it. This is not easy, he explains, for “on the one hand, the friend who is
familiar with every fact of the story may think that some point has not been set forth with the
fullness which he wishes and knows it to deserve,” while on the other hand, “he who is a stranger
to the matter may be lead by envy to suspect exaggerations if he hears anything above his own
nature” [2.35.2]. Any exclusion will be open to scrutiny; any privileging will be left to doubt.
To gain the confidence of his audience, Pericles recognizes that he will need to provide an
account that is both broad in scope and great in depth. To secure public approval and be faithful
to the past, his account will have to present multiple perspectives while weaving a universally
agreeable narrative. If he tells too much, if his speech is overstated or excessively dramatic, its
veracity will be questioned. To avoid being pulled in either direction, Pericles departs from the
traditional expectations governing the genre.

Rather than discuss the exploits of the dead, Pericles passes over them. He chooses not to
recount the military achievements responsible for the material wealth of Athens, as they would
be common knowledge among his audience.'*” Instead, he praises the social and political
institutions of Athens, stressing the collective values of democracy. In this way, Pericles
projects an idealized version of Athenian democratic life. He reminds his listeners of the form of

government under which Athenian greatness grew and the national habits out of which it sprang.

Through its political structure and its material wealth, Athens affords each of its citizens the

130 “That part of our history which tells of the military achievements which gave us our several possessions, or of
the ready valor with which either we or our fathers stemmed the tide of Hellenic or foreign aggression, is a theme
too familiar to my hearers for me to dilate on, and I shall therefore pass it by” [2.36.4].
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opportunity for self-fulfillment, i.e. it provides its inhabitants with the best possible conditions to

realize an ethically fulfilled life. It is for this reason that the city alone deserves the material and
symbolic attachment of each individual. Glorifying Athens makes the city a worthy object of
desire and thus of sacrifice.

Pericles begins his praise of Athens by singling out its democratic constitution (politea).
Favoring the many over the few, the laws of Athens afford equal justice to all in private matters.
Citizens are equal before the law which the judiciary follows when adjudicating private disputes.
Furthermore, decision making over the law is a collective endeavor. The constitution organizes
political life such that all citizens have a say in government; every citizen has a right to speak
and to be heard.

The constitution divides the institutions of government into three realms: a deliberative
(ecclesia), a legislative (boule), and an executive composed of strategists and military
magistrates. The ecclesia, an assembly of all Athenian citizens, is responsible for foreign policy,
lawmaking, and sentences involving death and exile. It debates the questions submitted to it by
the boule, a five hundred person assembly. Thus, the right of Athenian citizenship is first and

foremost a right of participation in the political affairs of the polis."!

131 Attica was composed of astoi (locals), politai (citizens), and xenoi (foreigners). Astoi and politai were
distinguished on the basis of political power, the latter enjoying “‘the right of sharing in deliberative or judicial
office’” (Aristotle’s Politics, 1275b18-20, 49). Politai participate in the decision-making and office-holding
functions of the polis and are not bound to representing specific territories or regions. They are politically defined,
enjoying both political and civil rights, while astoi are territorially defined and solely accorded civil rights (astoi
were defined against xenoi, outsiders, or metics, i.e. foreigners residing in Attica for an extended period). These
classifications notwithstanding, Athenian citizenship was a relatively fluid category, allowing for the continuous
inclusion and exclusion of politai (open to newcomers and willing to accept offspring of culturally assimilated
locals, including metics). For a detailed analysis of Athenian citizenship in the fourth and the fifth century BCE see
Cohen, The Athenian Nation, Chapter 2.
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According to Pericles, the freedom and equality experienced politically in the boule

extends to Athenian social life. Whether following law or custom, Athenians treat one another
justly, so much so that they experience comfort and autonomy in their private relations.

After describing the all-inclusive political system of Athens, Pericles defends the
openness and liberality of its citizens. “Never by alien acts,” do they “exclude foreigners from
any opportunity of learning or observing” [2.39.1]. An Athenian is generous and tolerant of
others, and acquires friends by conferring, not by receiving favors. An Athenian acts freely, but
with moderation. “Instead of looking on discussion as a stumbling-block in the way of action,”
an Athenian “thinks it an indispensable preliminary to any wise action at all” [2.40.2]. An
Athenian has a penchant for reasoned deliberation, but is “never tempted to shrink from danger”
[2.40.3]. An Athenian has a taste for the beautiful, but is not a slave to luxury.

In effect, an Athenian is an ideal citizen whose habits, customs, traditions, and
temperament are both a source of cultural achievement and military advantage. “Our ordinary
citizens, though occupied with the pursuits of industry, are still fair judges of public matters; for,
unlike any other nation, regarding him who takes no part in these duties not as unambitious but
as useless” [2.40.2]. Pericles’s exemplary citizen is prepared to do what is necessary when it
comes to the material wellbeing of the collective. By extolling the virtues of Athenian
democracy (democracy views discussion as an indispensable preliminary to any wise action;
democracy carries both daring and deliberation to their highest point) through an idealized
depiction of Athenian democratic life (defined by civility, culture, moderation, and enjoyment of

fine things), Pericles’s speech figures for his audience an imaginary version of its best self.'*

132 In this regard, I follow the earlier studies of W. Robert Connor, Nicole Loraux, Sara Monoson, and Edward
Cohen, each of whom reads the Athenian funeral oration as participating in the material and symbolic constitution of
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1.1

Foregrounding Athenian exceptionality, Pericles portrays the city as a model for all to
follow: “as a city we are the school of Hellas,” which “is no mere boast thrown out for the
occasion, but plain matter of fact, the power of the state acquired by these habits proves it”
[2.41.1-2]. Recognized by those with whom it has come into contact, Athenian greatness does
not leave its “power without witness,” but reveals itself “by mighty proofs”:

Far from needing a Homer for our eulogist, or other of his craft whose verses

might charm for the moment only for the impression which they gave to melt at

the touch of fact, we have forced every sea and land to be the highway of our

daring, and everywhere, whether for evil or for good, have left imperishable

monuments behind us [2.41.4]."**

What is the nature of these mighty proofs? What does Pericles have in mind when he speaks of
imperishable monuments? Thucydides frequently refers to battle trophies, but seldom does he
mention monuments or memorials.

The lack of significance given to physical reminders suggests that rather than being

attached to a site or material object, the proof of Athenian greatness manifests itself in word and

an imagined community. For Monoson, Pericles’s “speech aims to provide the citizens/readers with a powerful
expression of a popular idealization of democracy with which the Athenians wished to be identified (and not
necessarily an accurate description of day-to-day practice). Praising and displaying a recognizable image of Athens’
‘best self” was the key aim of funeral oratory.” Monoson, “Citizen as Erastes,” 271. Loraux’s study of the funeral
oration convincingly argues that for Athens to become the model polis, it had to produce for its own use “something
like an ideality, well beyond the sum of concrete experiences that made up their political life.” See Loraux, The
Invention of Athens, 124. The funeral oration, Connor’s argues, “projects before us an image of a society shaped by
law, reason, mutual respect, self-restraint, and self-sacrifice. We know it is not a description of the historical
Athens.” See W. Robert Connor, Thucydides (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 249-250. For Cohen,
“Perikles appeals repeatedly to the collective imagination of his audience — vividly creating with consummate
artistry that connection between people, land, and history that modern ethnologists have identified as integral to
nation building.” See Cohen, The Athenian Nation, 96-97.

133 Clearly, Pericles wants to challenge figure, exaggeration, and hyperbole, rhetorical techniques that would
obfuscate meaning. He favors the transparent and objective over the dissimulating charms of the moment, that
which melts away at the touch of fact. But does he not adopt the rhetorical strategy he dismisses? Recall Pericles’s
devaluation of speech: “For myself, I should have thought that the worth which had displayed itself in deeds ... were
not to be imperiled in the mouth of a single individual, to stand or fall according as he spoke well or ill” [2.35.1].
Does this not heighten the rhetorical effect of his oration?
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deed, that is, in action. Pericles declares that the dead receive “that renown which never grows

old, and for a tomb, not so much that in which their bones have been deposited, but that noblest
of shrines wherein their glory is laid up to be eternally remembered upon every occasion on
which deed or story shall be commemorated” [2.43.2]. In addition to receiving a public burial,
the dead are set to memory in the hearts of men. In other words, their after-life is preserved in
speech and action, not in material form. Story and deed commemorate the dead.'**

Against his claim to the contrary, Pericles’s oration suggests that the performance of
public burial at the expense of the state is not enough. The death of citizen-soldiers must be
marked symbolically and materially by both speech and sepulcher. As literary theorist Robert
Harrison explains, a eulogy “makes of that ground a place or the place where the nation finds
itself, on which it must found, or re-found, its republic.” “The remembered dead enable the
nation to make its own the continent on which it first came forth.”'**> Together, the speech and
the sepulcher mark the nation’s place in time. They materialize a monument lacking physical
form: a community in mourning. “A grave marks the mortality of its creators even more
distinctly than it marks the resting place of the dead. It is not for nothing that the Greek word for
‘sign,” sema, is also the word for ‘grave.”” The sema is a sign that signifies the source of

signification itself, “since it ‘stood for’ what it ‘stood in’ — the ground of burial as such.”'*

134 The subsequent chapters focus on the democratically enabling power of storytelling, and the responsibility it
demands, in relation to contemporary memorial architecture. It is significant to note that Pericles presents Athens
with a non-material (i.e. discursive) practice of memorialization. While the politically enabling and disabling effects
of discursive and material forms of memorialization are issues that run throughout the dissertation, they are directly
thematized in the concluding chapter, which explores the increasingly popular mode of commemoration and
memorialization through institutional mechanisms of truth and reconciliation.

135 Robert Pogue Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 28. It is
through remembrance “that human societies develop consciousness as to their identity, as located in time.” Jay
Winter and Emmanuel Sivan, War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), 27.

136 Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead, 20.
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If, as Harrison argues, the sema marks the mortality of its creators more distinctly than it

marks the resting place of the dead, then it is the signifying power of the sema (or site specific
power of memory) that Pericles’s oration attempts to dissociate from the dead. Their memory,
like the Athenian polis, is spatially and politically mobilized by the oration."*’

What does memory’s dislocation from place tell us about its time? To be sure, Pericles’s
speech takes place in a punctuated temporality, responding to the political imperatives of the
moment: a militarily unproductive and politically divisive first year of war. Yet it fails to
elaborate, or even account for, specific details regarding the circumstances of death. The speech
attempts to transcend the instance of its performance, exalting the immortal city over the mortal
citizen, to create a sense of continuity between past, present, and future. By establishing a
temporal continuum, the oration situates Athenian immortality not in a geographic location, but
in memory. “Athens’ ‘always remembered reputation’ is thus constituted in — or the basis of —
an idealized future. And what is ‘left behind’ is an idealized past, constructed from the point of
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view of a volatile present. Following ancients scholar Karen Bassi, Pericles’s mobilization of

the dead works “to replace the physical city of Athens with a transcendent and eternal
‘everywhere.’ ... [T]he image of a transcendent city without walls or tombs memorializes the
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dead warrior’s heroic departure. The memory of the Athenian war dead is not temporally or

spatially fixed, but made strategically mobile in speech. Though the commemorative act of the

137 In a previous speech, Pericles asks Athens to envision itself as an island: “Suppose that we were islanders: can
you conceive a more impregnable position? Well, this in future should, as far as possible, be our conception of our
position. ... We must cry not over the loss of houses and land but of men’s lives; since houses and land do not gain
men, but men them” [1.143.5]. The idea of a spatially and temporally mobile Athens is confirmed by ancients
scholar Karen Bassi, who argues that the Athenian polis “refers to a unique conflation of space and time or, more
specifically, to an essential and original Athens.” Karen Bassi, “Spatial Contingencies in Thucydides’s History,”
Classical Antiquity 26, no. 2 (October 2007): 171-217.

138 Ibid., 200.

139 Ibid., 194-195.
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oration concludes with the burial and eulogy, its effects are intended to last throughout the life of

the city. Immortalizing Athens, Pericles’s funeral oration both validates its current military
campaign and binds its citizens to the material wellbeing of the city.
1.2

Pericles puts the memory of the dead to use to shore-up consensus over the war and to

140 His speech inflates the pride of all those who

legitimize the imperial pursuits of Athens.
listen. Citizen and foreigner alike not only feel the power of the city, but are compelled to
recognize the means by which it became great. As with the U.S. Supreme Court ruling over the
memorialization of Gettysburg, present and future generations are expected to honor the past
with like deeds, not out of empathy with the dead, but through identification with greatness.'*!
“Realize the power of Athens, and feed your eyes upon her from day to day, till love of her fills
your hearts; and then when all her greatness shall break upon you, you must reflect that it was by

courage, sense of duty, and a keen feeling of honor in action that men were enabled to win all

this” [2.43.1].'"* Calling upon eros to draw out the demands of Athenian citizenship, Pericles

140 While much of the secondary literature on Pericles’s funeral oration does well to show that it should not “be
explained as mere Periclean propaganda or Thucydides’s manipulation of his readers,” the strategic intentions of his
speech should not be underestimated. Citizens are told to ‘never decline the dangers of war,’ to be ‘ready to suffer,’
with ‘as unaltering a resolution in the field” as those who had already given their lives in defense of Athens. The
funeral oration, as such, is implicated in the imperial aspirations and pursuits of Athens: “the institution of these
speeches seems thus to have paralleled the fifth-century advent of Athenian imperial hegemony.” Cohen, The
Athenian Nation, 95. Also see Connor, Thucydides, 250.

141 To anticipate the critique of empathetic identification developed in later chapters, it is worth noting Walter
Benjamin’s counterintuitive notion of empathy, where identification lays with the victor rather than the defeated.
Benjamin characterizes empathy with the victor as the strongest and most difficult bastion of historicism to overrun.
“The rulers at any time are the heirs of all those who have been victorious throughout history. Empathizing with the
victor invariably benefits those currently ruling.” Walter Benjamin, ‘“Paralipomena to ‘On the Concept of History,’”
in Selected Writings, Vol. 4: 1938-1940, trans., Edmund Jephcott (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2003), 406-407.

142 Pericles’s insistence on the affective power of the visual resonates with Justice Peckham’s opinion regarding the
monumentalization of Gettysburg: “By this use the government manifests for the benefit of all its citizens the value
put upon the services and exertions of the citizen soldiers of that period. Their successful effort to preserve the
integrity and solidarity of the great republic of modern times is forcibly impressed upon every one who looks over
the field.” U.S. v. Gettysburg Electric R. Co., 160 U.S. 668, 682 (1896).
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puts forward an ideal of civic relations structured on a model of reciprocity, in which city and

citizen are partners in a mutual exchange.'*

The citizen who attends to the wellbeing of his city receives in return the fruits of his
labor — civility, culture, and material prosperity, which can only be enjoyed when individuals
recognize what is needed (militarily or otherwise) and act accordingly. “These take as your
model and judging happiness to be the fruit of freedom and freedom of valor, never decline the
dangers of war” [2.43.4]. Pericles demands that the living act with the same military virtue as
those before them.'** “Such is the Athens for which these men, in the assertion of their resolve
not to lose her, nobly fought and died; and well may every one of their survivors be ready to
suffer in her cause” [2.41.5]. The model of civic relations advanced by Pericles requires citizens

to sacrifice their individual lives should the life of Athens be in danger. “So died these men as

143 Pericles’s speech urges citizens and foreigners to become lovers of Athens in all its power. The nature of this
power was imperial. Athenian wealth in the fifth-century BCE was furnished in large part by contributions from
other Greek city-states. The Delian League refers to the maritime cities, most of which were from the islands of the
Aegean Sea, that turned to Athens for alliance and protection in exchange for tax payments meant to sustain the
Athenian fleet. The League’s payments were also used to fund building projects, drama, art, and other cultural
activities. To nourish the democratic patterns of life enjoyed by its citizens, i.e. to finance their participation in the
ecclesia, resources had to be extracted from suppliant cities. “The good life of the Athenian demos, and the works
belonging thereto,” argues ancients scholar Pierre Vidal-Naquet, “depend to a noncalculable, but in no way
negligible, degree on the resources contributed by the domination Athens exercised over the islands and the cities of
its maritime dominion.” Pierre Lévéque and Pierre Vidal-Naquet, “On the Invention of Democracy” (1992) in
Cleisthenes the Athenian (1964) (Atlantic Highlands: Humanities Press, 1997), 110.

144 As Bassi argues, “the city of Pericles’ Funeral Oration, [is] a city defined by the collective willingness of its
citizens to die on its behalf.” Bassi, “Spatial Contingencies in Thucydides’s History,” 211. This view is supported
by Cohen, who argues against the myth of Athenian autochthony: “courage in defense of your own homeland and
that of your ancestors ... makes sense. An aréfe arising from literally ‘having been born from the soil” does not.”
Cohen, The Athenian Nation, 96-99. The patriotic zeal aroused by Pericles’s oration appeals to the recent past of its
audience, “the personally known and still-verifiable accomplishments of our ‘own fathers’ (2.36.2),” as opposed to
the mythological tradition of a noble birth. Similarly, Thucydides relies on the factual rather than the mythological,
so that any claim to autochthony suggests continuous residence in one’s country and not a literal generation from the
earth (which stands in contrast to Socrates’s appeal to an autochthonous Athenian birth). Mythological claims of
autochthony remain absent Pericles’s oration and Thucydides’s history. To this effect, both accounts articulate a
political vision of community analogous to that of the modern nation-state. “The questioning that surrounds the
legitimacy of the modern state explicitly founded in opposition to nature through a social contract or through
conquest is not an issue [with autochthony myths]; the city born from the earth appears to be the natural unit
demanding men’s devotion and allegiance.” Arlene Saxonhouse, Fear of Diversity (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1992), 112.
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became Athenians. You, their survivors, must determine to have as unaltering a resolution in the

field” [2.43.1]. Pericles makes firm demands on his audience to provide for the material security
of Athens, such that citizens are not passive subjects of the city but willing, energetic, and active
participants in the construction of its greatness and immortality.'*

The deliverance of a formal eulogy, as described by Thucydides’s representation of
Pericles’s funeral oration, effectively binds its audience to a collective identity. Reclaiming the
bodies of the dead through the body of the state not only constructs the universal identity of the
Athenian citizen, but also enforces this identity across time as the city’s proper subject. In effect,
the public act of collective burial performs a kind of collective survival, redeeming “the
perishing of particulars in a selfsameness that conspires in the present to persist into the
future.”'*®

Reframed in terms of the juridical order, public burial interrupts nature’s appropriation of
a member of the community while rescuing the corpse from the nothingness of individuation.
Spiritualizing the dead reaffirms the political significance of the individual citizen to the
community. The individual laid to rest realizes itself insofar as it, like those responsible for its
burial, remains an ethico-juridical subject of the community. Recall Pericles’s exhortation to the
living: “so died these men as became Athenians. You, their survivors, must determine to have as
unaltering a resolution in the field” [2.43.1, emphasis added]. As political theorist Arlene

Saxonhouse explains, “unity comes from the incorporation of the individual into the

145 Sara Monoson argues that death in battle is not a sacrifice born of manipulation, but a voluntary contribution to
the polis. The collective burial given at the public’s expense portrays a relation of reciprocity. “In giving their
bodies, even in death citizens perform a role associated with the ideal of erastes. They are providing Athens with
instruction in virtue. We can also note that the egalitarian treatment of all the dead confirms the ideal that every
citizen is capable of bestowing significant benefits on the city and thus meriting high honors and praise.” Monoson,
Plato’s Democratic Entanglements, 85.

146 Edward Casey, Remembering (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2000), 257.
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community,” such that “there is no such thing as an uninvolved citizen.”'*” Members of the

community are “subsumed primarily with reference to the political and ethical significance of
their former lives as subjects of the law, and not simply as isolated individuals.” This view is
supported by Hegel scholar Theodore George, who captures the civic ethic of Pericles’s oration:
members of the community must “be subsumed primarily with reference to the political and
ethical significance of their former lives as subjects of the law, and not simply as isolated
individuals.”'** George’s reading builds on that of Hegel, who claims in The Philosophy of
Right that “sacrifice for the individuality of the state is the substantial relation of everyone and

»149 Read through Hegel’s understanding of the ethical duty of

therefore a universal duty.
citizenship, the burial rights performed by the funeral oration reinforce the political order such
that the ends of community are affirmed with reverence for the law and the primacy of the state.
2. Socrates’s Funeral Oration

Plato writes the Menexenus following the Peace of Antalcidas (386-387 BCE), negotiated

at the end of the Corinthian War by Sparta and Persia.'*

The text is composed of a funeral
oration book-ended by brief exchanges between Menexenus and Socrates. It begins with their

unexpected encounter just as the young and affluent Athenian returns from the Council Chamber,

where he has learned that the Council has yet to decide who will deliver an oration for the war

147 Saxonhouse, Fear of Diversity, 114

148 Theodore George, “Community in the Idiom of Crisis: Hegel on Political Life, Tragedy, and the Dead,”
Research in Phenomenology 32, no. 1 (September 2002): 126-128.

149 G.W.F. Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, ed. Allen Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003), §324, 363.

150 Insofar as the treaty allowed the Persian King Artaxerxes to become the arbiter of disputes among Greek city-
states, the Peace of Antalcidas marked one of the lowest points in the history of Athenian democracy. “The eventual
agreement to the terms of the treaty, forced by a naval blockade that cut off Athens’ food supply, receives
approbation as a peace more favorable than the one at the end of the Peloponnesian War, because the city was able
to retain its walls, its ships and its colonies.” Thus, “the ritualistic exhortation to the children and parents of the
fallen Athenians at the end of the speech (246B-249C) appears all the more incongruous precisely because it follows
the improbably laudatory depiction of the Peace of Antalkidas.” Haskins, “Philosophy, Rhetoric, and Cultural
Memory: Rereading Plato’s Menexenus and Isocrates’ Panegyricus,” 30.
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dead. After Socrates quips and shares his misgivings about the practice, Menexenus asks him to

perform a funeral speech, seeing that Socrates thinks it a menial feat to praise those whose
company one keeps (i.e. praising Athenians while among Athenians). Unlike that of Pericles,
Socrates’s oration stays true to the formal conventions of the practice, emphasizing the theme of
Athenian autochthony, praising the city’s political organization (politeia), and recounting “its
exploits ‘in the cause of freedom’ from the mythical times of Amazons to the most recent events
of the Corinthian War.”"'

Abstaining from dialectics, Socrates engages in the rhetorical practice of funereal oratory.
Like Pericles, Socrates makes use of the funeral oration format to advance an ideal ordering of
civic relations. Both present a model of civic patriotism through the staging of an imaginary that
maintains the permanence of the imperial polis and the preeminence of its power by
consolidating the identity of its citizens. Unlike Thucydides’s account, however, Plato’s
dialogue presents its history of Athens within a fictionalized space, a staged funeral oration
whose ideal of citizenship is structured on Athenian norms of familial obligations. Socrates’s
speech — offering praise and honor to the dead in eulogy, consolation and exhortation to the
living — follows tradition and abides by the structural elements of the funeral oration, yet it also
theorizes the practice (epitaphios logos) within its very discursive space. In other words, Plato’s
text adopts the genre in order to provide a critical commentary on the politics of mourning.

