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FOURTEEN 

Eros and Language 

Benjamin's Kraus Essay 

SIGRID WEIGEL 

Situating the Kraus Essay 

In the vast wealth of readings and interpretations of Benjamin's work, the 

essay on Karl Kraus plays an oddly marginal role. The few studies that de

vote any attention at all to this at times cryptic and generally perhaps least 

accessible text by Benjamin always limit their discussion to specific aspects 

or motifs from it. The most prominent of these is undoubtedly the passage 

containing a short, condensed theory of quotation.1 However, the connec

tion between Eros and language, which is central to the essay, is one of the 

leitmotifs of Benjamin's thought that have hitherto remained largely over

shadowed, above all by his heroines of modernity, the whores of Baudelaire's 

poetry.2 Yet reflections on the relation between Eros and language form an 

often clear, at times concealed trace in Benjamin's theory and from his earli

est writings appear repeatedly as a central preoccupation of his thinking. 

Within this trace, the Kraus essay of 1931 represents the attempt to set out 

a conclusive systematic argument concerning the connection between sexu

ality and intellectual production. The text juts out like a hermetic block into 

the midst of the more fluid mode of writing of Benjamin's late works, which 

are increasingly characterized by thought-images and miniatures, juxtaposed 

quotations, detail-readings, or single scenarios from the history of culture 

or the subject. 

The figure of Karl Kraus and his traversal of the positions of Al/mensch 

( cosmic man), demon, and Un-Mensch (monster or, more literally, nonhuman 

being) not only represents an analysis of the different textual practices of 
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Kraus the writer; at the same time, it is a masked reflection on and a rewrit

ing of Benjamin's own earlier statements on this topic. The essay only really 

becomes decipherable in its larger context when read in relation to concepts 

from his early work such as the "Eros of the creative" (Eros der Schaffenden) 

and the figures of genius and whore, and when understood as a reformulation 

of the idea of pure language or the relationship between guilt and language. 
To this latter relationship Benjamin now introduces the dimension he had 

omitted from his consideration of the "Fall of Language-mind" (Siindenfall 

des Sprachgeistes) in his early philosophy of language: namely, the dimension 

of sexuality. The attempt to give a systematic theory of the relationship of 

language, Eros, creativity, and justice within modernity and to represent this 

relationship condensed within a single figure demanded a complexity that 
subverted the systematic intention within the mode of writing. For this rea

son I have chosen here to approach the topic via the detour of a very different 

text on the same topic, that is, via an aphorism. 
"Uberzeugen ist unfruchtbar" - To convince is unfruitful-is the brief

est entry in One-Ulay Street (1928, 4: 87), Benjamin's first nonacademic book 
publication. By the association with the word unfruchtbar, "unfruitful" or 

"infertile," Benjamin here indicates the meaning of zeugen, that is, "to con

ceive," "to beget," or "to procreate," as being part of iiberzeugen, to convince, 

because in German iiber-zeugen, to convince, is literally to overprocreate, 

overbeget.3 The sentence appears under the phrase "FOR MEN," printed in 

small capitals aligned to the right-hand margin, which, as one of a series of 

words and phrases in this position and format, serves to divide the text with
out being clearly identifiable as title, heading, slogan, dedication, address, or 

motto. From the configuration of the two entries- "FOR MEN" and "To con

vince is unfertile" -there thus results an ambiguous wordplay that can be 

read as a monad for the meaning and representation of Eros in Benjamin's 

theory. This note from One-Ulay Street marks the precise point at which his 

theoretical reflections on language and on sexuality intersect. It should not 

be taken either as a hon mot or as a metaphorical figure intended simply to play 

on the ambiguity of sexual allusions. Rather, at issue is a linguistic practice, 

an attitude toward public statement that Benjamin rates as "unfruitful," un

creative because it uses language as a means to an end: this praxis is unfruitful 

for the precise reason that it is oriented toward a result. In a traditional meta

phorical usage in which mental or intellectual production is represented in 
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terms of corporeal procreation - using vocabulary from the fields of concep

tion, generation, pregnancy, and birth-the act of convincing, iiberzeugen, 
would correspond with a procreative sexuality directed toward fertility and 
with an interest in engendering offspring. In playing on the traditional com
parison, Benjamin uncovers the falseness of the analogy inscribed in it and 
the opposite effect achieved by it: in its outcome an intellectual attitude that 

behaves analogously to a sexual attitude oriented toward fertility proves itself 

unfruitful. A thought-image par excellence: the act of convincing, of over

conceiving, that is, of carrying over into language the economy of procre

ation, in its effect inverts the intended aim. 