An earnest engagement with the political and rhetorical conventions of Athenian
democracy, the Menexenus portrays the funeral oration as a stale and inanimate practice whose

excessive and generalized glorification of Athens is morally vacuous and politically

151 Ibid., 28.



67

132 With satirical bite, Plato depicts the epitaphios logos as a fragmentary form whose

enervating.
unthought composition is made to fit the occasion. Socrates acknowledges that parts of his
speech “came on the spur of the moment but the rest had been prepared before, ... pieced
together leftovers” from a previous oration [236b]. He admits that his speech was first delivered
by Aspasia of Miletus, a resident alien courtesan (hetaira) renown for her intellect and skill in
both writing and speech. “I learned it from her,” Socrates claims, “and nearly got a whipping for
whatever I forgot” [236¢]. We know from Socrates that Aspasia made many people good
orators, most notably he who “surpasses all other Greeks, Pericles son of Xanthippus” [235¢].
By attributing Socrates’s speech to Aspasia, Plato indirectly relates his dialogue with
Thucydides’s text and Pericles’s oration.'® As ancients scholar Lucinda Coventry explains: “It
was necessary that Socrates should be able to distance himself from the speech by referring it to
another source. ... Aspasia becomes a link figure, the famous speech ascribed to her indicating
»154

what most interested Plato about the genre whose techniques as a whole she represents.

Through Aspasia, Socrates is able to deny responsibility for the speech (he is even hesitant to

152 On classifying the Menexenus as either satire or critical commentary, I agree with political theorist Stephen
Salkever that “in order to make sense of the Menexenus, we must first reject the idea that the dialogue has to fall
into one of two mutually exclusive genre categories: the comic or the serious.” “It is misleading to ask whether the
dialogue is on the side of the polis or of philosophy, serious or playful, expressive of Plato’s serious political views
or an attempt to subvert Athenian politics. Part of Plato’s literary practice is to show us how the philosopher can also
be a true politikos, how a mythos can be a logos, and how the complex ironies of an artfully written dialogue
illustrate serious play.” Stephen Salkever, “Socrates’ Aspasian Oration: The Play of Philosophy and Politics in
Plato’s Menexenus,” The American Political Science Review 87, no. 1, (March 1993): 133-143.

153 As classicist R.E. Allen notes, “the choice of Aspasia as its author, the frequent verbal and structural
resemblances, the direct mention of Pericles and his speech, leave no doubt that it is aimed at Thucydides’ report of
Pericles’ Funeral Oration.” Plato follows Thucydides’s irregular naming of Greek city-states, including several
repetitions of his phrases. For example, Socrates refers to Spartans and Lacadaimonians as Peloponnesians, language
representative of Thucydides’s text. Furthermore, he concludes his oration by quoting the last line of Pericles’s
oration, and names he and Aspasia directly. R.E. Allen, The Dialogues of Plato, v.1, ed. and trans., R.E. Allen (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 323. All further references to Plato’s text will use the traditional paragraph
and letter and are cited from Allen’s translation.

154 Lucinda Coventry, “Philosophy and Rhetoric in the Menexenus,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 109, (1989):
1-15, 3.
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repeat it, even if only in private), while also using it to critique its very practice.

This transfer of authorship continues with Plato. In the voice of Socrates, he indicts the
funeral oration for its use of sophistic or base rhetoric, a charge that directly implicates
Thucydides’s praise of Pericles’s speech.'” Both Thucydides and Pericles oppose rhetoric to
truth, yet each is beholden to the rhetorical power of language. The Menexenus not only reveals
Pericles’s contradiction with his stated intent, it leaves its readers with the impression that the
rhetorical practice is little more than false persuasion (belief without knowledge). Sweeping
away the particulars of the past (leaving unsaid the actions of the dead), the oration appeals to the
material interests of the many, offering them empty consolation without inspiring a quest for
truth or offering a moral orientation toward justice.

Both Plato and Thucydides work with a discursive form intended to present death in
battle as a testimonial act of redemption to the eternal city of Athens. On the face of it, the
funeral oration is both a lesson in civic morality and a public initiation.'*® Socrates cheekily
explains: “in many ways it’s a fine thing to die in battle. A man gets a magnificent funeral even

if he dies poor, and people praise him even if he was worthless” [234¢]."”” This ironic remark

155 In Plato’s view, base rhetoric is a form of oratory that panders to the emotions of its audience under the guise of
truth and wisdom, passing appearance off as truth. Oppositely, philosophic rhetoric is indifferent to gratification and
pleasure. It is devoid of emotion and charm, and presents its arguments in a rational and unified structure. We can
infer from Plato’s commentary that he views Pericles’s oration as a form of base rhetoric. Thucydides’s praise
paints a different picture: Pericles “never sought power by improper means, he was never compelled to flatter them
[the multitude], but, on the contrary, enjoyed so high an estimation that he could afford to anger them by
contradiction” [2.65.8].

156 A fearful initiation, as Nicole Loraux explains, “in which one is born into a new status only by renouncing
forever the condition of the living creature.” For Pericles, this act of initiation — an unfelt death that “strikes in the
midst of strength and patriotism” — is an affirmation of valor and a lesson in civic morality [2.43.6]. A fine death
becomes the highest order of communal services, “the most glorious contribution” that citizens can offer their city
[2.43.1]. See Loraux, The Invention of Athens, 100-101.

157 Similarly, Pericles reasons that “there is justice in the claim that steadfastness in his country’s battles should be
as a cloak to cover a man’s other imperfections; since the good action has blotted out the bad, and his merit as a
citizen more than outweighed his demerits as an individual” [2.42.3]. Death which strikes the soldier in the midst of
his patriotism exalts a beautiful death: “fortunate indeed are they who draw for their lot a death so glorious”
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suggests that without giving necessary pause to reflect on either action or intention, the oration —

in both its practice and as a convention — glorifies a universal identity, the Athenian citizen, who
already formed, stands ready and waiting for its integration into the timeless singularity of
Athens.'”®
Thus, Socrates’s oration demonstrates the failure of funereal oratory to engage its
audience critically. Providing momentary pleasure, papering over difference, and quieting
dissent, the practice seduces Athens with a beautiful image of itself."*’ Socrates exclaims:
[Their] praise is so beautiful that although they speak things both true and untrue
of each man, the extreme beauty and diversity of their words bewitches our souls.
For in every way, they eulogize the city and those who died in battle and all our
forebears, and even us who are still alive, until finally, Menexenus, I feel myself
ennobled by them. I every time stand and listen, charmed, believing I have
become bigger, better-born, and better looking on the spot [235a].

No matter how accurate or true, the speech empowers all who hear it. In Socrates’s view, this

leveling of distinction problematically generates a universal identity through the institution of an

[2.44.1]. Commenting on William Wordsworth’s “Essays upon Epitaphs” (1810-1812), David Simpson notes that
“the epitaph tends to record the good in everyone, as if they lived in a world without cruelty or evil or mere human
failings: ‘the affections are their own justification.”” David Simpson, 9/11: The Culture of Commemoration
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 36.

158 “The death of citizens in battle exalts the city so that the death of individuals is immersed in the beauty of the
city. No special praise of actions that might separate one actor from another is offered. All are enclosed in the city.
The praise is unified and unifying.” Saxonhouse, Fear of Diversity, 116. David Simpson’s comments on 7he New
York Times’s series “Portraits of Grief” — ‘formulaic,” ‘regimented, and ‘militarized’ daily snapshots of the nearly
three thousand people who died on September 11, 2001 — critiques the homogenizing effects of an imposed unity on
a collective dead made to figure in grand “narratives of national futures and civic virtues.” Absent distinctions of
class, income, and ethnicity, each snapshot pertained to an archetype whose only particularity belonged to a
“nationalized and nationalist one, so that the cumulative effect of reading one after another seemed to come from an
editorial interest ... in the projection of an all-American wholeness of spirit and a national state of health and
happiness.” Simpson, 9/11: The Culture of Commemoration, 29, 46.

159 In book eight of Plato’s Republic, Socrates suggests that democratic regimes are seductive, appearing to be “the
most beautiful of polities: as a garment of many colors, embroidered with all kinds of hues, so this, decked and
diversified with every type of character, would appear the most beautiful.” Plato’s critique and theorization of the
funeral oration should be read in light of his views on democracy: beauty and appearance are corruptive of reason
and dissimulating of truth. Plato, Republic, from The Collected Dialogues, eds., Edith Hamilton and Huntington
Cairns (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961), Book 8, [557c¢].
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imagined community.'®® Consolidating community in the here and now of the present, the

eulogy preserves the continuity of Athens, which stands as a timeless referent for all to

161

identify.”” Beholden to a monumental past, spectators are initiated into an eternal community of

the living through an obligatory logic of the self-same.'®*
2.1

With Pericles, Athens becomes the model Greek polis by dissimulating internal division
and negating external animosity. Addressed to citizens and non-citizens alike, his oration
simulates a dialogue among unequal parties. Demanding submission and respect not only
anaesthetizes the body politic from mourning, it subverts the democratic ethos of agonistic
exchange, while also preventing its audience from critically engaging one another over its recent
past.

A speech without reply, the funeral oration not only flatters the polis — idealizing its
customs, characteristics, and achievements — it arouses empathy in its audience, which is made to

fear, revere, and identify with the city’s unapologetic pursuit of power. Socrates explains: “since

there are almost always foreigners with me, and they listen too, I feel more distinguished on the

160 “It is as if the past had been awaiting the present from the very beginning,” writes Loraux, “as if the model of
Pericles’ city has from the outset determined the progress of the polis toward its culmination.” Loraux, The
Invention of Athens, 122. See also A.B. Bosworth, “The Historical Context of Thucydides’ Funeral Oration” The
Journal of Hellenic Studies 120, (2000): 1-16, 15. “The motif of the immortality of the fallen makes its appearance,
but it is not confined to the dead of a single glorious encounter. All citizens who give their lives for the city,
whatever the circumstances, join the company of the glorious dead.” For an account of the leveling effects of
commemoration in modernity see Simpson, 9/11: The Culture of Commemoration, Chapter 2.

161 Pericles projects “an immortal present where past and future are one.” His speech “virtually denies the death of
the dead by making them one with a vital and vibrant city that lives.” Saxonhouse, Fear of Diversity, 120.

162 The funeral oration imposes a universal identity upon the dead, the living, and the unborn. “Through death the
destiny of the city is fulfilled: history is abolished, the past justifies the present, and the present returns to the distant
past.” Loraux, The Invention of Athens, 127.
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spot. In fact I think they are affected the same toward me and the rest of the city, believing it

more marvelous than before because they are seduced by the speaker” [2.35b].'®

Though “the coexistence of justification and threat within the same speech comes close to
being a contradiction,” together they uphold an ideal of civic association and foreign relations.'®*
To achieve this effect, the oration figures external onlookers — citizens and foreigners alike — as
silent witnesses to Athenian greatness. Symbolically invested in the material economy of the
ceremony, the onlookers participate through their passivity as subjects, never as equals.'®’

Insofar as Athens prefers obedient suppliants over effective allies, the act of public burial
helps consolidate support for its imperial interests through the discursive construction of an ideal
spectator. Projecting a foreign policy that is “never overly imperialistic, incapable of being truly
panhellenic, but always eloquent when exalting the primacy of Athens,” the speech engages both
friend and enemy as a mute point of address.'®

The series of displacements enacted by the funeral oration — friend/enemy, past/present,
citizen/foreigner, life/death — work to suspend mourning and silence discussion. “It is not
expected of the Assembly that it should take the floor, that it should debate, nor even that it

59167

should judge. Provoking neither reflection nor deliberation, the one-way discourse of the
oration induces silent feelings rather than critical thought. Reaffirming “social ties, community

values, and an established political identity,” Pericles’s funeral oration does not occasion

163 Socrates’s comments are confirmed by Pericles in his admiration of Athenian openness: “We throw open our
city to the world, and never by alien acts exclude foreigners from any opportunity of learning or observing, although
the eyes of an enemy may occasionally profit by our liberality” [2.39.1].

164 Loraux, The Invention of Athens, 328.

165 For Loraux, the other as adversary, the external onlooker, “is an absentee, whose silent presence is presupposed
by the entire ceremony; as ally or mere foreigner, he is invited to the funeral, as spectator and listener if not as
interlocutor.” Ibid., 79.

166 Ibid., 97.

167 Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Differend, trans., Georges Van Den Abbeele (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1988), 20-21.



72
“discussion of the problems that had led to the war, nor the mistakes made in its execution; nor

was it a time to wonder whether the casualties inflicted were worth the gains accrued, or indeed,
the losses inflicted.”'®® A monologue prepared for both internal and external consumption, the
oration combines speaker and interlocutor into one figure, the orator, who, rather than incite
speech, silences it. With one voice, it projects a singular and totalizing view, thereby frustrating
the emergence of a critical exchange of perspective and defusing the democratic potential of

99 ¢

memory to awaken a depressed political sensibility. “Ennobling,” “seducing,” “bewitching,” —
in the words of Socrates — the funeral oration puts death to use for the survival of the city.

“The sound of the speakers’ voice rings so fresh in my ear,” says Socrates, “I can hardly
recall who it is I am or where in the world I am. I almost suppose I’'m dwelling in the Isles of the
Blessed. So skillful are our orators” [235c]. With this statement, Socrates exposes the oration to
be less a counsel to the living than a pacification of their grief. Captivating through self-
congratulatory speech, the oration not only confuses the sense of self of those listening, it
disorients their spatial and temporal frame of reference. The charm that moves spectators to feel
as though they were living in the Isles of the Blessed establishes an intergenerational homology
linking past, present, and future in the timeless space of the immortal city.'® “Those who lived
before us,” Socrates claims, “were nurtured by a noble constitution, through which both they and

their descendents to the present day, including these our dead, were good” [238¢c]. Rendering a

general equality over the dead — who are deemed good by virtue of their birth, not their action —

168 Simon Stow, “Pericles at Gettysburg and Ground Zero: Tragedy, Patriotism, and Public Mourning” American
Political Science Review 101, no. 2, (May 2007): 195-208, (197).

169 For Lyotard, this feeling corresponds to a series of rhetorical shifts: death in battle is a beautiful death; a
beautiful death implies a fine life; Athenian life is fine; the Athenian living this life is fine; you, the listener, are fine.
Lyotard, The Differend, 20-21. Alternatively, Saxonhouse argues “the speech transforms the dead into the living by
making them part of the city that is praised by the speaker, and it transforms the living into the dead by transporting
them to the Island of the Blessed.” Saxonhouse, Fear of Diversity, 115.
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Socrates’s funeral oration calls attention to the insincerity of the form, specifically, the specious

notion of civic morality it defends.

Impugning the conventions of the genre through its very practice, Socrates draws “the
readers attention to ethical and political deficiencies of the genre in particular and of democratic
rhetoric in general by exaggerating, in his own performance, the language and commonplaces of

17 The critique he levels against the oration amounts to a critique of rhetoric as a critical

praise.
discourse. On his account, the oration problematically doles out indiscriminate praise, while
failing to inquire into the truth of particulars. Ready-made (employing stock content and
common knowledge), the oration betrays an indifference to truth. The speech, and the symbolic
economy it puts to use, lack distinction. Offering little more than empty platitudes, they confuse
real and apparent values, thereby weakening the critical sensibility of those who hear it.
Whereas Socrates traditionally advances a dialogic relation promoting self-awareness in view of
truth, justice, and knowledge, his oration self-consciously figures its audience as a passive
receiver of linguistic manipulations and strategic machinations.

Unconcerned with truth, orators produce speeches intended to please “their audiences both
by their style and by the unalloyed praise which they contain.”'’' Awarded indiscriminately, the
false praise of the practice dilutes the historical reality of a particular situation (the death of
citizens), and cuts short the reflective practice of moral reasoning so central to Socratic

questioning. Preoccupied with style and ornament, the funeral oration is shown by Socrates to

distort both history and knowledge.'” As he demonstrates, indifference to content betrays an

170 Haskins, “Philosophy, Rhetoric, and Cultural Memory: Rereading Plato’s Menexenus and Isocrates’
Panegyricus,” 31-32.

171 Coventry, “Philosophy and Rhetoric in the Menexenus,” 5.

172 The Athenian “public did not expect a high level of accuracy; the orator relied upon his memory and was
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indifference to truth, proving that those who listen to a funeral oration are not made self-aware,

but unjustifiably self-contented, and thus, politically immobilized.

Yet it is not for Pericles’s lack of democratic sensibility that the funeral oration of the
Menexenus rejects Pericles’s politics, but rather its ethical deficiencies. Morally vacuous,
insincere and superficial, the imperialistic pursuits defended by Pericles devalue the civic

morality advanced by Socrates, that of a will toward truth and justice.'”

Though Socrates does
not explicitly challenge Athenian imperialism, he implicitly suggests that its policies of material
acquisition are a threat to ethical life and the pursuit of truth, justice, and knowledge. Thus, his
theorization of civic morality within the conventions of the funeral oration is an immediate
response to the democratic defects of Athens. The critique of Athenian self-understanding,
advanced by the Menexenus, results in an alternate model of ethical relations informed by a
virtue of filial piety. Such a virtue is not based on material pursuits, but on the ethical formation
of community. Rather than provide a systematic theorization of politics — the duties of
citizenship, the function of institutions, the development of law and policy — Socrates upholds an
ethic of caretaking [epimeleia] as opposed to one of ruling [archein].'”

Pericles compels his audience to lead a noble and just life founded on material conquest by

military means. In his view, the best way of life for a city and its people is rooted in the virtues

always ready to simplify a narrative for the sake of vividness or of higher praise.” Charles H. Kahn, “Plato’s Funeral
Oration: The Motive of the Menexenus,” Classical Philology 58, no. 4, (October 1963): 220-234.

173 To the extent that Pericles subordinates “private and domestic affairs to public and foreign ones, and ultimately
of peace to war, the implication of Socrates' revision of Athenian history is that the relations are properly reversed.
... Socrates suggests that war is for the sake of peace, and not peace for the sake of war.” Susan Collins and Devin
Stauffer, “The Challenge of Plato’s “Menexenus” The Review of Politics 61, no. 1, (Winter, 1999): 85-115, 103.

174 Ibid., 111. “In both style and substance, Menexenus rejects the heroic account of Athenian democracy proposed
by Thucydides’ Pericles, separating Athenian citizenship from the quest for immortal glory.” According to Pericles,
immortal glory is an effect of human action, not fortune or divine origin, whereas “Socrates’ comic genealogy
makes the greatness of Athens depend on the good fortune of her natural origin and on divine favor, not on the
special bravery of Athenian men of war.” Salkever, “Socrates’ Aspasian Oration: The Play of Philosophy and
Politics in Plato’s Menexenus,” 137.
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of daring and courage. Ethical conduct is identified with military action, that is, how one

responds to the challenges of war. Alternatively, Socrates’s oration provides a more general
account of how one ought to live. Spoken in the name of missing fathers, Socrates’s exhortation
to the children expresses a virtue of filial piety. Bearing loss as easily as possible means
mourning in moderation. In the name of dead Athenians, Socrates advises prudence and a life of
moral virtue, to not only live courageously in war, but to act virtuously in all aspects of life. For
Socrates, familial authority trumps the material attachments of the imperial polis.

3. The Rhetorical Construction of Community

In the previous sections I have shown how public burial, as depicted by Thucydides’s
Pericles, discursively constitutes politically and ethically vacuous civic identities. [ now read
Pericles’s oration against that of Socrates, to develop the funeral oration as a figure of the fifth
century Athenian civic imaginary.

Plato’s theoretical and political investments in the funeral oration are not explicit. And
yet, as with the Republic and the Timaeus, the Menexenus theorizes the aspirations and ends of
political life in Athens.'” Critical of Pericles’s self-referential valorization of Athens — an
idealization of civic relations, albeit one rooted in the material pursuit of power — Plato
constructs a city in speech. In both instances, community is figured as a discursive ideal

mobilized within the imagination of listeners, inspiring a sense of belonging and propriety.

175 “The epitaphioi and the Republic both offer images that self-consciously aim not to describe Athenian life
accurately, but to illuminate the political and personal virtues to which people should aspire, that is, to illuminate the
possibilities of the city.” Sara Monoson, “Remembering Pericles,” Political Theory 226 no. 4, (August 1998): 489-
513, 505. “The Platonic city irresistibly suggests the city of the epitaphioi. Characterized like it by unity, the polis
of the philosopher, like that of the orators, knows none of the mistakes and difficulties of earlier humanity.” Loraux,
The Invention of Athens, 301. See also Plato’s Timaeus, in particular lines 17a — 20c, for a description of Plato’s
ideal polis.
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For Pericles, both citizen and city pursue their association self-consciously. This is

176 . . .
Bonds of citizenship are

implied by the metaphor of being a lover of one’s city [2.43.1].
affirmed by a conscious decision: “that which makes the splendor of the present and the glory of
the future remains forever unforgotten. Make your decision, therefore, for glory then and honor
now, and attain both objects by instant and zealous effort” [2.64.5-6]. As Pericles makes clear,
civic attachment is forged through a memory that not only tends toward identification with the
greater good but with the fortune of the imperial polis.

Plato is suspicious of this model of civic relations, for it deliberately obfuscates truth in
its pursuit of material interest. Incapable of sustaining critical inquiry, unable to instruct the
demos in matters of truth and justice, Pericles’s speech neglects what is most central to Plato’s
philosophical project, that is, the proper formation of the individual soul. It is with this
imperative in mind that Socrates advances an alternate model of citizenship founded on familial
relations and the ethical obligations there derived.

It is not on account of their actions that Socrates honors those who accept “death in
exchange for the safety of the living.” Before “proclaiming the nobility of their deeds,” we find

him admiring “the nobility of their birth,” praising “their nurture and education” [237a-b].

Rather than exalt the intentions of the dead,'”” he reserves his reverence for tangible objects:

176 Political theorist Sara Monoson explains: “citizens must be thought of as freely choosing to enter into a relation
with a city after having been attracted by its charms and virtues, opportunities and strengths. This free choice
further implies that citizens have a direct, unmediated relation to the city.” Monoson, “Remembering Pericles,” 500.
Emphasis added.

177 Socrates praises the military virtue of the dead only after recalling the nobility of their birth: “It is therefore
proper to praise those men too who fought that war and now lie here ... For these men proved this, by prevailing
when Greece was divided in fraternal strife, by besting those who stood first among the rest of Greece” [242¢].
“These men also ought to be remembered and praised, for it was by their virtue that we conquered not only in the
sea battle but in the whole war” [243d]. Pericles explicitly emphasizes the intention behind the deed: “voluntary
death in battle is proof that the individual has seen the worth of the community and constitutes the highest form of
aréte.” Bosworth, “The Historical Context of Thucydides’ Funeral Oration,” 6.
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place of origin and the constitution of the Athenian politea. “Sprung from the land itself,” the

first Athenians were nurtured “by their mother, the land wherein they dwell. And now in death
they lie in the place that is proper to them, received back again by the mother who bore and
nurtured them” [237c¢]. Socrates extends the maternal metaphor to the Athenian politea: “We
and those who belong to us, all of us brothers sprung from a single mother, ... our equal birth
according to nature compels us to seek equal rights according to law” [238e-239a]. To secure
the filial bond between the living and the dead, Socrates invokes the memory of a noble birth,
reminding his audience of their inter- and intra- generational obligations.

Insofar as inborn nobility is a rhetorical construct, its memory sustains a political order
founded on bonds of kinship. Jacques Derrida explains: “as long as they remain faithful to the
memory of their dead, to the fathers of their dead, they are bound by this testamentary tie.”'’®
Unlike Pericles’s valorization of Athenian virtue, and the democratic institutions that sustain it,
Socrates venerates a testamentary tie, an act of memory meant to secure the authority of the past.
“A monumental memory begins by instituting them in telling them who they really are. The
memory of their dead — their fathers of noble birth — recalls nothing less than their truth, their
truth qua political truth ... The obligatory necessity of this bond of memory forms the condition
of their political freedom,” which is founded on a fact of birth as opposed to an effect of
action.'”
3.1

A rhetorical shift occurs midway through Socrates’s oration, away from its initial parody

of the epitaphios logos, to a genuine theorization of the social and political import of memory

178 Derrida, Politics of Friendship, 100.
179 Ibid., 100.
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and mourning. This change of tone, from satirical critique to somber reflection, is marked by

Socrates’s consolation to those surviving fallen Athenians. In the voice of the dead, we hear
Socrates instruct the living. “Let them then look to our wives and children, care for them and
nurture them, so that they may forget this misfortune and thereby live lives more beautiful, more
upright, and more pleasant to us” [248c]. Mourning in moderation — indeed, forgetfulness — is
deemed beautiful, upright, and pleasing. “It is not by grief or lamentation that they [the living]
will most gratify us ... behaving badly toward themselves and bearing their misfortunes with a
heavy heart, but that they will most delight us if they bear it lightly and moderately” [248b]."*
On Socrates’s account, mourning masters memory by closing the past off to anything that might
disrupt how one lives in the present. Healing by way of detachment, mourning involves an
inward and forward-looking perspective structurally committed to the past: the less I concern
myself with the dead, the better I behave toward them. In other words, the dead are best
remembered when they are not.

This proves difficult, insofar as the dead place demands on the living. “Citizens who
have died to protect the well-being of their nurturing ‘parents’ — the land and constitution
(freedom) — now matter-of-factly declare that they expect, indeed, are entitled to, something
quite specific in return: ‘We bid the city care for our parents and our sons, fittingly educating the
one, worthily tending the other.””'®" As a surrogate parent, the city is responsible for educating

and outfitting orphaned children.'® “While they are still children she [Athens] stands to them in

the figure of a father, and when they reach manhood, she sends them to their own pursuits

180 “Bear the misfortune more gently,” Socrates explains, “and most easily will [you] heal and be healed” [249c].
181 Monoson, “Remembering Pericles,” 504.

182 Pericles’s oration claims that orphaned “children will be brought up till manhood at the public expense”
[2.46.1].
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arrayed in full armor, indicating and reminding them of the pursuits of their fathers by giving

them the tools of their fathers’ virtue” [249a-b]. From the perspective of the fallen citizen-
soldier, the city should not only tend to the material support of its children, so that their
orphanhood is forgotten, it should also provide the necessary military training with which to
acquire a virtue befitting a beautiful death. To secure the fraternal order, Socrates’s speech
attributes a fated and false choice to both the living and the dead in the hope of establishing a
paternal relay between fathers and sons.'*

Socrates’s filial model of civic relations is problematic for the way it not only reinforces
gender distinctions but also subsumes political action to ethical imperatives. Moreover, his
oration illustrates the militarism of the practice: “You must make it your wholehearted desire, to
excel both us and those who went before us in renowned glory,” and to “take care not to abuse or
squander the reputation of your ancestors” [247a-b]. The explicit reference given by Socrates to
the future exploits of survivors brings the testamentary tie full circle: the memory that begins
with a noble birth ends with a beautiful death. This equivalence is made possible by distancing
the subject in mourning from the particulars of the events left to memory. Turning feelings of

attachment and loss into feelings of association and solidarity, Socrates prescribes mourning for

the purpose of domesticating memory within a politically disaffected community.'** With a

183 “The fine death is the model of a civic choice that is both free and determined.” It attributes the same choice
and the same end to the collective dead so that “their example may inspire emulation among the survivors, ... that a
glorious death distinguishes a man from the rest of mankind, which awaits its fate passively.” Loraux, The Invention
of Athens, 104.

184 Ancients scholar Stephen Salkever explains: “The prosopopoeia, unlike Pericles’ speech, does not call on the
survivors to try to match the virtue of the dead by an all-embracing erotic commitment to Athens; nor does it hold
out to them the promise of immortal life as part of the undying memory of Athenian greatness. Instead, the living are
urged to do better than the dead and to do so in a truly extraordinary but thoroughly Platonic way — by interpreting
the Delphic motto Meden agan (nothing in excess) to mean that one's virtue depends wholly on oneself and that one
ought to treat life and death lightly and moderately.” Salkever, “Socrates’ Aspasian Oration: The Play of
Philosophy and Politics in Plato’s Menexenus,” 140.
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moralizing view to living life well, rather than a materialistic orientation to worldly power and

earthly immortality, Socrates advises willful forgetfulness. The model of civic relations figured
by his address amounts to a politically disaffecting retreat from memory.

Plato’s discussion of burial rights in the Laws furthers this point. Legislators, the
Athenian claims, best serve their community by depriving death the immediacy of its signifying
power. Once a man is dead there is little that can be done. “We should never waste our
substance in the fancy that he who was so much to us is the bulk of this flesh that is being
committed to its grave.” The living have a duty to “make the best of the case and to keep
expenditure on what is, as it were, an altar of the dead about which no spirit hovers, within
modest bounds.”"™ As the Athenian makes clear, burial is a practical concern and a familial
obligation. Though “to command or forbid tears would be unseemly,” it is the duty of the
legislator to “prohibit the carrying of a corpse through the public streets and the raising of cries

186
as the mourners traverse through them.”

While these sanctions protect the city from possible
disease and infection, and mitigate the upwelling of unnecessary grief (helping those in
mourning come to terms with loss), they also prevent memory from entering the realm of
politics, and thus weaken its ability to critically inform one’s relation to the past.

The Athenian’s prescription to dissociate oneself from the objects of mourning (the
corpse, the altar) affirms Socrates’s idealization. This suggests that for Plato, public burial
should neither demoralize nor honor the living, but should instead look to the past as a resource

from which to draw lessons in civic virtue, on the battlefield and off. While there is the risk that

memorializing the great deeds of the past will crush the living with a sense of their own

185 Plato, Laws, from The Collected Dialogues, eds., Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1961), [959¢-d].
186 Plato, Laws, [959e-960a].
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insufficiency — incapacitating them by feeling that they are little more than latecomers — both

Socrates of the Menexenus and the Athenian legislator of the Laws attempt to secure a ground
from which the present can appropriate the past without being buried by its symbolic weight.
Remembering the dead ought to inspire action tempered by reason.

In book three of the Republic, Socrates describes mourning as an effeminate and
distorting form of self-pity: “we should be right in doing away with the lamentations of men of
note and in attributing them to women, ... in order that those whom we say we are breeding for

25187

the guardianship of the land may disdain to act like these. If guardians are to rule by the

demands of justice, they need to be distanced from the corruptibility and equivocation of
emotion. By implication, they ought to be removed from the dissimulating effects of mourning,
which, unable to attain truth, can only grasp at images and representations. A properly civic
relation to death means mourning, if at all, in moderation.

For Plato, mourning is a source of unreason that needs to be tamed by sobering dialectic

and moral custom. The critique of mimesis and tragedy found in the Republic underscores this

. . 188
point.

The better nature in each of us, not having been sufficiently trained by reason or
habit, allows the sympathetic element to break loose because the sorrow is
another’s; and the spectator fancies that there can be no disgrace to himself in
praising and pitying any one who, while professing to be a brave man, gives way
to untimely lamentation.'®

187 Plato, Republic, Book 3, [387e-388a]. In Thucydides’s History Pericles’s exhortation to the widowed strikes a
similar cord, emphasizing that glory is awarded when women are least talked about among men. “Their disposition
should remain unchanged and their ritual lament should be marked by self-control. If I must say anything on the
subject of female excellence to those of you who will now be in widowhood, it will be all comprised in this brief
exhortation. Great will be your glory in not falling short of your natural character; and greatest will be hers who is
least talked of among the men whether for good or for bad” [2.45.2].

188 “What a truly ‘good man’ is able to control in his private life is, through the function of mimesis, turned into a
public spectacle.” Olga Taxidou, Tragedy, Modernity, and Mourning (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2004), 164.

189 Plato, Republic, Book 10, [606a-606c].
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Witnessing the suffering and grieving of others corrupts the rational (dispassionate) elements of
thought. In other words, lamentation is untimely because it sympathetically identifies with the
dead body, ‘a bulk of flesh being committed to its grave.” The debasing effects of mourning thus
need to be replaced with alternate feelings of attachment. Through a secularized language of
glory and virtue, the funeral oration provides such an alternative, sublating individual sadness
and uncertainty into a communal sentiment of civic patriotism.'*® Public burial thus appropriates

! the individual citizen into the universal of

the dead, a faceless and nameless whole, absorbing
the state.'”?
3.2

In their introductory essay to Derrida’s The Work of Mourning, Michael Naas and
Pascale-Anne Brault claim that rather than being an address to the dead and the past, the funeral

oration is directed toward the present and the living. “What we must recognize in every funeral

oration, in every memorial and gathering and tribute, is that everything we say of and even to the

190 “In refusing to lament over soldiers who had sacrificed their lives for it, the city declared that it represented all
reality and the principle of all life: the pothos of the dead ... must be replaced by the ever-renewed memory of the
valor of those who had fallen.” Loraux, The Invention of Athens, 47.

191 The predominant psychoanalytic reading figures mourning as a process of detachment and appropriation. In
“Mourning and Melancholia,” Sigmund Freud describes mourning as a detachment that arises in “reaction to the loss
of a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place of one, such as one’s country, liberty,
and ideal, and so on.” Whether literal or symbolic, mourning attempts to break the affective attachment between a
lost object and the subject in mourning. Separation begins with memory: “each single one of the memories and
expectations in which the libido is bound to the object is brought up and hypercathected,” such that the lost other is
interiorized by the surviving self in a process of recollection and assimilation. See Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and
Melancholia” (1917), The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (London:
Hogarth Press, 1966), vol. xiv, 234, 245. Read through a Derridean frame, mourning fails because “the otherness of
the other installs within any process of appropriation ... an undecidable irresolution that forever prevents the two
from closing over their rightful, ideal, proper coherence ... over their death.” If being faithful to the other implies
mourning its loss, and if mourning implies interiorization through memory, then the failure of memory betrays a
greater fidelity. Fidelity to the other, or to the other’s memory, would mean coming to terms with the necessary
incompletion of incorporation. See Jacques Derrida, “Fors: The Anglish Words of Nicolas Abraham and Maria
Torok,” trans. Barbara Johnson, from The Wolfman’s Magic Word: A Cryptonomy, Nicholas Abraham and Maria
Torok, trans. Nicholas Rand (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), xxii.

192 “It seems very clear that the government has the right to bury its own soldiers, and to see to it that their graves
shall not remain unknown or unhonored.” U.S. v. Gettysburg Electric R. Co., 160 U.S. 668, 683 (1896).



83
friend remains hopelessly in us or between us the living.” Mourning, thus understood, “opens up

the possibility of a political space to accommodate all the others.”"®® Similarly, performance
studies and tragedy scholar Olga Taxidou argues that “mourning comprises a discursive fopos
that examines the function of the law, the citizen, gender, and the power over the dead and the
past in the new democratic polis. It becomes the site where the subject-in-the-making is

19 Mourning emphasizes the mutual implication of the

confronted with the polis-in-the-making.
two emergent forms. If psychoanalytic accounts of mourning (figured through notions of
detachment and loss) are right to argue for the centrality of mourning in processes of identity
formation, then the funeral oration of fifth-century Athens, when read as an act of collective
mourning, constitutes the civic identity proper to the imperial polis.

As I have argued, the Athenian funeral oration, as represented by Plato and Thucydides,
informs the identity of a community struggling to articulate a proper mode of civic
identification.'”® The practice reinforces Athenian sovereignty by making strategic use of the
shared significations that determine the ethical values and moral weight of civic responsibility.
To achieve this effect, it suppresses questions concerning the distribution of power, autonomy,
and equality that lay at the heart of democracy (was Athenian democracy “government by the
first citizen”? [2.65.9]), while failing to address the question of democracy’s relation to empire,

1.e., Athenian ‘tributary’ rule over other Greek city-states (were Athenian allies subjects,

suppliants, clients, or equals?). It creates an image of a dynamic and energetic polis for its

193 Naas and Brault, The Work of Morning, 10, 19. This recalls a previous thesis of Loraux: “To praise any
Athenians in Athens amounts, then, to praising the Athenians, all Athenians, dead and alive, and above all ‘we who
are still living,” those who coincide with the city’s present: such is the scarcely veiled purpose of the funeral oration
exposed by Plato in the Menexenus.” Loraux, The Invention of Athens, 2.

194 Taxidou, Tragedy, Modernity, and Mourning, 187.

195 “The shift in funeral rites from the family to the jurisdiction of the state can be read as a founding aspect of the
development of that very city state.” Taxidou, Tragedy, Modernity, and Mourning, 177.



84
citizens to imagine and consume, while foreclosing a critical relation to community and its

multiple pasts. By distorting history, the funeral oration is able to impose an imaginary identity
that preserves the permanence of Athenian hegemony at the expense of political relations
constitutive of democratic community.
33

It is in the nature of groups not only to revisit but rewrite history according to their
particular interest. Whether or not such interest reclaims pieces or disfigures entire blocks of the
past is up to various custodians of memory: historians, artists, and government officials. The
memory of a founding event (autochthony) or a punctuated moment (death in battle) can lend
legitimacy to claims of belonging to a collective identity, or affirm a sense of propriety in a

- 196
common history.

Informing both civic relations and how these relations are understood vis-a-
vis the past, the Athenian funeral oration both affirms and legitimizes the social and political
order of the present, i.e. it preserves the status quo (an effect shared by modern forms of
memorialization, as we shall see in Chapter 2). As the source of an authorized ‘official’ history,
the speech reminds its citizens of their communal obligations through stock lessons of civic
morality. Yet the lessons it teaches and the actions it intends to inspire ignore the particulars of
the present, namely, the circumstances contributing to the death being memorialized, and thus
cut short the self-reflective practice of critical inquiry fundamental to democratic life.

What, then, does the funeral oration tell us about modern practices of commemoration

and memorial? What lessons are we to draw from the practice regarding the use and abuse of

memory? For ancients and moderns alike, the past is a resource upon which established systems

196 Cohen writes: “The funeral speeches actually are striking illustrations of nation building ... Athenian examples
of the common use of historical fabrication and mythical tales to confirm a nation’s connection to a particular
territory and a specific history.” Cohen, The Athenian Nation, 96.
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7 Though it may be “a cliché of contemporary social theory,” to

of authority claim legitimacy.
say “that political communities are the products of imagination constructed by a variety of socio-
cultural products,” the fact remains that the constitution of a community is an act of inclusion
and exclusion.'” Social partitioning plays on the shared significations that determine the ethical
value and moral orientation of political community; these understandings draw upon memory to
play a formative role in its consolidation. However, it is important — from a democratic
perspective — that these understandings be open to the critical judgments of the public they are
intended to inform.

To conclude, I would like to revisit the symbolic economy of the funeral oration by
counterposing two readings of Pericles’s speech: one by Hannah Arendt, the other by Friedrich
Nietzsche. I introduce these readings here to anticipate certain themes that recur throughout
subsequent chapters. Arendt and Nietzsche provide a means of passage, from the ancients to the
moderns, and from a discursive mode of memorialization to those that are more material in form.
4.

Plato’s Menexenus is not only a moral, political, and philosophical indictment of the

funeral oration, it is a critique of memory and its mimetic qualities.”® Recall that when asked by

197 For Cohen, Plato’s Kallipolis proves how communal interest justifies the cultivation of a founding myth: “In
Plato’s Republic, the ideal community’s cohesion and homogeneity are explicitly dependent on its inhabitants’ false
belief, purposefully inculcated by the lawgiver, that their predecessors were not born of human parents but fashioned
in the earth itself” (Plato, Republic, 3.414d2-e3). “In the Republic, promulgating a foundation ‘myth’ for Kallipolis
(the ideal community of that dialogue), Sokrates contends that such stories — immune from disproof because of
people’s lack of direct knowledge of distant prior events — are critical to group cohesion. Even if communal leaders
know these origin tales to be false, says Sokrates, such a creation tale is a ‘noble lie.”” Cohen, The Athenian
Nation, 102.

198 Sanford Levinson, Written in Stone (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), 84.

199 For Plato, mneme refers to the memory of an origin, a passive and involuntary reception or appearing through
affection. Anamnesis refers to memory as an object of an intentional search, an active recall or recollection, an
attempt to overcome forgetfulness [the prefix ana- meaning return, retaking, recovering]. Because memory is
subject to external affections, it is considered to be one of the lower forms of knowledge. Insofar as remembering
can be confused with imagining, the faithfulness corresponding to the truth claim of memory is open to question.
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Menexenus if he remembers Aspasia’s oration well enough to recite it, Socrates responds: “I’d

be reprehensible if [ didn’t. I learned it from her, and nearly got a whipping for whatever I
forgot” [236b-c]. Rather than learn from Aspasia’s speech, appropriate its structure and create
his own, Socrates employs rote memorization. His unthought repetition provides neither
knowledge nor understanding.’”® This is one of the reasons why Plato disparages memory to be

201 yet for Pericles, the selfless deeds of those who die in battle manifest a

inferior to knowledge.
good as great as anything that can be known, where there is “enshrined in every breast a record
unwritten with no monument to preserve it, except that of the heart” [2.43.3]. How do we
reconcile these conflicting views on memory?

In The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt repeatedly refers to Pericles’s insistence that
the polis assures “the mortal actor that his passing existence and fleeting greatness will never

lack the reality that comes from being seen, being heard, and, generally, appearing before an

audience of fellow men.” “The organization of the polis,” she writes “is a kind of organized

Plato’s eikon, image or likeness, signifies the representation of something absent that is made manifest with the help
of the imagination. In Plato’s Theaetetus, Socrates suggests that human minds contain something like a block of
wax, of varying consistency, shape, and size. He continues: “Let us recall the gift of the Muses’ mother, Memory,
and say that whenever we wish to remember something we see or hear or conceive in our own minds, we hold this
wax under the perceptions or ideas and imprint them on it as we might stamp the impression of a seal ring.
Whatever is so imprinted we remember and know so long as the image remains; whatever is rubbed out or has not
succeeded in leaving an impression we have forgotten and do not know.” Recollection is the recognition of an
imprint, a signifying mark. The image recalled represents a former perception. Phantasma, what is imagined, is the
inscription and the eikon is the reference to the inscription’s other. Plato, Theaetetus, from The Collected Dialogues,
eds., Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961), [191d], 897.

200 As Ekaterina Haskins makes clear, “Plato demarcates the province of philosophy while indicating that
philosophy is a purely educational pursuit,” offering “a promise of liberating oneself from a bondage to one’s
cultural context by rendering cultural memory, in its various discursive instantiations, a mere substratum of true
knowledge.” See Haskins, “Philosophy, Rhetoric, and Cultural Memory: Rereading Plato’s Menexenus and
Isocrates’ Panegyricus,” 34.

201 For Plato, knowing means actively pursuing and attaining knowledge, whereas memory implies its mere
possession. When one possesses knowledge in the form of memory, such that they can retrieve and deploy it at the
time of their choosing, one is said to have control over the pieces of knowledge, though, according to Plato, he or
she has none of them. Petar Ramadanovic, Forgetting Futures: On Memory, Trauma, and Identity (Lanham:
Lexington Books, 2001), 32-33.



87

292 Having forced every sea and land to be the highway of their daring, Athenians

remembrance.
have left behind imperishable monuments, the kind of fame and glory that holds fast to memory.
This is the truth content of Pericles’s claim, that individual sacrifice for the good of the city
merits earthly immortality, a reputation that never grows old. Arendt’s notions of plurality and
action, and to a large extent her conception of politics, draw on this claim. “What is
outstandingly clear in Pericles’ formulations,” she argues, “is that the innermost meaning of the
acted deed and the spoken word is independent of victory and defeat and must remain untouched

- 203
by any eventual outcome, by their consequences for better or worse.”

For Arendt, speech and
action enjoy a life nurtured by the activities of an engaged public, regardless of what these
human abilities ultimately achieve.

Arendt’s reading of Pericles, I argue, does not so much misrepresent his understanding of
earthly immortality, as it elides the militaristic upshot of his position.””* On Pericles’s account,
Athenians have the whole earth for their tomb provided they successfully meet the challenges of
war, that is, by sacrificing their lives for the development of the material power of Athens.

Arendet is right to suggest that action is at home in the polis, where stories keep the past alive in

memory, yet she fails to acknowledge that for Pericles this memory and its claim to greatness is

202 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1958), 198.

203 Ibid., 205.

204 Though Arendt does not directly theorize the Athenian funeral oration, her comments on Thucydides’s
representation of Pericles’s speech romanticize its rhetorical strategy. For Arendt, the Greek peithein characterizes
“the kind of rhetoric persuasion that was valued in the polis as the preferred means of conducting political dialogue.
Peithein was not only opposed to the physical violence they despised; it was also clearly distinguished from the
properly philosophical dialeghestai ... which, like the search for truth, required conclusive proof.” Arendt rightly
insists that in culture and politics the activities of thinking and judging are paramount, neither of which culminate in
universal truths, but provisional meanings. However, she ignores the way in which rhetoric — and the funeral
oration’s manipulation of memory makes this clear — can effect the kind of physical violence that she opposes to the
world-building power of political persuasion. See Hannah Arendt, “The Permanence of the World and the Work of
Art,” in Reflections on Literature and Culture, ed. Susannah Young-Ah Gottlieb (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2007), 200.
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gained by way of force, which for Athenians, their allies, and surely their enemies, comes at the

expense of freedom. As classicist Gregory Crane explains:

When Perikles calls upon the citizens of Athens to lose themselves in their

adoration of the polis, he undermines the distinctness of its citizens. Athens

becomes an embodiment of power, and this power seduces each subject into the

same position of submission and adoration. The power that makes of each

Athenian an erastés [lover] foreshadows the ideological schemes and historical

necessities that would make the supporters of Hitler and Stalin sacrifice their lives

as well as their individuality to a truth that supposedly transcended human

values.””
According to Crane, Arendt misrecognizes Pericles’s valorization of Athenian power in terms of
political community, ignoring the militaristic and collectivist agenda advanced by his speech.
This blind-spot in Arendt’s reading of the oration neglects the fact that when used for
instrumental pursuits, as in the case of Pericles, memory conflates time and space, thereby
obfuscating internal division and neutralizing disagreement within the community. Such
neutralization manifests an idealized citizen-subject: And so died these men as became
Athenians. Thus, Pericles’s oration proves the practice to be an ideological strategy, rightly
criticized by Plato (and Nietzsche, as we shall soon see) for its inability to stimulate critical
reflection on the ethical demands of community.