What remains implicit, not expressly mentioned in this phrase-finding 

linguistic expression rather in the play of allusions I have described-is an
other, different practice that would have to be called not unfruitful. Since the 

problematical effect arising from the comparison would necessarily follow, 

this different practice cannot be called fruitful as such. Benjamin's represen

tation is thus based on an ambiguous sexual allusion that profits from the 

ambiguity of the comparison between creation and procreation. In the man

ner that he writes, however, this is transformed into another kind of allusion: 

into an allusive reference to an intellectual attitude that cannot be grasped 

unambiguously and that evades conceptual or metaphorical designation, a 

linguistic practice that can only be described as the other of convincing. 

Language and Sexuality: The Genesis of the Connection 

Benjamin discusses this paradigm in a number of different places, notably in 

the early writings, under the title of "genius." This title designates the male 

position of nonprocreative conception, which directs all potency toward in

tellectual activity. The attempt at a positive programmatic definition of the 

relationship between conception and creation dominates the first phase of his 

work on the Eros complex. While his contributions on the youth movement 

(19n onward) behave in the first instance apologetically in relation to the 

interplay of the repression and metaphorization of the sexual, in 1915, after 

his return to Berlin, he complains of the "lack of erotic culture" (2:7rf.).4 In 

his well-known speech "The Life of the Students," he proposes the notion 

of a "unity in the existence of the creative and the procreating man" (83). 
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This reads as an emphatic program for the "Eros of the creative," which is 

targeted against the academic profession and the family alike, both of which 

Benjamin criticizes as sites in which sexual and intellectual energy is neu

tralized. The alliance of student and prostitute in Benjamin's early writings 

can be explained in terms of their common counterposition to these insti
tutions. The "Eros of the creative" appears here as a mental attitude akin to 

sexual desire, as a desire directed toward knowledge and understanding and 

linguistic-intellectual articulation, which can perhaps best be understood as 

an antipole to work and instrumental rationality. 

In the short essay "Socrates" of 1916, Benjamin characterizes the genius in 

contradistinction to the "demon" that degrades Eros to the status of a means 

toward an end. In this essay the twenty-four-year-old recapitulates his ideas 
on the "Eros of the creative" by a distinction from the notion of "pedagogical 

Eros," that is, from an understanding of the learning process as being pro

pelled by an erotic element in the relation between teacher and pupils. Read 

as a text in which he is working through his own history in the youth move

ment and the bond between himself and Wyneken, Benjamin's anti-Socrates 

is a radical rejection of an order of knowledge that enlists Eros into its ser

vice. In the "graduated scale of eroticism" set out in the text, the genius des

ignates a site produced by the dialectical transformation of the lowest point 

on the scale that is occupied by the demon; the genius is "sexless and yet of 

supraworldly sex." In a positive profile of the genius, Benjamin characterizes 

him as Empfangender, one who conceives/receives, and describes his "con

ception without pregnancy as the mental sign of the male genius" (131)-that 
is, as the male equivalent to the immaculate conception. But it is only the 

existence of the feminine and the knowledge of this existence that, according 

to Benjamin, guarantees the "sexlessness of what is mental." 

In this way he situates the genius in a sphere beyond corporeal sexuality 
in which- in the knowledge of the existence of corporeal procreation and 

of the feminine - a "pure Eros" reigns. The "unity in the existence of the 

creative and the procreating man" thus means anything but a merging of the 

two spheres; what is meant is rather the unity of a purely mental Eros and a 

pure sexual love. The passage about the methodos of the question, about the 

contrast between, on the one hand, the Socratic question and, on the other, 

the "sacred question" that "waits for the answer and whose resonance is once 

again renewed in the answer" (130 ), makes it clear that the relation described 
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in the intellectual sphere is modeled on a figure of desire: it is structured as a 

relation to the Other. The methodos of the "sacred question" organizes a con

stellation similar to the "desire to be desired." Thus Benjamin rescues from 

the Symposium a figure of desire that has been translated into the mental 

sphere while at the same time rejecting the degradation of desire to the status 
of a cognitive instrument. 

Although the motif of procreation and creation is a peripheral concern 

in Benjamin's work of the 1920s, a number of his anthropological notes of 

the early r92os nevertheless form a hidden trace that prepares the ground for 

the motif's reformulation. Benjamin's theoretical conceptualization of intel

lectual and imaginary processes within a matrix of (corporeal) excitations, 

together with his work on the topos of closeness and distance, bring about 
an obvious displacement in the figures of desire in his writings: toward the 

Eros of distance and toward the concept of a Platonic love that possesses the 

beloved in name-in awareness of the sexual dimension, and yet beyond it. 