Alternatively, Socrates’s speech directs “attention away from earthly immortality and

political greatness” and toward a concern with living life as well as possible, “asking us to take
2,206

our bearings in politics from our nature, rather than from a narrative of remarkable events.

Yet Plato does not go far enough. The mock oration he portrays in the Menexenus presents

205 Gregory Crane, Thucydides and the Ancient Simplicity: The Limits of Political Realism (Berkeley, Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1998), 322.

206 “The lesson taught by the deeds of the war dead shifts from a standing inspiration to future heroism to a
reminder of the importance of keeping your place in the hoplite phalanx and of trying at all times — not just in the
pressure-filled kairos (critical moment) — to live the best life you can.” Salkever, “Socrates’ Aspasian Oration: The
Play of Philosophy and Politics in Plato’s Menexenus,” 139-140.
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memory as a moral imperative informed by familial duties and the virtues of filial piety.

Circumscribing memory to an ethical domain, Plato’s reproach of Pericles’s strategic use of
memory fails to provide an adequate account of the political potential of memory to inspire
judgments productive of meaning and understanding.
4.1

Arendet is right to suggest that the polis is a form of organized remembrance. Memory
makes the intangible durable. Reflecting on the Greek mnemosyne, which signifies both the act
of remembering and remembrance itself, Arendt argues that “it is through thinking and
remembering that reality is revaluated. This revaluation makes it possible to arrest and objectify
the intangible, namely events and deeds and words and stories.” The Greeks sought an earthly
immortality that could be “assured by poets through productive objectification, and by the polis

: L5207
through ceaseless narrative commemoration.”

It is through this latter form of narrative
commemoration that Athens attempts to realize its potential immortality, to make something of
itself durable in memory. Yet as we have seen, the funeral oration cuts-short the politically
enabling power of memory to inspire critical reflection and judgment.

Death is mourned for the purpose of consolidating and imposing order on community.
Insofar as the practice equates the death of Athenian citizens with the immortal life and material
power of the polis, there is no need to judge the reasons, justifications, motivations, and causes

of war. In effect, the funeral oration manifests an unthought acceptance, rather than an active

affirmation of death (what Arendt identifies as understanding, that is, a form of reconciliation

207 Arendt, “The Permanence of the World and the Work of Art,” in Reflections on Literature and Culture, ed.
Susannah Young-Ah Gottlieb (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007), 191.
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with the fact of human mortality). Thus, the funeral oration forsakes the democratic potential of

memory by imposing meaning on a politically disaffected community.

As Arendt makes clear, reflections on loss and human mortality must cultivate judgments
productive of meaning, which cannot be fixed to fictionalized conceptions, determinative
judgments, or eternal ideas, but must relate to democratic practices of thinking and acting
productive of community. Noting the way in which legends, “the spiritual foundations of every
ancient city, empire, [and] people,” have the ability to effect historical changes of fact, Arendt
argues:

The truth of the ancient legends ... was nothing but the form in which past events

were made to fit the human condition in general and political aspirations in

particular. Only in the frankly invented tale about events did man consent to

assume his responsibility for them, and to consider past events /is past. Legends

made him master of what he had not done, and capable of dealing with what he

could not undo.**®
Offering “a truth beyond realities, a remembrance beyond memories,” legends, like the founding
myth of Athenian autochthony contained within the funeral oration, provide explanations and
interpretations of the past.

However, unlike the oration, Arendt’s legend remains bound to the realm of objective
fact. “Legends,” she writes, “are not ideologies; they do not aim at universal explanation but are

»29 1n both instances, the present becomes the heir of past

always concerned with concrete facts.
events, and as such, responsible for and indebted to history. Yet what distinguishes Arendt’s
legend from the funeral oration is the former’s insistence on a decision, that is, a critical act of

judgment — in memory, one rediscovers the past so to change their relation to it. The emphasis

here is on interpretation, which is not a license to distort historical fact for political gain. “Even

208 Arendt, “The Imperialist Character (On Kipling),” in Reflections on Literature and Culture, 168.
209 Ibid., 168.
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if we admit that every generation has the right to write its own history, we admit no more than

that it has the right to rearrange the facts in accordance with its own perspective; we don’t admit

the right to touch the factual matter itself.”*'® Organizing facts according to one’s own

perspective implies an act of judgment over the past, not a strategic manipulation of history.
Arendt praises the ancient poets and historians, notably Homer, Herodotus, and

(133

Thucydides, for their ability to prevent “‘the great and wonderful actions of the Greeks and the

299

barbarians from losing their due meed of glory.”” Releasing themselves from the particular
interests of their audience and their community, these historians judged with impartiality what
they deemed to be worthy of praise and reproach without succumbing to the convention, later
exemplified by modern historicism, of empathizing and identifying with the victors of history
(discussed in Chapter 2). “Homer decided to sing the deeds of the Trojans no less than those of
the Achaeans, and to praise the glory of Hector no less than the greatness of Achilles.” On
Arendt’s account, Thucydides’s speeches of warring parties are a living testimony to the
extraordinary degree of Homeric impartiality practiced by the ancient historians.”'" “To look
upon friend and foe, upon success and defeat,” is characteristic of the impartiality practiced by
the ancient poets and historians, which, according to Arendt, is necessary for a critical practice of

reflective judgment.?

210 “Writing history inevitably involves organizing and arranging facts according to one’s subjective preference,
that is, what is or is not relevant will change with each perspective. Yet, there should be no argument ‘against the
existence of factual matter.”” Hannah Arendt, “Truth and Politics,” in Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in
Political Thought (New York: Penguin, 1993), 238-239.

211 Arendt, “The Concept of History,” in Between Past and Future, 51.

212 Arendt, “Truth and Politics,” in Between Past and Future, 263. “The Western world has hitherto, even in its
darkest periods, granted the slain enemy the right to be remembered as a self-evident acknowledgement of the fact
that we are all men (and only men). It is only because even Achilles set out for Hector’s funeral, only because the
most despotic governments honored the slain enemy, only because the Romans allowed the Christians to write their
martyrologies, only because the Church kept its heretics alive in the memory of men, that all was not lost and never
could be lost.” Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Harcourt, 1979), 452.
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Yet if one wants to draw a connection between such judgment and the organizing power

of the Athenian polis, following Nietzsche, “one should not invoke the glorificatory speech of
Pericles: for it is no more than a grand, optimistic illusion as to the supposedly necessary
connection between the polis and Athenian culture; immediately before night descends on
Athens (the plague and the rapture of tradition), Thucydides makes it rise resplendent once again,
like a transfiguring evening glow in whose light the evil day that preceded it could be
forgotten.”*"> On Nietzsche’s count, the oration is a perversion of reality, an illusion dulling the
critical faculties of its audience.

Nietzsche offers a more tempered reading of Pericles's valorization of Athenian power
than does Arendt. Contrary to Arendt’s interpretation of the oration, Nietzsche reveals the
speech to be a symbolic distortion of reality that reinforces the distinction between the defeated
of history and those who profit at their expense (the victor/victim binary, and its political
implications on historiography and contemporary memorial architecture, will be discussed at
greater length throughout the remaining chapters). “It is the noble races that have left behind
them the concept of ‘barbarism’ wherever they have gone; even their highest culture betrays a
consciousness of it and even a pride in it (for example, when Pericles says to his Athenians in his
famous funeral oration ‘our boldness has gained access to every land and sea, everywhere raising

. . . . 214 .
imperishable monuments to its goodness and wickedness’).””" As Nietzsche makes clear,

213 Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human: A Book for Free Spirits (1878), trans., R. J. Hollingdale
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 174, §474.

214 Nietzsche continues: “This ‘boldness’ of noble races, mad, absurd, and sudden in its expression, the
incalculability, even incredibility of their undertakings — Pericles specially commends the rhathymia [ease of mind,
freedom from worry, light-heartedness] of the Athenians — their indifference to and contempt for security, body, life,
comfort, their hair-raising cheerfulness and profound joy in all destruction, in all the voluptuousness of victory and
cruelty — all this came together in the minds of those who suffered from it, in the image of the ‘barbarian,’ the ‘evil
enemy.’” Friedrich Nietzsche, “On the Genealogy of Morals,” in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, trans., Walter
Kaufmann (New York: The Modern Library, 1968), essay 1, §11.
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Pericles strategically invokes the memory of the dead, interpreting their actions as a form of

selfless devotion to the material power of the polis. This memory is meant to achieve conformity
and preserve internal cohesion within a community coming to terms with the losses and suffering
of war. And though the tone of Pericles’s oration is defensive, his speech amounts to a noble
spectacle of unambiguous praise of Athenian democracy intended to prevent Athenian citizens
and their allies from wavering in their support of war. Thus, Nietzsche’s interpretation of
Pericles’s funeral oration provides a welcomed corrective to that of Arendt, for it accurately
portrays the practice as an ideological form of control that fixes all thought, opinion, and
perspective on a singular civic identity in the service of an idealized polis.

That said, we should not miss the important lesson of Arendt’s reading of Pericles:
political community entails, in part, an organized form of remembrance. For memory to have a
democratic effect on community, it needs to be evaluated reflectively, that is, without
instrumental or strategic interest motivating how one understands the past and generates meaning

for the present.
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Chapter 2: Memory’s Claim to Experience

That there is no autonomous, fully defined architecture, suggests

the possibility of architecture’s open-ended capacity for

displacement, for new possibilities of meaning.*"

[T]he duration of an individual’s experience of [the Memorial to

the Murdered Jews of Europe] grants no further understanding,

since understanding is impossible.*'°

-- Peter Eisenman

The first statement above, made by architect Peter Eisenman, asserts the inherent

variability of architectural meaning, while the second claims, on behalf of the
incommensurability of experience and knowledge, the impossibility of understanding. Together,
Eisenman’s claims reject the compartmentalization of architectural theory and practice into
purely autonomous and functional registers.”'” As such, they interrupt the way in which places
of remembrance are commonly understood, that is, as fixed sites of meaning built to inhibit
forgetting. Thus, Eisenman’s perspective suggests that contemporary memorial architecture
should be experienced as an indeterminate site of meaning and as potentially productive of new,
unforeseen meanings. Foregoing traditional means of representation and referential significance,

memorial architecture gives rise to spaces and forms that break with the monumentalism and

didacticism of traditional memorials and monuments.

215 Peter Eisenman, Houses of Cards (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 182.

216 Peter Eisenman, “Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe,” in Materials on the Memorial to the Murdered
Jews of Europe, The Foundation for the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe (Berlin: Nicolai, 2005), 12.

217 For example, Eisenman explicitly opposes architect Adolf Loos’s claim that architecture is authorized by
something external to its creation: “only a very small part of architecture belongs to art: the tomb and the monument.
Everything else that fulfills a function is to be excluded from the domain of art.” Symbolic expression, here falling
within the realm of art, is circumscribed by Loos to a narrow field of architecture, to the tomb and the monument.
Eisenman rejects this. Adolf Loos, “Architecture” in Form and function: A Source Book for the History of
Architecture and Design 1890-1939, eds., Tim Benton and Charlotte Benton (London: Crosby Lockwood Staples,
1975).
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Supporting Eisenman’s claim is an implicit opposition between experience and

knowledge, one that makes experience, rather than knowledge, responsible for the production of
meaning. This view is not surprising considering Eisenman’s critique of the idealist projections
of humanist architecture (later adopted by functionalism and positivism), and their tendency to
naturalize experience. On his account, the decentering of the modern subject has revealed it to
be “a discursive function among complex and already-formed systems of language. ... It is this
condition of displacement which gives rise to design in which authorship can no longer either
account for a linear development which has a ‘beginning’ and an ‘end’ ... or account for the

. . 218
invention of form.”

Yet can Eisenman forego generalizing the subject of a space saturated
with experiential effects? Does the opposition he draws between experience and knowledge hold
from the perspective of an embodied subject?

Eisenman’s design for the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe (the Memorial
hereafter) is a resource for thinking about experience and knowledge in relation to the body’s
materiality and the materiality of space. This recent example of memorial architecture, an anti-
symbolic work of abstraction, does not ascend to the sphere of knowledge, to cognition, but
descends to the sphere of depth, to affect, feeling, and perception. The 2,711 concrete stelae that
make up the Memorial — upright rectangular shapes recalling grave slabs and stone coffins — are
visually recognizable, yet they disrupt cognitive association. While traditional gravesites mark
the place of those who are no longer living, thereby humanizing the ground upon which
communities are built, the field of stelae fails to constitute a cemetery in any conventional sense.

This is due, in part, to the scope and scale of the events and the anonymity of the individuals

being memorialized.

218 Peter Eisenman, “Post Functionalism,” Oppositions 6 (Fall 1976).
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Architecture, Eisenman remarks, can no longer remember life as it once did, that is, by

appealing to symbolic imagery to represent human mortality. The functional register of the site,
while commemorative and reflective, is thus meant to frustrate a synoptic narrative perspective.
By questioning representation without the use of representational means, the Memorial is able to
arouse empathy without excess (i.e., without shutting down the critical work of memory, which
is to generate meanings on the past for which the present is ultimately responsible). The very
materiality of its space — the smooth touch of the concrete surface, the varying shades of grey
revealed by natural light, the proportion and scale of the field — resists the strictures of
knowledge (cognitive appropriation, rational mediation) while opening itself to an unforeseeable
experience.”"”

Despite the range of experiences that the field of stelae accommodates, the Memorial
does serve the practical function of acknowledging the victims of German National Socialism.
To this effect, it conforms to one of the memorial tradition’s defining features: to impede the
flow of forgetting while enabling thoughtful remembrance. Though Eisenman wants to preserve
a place for ambiguity within his design, functional concerns unavoidably enter its
materialization. This reveals the inherent difficulty of questioning the nature of space in the act
of its creation. Eisenman’s design negotiates this difficulty by keeping both the history and the

memory of the events in memorial active across time. Rather than respond to the challenges of

memorialization with a didactic and syntactical message, the Memorial, by way of abstraction,

219 The tactile, which refers to the human capacity to perceive its environment through non-visual sense
stimulation, deprioritizes the image and offers an affective experience through touch. “The liberative importance of
the tactile,” writes architecture theorist Kenneth Frampton, “resides in the fact that it can only be decoded in terms
of experience itself: it cannot be reduced to mere information, to representation, or to the simple evocation of a
simulacrum substituting for absent presences.” Kenneth Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for
an Architecture of Resistance” The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture (New York: The New Press,
1998), 32.
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offers the possibility of experiencing what it takes to be an inassimilable memory through an

irresolvable space.

In this way, Eisenman questions the civic function of commemorative space. As his
work suggests, the fact-based moral and message of public memorial need to be supplemented
by experiential sites of mnemonic indeterminacy. Refigured as such, memorial architecture
ought to provide local and immediate encounters with the past, provoking historical awareness,
while also leaving the significance of both form and event open to judgment.

However, by relinquishing the organizing principle of memorial architecture — to give
durable form to a timeless message — Eisenman introduces the possibilities of subjectivism,
historical revisionism, and a relativization of knowledge. Insofar as he eschews an objective
sense of history, his design jeopardizes the epistemic foundations of meaning.

As I argue below, the facts through which we come to know and understand history do
not have intrinsic values, but need to be created in moments of remembrance and reflection.
Following Eisenman, memorials ought to inspire an independence of thought and facilitate a
practice of reflective judgment productive of meaning.

Forgoing the representational strategies of traditional memorial architecture, the non-
narrative and abstract form of Eisenman’s Memorial (discussed in the following chapter)
addresses its audience without the support of an authorial stance, while provoking the labor of
remembrance from those who inhabit its space. When viewed in light of Walter Benjamin’s
theses “On the Concept of History,” this anonymous and pluralistic mode of memorialization
serves as a political injunction. Without empathy or intentionality, the Memorial, like

Benjamin’s approach to tradition, has the potential to refigure the present’s relation to
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immovable pasts and indeterminate futures. The political significance given by Benjamin and

Eisenman to the present in its moment of decision, redirects issues of memory, history, and
experience away from subjectivist and objectivist conceptions of judgment, thereby making us
see history for what it has always been: the unpredictable and contingent result of human action.

1. Historical Materialism: Benjamin and Marx

Marking a critical departure from the dominant notion of time and history as defined by
the tradition of western philosophy, i.e. that which assumes a (linear) temporal structure of past,
present, future, Benjamin’s notion of time is one marked by constructedness and contingency.
With historical materialism, the alternative Benjamin offers to dominant notions of history, time
is no longer the accumulation and sequential ordering of moments, but an arresting of movement.
Benjamin’s punctuated notion of time [Jetztzeif] as now-time, articulates the temporality of an
inventive and anticipatory moment of thought and action in which something new is realized by

the remembrance of a misplaced, forgotten, or unknown past.**’

Refigured by Benjamin,
remembrance allows for more than mere recollection; it enables the emergence of new forms of
thought and life. Bringing past and present into a momentary relation (what Benjamin refers to

as a constellation, dialectical image, standstill, or monad), Benjamin’s materialist historiography

eschews the latent objectivism of memorial architecture informed by positivist historicism.

220 Eric Santner claims, “what is ultimately at issue in Benjamin’s thought is the preparation of a form of
remembrance that has passed over into the ethical and political dimensions of act.” With Santner, this chapter
develops a political account of Benjamin’s notion of remembrance, understood as both a recuperative gesture and an
interruptive act. Reanimating the past “can take place only based on and as a fundamental political decision to act;
there can be no neutral place from which such work intervenes into the past. That is the central point of Benjamin’s
Jetztzeit — the present situation of danger and crisis.” Eric Santner, On Creaturely Life: Rilke, Benjamin, Sebald
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 89, 62.
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For Benjamin, history is not the once-and-for-all of time, but the “blasting of historical

£°22! Translated into the terms of

continuity with which the historical object first constitutes itsel
memorial architecture, Benjamin charges history with more than the pedagogical function of
imparting immutable truths. Not only should it generate awareness and cultivate understanding,
it ought to leave the meaning of that which is being remembered an open question in the present
so to avoid narrative closure delimiting of political possibility.

Traversing the field of architecture to question the narrativization of history in built form
will bring to relief the relation of memory to politics.*** But before developing Benjamin’s
materialist historiography and its bearing on a politically enabling practice of remembrance, it is
important to consider Benjamin’s departure from teleological conceptions of history, first from
that of Marx, then from modern conceptions of history more generally. Distinguishing
Benjamin’s past-oriented historical materialism from Marx’s future-directed historical dialectic
introduces the novelty and force of Benjamin’s critique of progress.”>> While Benjamin is also
concerned with the future, he distances himself from certain iterations of Marx’s thought by

stressing the contingent nature of human relations and the unpredictable effects they have on

history.

221 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, ed. Rolf Tiedemann, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin
(Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2002), [N10a,1], 475.

222 “The objects people used and the built environment they inhabited were important media in which a sense of the
past was configured and communicated. Read as a source in its own right, such evidence can provide important
clues about the unfolding dichotomy between history and memory.” Maiken Umbach, “Memory and Historicism:
Reading Between the Lines of the Built Environment, Germany c. 1900,” Representations 88 (Fall 2004): 28.

223 To anticipate Benjamin’s departure from enlightenment notions of progress, consider [N2,2] from convolute N
of Benjamin’s Arcades Project: “It may be considered one of the methodological objectives of this work to
demonstrate a historical materialism which has annihilated within itself the idea of progress. Just here, historical
materialism has every reason to distinguish itself sharply from bourgeois habits of thought. Its founding concept is
not progress but actualization.” Actualization is active and engaged, whereas progress, following Theodor Adorno
reading Benjamin, is passive and politically detached: “part of the dialectic of progress is that historical setbacks,
which are themselves instigated by the principle of progress, ... also provide the condition needed for humanity to
find the means to avert them in the future.” Benjamin, The Arcades Project, 460. See Theodor Adorno, “Progress,”
(1964) Can One Live after Auschwitz?, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), 138.
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Marx’s materialist conception of history begins with a critique of Hegelian idealism. We

recall that for Hegel, history conforms to an idea whose worldly appearance is experienced in its
material effects. Marx inverts the relation between Hegel’s Absolute Idea and material reality.**
According to Marx, Hegelian dialectics suffers from a ‘mystification’ — “with him it is standing
on its head. It must be inverted in order to discover the rational kernel within the mystical
shell.”®® By extracting the ‘rational kernel’ of Hegel’s dialectic, that is, the insight that the ideal
world of the mind reflects the material world of man, Marx is able to develop a theory of history
defined by economic contradiction, the production and reproduction of material life. This
teleological conception of history asserts the primacy of the economic organization of society:
human history is determined according to the ways in which individuals produce their means of
subsistence. With Marx, the economic structure of society, that which is perpetually constituted
by the sum total of the relations of production, is “the real foundation, on which rises a legal and
political superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness.”**® The
action of groups and individuals provides the specific content of history, whose general form is

. 207
class conflict.

224 "My dialectical method is, in its foundations, not only different from the Hegelian, but exactly opposite to it.
For Hegel, the process of thinking, which he even transforms into an independent subject, under the name of ‘the
Idea’, is the creator of the real world, and the real world is only the external appearance of the idea. With me the
reverse is true: the ideal is nothing but the material world reflected in the mind of man, and translated into forms of
thought.” Karl Marx, “Postface to the Second Edition,” Capital Volume I, trans. Ben Fowkes (New York: Penguin
Books, 1990), 102.

225 Ibid., 103.

226 Karl Marx, “1859 Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy,” in The Marx-Engels Reader,
ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1974), 4.

227 “History is nothing but the succession of the separate generations, each of which exploits the materials, the
capital funds, the productive forces handed down to it by all preceding generations, and thus, on the one hand,
continues the traditional activity in completely changed circumstances and, on the other, modifies the old
circumstances with a completely changed activity.” Karl Marx, “The German Ideology,” in The Marx-Engels
Reader, ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1974), 172.
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Historical development conforms to a dialectical process moving from the immediate

material of everyday life (economic fact), through the mediating forces of socio-economic
antagonism (the contradictions of relations of production), to the realization of new historical
formations and identities. “From basic economic facts,” one arrives at “the derivation of
political, juridical, and other ideological notions, and of actions arising through the medium of
these notions.”**® Contra-Hegel, Marx’s materialist dialectic does not start with intuition, but
from scientific data: having abstracted socio-economic laws of motion from empirical facts,
events can be explained and thus rendered historical.

In other words, Marx’s materialist conception of history applies Hegel’s dialectic to
explain political action and forms of governance as effects of social and economic
transformation: “With the change of the economic foundation the entire immense superstructure
[the realm of politics and law] is more or less rapidly transformed.” The conflict between social
productive forces and the relations of production — the contradictions of material life — alter the
economic conditions of production, a transformation which, according to Marx, “can be
determined with the precision of natural science.”**’

From the totalizing view of Marx’s historical materialism, the natural world is seen as

rational. Yet its evacuation of politics from history is an idealization. As theorist Cornelius

Castoriadis persuasively argues, the historical materialism advanced by Marx and Engels

228 Friedrich Engels, “Letters on Historical Materialism,” in The Marx-Engels Reader, ed. Robert C. Tucker (New
York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1974), 760-766. “According to the materialist conception of history, the
ultimately determining element in history is the production and reproduction of real life. More than this neither
Marx nor I have ever asserted.” Juridical and political institutions of society are outgrowths of economic life. Thus,
the play of market forces determines the content of politics: “legal relations as well as forms of state are to be
grasped neither from themselves nor from the so-called general development of the human mind, but rather have
their roots in the material conditions of life,” i.e. civil society, whose “anatomy” is “to be sought in political
economy.” Marx, “The German Ideology,” 4.

229 Marx, “1859 Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy,” p. 5.
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does not go beyond the philosophy of history; it is simply another philosophy of

history. The rationality it seems to elicit from the facts, it imposes on them. The

‘historical necessity’ it speaks of (...precisely that of a series of events that leads

history towards progress) differs in no way, philosophically speaking, from

Hegelian Reason.”"
Opposed to Marx’s de-politicization of history, Benjamin does away with the notion of historical
development as scientifically accessible and law governed. To avoid a teleological displacement
of politics, Benjamin insists upon an active correspondence of past and present, which he
conceives in terms of a political awakening, evoking the act of arousing, animating, and
quickening that which has hitherto laid dormant: the capacity to effect worldly change through
concerted action.”?' Asserting the primacy of politics over history — here conceived as a law-
governed, goal-directed, and totalizing development of the collective singular humanity —
Benjamin counters the enlightenment trajectory of undifferentiated progress with one marked by
temporal rupture. Insofar as politics takes hold of history, history constitutes a political act.*?

For Marx, politics is a witness to history. A progress bound and teleologically driven
history instrumentalizes politics by referring itself to an end, thereby justifying ongoing violence

in light of the greater benefits to be derived in the future. By adopting a futural perspective,

Marx’s historical materialism absorbs current misuses of power, referring present exclusions to

230 Cornelius Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of the Social (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1998), 53.

231 Political theorist Kam Shapiro explains: “Benjamin’s ‘awakening’ refers not to enhanced self-consciousness but
to the revival of the somatic potentials colonized by voluntary [intentional and instrumental] memory. Awakening is
thus not a matter of becoming-conscious or representing but of redeeming or ‘activating’ the revolutionary potentials
latent in the oppressive, trivial, and mundane.” Following Eric Santner, activation should not be understood “as a
resurrection, an animation of the dead,” but “a deanimation of the undead, an interruption of the ‘ban,’ the
captivation at work in the spectral fixations — the petrified unrest — that cringes/curves the psychic space of human
subjects.” See Kam Shapiro, Sovereign Nations, Carnal States (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003), 148;
Santner, On Creaturely Life: Rilke, Benjamin, Sebald, 88.

232 “Politics attains primacy over history. The facts become something that just now first happened to us, first
struck us; to establish them is the affair of memory. Indeed, awakening is the great exemplar of memory: the
occasion on which it is given us to remember what is closest, tritest, most obvious. ... There is a not-yet-conscious
knowledge of what has been: its advancement has the structure of awakening.” Benjamin, The Arcades Project,
[K1,2], 388-389.
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the advance of progress (enlightenment, social justice, equality). This idea of progress neglects

regress: technological and economic development, confused by market forces as social and
political advances, suppresses its originary violence.”*® Projecting history onto a goal whose
development is regularized according to scientifically observable laws, Marx’s materialist
dialectic negates [aufheben] suffering, domination, and oppression.”** A punctuated act of
remembrance, as found in Benjamin’s materialist historiography, exposes the manner in which
the achievements of the present are bought at the expense of the past.

As we shall see, Benjamin’s historical materialism does not view progress as inevitable
or necessary.”> For there to be genuine material progress throughout society, it is necessary that
individuals think critically about the histories that inform their expectations and guide their
actions. Thinking critically involves confronting what is yet to be understood, which means
actively reading and reflectively judging, without which, the projection of history onto
predetermined goals would exhaust our understanding of worldly phenomena and evacuate time
of meaningful experiences in the present.

2. Historical Materialism: Benjamin and Historicism

233 The modern notion of progress (of which Marx’s historical materialism is a variant) is understood as a
historical, rather than a biological or natural concept. No longer bound to action, the idea of progress refers to an
automated, mechanized, historical given. Thus understood, progress views moments of decline and decay as
integral to development. From this perspective, human catastrophes are read as partial and temporary aberrations of
historical development. See Reinhart Koselleck, “‘Progress’ and ‘Decline’: An Appendix to the History of Two
Concepts,” The Practice of Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2002).

234 Following theorist Matthias Fritsch, “the emancipatory promise needs to be divested of its tie to a logic of
history that guarantees its victorious fulfillment by which, as the verdict of History, it can justify suffering in the
past and in the present.” Matthias Fritsch, The Promise of Memory: History and Politics in Marx, Benjamin, and
Derrida (New York: State University of New York Press, 2005), 3.

235 “If progress were really ‘necessary,” and therefore an inevitable superhuman law that embraced all periods of
history alike, and in whose meshes humanity is inescapably caught, then progress is indeed best imagined and most
exactly described in the following lines from Walter Benjamin’s ‘On the Concept of History.”” Here Arendt cites
the ninth thesis of Benjamin’s theses on the philosophy of history. Hannah Arendt, “Franz Kafka, Appreciated
Anew,” Reflections on Literature and Culture, ed. Susannah Young-Ah Gottlieb (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2007), 101-102.



Historicism contents itself with establishing a causal nexus am011124
various moments in history. But no state of affairs having causal
significance is for that very reason historical. It became historical
posthumously, as it were, through events that may be separated
from it by thousands of years.”*

-- Walter Benjamin, “On the Concept of History”

Benjamin’s critique of historicism is not exclusive to Marx. His concept of history, at its
most basic level, can be read as critical response to the historicist writings of the nineteenth-
century. The philosophy of history contained within these studies, synonymous with the
methodology of German historian Leopold von Ranke (1795-1896), figures humanity in terms of
culture and civilization, which function as markers of a general and universal history. Though the
notion of a universal history is one of the subjects of Benjamin’s polemic,*” his main objection
to historicism and other such philosophies of history, is their positing of a progressive account of
historical development.

Historicism encompasses a variegated conception of history: teleological histories, such
as those committed to human progress; specific and autonomous historical disciplines, like art
history; and history comprised of objective (self-evident, neutral, naked, pure) fact.”*® Each

approach represents its subject as a coherent and self-enclosed totality, so to gain a larger

perspective on the forces that set particular events in motion. Attempting to provide an accurate

236 Walter Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” Selected Writings Volume 4: 1938-1940, ed. Howard Eiland
and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003), 397. Historical
materialism’s critique of causal explanation challenges the positivist “project of discovering ‘laws’ for the course of
historical events.” Benjamin, “Paralipomena to ‘On the Concept of History,”” in Selected Writings Volume 4: 1938-
1940, 401.

237 “Historicism rightly culminates in universal history. It may be that materialist historiography differs in method
more clearly from universal history than from any other kind.” Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 396.

238 Although historicism is not an univocal concept, the meaning of the term typically falls under one of the
following categories: 1) universal historical observation, 2) the metaphysics of history, 3) romanticism and
traditionalism, 4) objectivism and positivism, 5) relativism. This terminological partition comes from German
historian Gunter Scholtz, cited in Harro Miiller, “Walter Benjamin’s Critique of Historicism: A Rereading,” The
Germanic Review, (September 1996).
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representation of particulars, it assumes the study and representation of the past to be an end in

itself, rather than a means of moral edification. “History has often been assigned the task of
judging the past so as to teach one's contemporaries for the benefit of future years,” writes
Ranke. “The present work makes no such exalted claims; it wants only to show how things
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actually were [wie es eigentlich gewesen]. Thus, to the historicist, the primary function of the

historian is not to judge the past or to instruct (lessons of virtue and prudence), but to display
events accurately, where accuracy is measured by objectivity resulting from the accumulation of

facts as positive knowledge.**’

By suspending judgment, history conveys the past as a form of
absolute knowledge.
As a scientific discipline, historicism documents verifiable knowledge about the past by

committing itself to the methodological rigors of objectivity.**!

To this effect, it approaches
historical events as individual units embodying more general meanings. Under the

methodological prescriptions of historians like Ranke, Ernst Troeltsch, Johann Gustav Droysen,

239 Leopold von Ranke, Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen Vélker von 1494 bis 1514, preface to first
edition 1824 (Leipzig: Dunder and Humbolt, 1885), vii. “Man hat der Historie das Amt, die Vergangenheit zu
richten, die Mitwelt zum Nutzen zukiinftiger Jahre zu belehren, beigemessen: so hoher Aemter unterwindet sich
gegenwdrtiger Versuch nicht: er will blos zeigen, wie es eigentlich gewesen.”

240 From an epistemological standpoint, historicism is troubled by the problem of representing events as
empirically verifiable objects of knowledge. This problem, to which Ranke was well attuned, raises such issues as
source selection, the validity of statements as factual truth, the use of figurative language, of literary form, of
balancing narrative with explanation. However, “Ranke has too often been stamped as the historian of objectivity.
But by stating the need for objectivity, Ranke also raised the problem of subjectivity in history. By subjectivity we
do not mean Treitschke’s political bias but a philosophical awareness that full objectivity cannot be found and that,
as Ranke wrote to King Maximilian II, ‘the subjective element introduces itself as a matter of course.”” Klemens
von Klempler, “Das Briefwerk von Leopold von Ranke; Neue Briefe von Leopold von Ranke,” The American
Historical Review 55, no. 4 (July 1950): 871-873.

241 The historicist tradition following Ranke to the middle of the twentieth century “recognized the fundamental
difference between the natural sciences which sought to explain ‘the recurrent general’ and the historical or cultural
sciences which required hermeneutic methods of understanding (Verstehen) that took into account that human
behavior and institutions reflected unique constellations of meaning (Sinnhaftigkeit).” Thus, historicism premised
itself on the assumption “that ‘the general exists only in the individual,” that immersion into the individual
establishes links to the whole, that there is ‘only one history’ (eine einzige Geschichte), which through historical
inquiry ‘can be explained, understood, and which is filled with meaning.”” Georg Iggers, “Historicism: The History
and Meaning of the Term,” Journal of the History of Ideas 56, no. 1, (January 1995): 129-152.
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and Friedrich Meinecke, history articulates an “understanding of the general through immersion

in the particular.”**

Thus understood, the historicist approach offers a comprehensive and
unified perspective through which a particular phenomenon or subject can be grasped and made
legible for human experience in general ***

A prominent feature of the historicist method is to view the past as immutable and
unrepeatable; everything that has been constitutes an irreplaceable and irremovable link in the
chain of human development. “History as universal history with an origin and goal often uses
the metaphor of progress as form of emplotment.”*** One mark of progress is the development
of the modern nation-state. The primacy accorded to the unrepeatable event by historicists
legitimates their practice of documenting deeds of state, which run like a thread through the

narratives they produce. Insofar as the state is one of historicism’s privileged objects of study, it

relies on official diplomatic records to provide an accurate account of events. This, in turn,

242 “While Ranke stressed the necessity of proceeding from a critical reconstruction of the events which constitute
history, he was also convinced that out of this reconstruction of the past, “wie es eigentlich gewesen,” the great
forces which shaped history would become apparent.” Ibid., 131.

243 Historicism develops an internal crisis upon recognizing that all human ideas and values are historically
conditioned and subject to change. The crisis of historicism’ emerges as a doubt over the ability of science to
provide a standard of valuation, that history, philosophy, and other cultural sciences accord to a unified system
values. For example, Ranke’s introduction to Uber die Epochen der neueren Geschichte claims that “each era is
immediate before God [unmittelbar zu Gottt], and its worth does not at all depend on what follows from it, but on its
own existence, its own self.” The historical specificity accorded to each generation undermines the ground of
absolute ideals upon which the collective singular humanity is based, which in turn troubles the notion of universal
history. To avoid this relativization of values, historicism attempts to represent the past with reverence for cultural
diversity. Yet it remains attached to the notion of an organic unity of historical processes. In effect, historicism
results in a form of epistemological idealism: there is only one worldview (Weltanschauungen) that can provide a
standard of meaning for human life.

244 “This ontologization of the history of progress permits it to be seen as a necessary, sensible continuum, a
conception that is always welcomed by the conquerors and to which social democratic and materialistic positions
have also fallen.” Miiller, “Walter Benjamin’s Critique of Historicism: A Rereading,” 245.
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subordinates the historical autonomy of the individual citizen as an actor in the world to that of

the state as an agent of progress.”*’

Benjamin’s reproach of historicism in the theses on the philosophy of history is directed
less at historicism as a historiographical operation, and more at the unwavering faith in progress
displayed by modern philosophies of history. With Benjamin, philosopher Paul Ricoeur argues
that “the idea of progress is not confined to suggesting an a priori superiority of the future ...
over things of the past. The idea of novelty attached to that of modernity ... implies at the

246 1o
”“™ Ricoeur captures the way

minimum a depreciation of earlier times struck with obsolescence.
in which historicism traces an arc of progress without theoretically engaging the constituent parts
of the events it sets out to represent. “Universal history,” writes Benjamin, “has no theoretical
armature. Its procedure is additive: it musters a mass of data to fill the homogeneous, empty

247 That which falls out view of

time,” while excluding pieces of the past that trouble its account.
the official record simply has no place in history.

To produce an official record, historicism pursues its subject matter — the acts of states
and the deeds of ‘proper’ individuals — with empathetic appreciation, and thereby aligns itself
with the prevailing social, economic, and political order. As a result, the history of the defeated
is constructed by those who enjoy privileged economic and political positions within society. In

the words of historian Hayden White, “no appeal to ‘the facts’ alone can touch this construction,

because these same constituencies control what will count as the appropriate kind of science for

245 “The individual who defined his identity in goals outside of or contrary to those of the larger organism (the
nation, the state) was considered cancerous.” Colin Loader, “German Historicism and Its Crisis,” The Journal of
Modern History 48, no. 3, (September 1976): 85-119.

246 Paul Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 302.

247 Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 397.
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determining not only ‘what are the facts’ but also and most important ‘what can count as a

fact,”?*

Benjamin rejects the legitimacy of the victor’s history and its claim to a monopoly of
factual truth. Furthermore, his materialist historiography purges itself of the historicist
preoccupation with objectivity. “Articulating the past historically does not mean recognizing it
‘the way it really was’ (Ranke). It means appropriating a memory as it flashes up at a moment of
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danger. Benjamin’s historical sensibility alludes to an act of meaning creation, one in which

the force of history — this history, this past — is seized in a moment of temporal rupture.**’
Taking account of historical meaning without the support of science, religion, and metaphysics
forces individuals to confront the abyssal quality of meaning. Proclamations of objectivity are of

little help when answering the question what does this history mean for us?. Benjamin’s polemic

thus alerts us to the inherent vulnerability and indeterminacy of meaning, not as a danger, but as

248 Hayden White, “Forward: Ranciére's Revisionism,” from Jacques Ranciére, The Names of History: On the
Poetics of Knowledge (Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press, 1994), ix-x.

249 Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 391. Several thinkers have criticized Benjamin for having a dangerous
fascination with the moment (4ugenblick). This preoccupation, writes historian Harro Miiller, makes him
“insensitive to the problems of rational procedure. He overestimates the irreversibility of the moment and
underestimates massively the risks and dangers of his own conception of the moment in his rigorously dramatized
scenario of crisis with its extreme rhetoric of salvation.” Jiirgen Habermas arrives at a similar conclusion:
“Benjamin did not realize his intention to bring together enlightenment and mysticism, because the theologian in
him could not accept the idea of making his messianic theory of experience serviceable to historical materialism.”
For theorist Julia Hell, Benjamin's “angel of history” embodies “the unproductive tension between resignation and
revolutionary terror.” See Harro Miiller, “Walter Benjamin’s Critique of Historicism: A Rereading,” The Germanic
Review, (September 1996); Julia Hell, “The Angel's Enigmatic Eyes, or The Gothic Beauty of Catastrophic History
in W. G. Sebald's "Air War and Literature" Criticism 46, no. 3 (Summer 2004): 361-392; Jiirgen Habermas,
“Consciousness-Raising or Redemptive Criticism — The Contemporaneity of Walter Benjamin” (1972), New
German Critique 17, Special Walter Benjamin Issue (Spring, 1979): 30-59.

250 For the historian who “blasts the epoch out of its reified 'historical continuity,” “history becomes the object of a
construct whose locus is not empty time but rather the specific epoch, the specific life, the specific work.” Walter
Benjamin, “Edward Fuchs, Collector and Historian,” Selected Writings Volume 3: 1935-1938, ed. Howard Eiland
and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2002), 262. First published in
Zeitschrift fur Sozialforschung, fall 1937.
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a political possibility. To articulate history by means of memory, one must first do away with

the historicist idea of the past as an object of knowledge.>"
2.1

Historicism fails to account for the variability of scientific knowledge and the
fragmentation of history. According to Benjamin, its methodology takes for granted the
structure of historical temporality, assuming history’s movement in a time already given.***
“There is a time of history insofar as there is one single history,” that is, the modern concept of
history underwriting the development of a collective singular humanity.”>> Benefiting from an
“impetus coming from theology and the schema of the ‘promise’ and its ‘realization,’ the
unified history of humanity, which secularizes the Judeo-Christian eschatology of salvation, is
capable of projecting history as a narrative of progress and time as the fulfillment of
potentialities, i.e. historical forces are presented as potentialities that move from one point to
another. This subjects historical time to clock time, an automatic, mechanical, and quantitative
movement. Clock time negates the capacity for beginning inherent in human action.”*

So as to avoid this error, Benjamin’s historical materialism exhibits a heightened

awareness of time. In the tradition of Nietzsche and Bergson,””” Benjamin situates memory and

251 “An object of history cannot be targeted at all within the continuous elapse of history.” Benjamin, The Arcades
Project, [N10a,1], 475.

252 ”The concept of mankind’s historical progress cannot be sundered from the concept of its progression through a
homogenous, empty time. A critique of the concept of such a progression must underlie any criticism of the concept
of progress itself.” Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 395.

253 “Humanity becomes both the total object and the unique subject of history, at the same time as history becomes
a collective singular.” Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, 300.

254 “Freedom as an inner capacity of man is identical with the capacity to begin, just as freedom as a political
reality is identical with a space of movement between men.” Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New
York: Harcourt, 1976), 471.

255 According to Bergson, memory is ideational and virtual, directing individuals toward a past that can be
reanimated via a present perception. “Between the plane of action ... and the plane of pure memory, ... we believe
that we can discover thousands of different planes of consciousness, a thousand integral and yet diverse repetitions
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history within the realm of experience. Between event and recollection lies a virtually limitless

field of experiential modalities. History, as such, is not the unfolding of a time already given,
but rather, the movement of time marked by human action, a movement that stutters, stammers,
and wedges itself into the flow of temporal continuity, i.e. the flow of empty homogenous time.
The time of history thus opens to an experience of heterogeneity and difference, the
unpredictable and unforeseeable. For history to be seized in the present (which is not the same
thing as making the past present), for there to be a blasting of historical continuity, time must be
wrenched out of a succession of neutral nows. The historical materialist’s task becomes one of
accounting “for the differentials of time in the handling of historical objects and to mobilize
them as the fulcrum of historical interpretation,” that is, to constitute history by finding what was
in what is.>°

Thus, history names the moment in which something of the past becomes legible, insofar
as it is taken account of, in a fleeting moment of insight. In such moments, past and present
appear as non-identical with their own time: “the past registers its knowledge of the present at
the same time that a certain knowledge of the present enables the past to emerge.”’ Against its
own preservation and praise, the past gives way to history through the spontaneity of an
unintentional memory. Both subject and object of history, Benjamin’s materialist historian

breaks with the instrumental rationality of progress and with the causal order of homogenous

time. “He knowingly becomes part of the matter by contributing to history the force of his

of the whole of the experience through which we have lived.” Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory (New Y ork:
Zone Books, 2005), 241.

256 Tyrus Miller, ““Glass Before Its Time, Premature Iron’: Architecture, Temporality and Dream in Benjamin’s
Arcades Project,” in Walter Benjamin and The Arcades Project, ed. Beatrice Hanssen (London: Continuum, 2006),
249.

257 Stathis Gourgouris, “The Dream-Reality of the Ruin,” in Walter Benjamin and The Arcades Project, 206.
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interruption.”

With Benjamin, politics becomes a destructive and creative act: the
simultaneous interruption and production of history.>>’
2.2

History takes place as past experiences are rescued in a recuperative gesture of memorial
action. To achieve this effect, memory and experience assume the character of political
categories as they become historical. This uniquely political understanding of memory and
experience breaks with the objectifying temporality of historicism, which attributes determinate
beginnings and ends to historical events. Benjamin’s figural notion of history,® in which
experience is reclaimed by memory, views events as open-ended and incomplete. Memory does

not lend stability or coherence to events, but draws and releases their energy. No longer a

historical determination, but a political act, progress refers to the interruptive moment of the

258 Ibid., 224.

259 The simultaneous interruption and production of history is also found in Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe’s concept of
the caesura. “A caesura would be that which, within history, interrupts history and opens up another possibility of
history, or else closes off all possibility of history.” This concept refers exclusively to a pure event, “an empty or
null event, in which is revealed — without revealing itself — a withdrawal or nothingness.” There is a caesura where
immediacy is interrupted and cut-off. If the caesura is not the concept of historicity, Lacoue-Labarthe argues, then it
is at least one of its most fundamental precepts. Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Heidegger, Art and Politics (Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1990), 45.

260 Traces of Benjamin’s figural notion of history can be found as early as 1924, the year he begins writing The
Origin of German Tragic Drama [Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels]. Reflecting on seventeenth century
German baroque theater, Benjamin writes: “The image of the setting or, more precisely, of the court, becomes the
key to historical understanding.” “History wanders onto the stage.” As Samuel Weber notes, “the English
translation obscures the movement of ‘wandering’: ‘Die Geschichte wandert in den Schauplatz hinein’ becomes
‘History merges into the setting.’” This clarification shows how Benjamin’s figural notion of history corresponds to
a topographical model of memory. “Within this model,” writes Benjamin scholar Sigrid Weigel, “the reading of the
traces and images of history is located in the scene [Schauplatz] of individual and collective memory ... and
understood as a perceptual activity on the threshold between receptivity and action.” See Walter Benjamin, The
Origin of German Tragic Drama (London: Verso, 1998), 92; Samuel Weber, “‘Streets, Squares, Theaters’: A City
on the Move — Walter Benjamin’s Paris” boundary 2 30, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 17-30; Sigrid Weigel, Body and Image
Space: Re-Reading Walter Benjamin (New York: Routledge, 1996), 100.
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present releasing itself from the hold of historical determinism.*®" Breaking with the order of

things, progress interrupts the deferral of action effective of worldly change.