The Eros of distance is not a figure understood as being without physical di

mension; rather, it is conceptualized in analogy to longing or desire as a kind 

of "presence of mind incarnate" [leibbaftige Geistesgegenwart]. Perceptions, 

images, and words are here bound to processes of excitation in the individual 

subject. 

In the genesis of this topic, the study on "Goethe's Elective Affinities" 

marks a caesura in relation to the notion of purity that implicitly structures 

the concept of a unity between "purely mental Eros" and a "pure sexual love" 
in the writings of the young author, thus highlighting the problem of the 

entanglement of his own earlier ideas in Christian mythology. In the dis

cussion of the figure of Ottilie, the embodiment of innocence in Goethe's 

novel, Benjamin now explicitly links the idea of purity to the Christian ideal 

of virginity and rejects its function as the opposite of a mythical guilt aris

ing from sexuality. Sexual being, he argues, cannot be taken as the basis of a 
"natural innocence," since this is only possible as a mental state. This marks 

a reappearance of his earlier postulate of a "unity in being" [ Einheit im Da

sein ], but now reformulated in the notion of an individuality and concept of 

a "character" for whom sexual and mental life, and thus guilt and innocence, 

form a unity. 

If in "Socrates" the positive counterimage to the grotesque portrait of 
the demon emerged as a male equivalent to the immaculate conception, then 
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in "Goethe's Wahlverwandtschaften" this model is definitively rejected and 

with it an idea of purity that has sexual connotations-although Benjamin 
does here attempt to retain a concept of purity entirely free of sexual allu

sions. Ambiguity and lack of ambiguity are in this sense not discussed as 
criteria of meaning; rather, his critique refers to the mingling of the men
tal and the sexual. Thus ambiguity always refers to ambiguity in a sexual
linguistic sense, or in the sense of allusion to sexuality. In this, the work on 

Goethe's Wahlverwandtschaften (written in 1920-1922, published 1924-1925) 
can be seen as a parallel piece to the essay on "The Task of the Translator," 

written during the same period, in which the concept of a pure language forms 
a kind of leitmotif. Given that this pure language takes as its orientation the 
"immediacy" of Adamite language, it is the negative evaluation of mediacy, 
the rejection of every kind of mediation and instrumentality, that represents 
the vanishing point at which the concepts of language and Eros meet-even 
if they are here discussed in parallel in two different texts. In the midst of the 

omnipresence of a language organized as a system of signs, such as above all 
dominates in journalism and in a public sphere organized as the circulation 
of opinions, it is the position in the Now-Time, the Jetzt-Zeit, which in the 
1920s forms the experiential horizon for Benjamin's reflections on language 

and guilt. 
In the notes that make up One-Way Street, this situation becomes themati

cally central. The book has its place in the context of an attempt to differenti
ate mind and sexuality ( Geist and Sexus ), whereby the position of the genius is 
set apart from the instrumental use of language, apart from the public circu
lation of opinions, and the predominating type of contemporary journalism. 

The Kraus essay (1931), which brings this project to its conclusion, discusses 
the dual counterpositions to this situation under the contrary headings of 
Al/mensch and demon, in order then to win from this constellation the site of 
the Unmensch, the nonhuman being. In this text the concept of the genius, 
which had disappeared from the writings of the 1920s, returns in modified 
form. The site in which the text culminates is achieved through a dialectical 
movement that, taking as its starting point the negation of a language of the 
public sphere, then passes through the demonic, the sphere of the ambiguity 
of mind and sexuality. In the course of this movement, the erotic is taken 

up into the concept of a Platonic love, a love that possesses the beloved in 
name-in awareness of the sexual, but beyond it. 
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The transferral of the erotic into the intellectual, which represents a clear 
trace in Benjamin's theoretical work, is thematized in his work of the 1930s as 

both a biographical and a historical experience; thus the passage of the intel
lectual through the sphere of the sexual is seen both in the perspective of the 
history of the individual subject and in broader historical perspective. The 
autobiographical threshold scene "Sexual Awakening" (4: 251), located at the 
transition from the Berlin Chronicle to Berlin Childhood Around 1900, leads, 
as part of the shift from the recollections of the individual subject to those 
of the collective in the Arcades Project and the Baudelaire book, to an exten

sive and multilayered "science of thresholds" [ Schwellenkunde], to a panorama 

of the ur-history of modernity. The prostitutes, who in the early writings 
were called Dirnen and regarded as accomplices of the genius because of their 
counterposition to procreation, make their return here as the whores. De
scribed as "guardians of the threshold," they become the allegories of moder
nity because they represent the significance of Eros within cultural memory 
or recall the element of the sexual that is contained within language. The 
author of modernity is now both in competition and in league with them. 