Insisting on the possibility of political action, here understood as a redeeming act of
remembrance that neither incorporates nor excludes the historical content upon which it reflects,
Benjamin’s materialist historiography preserves the disjunctive relation between past and present

that lays bare history’s constructedness and offers time to alternate futures.”*>

Rather than relay
causal connections (cognitive or historical), memory draws similarities between thoughts, events,
and figures that break with the necessity of historical continuity.

History and memory are not binary oppositions. Though the two are interdependent, they
are not the same. Unlike the modern concept of history,”*> memory does not have to follow a

causal structure. The reconstruction of causal sequences that lies at the heart of the

historiographical operation — explaining events by their antecedents — distinguishes it from the

261 Interruption “indicates that continuity (whether it be in terms of the naturalization of chronology or the
incorporation of myth into and as history) is always a secondary effect whose primary intent is the elimination of
conflict.” Andrew Benjamin, Style and Time, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2006), 21. See also
Annabel Herzog, “Illuminating Inheritance: Benjamin’s Influence on Arendt’s Political Storytelling,” Philosophy
and Social Criticism 26, no. 5, (2000): 1-27.

262 “Memory discourses are absolutely essential to imagine the future and to regain a strong temporal and spatial
grounding of life and the imagination in a media and consumer society that increasingly voids temporality and
collective spaces.” Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2003), 6.

263 The modern concept of history is premised on a sequential ordering of time understood as the linear unfolding
of finite moments. History is constructed through a process of separation and relation, in which moments are
gathered as events and placed within a chronological narrative. This understanding of time and history is misguided,
insofar as it reads historical contingency in terms of necessity. With the modern concept of history, progress
becomes the project of Mankind, “acting behind the backs of real men — a personified voice that we find somewhat
later in Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand,” in Kant’s ‘ruse of nature,” Hegel’s ‘cunning of reason,” and Marx’s
‘dialectical materialism.”” A corrective to these teleologically governed accounts of history is offered by historian
and theorist Reinhardt Kosseleck, who, with Benjamin and Arendt, locates history in ephemeral moments of action,
“where time occurs or is subjectively enacted in humans as historical beings.” See Hannah Arendt, “The Concept of
History: Ancient and Modern” in Between Past and Future, 68; Arendt, The Life of the Mind, vol. 2, Willing (New
York: Harcourt, Inc, 1971), 153-154; Reinhart Koselleck, “Time and History,” in The Practice of Conceptual
History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 111.
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kind of remembrance recovered by Benjamin, for whom history follows the changing landscape

and uneven topography of memory.

With Benjamin, memory condenses into “dialectical images,” thought-figures that
manifest an alternative temporality to the sequential ordering of linear homogenous time.
Generated in particular instances of memory, dialectical images break with rule-governed
processes of cognition. On the one hand there is an image, which captures the arrest of
movement, on the other, dialectics, which implies movement and change. The joining of the two
suggests a certain proximity and distance, that is, perspective. Yet this perspective, at once
immediate and synoptic, does not enable one to see the past in its entirety, as though it were a
totalizing image. The image Benjamin has in mind is not a representation, but a convergence, a
simultaneity of past and present.”** In other words, the relation between what-has-been and the
now is figural, not temporal.*®’

Dialectical images, writes Theodor Adorno, are “constellations of historical entities
which do not remain simply interchangeable examples for ideas but which in their uniqueness

constitute the ideas themselves as historical.” In the hands of Benjamin, these images take shape

“as objective crystallizations of the historical dynamic.”**® Against the totalizing tendency of

264 Dialectical images [dialektisches Bild] are not pictorial, but ephemeral flashings or affections of experience.
Neither mental nor material representations, they evince a constellation of resemblances whose form and content
have become indistinguishable. Resemblances “do not so much become visible to sensuous perception or in
objective, concrete form as cognizable in constellations and figurations.” Rather, perceiving resemblances involves
reading traces of lived experience, “which cannot be reproduced in permanent form or in an identical re-
presentation, but can, as Benjamin shows, become cognizable in non-sensuous similitudes.” Weigel, Body and
Image Space: Re-Reading Walter Benjamin, 114-115.

265 For philosopher Georges Didi-Huberman, Benjamin’s dialectical image retains “from Hegel the ‘prodigious
power of the negative,” though removed from any clear and distinct synthesis, any teleological reconciliation.”
Image is what Didi-Huberman refers to as a “crystal of time” and a “sudden shock” where past and present come
into a constellation. “To produce [or experience] a dialectical image is to appeal to the Then, to accept the shock of
memory while refusing to submit or ‘return’ to the past.” Georges Didi-Huberman, “The Supposition of the Aura,”
in Walter Benjamin and History, ed. Andrew Benjamin (London: Continuum, 2005), 8.

266 Theodor Adorno, “A Portrait of Walter Benjamin,” Prisms, trans. Samuel and Shierry Weber, (Cambridge: MIT
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conceptual identification, the figure of the constellation gives weight to the particular in its

material immediacy. Temporary configurations of thought, constellations emerge and recede as
affective correspondences. Correspondences, or similarities, do not rely on knowledge claims,
nor do they depend upon empirical verification. While cognitive and empirical propositions
validate claims to rational truth, they do not account for the appearance of that which resists
identification, that is, forms of thought, like constellations, which have no logical necessity.
Thus understood, similarities signify relations that are external to their terms: spatially and
temporally situated, emerging within a specific context, holding true in their particular

267

instantiation.”" The specific instantiation of these relations has to do with the way in which the

present takes up the past, and in particular, how it relates to the fragments of tradition.

268 .
7<% and it is “the

“It is the present that polarizes the event into fore- and after- history,
instance of judgment which allows it to become the heir of tradition without being under any
obligation to it."** Following Benjamin, events become historical posthumously such that time

is renewed in punctuated moments of critical reflection.”’”® Refusing the objectifying temporality

of historicism, Benjamin preserves an indeterminate space for the renewal of meaning in history.

Press, 1998), 231-238.

267 In a study of David Hume’s empiricism, Gilles Deleuze introduces a theory concerning the externality of
relations: “Relations are external to their terms. This means that ideas do not account for the nature of the
operations that we perform on them, and especially of the relations that we establish among them.” Relations
depend on causes that go beyond those internal to their constitutive parts. Gilles Deleuze, Empiricism and
Subjectivity: An Essay on Hume’s Theory of Human Nature (1953) (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991),
101. Theorist Ernesto Grassi describes this activity as one of “catching sight of relationships, of similitudines
[similarities] among things.” Ernesto Grassi, Rhetoric as Philosophy (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University
Press, 2001), 8.

268 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, [N7a, 8], 471.

269 Philippe Simay, “Tradition as Injunction: Benjamin and the Critique of Historicisms,” in Walter Benjamin and
History, ed. Andrew Benjamin, (London: Continuum, 2005), 151.

270 This brings to mind Arendt’s discussion of meaning and understanding, both of which are born by the spectators
of an action that has come to an end. “The meaning of a committed act is revealed only when the action itself has
come to an end and become a story susceptible to narration.” Here, the meaning of the past converges with an
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Thought in the context of contemporary memorial architecture, Benjamin’s concept of

history exposes some of the limitations of fixing memory to a defined place. Traditionally,
architecture communicates content that, by engendering cognitive, emotional, and corporal
responses, helps orient individuals in the world. Through the domestication of space,
architecture is able to render distinct places of human significance.””" To the extent that it settles
individuals and communities in space, architecture mediates their relation to time. Thus, the
meaning of space and form is internal to the work itself.

For example, a commemorative site, such as a grave or sepulcher, is first and foremost a
referent, marking the fact of human mortality. The power to mark the passing of time brings
place into being. As literary theorist Robert Harrison explains, “the grave domesticates the
inhuman transcendence of space and marks human time off from the timelessness of the gods
and the eternal returns of nature. That is why gods are not the original founders of place —
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mortals are. What is a place, Harrison asks, if not the memory of itself?

The coherence and stability that a fixed place provides relies on a logic of identity, of
being to able to stay the same over time. Benjamin rejects this logic, upending, with Adorno and
Horkheimer, architecture’s ability to domesticate space. Following Benjamin, Adorno and

273

Horkheimer challenge the virtualization of memory and meaning in built form.””> For these

action in the present: storytelling. The end of one action is the beginning of another. Hannah Arendt, “On Humanity
in Dark Times: Thoughts about Lessing,” in Men in Dark Times (New York: Harcourt, 1983), 21.

271 Following Robert Harrison: “places are located in nature, yet they always have human foundations. They do
not occur naturally but are created by human beings through some mark or sign of human presence.” “A place is
where time, in its human modes, takes place.” Robert Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2003), 18-19.

272 Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead, 23.

273 “The disturbed relationship to the dead — who are forgotten and embalmed — is one of the sickness of experience
today. It might almost be said that the concept of human life itself, as the unity of a person’s history, has become
invalid: the individual’s life is now defined merely by its opposite, annihilation, but has lost all concordance, all
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thinkers, meaning emerges, if at all, within a relay of voluntary and involuntary memory,

intentional recollections and spontaneous associations, that can never be prefigured by a logic of
identity, i.e. the synthesis of place and meaning. Meaning must be appended by indeterminate
experiences. Only by opening themselves to this indeterminacy can sites of remembrance be
made meaningful.

2.3

Memorials typically function as conduits of meaning, gathering the past in a condensed
and legible form. Benjamin’s notion of memory troubles this practice. On his account,
experience renders the past legible, which is to say that history is not self-contained. Institutions
can help generate a general picture of history, and lend insight into past particulars, yet they
should not be the final arbiters of meaning.

Meaning is neither revealed nor concealed, but created in a temporally disjunctive act: an
awakening of memory; a memory that awakens. Remembrance, thus understood, not only
unifies discontinuities, but also fragments, splinters, and shatters totalities, proving the temporal
structure of history to be one of interruption (intervening). Less a re-membering (making
something whole) than a dis-membering, a deconstitution of false totalities and empty universals,
remembrance — as a political awakening — betrays the interruptive temporality of historical
events. This threshold experience brings past and present to bear on each other through

reflective judgment.”’

continuity between conscious remembrance and involuntary memory — meaning.” Max Horkheimer and Theodor
W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 178.
274 Reflective judgment, as found in Kant’s third critique (discussed in the following chapter), allows history to be
thought as an event rather than a fact. As an event, history coincides with the moment of politics, which Benjamin
conceives “not in terms of its substance [or terms] but as a mode of action that is ‘radical’ and single-mindedly
disdainful of consistency and consequences. What matters above all is to decide.” John McCole, Walter Benjamin
and the Antinomies of Tradition (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 165.
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However, Benjamin is well aware that meaning can never be defined exclusively by the

present, insofar as the present is subject to a future that opens up the past. Present and future
share a claim over the meaning of events. To paraphrase a letter written by Benjamin to Gerhard
Scholem, one must decide at each and every moment; commitment is not a once and for all.>”

Benjamin breaks with the idea of history as chronological explanation, which not only
imposes meaning externally, but also subsumes the new under what is already known. Thesis six
of Benjamin’s “On the Concept of History” (often referred to as the “Theses on the Philosophy
of History”) warns against the dangers of mistakenly attributing continuity to past and present, of
uncritically accepting the logic and content of a history that identifies progress in continuity:

Historical materialism wishes to hold fast that image of the past which

unexpectedly appears to the historical subject in a moment of danger. 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.

Every age must strive anew to wrest tradition away from the conformism that is

working to overpower it.*’®
As this passage suggests, the moment of remembrance is defined by a danger: the danger of
passing over the past and of being passed over in turn. Memory can miss the moment of
remembrance through any combination of distortion, falsification, forgetfulness, and denial.
Moreover, the past can be normalized to fit present-day conventions, neutralized through
processes of institutional assimilation. To avoid these dangers, one must effect a break in the
order of things.

Widening the horizons of experience and meaning requires an inaugurative act of

remembrance that holds fast to what Benjamin describes as “an irretrievable image of the past

275 “[TThe task is not to decide once and for all, but to decide at every moment.” Benjamin, The Correspondence of
Walter Benjamin, 1910-1940, ed. Gershom Scholem and Theodor W. Adorno (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1994), May 29, 1926, 300.

276 Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 391.
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which threatens to disappear in any present that does not recognize itself as intended in that

. 277
image.”

This citation first appears in an essay published three years before appearing in
Benjamin’s theses, “Edward Fuchs, Collector and Historian.” The essay, which prefigures
Benjamin's critique of historicism, distinguishes a politically charged and critical perspective
toward the past from that of the traditional historian. The former “must abandon the calm
contemplative attitude toward his object in order to become conscious of the critical constellation

278 .
72" This means

in which precisely this fragment of the past finds itself with the present.
recognizing that there is nothing inherent in the past that makes it contemporaneous with the
present.

To bring dialectical movement, as a process of interiorization, to a standstill, history must
be actualized in the present. In the moment of judgment, the image localizes time and history,
wresting it away from the conformity that seeks to overpower it. Reinserting time into the image

reanimates the past, filling it with movement until it bursts with time.*"””

The point, which is not
to be missed in Benjamin's larger critique of enlightenment notions of progress, is that a
politically enabling practice of remembrance entails an experience with history, not simply of
history. It is always this history, which is irreducible to factual knowledge, that is originary for
every present that takes up the responsibility of recognizing itself as intimated in a particular

image of the past.

24

277 Ibid., p. 391. “History is not a connection of causes, it is a connection of affect and intention.” Werner
Hamacher, “‘Now’: Walter Benjamin on Historical Time,” in Walter Benjamin and History, ed. Andrew Benjamin
(London: Continuum, 2005), 51.

278 Benjamin, “Edward Fuchs, Collector and Historian,” 262.

279 “To put to work an experience with history - a history that is originary for every present - is the task of historical
materialism. The latter is directed toward a consciousness of the present which explodes the continuum of history.”
Ibid., 262.
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It is with this challenge in mind that Benjamin calls our attention to the temporality of

factual truth, which is implicated in relations of domination, past and present. “There is no
document of culture,” writes Benjamin, “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.”*® As testimonial proof of past events, historical
objects help organize our understanding of what has been. But as Benjamin (and later Adorno)
rightly points out, wherever meaningfulness is assumed, cultural objects contribute to processes
of exclusion that maintain them as such: historical artifacts are markers of both culture and
barbarism. “The false aliveness of the past-made-present,” signals “the elimination of every

3! Hence the need for reflective judgment and critical thinking,

echo of a ‘lament’ from history.
neither of which promise to overcome the dialectic of culture and barbarism, but rather address
the need for increasing our awareness of practices of exclusion and relations of domination.

As a recuperative intervention, critique rescues emergent and spontaneous energies
implicated within the barbarism of cultural objects. Following Adorno, culture remains faithful
to man on the condition that it withdraws from man. To withdraw from man, culture must
disclose the contemporaneity of the present with a repressed or forgotten past, i.e. it must reveal

the continuity and dialectic of culture and barbarism. The historian’s task, ‘to brush history

against the grain,’ thus subverts the normative foundations of historical transmission responsible

280 Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 392.

281 Benjamin, “Paralipomena to ‘On the Concept of History,”” 401. See also [N5a,7] from Benjamin’s Arcades
Project: “Barbarism lurks in the very concept of culture — as the concept of a fund of values which is considered
independent not, indeed, of the production process in which these values originated, but of the one in which they
survive.” Benjamin, The Arcades Project, 467-468.
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for time’s naturalization and objectification of the past. When heeded, this task reverses the

political quietism of the ever recurring same (status quo).**?

Why challenge the status quo when continuity is one of modernity’s markers of progress?
For starters, when individuals resign themselves to accept what is given as natural, continuity can
be imposed on events that have no necessary relation to one another. Formalizing the
autonomous realm of human action, as though it could be derived from an immutable law of
progress, removes novelty from human experience. As social relations are normalized, political
apathy deepens. This resignation, whether cynical or providential, participates in what Benjamin
describes as a catastrophe of missed opportunities, critical moments that can either preserve the
order of things or incite radical change. “The concept of progress,” he writes, “must be grounded
in the idea of catastrophe. That things are ‘status-quo’ is the catastrophe.”® “The enshrinement
or apologia [the catastrophe] is meant to cover up the revolutionary moments in the occurrence

of history. At heart, it seeks the establishment of continuity.”**

Where progress is assumed,
indifference is quick to follow. The givenness of progress as historical fact assures the

development of mankind, despite the action of individuals. Progress is cheated out of itself by

282 Where there is “a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past,” the historical materialist “takes
cognizance of it in order to blast a specific era out of the homogeneous course of history; thus, he blasts a specific
life out of the era, a specific work out of the lifework.” Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 396.

283 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, [N9a,1], 473. See also [N10,2], 474. Benjamin’s critique of the status quo is
intended to “emphasize how normal and everyday violence, annihilation, and destruction have become in
contemporary life — that is, to counter a stance of amazement, astonishment, or horror.” A form of political and
historical insurrection, it breaks with “that concept of history which is based on a notion of progress as the rule and
therefore regards everything that does not fit in with the rule as an exception, a relapse, barbarism, irrationality, or
something similar.” When framed by a narrative of progress, history amounts to a “discourse which in the interests
of knowledge, explanation, and truth” work “away at integrating the amazing [i.e. the new, the marginalized] into an
order accessible to reason and thus, in the final instance, sublating its enigmatic elements.” Benjamin’s critique of
the status quo reveals the contingent nature of progress, such that history can no longer be thought as the
development of a meaningful process according to an empirical or transcendental reason. See Weigel, Body and
Image Space: Re-Reading Walter Benjamin, 146-148.

284 Ibid., [N9a,5], 474.



121

85 By rescuing the past from its catastrophic ‘enshrinement as heritage,’

acts spoken in its name.
politics breaks with the systematic complacency characteristic of progressive notions of
history.**®

For example, the work of the late twentieth-century German writer W.G. Sebald enjoins
fiction and fact to articulate an image of the past that has been displaced by time and fatigued by
memorial institutions. In works like Austerlitz and The Rings of Saturn, the past is given over to
an experience of the present that goes beyond the realm of objective fact. “All moments of time
have co-existed simultaneously, in which case none of what history tells us would be true, past
events have not yet occurred but are waiting to do so at the moment when we think of them.”**’
With Benjamin, Sebald’s spatial convergence of time turns memory into a landscape of unknown

. 288
horizons.

285 In an early essay on Benjamin, Jiirgen Habermas claims that “progress is not at home in the continuity but rather
in the interferences of the course of time.” Habermas charges Benjamin’s materialist historiography with having “a
very mediated relation to political praxis.” Benjamin’s reluctance to recognizing progress in gradual, incremental
reform and social change “rules out cumulative changes in the structures of domination.” For Habermas,
Benjamin’s politics of pure means amounts to an “anarchistic praxis” in its renunciation of instrumentality,
purposive rationality, and goal-oriented action. I disagree with Habermas’s assessment, and find the lack of such
qualities to be the source of strength of Benjamin’s redemptive critique. Habermas’s claim that “an immanent
relation to political praxis cannot be obtained at all from redemptive critique, as it can from a consciousness-raising
one,” fails to account for the imminent relation of politics to memory advanced by Benjamin. Habermas,
“Consciousness-Raising or Redemptive Criticism — The Contemporaneity of Walter Benjamin.”

286 A passage from Benjamin’s “Central Park,” which continues several of his reflections from the Arcades Project
(notably, those related to his unrealized book on Charles Baudelaire), captures the destructive/constructive force of
politics and its primacy over history. “The course of history, seen in terms of the concept of catastrophe, can
actually claim no more attention from thinkers than a child’s kaleidoscope, which with every turn of the hand
dissolves the established order into a new array. There is profound truth in this image. The concepts of the ruling
class have always been the mirrors that enabled an image of ‘order’ to prevail. — The kaleidoscope must be
smashed.” See Benjamin, “Central Park,” Selected Writings Volume 4. 1938-1940, 164.

287 W.G. Sebald, Austerlitz, trans. Anthea Bell (New York: Random House, 2001), 101. In another passage from
Austerlitz, Sebald further elaborates on this feeling of temporal simultaneity: “It seems to me then as if all the
moments of our life occupy the same space, as if future events have already existed and were only waiting for us to
find our way to them at last.” 257.

288 While similarities abound, Sebald’s writing does not simply employ Benjamin’s methodological forms and
conventions (citation, memoir, travel writing), nor does it adopt the objects and interests of his study (liminal places
of passage, architecture, the remnants of historical violence, the spectral and uncanny). The “hybrid styles” of
Sebald’s work converges with that of Benjamin around what Eric Santner describes as creaturely life — “a dimension
of human existence called into being ... where the struggle for new meaning is at its most intense” (xv). For
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A more immediately political project illustrates this point. Sebald’s On the Natural

History of Destruction explores the silence among Germans following the bombing of German
cities during the Second World War in order to recover the critical potential of a recent past and
awaken an all but dormant historical sensibility. In particular, the “Air War and Literature”
essay renders visible what postwar German literature left invisible — the corpses built into the

foundation of the German state.*®’

Through the figure of a natural history of destruction,”
Sebald discloses Germany's postwar secret: the catastrophic end of National Socialism. The
essay, like many other postwar reflections on trauma, takes up the aesthetic and moral challenges
of representation. For Sebald, looking at the images of dead bodies is both an ethical and
political imperative. These unsettling images, and the history they reveal, force their viewers to

confront the ongoing realities of violence in all of its human forms.

2.5

Benjamin, creaturely life refers to “life captured at the (ever shifting and mutating) threshold of the juridicopolitical
order” (86). “Sebald’s writing,” Santner argues, “is deeply indebted to the Benjaminian view that at some level we
truly encounter the radical otherness of the ‘natural’ world only where it appears in the guise of historical remnant,”
that is, “where a piece of the human world presents itself as a surplus that both demands and resists symbolization”
(xv). Just because objects once vital to our daily lives lose their place in the symbolic order, does not mean that they
are no longer humanly significant; “in some way [they] continue to address us — get under our psychic skin — though
we no longer possess the key to their meaning.” (17). See Santner, On Creaturely Life: Rilke, Benjamin, Sebald.
289 Sebald attributes the economic success of postwar Germany to material factors, such as capital investment, and
immaterial factors, like “the unquestioning work ethic learned in totalitarian society.” In addition, he identifies a
previously unacknowledged immaterial catalyst: “the stream of psychic energy that has not dried up to this day, and
which has its source in the well-kept secret of the corpses built into the foundations of our [German] state, a secret
that bound all Germans together in the postwar years, and indeed still binds them, more closely than any positive
goal such as the realization of democracy ever could.” W.G. Sebald, On the Natural History of Destruction trans.,
Anthea Bell (New York: Random House, 2003), 13.

290 Natural history [Naturgeschichte] describes a process of decay that challenges the enlightenment conception of
historical progress and perfectibility. Natural history assimilates “the irregular ups and downs, the fitful
accelerations and decelerations of political history as well as what in western societies is generally called progress,
to the regular rhythm of life and death, growth and decay.” In the work of Sebald, the concept appeals to a
dehistoricization of history, as opposed to the more common understanding of natural history as an atemporal and
ahistorical naturalization of history. However, from the perspective of progress, regressions are viewed as
temporary aberrations, such that the limits of progress themselves become forms of progress. As Reinhart Koselleck
notes, “this scheme of thought is still employed today when political ideologies prescribe linear progress that allows
for interruptions but creates political legitimacy through its inexorability.” See Eric Santner, Stranded Objects:
Mourning, Memory, and Film in Postwar Germany (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), 65; Koselleck,
““Progress’ and ‘Decline’: An Appendix to the History of Two Concepts,” 231.
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Because exclusion, exploitation, and domination are facts of life, Sebald demands that

history not be indifferent to how these realities are judged. Acutely aware of this imperative,
Benjamin’s materialist historiography insists on a praxis of remembrance rather than an
institutionalization of memory. Simply put, institutionalized memory runs the risk of
acquiescence and self-contentment. This danger lies at the heart of historicism’s most salient
and intractable feature: empathy with the victor, that is, the tendency to read continuity — “the
schema of progression within an empty and homogenous time” — back into history.”’' Echoing
Benjamin, Hannah Arendt exposes the stakes of empathetically viewing the past: “The historian,
by gazing backward into the historical process, has been so accustomed to discovering an
‘objective’ meaning, independent of the aims and awareness of the actors, that he is able to

d 99292

overlook what actually happened in his attempt to discern some objective tren. In search of

objectivity, the deadened gaze of the historian misses the particular significance of past events.
This characterizes the historian who, “transplanting himself into a remote past, prophesies what

was regarded as the future at that time but meanwhile has become past. This view corresponds

59293

exactly to the historical theory of empathy. Empathy alone fails to make things meaningful.

As historian and theorist Reinhart Koselleck explains, “the progress of modernity, despite its

universal claim, reflects only a partial, self-consistent experience and, instead, masks or obscures

59294

other modes of experience. Uncovering these other modes of experience requires an act of

291 Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings Volume 3: 1935-1938, ed. Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings
(Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2002), 405-406.

292 Arendt, “The Concept of History: Ancient and Modern”, 88.

293 Benjamin, Selected Writings Volume 3: 1935-1938, 405-406. Arendt makes clear that “what mattered to
[Benjamin] above all was to avoid anything that might be reminiscent of empathy, as though a given subject of
investigation had a message in readiness which easily communicated itself, or could be communicated, to the reader
or spectator.” Hannah Arendt, “Walter Benjamin” in Men in Dark Times (New York: Harcourt Brace and
Company, 1995), 203.

294 Koselleck, The Practice of Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts, 235.
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reflective judgment, one capable of unearthing the “unexpected new with all its implications in

any given period and to bring out the full power of its significance.”*”
“All historiography,” writes Arendt, “is necessarily salvation and frequently

justification.”

The latter tendency coincides with an empathetic attachment to the triumphant
of history. Empathy with the victor, the motive force behind a progressive account and
transmission of history, as found in the writings of Immanuel Kant,”*” assimilates past events to a
narrative framework founded on a universal subject (man, citizen) for whom history unfolds with
a predetermined end (enlightenment, universal rights). As an affective identification with the
triumphs and achievements of all things past, empathy with the victor passively approaches
history, and thereby surrenders to progress man’s innate ability to transform the world.

The historian who practices empathy and comprehends everything assembles a

mass of facts, which means that he places the objectified course of history into an

ideal simultaneity in order to fill up ‘empty and homogenous time.” He thereby

strips the present’s relationship to the future of any relevance for understanding

the past.*”®

This later reading of Benjamin by Jiirgen Habermas captures the way in which empathetic

identification®” and its appeal to objective fact — the source material of an official historical

295 Hannah Arendt, “Understanding and Politics,” in Essays in Understanding, 1930-1954, ed. Jerome Kohn
(New York: Harcourt Brace and Company, 1994), 320.

296 Hannah Arendt, “A Reply to Eric Voegelin,” in The Portable Hannah Arendt (New York: Penguin Books,
2003), 158.

297 Immanuel Kant, for example, argues that “progress toward the better is assured humanity in spite of all its
infirmity.” For Benjamin, such an unremitting belief in progress problematically assumes an impoverished and
politically debilitated form of history. Thus he finds it is necessary to reconfigure the relationship between historical
objects and how they are valued as such. Immanuel Kant, “An Old Question Raised Again: Is the Human Race
Constantly Progressing,” in On History, trans. Lewis White Beck (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company,
1963), 144-145. A dominant strand of discourse ethics envisions a progress without remainders: “once the
interpretive battles have subsided, all parties recognize that reforms are achievements, although they were at first
sharply contested.” Jiirgen Habermas, “Constitutional Democracy,” Political Theory 29, no. 6 (2001): 774.

298 Jiirgen Habermas, “Excursus on Benjamin’s Theses on the Philosophy of History,” The Philosophical
Discourse of Modernity, trans., Frederick G. Lawrence (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990), 13.

299 For example, Max Weber defines sociology as a scientific construction of subjectively meaningful causal
explanations for human behavior. Thus understood, the objective of sociological inquiry is to arrive at a rational
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record — excludes the defeated from history. The result is an affirmative historical explanation

that, through a combination of omission and assimilation, mutes those past particulars which
interfere with the narrative of progress it projects.

Empathetic reconstructions of the past not only legitimize former acts of violence, they
also affirm a trajectory of violence that contributes to current practices of exclusion and

.. 300
domination.

The task of redemptive critique is to show that oppression and suffering are not
historical inevitabilities. Hence the turn to a praxis of remembrance, which has the capacity to
awaken the present from the deep sleep of progress and its dream of an automatic accumulation
of cultural achievement and economic development.
2.6

Writing history from the perspective of the victor corresponds to “successive impositions

of legally codified rule that legitimizes itself by reference to supposedly just ends.”**' To this

effect, history represents domination as an immutable fact of life, depicts it as a temporary

explanatory understanding [ Verstehen] of the social behavior of intending subjects (i.e. those who attach subjective
meanings to their action). This interpretive understanding is less about identifying intentional or psychological
motivations, than it is about accurately determining the meaning of a particular situation or action. As Weber
explains, understanding historical events is not a matter of being in the mind of individual actors: “the ability to
imagine one’s self performing a similar action is not a requisite to understanding; ‘one need not have been Caesar in
order to understand Caesar.” For the verifiable accuracy of interpretation of the meaning of a phenomenon, it is a
great help to be able to put one’s self imaginatively in the place of the actor and thus sympathetically participate in
his experiences, but this is not an essential condition of meaningful interpretation.” Emotional empathetic
[Einfiihlung] understanding (an imaginative participation) facilitates rational explanatory understanding, yet it need
not do so. For “the empirical sciences of action, such as sociology and history,” understanding does not result in “an
objectively ‘correct’ meaning or one which is true in some metaphysical sense.” Despite their methodological
differences, the aim of historical analysis for both Weber and modern historiography is the realization of a
systematic body of knowledge based on an empirical, rather than experiential, conception of knowledge. See Max
Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, trans., A.M. Henderson and Talcott Parsons (New York:
Free Press, 1964), 88-91.

300 Identification with the victors of history and their present-day successors lessens “those features of the historian
or survivor that seem merely subjective, including individual or collective cognitive interests and capacities for
experiencing and responding to human suffering — especially suffering that may be viewed as being continued
today.” Fritsch, The Promise of Memory, 162.

301 Ibid., 103.
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aberration, or ignores it entirely, thereby legitimating the law-positing and law-preserving

violence of the prevailing political order.

Alert to the political stakes of empathetic identification, theorist Matthias Fritsch draws
from Benjamin’s 1921 essay “Toward the Critique of Violence,” the nature in which “the history
of state power is governed by a model according to which a victorious power institutes itself only

392 Following Benjamin,

to degenerate into a mere instrument for the conservation of its victory.
Fritsch argues that the perpetuation of violence (class, state, ethnic, religious) relies on a
combination of assimilation and exclusion of past struggles to support an integrationist narrative
of progress blind to its own complicity with the prevailing order. Peace “implies the lasting
imposition of the will of the victor. Subsequently, the institutions of this political and legal order
must seek to maintain peace by preserving themselves. Instituting power necessarily turns into

39 Benjamin’s essay accounts for the instrumentality of

conserving, administrative power.
violence through the effects of its law-positing and law-preserving trajectories: the ends of

. . . 304 .
violence are inseparable from violence as means.”” Violent means (Max Weber’s monopoly of

302 Ibid., 115.

303 Ibid., 113. For Benjamin, “the most crucial ethical issue regarding a legal system that uses its laws as violent
means to an end, consists in the mutual co-implication of means and ends” (108). The “dialectic of imposition and
conservation” shows that “positing violence is always already conserving violence” (115). “Power must institute
itself in relatively stable (legal and political) conditions, and that it, in so doing, monopolizes violence by depriving
all others subjects of the right to posit its own laws” (111). “All violence (Gewalt) must posit law, and all law owes
itself to an imposition that cannot do without violence” (112). We find a similar conclusion in Michel Foucault’s
survey of history’s relation to power. The traditional function of history, Foucault argues, is “to speak the right of
power and to intensify the luster of power,” by captivating individuals with the glory of “mighty sovereigns and
their victories (and, if need be, their temporary defeats),” “to use the continuity of the law to establish a juridical link
between those men and power, because power and its workings were a demonstration of the continuity of the law
itself.” “Power both binds and immobilizes, and is both the founder and guarantor of order; and history is precisely
the discourse that intensifies and makes more efficacious the twin functions that guarantee order.” See Michel
Foucault, Society Must be Defended: Lectures at the College de France, 1975-1976, trans., David Macey (New
York: Picador, 2003), 66-68.

304 “The legal order can justify its own violence only insofar as this violence is a means to an end, but the end it
serves can never be separated from itself as means, for the law, by virtue of its universality, is at bottom
unconcerned with the life of those upon whom the violence it justifies is exercised or with the life of those whom
this violence is supposed to protect. The violence of the legal order is concerned solely with itself, with its own
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the legitimate use of violence held by the state) codify peace and enforce the legal and political

order, such that legal ends pursue the institution and preservation of state power.

A brief discussion of Berlin’s Neue Wache memorial, dedicated “To the Victims of War
and Tyranny” [Den Opfern von Krieg und Gewaltherrschaft], illustrates a number of the political
consequences of law-positing and law-preserving violence on memorial architecture.

Located in the center of Berlin on Unter den Linden, this relatively small memorial has a
sizable history. Originally an artillery guardhouse, the Neue Wache was commissioned by the
Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm III in 1816 to provide a watch station for the
Kronprinzenpalais. Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s unassuming neoclassical design consisted of a
Doric column portico and four corner towers enclosing an inner courtyard. The freestanding
building first attained memorial status when it was used to commemorate Prussia’s involvement
in the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815). In 1930 the site was converted from a memorial to the
wars of liberation into one commemorating the fallen soldiers of the First World War. At that
time, the building’s interior was transformed into a memorial hall capped with a glass cupola,
which came to be known as the “Memorial [Geddchtnisstdtte] for the Fallen of the World War.”
Following the devastation of the Second World War, the memorial was once again reconstructed
and renamed, now a “Memorial for the Victims of Fascism and Militarism.” In 1969 an eternal
flame was added to the hall. Two years after German reunification, a statue of a mourning
mother embracing her dead son was placed in the center of the renovated hall. Today the Neue
Wache stands as the “Central Commemorative Site of the Federal Republic of Germany.”

Tracing the arc of the Neue Wache’s development reveals how a memorial, which is

majesty — without, however, ceasing to present itself as a means and reverting to what all legal violence once was:
immediate manifestation. Peter Fenves, “‘Out of the Order of Number’: Benjamin and Irigaray Toward a Politics of
Pure Means,” Diacritics 28, no. 1 (1998): 43-58.
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supposed to represent an eternal image or a timeless idea, can be adapted to fit a range of

political contexts.’® “This modest memorial,” writes art historian Juliet Koss, “more than any
other state building has been programmatically used in each of its concrete historical forms to
provide the then current German state with a unifying image of national legitimation.”*" As
Koss makes clear, the Neue Wache both memorializes the victims of war and tyranny and
heroizes a civic ideal, thereby fulfilling the ethical function of justifying the loss of life in times

of war.>"’

Yet, the lack of distinction between perpetrator and victim in one of the memorial’s
most recent inscriptions betrays a failure to acknowledge those parts of the past that trouble the
unifying image the memorial attempts to provide.’® Today, as it has throughout much of its
history, the Neue Wache contributes to the legitimation of political order through strategically
exclusionary readings of the past.

To articulate an image of the world capable of rendering visible fragments of the past,
practices of memorialization must be attentive to both the victims and the victors of history.
With this image in mind, Benjamin’s historico-political project becomes a kind of counter-
historiography, but not in the sense of a victim’s history, which would at best inscribe the

formerly excluded within a politically neutralizing narrative. Rather than perpetuate a logic of

exclusion, Benjamin gauges the fault lines of the past to preserve their heterogeneity. In this

305 Following Howard Mansfield, “in history, unlike heredity, we choose our ancestors. We choose with
monuments, markers and history books. We choose also with bulldozers, by what we remove.” Howard Mansfield,
In the Memory House (Golden: Fulcrum Publishing, 1993), 26.

306 Juliet Koss, “Coming to Terms with the Present,” Grey Room 16, (Summer 2004): 116-131.

307 This follows theorist Henry Pickford’s claim that the memorial is “coded above all as a military memorial,
whereas the overwhelming number of the dead did not belong to the military, but rather the civil sphere of society. It
is the recoding of a breakdown of civil society (the rise of National Socialism) in the traditional trappings of a
national war memorial that most condemns the Neue Wache.” Henry W. Pickford, “Conflict and Commemoration:
Two Berlin Memorials,” Modernism/Modernity 12, no. 1 (2005): 133-173.

308 As a result of public dissatisfaction over the sterile and indiscriminate language of the dedication, a separate
memorial to Jewish victims was commissioned, along with two bronze tablets which now stand aside the Neue
Wache’s entrance: on the left a history of the building, on the right an enumeration of those in memorial.
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way, the remembrance of losses and defeats, whose abuses extend well beyond the moment of

law-positing violence, energize present struggles against constituted (instituted) power by
generating counter narratives to a tradition complicit with the barbarism of humanity.”® Though
“no one may easily claim a good conscience with regard to history and the appropriation of a
culture by the survivors, ... not all heirs are equally implicated in the suppression of the claim
past oppression has on present and future generations.”'’ A genuinely political view of
progress reflects on how the victors and victims of history are distinguished from one another
over time.
2.7

Adorno writes that Benjamin “wanted to eradicate progress from philosophical reflection.
In Benjamin progress obtains legitimation in the doctrine that the idea of the happiness of unborn
generations — without which one cannot speak of progress — inalienably includes the idea of
redemption.” Redemption, that is, for the countless dead generations who have remained
invisible to the eyes of progress. From the perspective of a politics attuned to the visibility of
both the victors and victims of history, and the negotiation of who qualifies as such, “progress
would be the very establishment of humanity in the first place, whose prospect opens up in the

. 311
face of extinction.”

Benjamin’s redemptive notion of progress, in which Adorno recognizes
the establishment of humanity, draws near Arendt’s notion of the common world. Like

Benjamin, Arendt stresses the fragility of action and the perishability of what it brings into being.

309 Similarly, Foucault’s genealogical approach offers an interventionist form of historical production: “the
successes of history belong to those who are capable of seizing these rules [the rule of violence and domination
encoded into the rule of law] to replace those who had used them, to disguise themselves so as to pervert them,
invert their meaning, and redirect them against those who had initially imposed them.” Michel Foucault,
“Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” The Foucault Reader, ed., Paul Rabinow (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 86.
310 Fritsch, The Promise of Memory, 168-174.

311 Adorno, “Progress,” Can One Live after Auschwitz, 128.
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Despite their differences, these thinkers expose the illusory character of humanity when used to

pursue the ends (and end) of history.

Empathy with the victor amounts to political resignation, an apathetic subjection to
relations of domination, forms of oppression, and practices of exclusion.

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 the traditional practice, the spoils are carried in the procession.

They are called ‘cultural treasures,” and a historical materialist views them with

cautious detachment. For in every case these treasures have a lineage which he

cannot contemplate without horror.*'?
The classification, itemization, and display of historical artifacts, that is, the institutionalization
of a historical inventory of ‘cultural treasures,” evacuates the past of its energy to awaken and
inspire meaningful action capable of returning spontaneity to human events. “While the
materialist historian constructs a particular past according to the dictates of the hour, the
historicist painstakingly reconstructs some by-gone era out of a tell-tale need to forget the
present. Part tourist, part archaeologist, he seeks to ‘relive’ the past through an idle act of
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‘empathy. Here, Benjamin scholar Irving Wohlfarth identifies the historicist use of the past

to be symptomatic of a desire to forget current abuses of power. “From time immemorial,”
writes Benjamin, “historical narration has simply picked out an object from” within the
continuous elapse of history.
But it has done so without foundation, as an expedient; and its first thought was
then always to reinsert the object into the continuum, which it would create anew
through empathy. Materialist historiography does not choose its objects

arbitrarily. It does not fasten on them but rather springs them loose from the order
of succession.’'*

312 “Empathizing with the victor invariably benefits the current rulers.” Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,”
391-392.

313 Irving Wohlfarth, “Et Cetera? The Historian as Chiffonnier,” in Walter Benjamin and The Arcades Project, 19.
314 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, [N10a,1], 475.
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Releasing fragments of the past from the ‘order of succession’ describes Benjamin’s strategy of
remembrance. Memory does not choose its objects randomly for the sake of adding to a mass of
facts and dates, but rather interrupts sequential orders and reveals the way in which
predetermined continuities leave in place practices and hierarchies of exclusion by
empathetically justifying violence. If history is to manifest meaning, it cannot amount to a
progressive catalogue comprised of content indifferent to its display. History does not lie in
waiting of discovery. Past events become historically meaningful through judgment, which
means reading the past without being determined by a chronological structure or logic of
progress. It is for this reason that memorials, and other such commemorative spaces, ought to
provoke within their audience questions of meaning, while also facilitating a critical practice of
judgment.
2.8

Progress, in a deeply political sense, must first orient itself toward the past. For
Benjamin, this means becoming aware of a temporal index by which the past is referred to
redemption.

The past carries with it a secret index by which it is referred to redemption. ... If

so, then 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. The
historical materialist is aware of this.>"

315 Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 390. Habermas, like Horkheimer earlier, identifies within the ‘secret
agreement’ a ‘mystical causality’ which evinces a conservative effort by Benjamin to rescue the past. However, as
Benjamin is well aware, redemption can miss, and the historical index carried by a particular past, can pass without
notice. Still, the criticisms of Habermas and Horkheimer fail to recognize remembrance as a transformative
experience in which the present changes through a critical juxtaposition with the past. See Habermas,
“Consciousness-Raising or Redemptive Criticism — The Contemporaneity of Walter Benjamin,” and Benjamin, The
Arcades Project, [N§,1], 471.
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Redemption, the moment at which memory gives itself over to thinking an event in creation, is

an active receiving, as opposed to a passive accepting. The temporal index of history refers both
to its origin and to the moment of its legibility, that is, the moment at which a past demands to be
read (this interruptive force displaces origins, if for only a brief moment). Benjamin’s concept of
origin does not signify the “act or fact of beginning,”*'® but an event that is both singular and
incomplete, one whose meaning is contained within its emergence and deferred to posterity. “On
the one hand it needs to be recognized as a process of restoration and reestablishment, but, on the

other hand, and precisely because of this, as something imperfect and incomplete.”"’

Becoming
aware of the historical index of things can be thought of as a mindful inheritance, an active

decision to carry forward a tradition that makes one responsible for the lessons and stories to

. . . 318 . . .. .
which it pertains.” ~ Inheritance, Jacques Derrida insists, has a radical and necessary

316 “Origin, n. 1b,” Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed., eds. J.A. Simpson and E.S.C. (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1989). OED Online Oxford University Press. April 7, 2007. http://dictionary.oed.com/.

317 “Origin [Ursprung], 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. Origin is an eddy in the
stream of becoming, and in its current it swallows the material involved in the process of genesis. That which is
original is never revealed in the naked and manifest existence of the factual.” Benjamin, The Origin of German
Tragic Drama, 45.

318 Though it is informed by a progressive historical ontology, Habermas’s theory of constitutional democracy
(developed from his discourse theory) also offers a mode of altering one’s relationship to the past through the
transmission and reception of a codified tradition of legal rule. Habermas argues that “the allegedly paradoxical
relation between democracy and the rule of law resolves itself in the dimension of historical time, provided one
conceives the constitution as a project that makes the founding act into an ongoing process of constitution-making
that continues across generations.” In his view, constitutional democracy is not the site of intergenerational struggle,
but intergenerational community: each generation is responsible for the maintenance and maturation of their
inherited system of rights and rule of law. “A constitution that is democratic — not just in its content but also
according to its source of legitimation — is a tradition-building project with a clearly marked beginning in time. All
the later generations have the task of actualizing the still-untapped normative substance of the system of rights laid
down in the original document of the constitution.” Thus understood, constitutional democracy is a learning process
in which the inheritors of a rule of law correct and develop the normative content of a system of rights. “It is the
trace, not the event,” writes political theorist Bonnie Honig, “that [Habermas] seeks to recollect. It is the trace not
the event that he secures when he says that those who tap the system of rights must orient themselves toward a
beginning from which they take their bearings and build a tradition.” This beginning is not just any beginning, but
one “clearly marked” in time, that is, an origin in support of a foundational myth endowed with a logic of progress.
Like Kant, Habermas problematically commits himself to the view that mankind improves over time: “once the
interpretive battles have subsided, all parties recognize that reforms are achievements, although they were at first
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heterogeneity: “An inheritance is never gathered together, it is never one with itself. Its

presumed unity; if there is one, can consist only in the injunction to reaffirm by choosing.” This

injunction demands that “one must filter, sift, criticize, one must sort out several different
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possibilities that inhabit the same injunction. It is a claim and an appeal made by the dead on

the living to actively receive and be responsible for history.

The past holds a claim over the present and the future: to be called by memory.
“Someone who pokes about in the past as if rummaging in a storeroom of examples and
analogies still has no inkling of how much in a given moment depends on its being made present

9320

[ihre Vergegenwdrtigung]. The power to actualize what was once possible, but that can

never originate in ourselves alone, bears the mark of history’s indexical function. This power

comes from an expectation of others towards us, a past filled with missed opportunities that

321

demands fulfillment.”” Benjamin’s concept of history renews the time consciousness of

modernity by reminding us that “it is always the ‘dead letter’ in which the ‘living spirit’ must
survive, a deadness from which it can be rescued only when the dead letter comes again into
contact with a life willing to resurrect it, although this resurrection of the dead shares with all
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living things that it, too, will die again. Here Arendt draws on Benjamin’s notion of

sharply contested.” Jiirgen Habermas, “Constitutional Democracy: A Paradoxical Union of Contradictory
Principles?” trans., William Rehg, Political Theory 29, no. 6 (December 2001): 766-781. Bonnie Honig, “Between
Decision and Deliberation: Political Paradox in Democratic Theory,” American Political Science Review 101, no. 1
(February 2007): 1-17.

319 “That we are heirs does not mean that we have or that we receive this or that, some inheritance that enriches us
one day with this or that, but that the being of what we are is first of all inheritance, whether we like it or know it or
not.” Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx (New York: Verso, 1999), 16.

320 Benjamin, “Paralipomena to ‘On the Concept of History,” 405.

321 “To all past epochs [Benjamin] ascribes a horizon of unfulfilled expectations, and to the future-oriented present
he assigns the task of experiencing a corresponding past through remembering, in such a way that we can fulfill its
expectations with our weak messianic power.” Habermas, “Consciousness-Raising or Redemptive Criticism — The
Contemporaneity of Walter Benjamin,” 14.

322 Hannah Arendt, “The Permanence of the World and the Work of Art,” Reflections on Literature and Culture,
174.
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redemption [Erlosung] to articulate a non-deterministic orientation toward the past in which the

inanimate is brought back to life by breathing itself into the present. “In the look backward a
look forward announces itself.”*** This dynamic temporal relay implies that memory has no
permanence of its own. Remembrance cannot be institutionalized, only enacted.
Acknowledging this responsibility rescues the past from the oblivion of being forgotten or
misused in the present.

We might think of Benjamin’s notion of redemption as a wound that never heals, a circle
that never closes. Because time is never one with itself, the past holds out to the present, and the
present opens onto the past, either an eternal repetition of the same, or an unending
reconfiguration. Benjamin opts for the latter. Past and present return possibility to each other in
moments of remembrance. Through memory, the past is given an affective resonance
contemporaneous with the present. Remembrance as redemption reanimates politically enabling
perspectives. Producing resemblances rather than identities rescues missed opportunities, lost
chances that, when related to the present, redeem the marginalized, repressed, and forgotten.

As a rescuing [Rettung] of the past, redemption bears witness to the unredeemed
suffering of human violence. For Max Horkheimer, Benjamin’s concept of redemption betrays
an idealistic theology. In a 1937 letter to Benjamin, Horkheimer emphasizes the immutability of
the past. “The determination of incompleteness is idealistic if completeness is not comprised
within it. Past injustice has occurred and is completed. The slain are really slain.” Yet
Horkheimer misses the way in which the past is never complete from the perspective of memory.

In reference to Horkheimer’s note on the irreparability and finality of the past, Benjamin writes:

323 Redemptive remembrance means “salvation from forgetting, from discredit, from disdain, from incorporation as
products of culture in the victory parade of the conquerors.” Miiller, “Walter Benjamin’s Critique of Historicism: A
Rereading,” 245-246.
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“The corrective to this [historicist] line of thinking may be found in the consideration that history

is not simply a science but also and not least a form of remembrance [Eingedenken]. What
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science has ‘determined,” remembrance can modify.”

Benjamin’s appreciation for the
mnemonic dimension of history is compatible with Horkheimer’s claim that the dead are really
dead. What is not finalized (i.e. interminable), from Benjamin’s perspective, is our relationship
to the dead, that is, how we understand the past and derive meaning from its passing.

Events have an after-life in memory. When attentive to the historical index of past
events, remembrance sharpens our understanding of the present, without reducing it to what has
been. “Only for a redeemed mankind,” writes Benjamin, “has its past become citable in all its

325
moments.”

Though it is wrong to think that past events can be fully integrated into the
present, they can be made manifest in thought and action, snapshot experiences that refute the
formalization of universal narratives. The weak messianic power of the present, that which
marks the historical moment of bearing witness, arrives through a double-citation. The past
carries a referential index for and of a particular time, thus marking two times: the now/instant of
memory, and a future time, a time to-come, which refers to the constitutive iterrability of
meaning. To actualize what was once possible means not only citing the past, but being open to
the possibility of being cited by it in turn.

Thus, to write history is to cite and be cited by the past, a simultaneous tearing of the

historical object from a given context, and wrenching of its mode of reception.**® Citation is an

324 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, [N8,1], 471. From Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin’s translation of The
Arcades Project: “Eingedenken: Benjamin’s coinage from the preposition eingedenk (‘mindful of”) and the verb
gedenken (‘bear in mind,” ‘remember’). This verbal noun has a more active sense than Erinnerung (‘memory’).”
325 Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 390.

326 “To write history thus means to cite history. It belongs to the concept of citation, however, that the historical
object in each case is torn from its context.” Benjamin, The Arcades Project, [N11,3], 476.
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act of inheritance that is as much a taking as it is a giving. The instantiation of history as an

event of memory “consists of a ‘destructive’ gesture of interruption targeting the ‘stream of
transmission,” and a careful and ‘constructive’ unfolding of the result of this interruption.”*’” A
destructive mode is demanded by the messianic structure (historical index) of the object or event

1.*® The prefiguration (historical index) of an object made historical

in its becoming historica
through remembrance refers to the manner in which, as Matthias Fritsch puts it, “the past —
which is always a particular past, a specifically condensed ‘image’ — claims us in asking to be

d.”**° In other words, a particular past places a demand on a particular present. This weak

rea
messianic force is not continuous or complicit with a narrative of progress, but breaks with the
victors history to fulfill the ethical and political charge of remembrance. Rather than conceive
this task as the realization of an end or goal, Benjamin’s secularized (non-eschatological, non-
teleological) messianism refers to “the unknowability and openness of the future, and, ... the

irruptive retrieval of hitherto buried images of the past.”*°

327 Fritsch, The Promise of Memory, 171.

328 In a brief essay published in the Frankfurter Zeitung in November 1931, Benjamin sketches the historical
modality of the destructive character. “The destructive character only knows one watchword: make room [Platz
schaffen]. And only one activity: clearing away. His need for fresh air and open space is stronger than any hatred.”
In view of historical continuity and progress, Benjamin’s historical materialist-cum-storyteller adopts a destructive
perspective to impede the flow of forgetting residing within empty homogeneous time. Characterized by “an
insuperable mistrust of the course of things and a readiness at all times to recognize that everything can go wrong,”
the destructive character “stands in the front line of the traditionalists. Some people pass things down to posterity,
by making them untouchable and thus conserving them; others pass on situations, by making them practicable and
thus liquidating them. The latter are called destructive.” This liquidation (emptying, clearing) remobilizes time by
giving way (making space available) to the unintended of history. “No moment can know what the next will bring.
What exists he [the destructive character] reduces to rubble — not for the sake of the rubble, but for that of the way
leading through it.” Walter Benjamin, “The Destructive Character,” in Selected Writings: Volume 2: 1927-1934, ed.
Howard Eiland, Michael W. Jennings, Gary Smith (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001),
541-542.

329 Fritsch, The Promise of Memory, 28.

330 “Benjamin cannot be said to subscribe to the secularization of messianic eschatology in terms of the
unconscious, rational, progressive production of history that orients it toward its end in a transparent and liberated
humanity. Rather, Benjamin associates the messianic with those layers of history that are forgotten or cast aside by
the progressive march of such history.” Ibid., 47.
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One such materialization of memory can be found in Berlin. Sponsored by the German

Senate to commemorate the once vibrant Jewish community living in the Bavarian Quarter
[Bayerisches Viertel] of Berlin’s Schenberg District,**' Places of Remembrance [Orte des
Erinnerns], a permanent installation created by artists Renata Stih and Frieder Schnock, lays bare
forgotten images of the past. Installed in 1993, Places of Remembrance consists of eighty
rectangular signs individually hanging from street lampposts in the neighborhood surrounding
Bayerischer Platz. The colored pictograms display readily identifiable images on one side (a
dog, a park bench, a clock, a loaf of bread) and short texts, dated in a small lettering, on the
other. The signs appear anonymously, with no indication of the artists’ names. As such, they
deny their viewers the familiarity of an authorial stance, and forego the purposefulness and
intentionality that such a stance provides.

The signs themselves have no message, no didactic function. The texts repeat anti-
Semitic decrees from the years between 1933 and 1945. Through direct commands conjugated
in present-tense German, the signs emerge as reappropriations of a lived past, thereby effecting a
break in time. As such, they avoid the subjective trappings of testimony and other forms of
historical representation. The unassuming display of civil ordinances refigures the signs as
vehicles for temporal and spatial dislocations. Placing the signs in an immediate relation with
the present not only impedes forgetting, but also returns the signifying power of the ordinances
back to the past. Dedicated to the victims of the quarter, the memorial installation demands that

viewers consider: “How could thousands of people ignore the politics of marginalization and

331 “The census count of May 1933 revealed that 7.4% of Berlin’s Jewish population, or 16,261 “Germans of the
Jewish faith” [Deutsche jiidischen Glaubens], lived in Schéenberg, predominantly in the Bayerisches Viertel.”
Caroline Wiedmer, “Remembrance in Schdenberg,” in Renata Stih and Frieder Schnock Orte des Erinnerns (Berlin:
Haude & Spenersche, 2002), 7.
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destruction? How could they look away while people were gradually dehumanized, until finally
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they appeared simply as objects to be destroyed By reentering the public sphere, the

citations — and the histories they recall — are made anew, again and again.’*’

One can find an explanation of the signs on a much smaller sign hanging below:
Denkmal: Places of Remembrance in the Bayerisches Viertal — Exclusion and Discrimination,
Expulsion, Deportation, and Murder of Berlin Jews in the Years 1933 to 1945. This matter of
fact self-description identifies the signs as a memorial [Denkmal], as marking places of
remembrance. In this regard, Stih and Schnock’s installation participates in the memorial
tradition of preserving the past in the present: the signs attempt to prevent the history of the
neighborhood in which they are housed from being denied historical significance. Yet, as
liminal materializations of the past, the signs play on a mimetic indeterminacy foreign to the
traditional memorial model; they can be equally appropriated and disappropriated within the
urban landscape.®** As a result, their interruptive force varies with each new experience.
Receding into the noise of the visible background, only to emerge again with the force and

335

immediacy of a shock, the signs resist mnemonic closure.” To the degree that Places of

332 Wiedmer, “Remembrance in Schdenberg,” 8.

333 “The simple items and pictograms mimic the informational aesthetics of today’s advertising, and of public
announcements; the signs neutral images obey, as Stih puts it, ‘an aesthetics of normality,” an aesthetics that allows
them to blend into the inconography of today’s urban text in the same way that anti-Semitic sentiments and decrees
had blended into consciousness fifty years earlier.” With time, locals may forget that the signs are there, but when
others stop to look, they are once again made aware of the past. Following Wiedmer, the signs occasion a perpetual
reinscription of the neighborhood with its history. Ibid., 9.

334 Working with a notion of memory that is not carried by the art work itself, Stih and Schnock contest traditional
efforts at memorialization. Ironic, self-effacing, and decentralized, their projects perform interventions into the
narrative fabric of daily life. Decontextualizing the object of reflection, so to strip it of aesthetic innocence, their
work not only resists artistic convention, but also challenges prevailing norms governing public memorial. As such,
their work goes beyond questions of representation, transforming the relation between spectator and spectated into
one of mutual curiosity.

335 Koss, “Coming to Terms with the Present,” 120. If the signs become normalized, if they are absorbed by their
surroundings without thought or pause, they answer their own question of how could this happen. If their visibility
remains, if their disruptive force endures, the more successful the signs impede the flow of forgetting. In either case,
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Remembrance enables a critical relation with the past, it instantiates the quality of rupture

effected by a redemptive act of remembrance.
2.9
Monuments, memorials, and the objects they set to memory, make a claim to

immortality.**®

But “how might one create something to commemorate an absence ... through a
medium that itself struggles against its own tendency to disappear?”**’ Benjamin’s politics of
pure means — a constitutive violence unconcerned with self-preservation or institutionalization,
referring solely to its enactment — responds to this challenge through an abyssal opening of the
Derridean ‘to-come.’

Often expressed in terms of a messianic without messianism [messianique sans
messianisme], Derrida’s notion of the ‘to-come’ corresponds to an atheological openness
(without content, without religion), a quasi-transcendental hospitality open to whatever and
whomever may come. Similarly devoid of intention, Benjamin’s politics of pure means does not
appeal to preconceived ends for its legitimation, but gains validity in its self-instantiation. For
Derrida, the promise of emancipation relates to an idea of justice distinguishable from law and

right, one that is informed by an unconditioned arrival. This atheological messianism accords to

an idea of democracy which he describes as a ‘democracy to-come,” a democracy without a

the signs may end up dividing “their audience, once again, into perpetrators and victims.” For Koss, “the decrees
slip all too easily into the present.” By distinguishing a marginalized group from the community the project
addresses, it “reinscribes Berlin’s Jews — both past and present — within a conception of the community endorsed by
National Socialism, perpetuating precisely those Nazi stereotypes it claims to deplore even as it aims at the
perceptual reconfiguration of its viewers.” (124). Koss concludes, “the project is either insensitive to the feelings of
living Jews or misguided in presuming their absence; in either case it is naive in reducing German and Jewish
identity to mutually exclusive categories.” (127).

336 “Intentional commemorative value aims to preserve a moment in the consciousness of later generations, and
therefore to remain alive and present in perpetuity.” Alois Riegl, “The Modern Cult of Monuments: Its Character
and Its Origin,” trans. Kurt W. Foster and Diane Ghirardo, Oppositions 25 (1982): 21-51.

337 Here Koss builds on writer Robert Musil’s claim that “there is nothing in the world so invisible as a
monument.” Koss, “Coming to Terms with the Present,” 75-78.
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horizon of expectation. The “messianic opening to what is coming, that is, to the event that

cannot be awaited as such, or recognized in advance,” such a “a hospitality without reserve,
which is nevertheless the condition of the event and thus of history is the impossible itself.”***
Paradoxically signaling an urgency and awaiting without expectation, Derrida’s ‘to-come’
remains impossible. However, from the perspective of remembrance, one called into being by
the imminence of a historical-index demanding to be read, the messianic is a revolutionary
force.*’

This is what I take to be Benjamin’s ‘blasting of historical continuity,” where memory
takes the form of an infinitely recomposable (iterrable) constellation of past and present.
Wrenching part from whole liberates history from an empathetic notion of progress and gives

way to a political praxis that draws and releases its energy from events of memory rather than the

facts of history.**

338 Derrida, Specters of Marx, 65.

339 There can be “no to-come without some sort of messianic memory and promise.” The messianic is not a
religious concept, which is to say that it does not have the totalizing or providential qualities of messianism. The
messianic is “without horizon of expectation and without prophetic prefiguration. The coming of the other can only
emerge as a singular event when no anticipation sees it coming, when the other and death — and radical evil — can
come as a surprise at any moment.” This absolute surprise that interrupts history, which wrenches it apart from any
semblance of continuity (Benjamin’s “blasting of historical continuity with which the historical object first
constitutes itself”), arrives in a moment of decision, which for Derrida implies an act that is “always that of the
other.” Yet, whatever and whomever may come “does not exonerate me of responsibility.” An ever present
possibility, the to-come “entails the greatest risk, even the menace of radical evil. Otherwise, that of which it is the
chance would not be faith but rather programme or proof, predictability or providence, pure knowledge and pure
know-how, which is to say, annulment of the future.” In other words, the future is both out of my control and yet
something that I am utterly responsible for, since it is my actions, in response to an unknowable to-come, that will
determine the significance of that which unexpectedly arrives. Jacques Derrida, “Faith and Knowledge: The Two
Sources of ‘Religion’ and the Limits of Reason Alone,” in Religion, ed. Jacques Derrida and Gianni Vattimo
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), 83, 56.

340 Meaningful experience [Erfahrung], as found in tradition, “is formed less from discrete facts [ Gegebenheiten]
fixed rigidly in memory [Erinnerung] then from accumulated, often unconscious data that flow together in memory
[Geddichtnis]. Sie bildet sich weniger aus einzelnen in der Evinnerung streng fixierten Gegebenheiten denn aus
gehduften, oft nich bewuften Daten, die im Geddchtnis zusammenflieffen. My translation. Benjamin, “Uber einige
Motive bei Baudelaire,” (1939) llluminationen, Ausgewéhlte Schriften 1 (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1977), 186.
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As we have seen, Benjamin’s notion of memory responds to the latent objectivism of

memorial architecture — informed by positivist historiography — by recovering the temporally
disjunctive and politically enabling aspects of remembrance. However, by affirming the mutual
correspondence of past and present through the figures of dialectical image, constellation, and
awakening, Benjamin’s threshold experience of reflective judgment seemingly opens itself to the
subjectivist trappings of thinking history as a private and particular experience of memory. In
other words, Benjamin’s turn away from objective history to memory can be mistakenly read in a
subjectivist light.

For Benjamin, memory is without meaning if it fails to initiate an open-ended temporal
relay with past and future. By taking account of this relay, storytelling (discussed in the
following chapter) releases memory from a depoliticizing subject-object binary. Norms of
judgment, as such, are not self-legislated, nor are they determined by objects given by history to
reason. Storytelling is neither objectivist (does not claim universal truth) nor subjectivist (does
not relativize meaning). Rather, Benjamin’s inaugurative notion of remembrance contained
within storytelling eliminates the objectivist need for concepts from which to subsume particular
insights of memory. The understandings achieved by this reflective practice are not private
achievements, but public acts.

We recall that one of the effects of the historicist concern with objectivity is the
devaluation of aesthetic judgment as merely subjective. Charges of presentism and relativism,
leveled on behalf of scientific conceptions of objectivity, run throughout experiential notions of
historical understanding. On this charge, a history informed by memory rather than facts yields a

particularist understanding of the past. To the extent that they fail to consider alternative
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opinions and perspectives in their formation of meaning, subjectivist accounts of history are,

epistemologically speaking, unintelligible. Benjamin’s praxis-oriented approach to historical
narration, storytelling, obviates this difficulty by acknowledging a plurality of viewpoints on the
past. With Benjamin, memory attains its worldly reality in the form of meaning through the
weaving of multiple threads of tradition.

The meaning that follows from an act of remembrance informed by a reflective practice
of judgment is not governed by epistemological or empirical truth claims, which is to say that
historical understanding does not lay claim to an authoritative knowledge of the past. In this
view, no timeless truth can be distilled from the multiplicity of narratives framing our
understanding of the past.

Making memory politically meaningful is not about claiming a universally valid truth,
but about reclaiming the past from hegemonic, dogmatic, homogenizing pretensions to truth. To
relate the task of memory to the critical inquiry of truth, “whose living flame continues to burn
over the heavy logs of what is past and the light ashes of what has been experienced,” is to
understand memory as an act of immanent critique.**!

In its production of meaning, immanent critique acts upon both subjects and objects of
reflection, thereby changing both. To this effect, objectivist attempts to ground their
investigations of truth and knowledge in a fixed and necessary conceptual structure are frustrated
by immanent critique’s refusal of a priori foundations. Put simply, there are no universal

standards or criteria from which to adjudicate claims to experience and knowledge. That is not

to say that individuals constitute their objects of knowledge, or that judgment is a private

341 Benjamin, “Goethe’s Elective Affinities,” Selected Writings Volume 1: 1913-1926, 298.
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342 For Benjamin, history is determined by particular experiences that, in a historically

affair.
situated act of judgment, are themselves called into question.

Yet, by foregoing universal categories and principles of understanding, immanent critique
can potentially open the door to an arbitrary and idiosyncratic production of meaning. If critique
is subjectively conditioned,’** i.e. if knowledge conforms to subjective experience, how does
judgment, and Benjamin’s notion of memory in particular, avoid the charge of radical
subjectivism?

In his 1917-1918 study “On the Program of the Coming Philosophy,” Benjamin
problematizes the concept of experience offered by Kant (neo-Kantian empiricist notions of
experience in particular) by displacing the terrain of critique itself. The task of future
epistemology, Benjamin explains, “is to find for knowledge the sphere of total neutrality in
regard to the concepts of both subject and object; in other words, it is to discover the
autonomous, innate sphere of knowledge in which this concept in no way continues to designate
the relation between two metaphysical entities.”*** Situating critique within a sphere of
knowledge that is open to experiences that are both temporal and figural, Benjamin thus

refigures objectivity as a perceptual and affective determination of reflection.’* However, if the

342 As Arendt reminds us, “political judgments are decisions. As decisions, they have a ‘foundation that cannot but
be subjective.” Nevertheless, they must remain independent of all subjective interests.” Arendt, Reflections on
Literature and Culture, 199.

343 From an objectivist perspective, modern subjectivism, initiated by the epistemological demands of Kantian
critique, leads to a relativization of knowledge. These demands follow from the idea that knowledge is not given by
objects independently of our cognitive faculties. Due to the fact that the unconditioned transcends knowledge, the
latter must be based on appearances cognized by self-reflective rational agents.

344 Walter Benjamin, “On the Program of the Coming Philosophy,” Selected Writings Volume 1: 1913-1926, 104.
Die autonome ureigne Sphdre der Erkenntnis auszumitteln in der dieser Begriff auf keine Weise mehr die Beziehung
zwischen zwei metaphysischen Entititen bezeichnet. Benjamin, “Uber das Programm der kommenden Philosophie,”
Angelus Novus, Ausgewihlte Schriften 2 (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1966), 33.

345 “Reversals of the conventional subject-object terminology ... dramatize the fact that the medium of reflection
represents the indifference point [Indifferenzpunkt] between subject and object in the romantics’ conception of
critique.” McCole, Walter Benjamin and the Antinomies of Tradition, 90-93.
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objective dimensions of memory do not follow from an a priori universal structure of knowledge,

as they do from an objectivist standpoint (where reality is pregiven, existing independently of
experience), to what extent does Benjamin’s epistemology lay claim to historical knowledge and
understanding?

From a historicist perspective, knowledge and understanding are attained only after
reality has been accurately represented by way of general concepts and universal categories.”*°
Lacking such ontological footing, historical knowledge would sway with the subjective winds of
personal inclination. To avoid this relativization of knowledge, historicism attempts to define an
epistemological domain free of self-referentiality, away from personal experience and the
prejudices contained therein. By inserting itself into the spirit of the age, historicism overcomes
the temporal distance separating it from its objects of inquiry, thereby preventing cultural biases
from corrupting its analysis.

Yet by applying the methodology of the natural sciences to the study of history, society,
politics, and culture, historicism divests lived experience, preserved and transformed by way of
tradition, of its authority. As explained by Hans-Georg Gadamer’s rehabilitation of the authority
of tradition, temporal distance is a “positive and productive condition enabling understanding. It
is not a yawning abyss but is filled with 