The Dialectical Conception of the Kraus Essay 

The tripartite composition of the Kraus essay illumines the figure of Kraus 
from changing viewpoints, a construction which, as far as the mind-sexuality 
paradigm is concerned, brings about a significant shift in relation to the Soc
rates model. Where the demonic Socrates was characterized as "inhuman" 

(2: 131), in the Kraus essay the concept and standard of what is human have 

been inverted. The sequence of chapter headings, Allmensch, Damon, Un
Mensch, from which the profile of Karl Kraus emerges, is intended by Ben
jamin as a representation of a dialectical movement, in the course of which 
Kraus's "inter- or sub-human traits are conquered by a true non-humanity" 
(2:358; OWS 281, trans. mod.). This nonhuman being is not inhuman in the 
everyday sense of the word; rather, in calling him unmenschlich, Benjamin is 
characterizing his position as other to the established image of "humanity." 

Benjamin describes Kraus as the messenger not of an ideal, but of a real 

humanism, whose humanity "proves itself by destruction" (367; 289). 
The "Eros of the creative," meanwhile, has been transformed in the Kraus 
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essay-as it were under the conditions of a language impure because of its 

mediatory status - into a totally different concept. "He [ the demon] fell in 

the beginning because he came into the world as a hybrid of mind and sexu

ality. His sword and shield-concept and guilt-have fallen from his hands 

to become emblems beneath the feet of the angel who slew him" (360; 283, 
trans. mod.; emphasis mine).5 With "concept and guilt" those two aspects 

are named which are at issue in the primal scene of the biblical attainment of 

knowledge. In the context of his theory of language-magic Benjamin had ex

amined this scene as a constellation of the "Fall oflanguage-mind" in the first 

instance only with reference to the problem of language. Yet it is at the mo

ment of this fall, that is, the moment when language loses its immediacy and 

becomes signs and names become concepts, that sexuality and gender differ

ence also enter the world: the guilt, in short, which, in the essay on Goethe's 

Wahlverwandtschaften, Benjamin had described as natural guilt in the sexual 

life of the individual. Concept and guilt mark the distance that opens up from 

the origin and from paradisiac creation out of and within language in the 

very moment of biblical (re )cognition. Concept and guilt are then attributes 

of a combative Kraus figure and, at the same time, define his distance from 

immediacy and purity both in terms of sexuality and in language. 

Now the ideas developed in the Kraus essay, in particular the paradigm of 

"mind and sexuality" and the "law of ambiguity" discussed in it, are relevant 

to the construction of a site oriented toward the "Eros of the creative," al

though at the same time being sure that "pure mind" is a chimera (354; 277). 
Both ideas revolve around a possible practice that can take account of the 

guilt of a mediatory language and the natural guilt of sexuality, but without 

falling prey to the ambiguity of the demonic. 

Kraus fails to see this, because pure mind and pure sexuality in their com
plete identity, that is, in the demonic, are to him so much the sphere of his 
existence that he is unable to see through them in terms of their construc
tion. This is, however, compensated for by his dialectical activity which 
unfolds within this sphere, never going beyond it, yet which is continuously 
splitting itself, thus constantly disavowing this sphere, blasting it apart. 
(2:1093) 

In this passage from the preliminary notes for the essay, Benjamin's attitude 

in the writing of the Kraus portrait becomes clear. He tries to make manifest 
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the "strange interplay between reactionary theory and revolutionary prac

tice" (2:342; OWS 265) so significant for Kraus and at the same time to repre

sent in his text "in terms of [its] construction" that which Kraus (like the 

younger Benjamin himself) has failed to see through: namely, the structure 

that underlies this interplay. This attitude means that Benjamin's text remains 

suspended between critique and apologia. In certain respects, notably in view 
of the second section of the essay, Kraus is presented as the successor to the 

demon (Socrates). However, Benjamin now no longer constructs a counter

position in terms of a unity of pure mind and pure sexuality, certainly not 

in terms of a "unity in the existence of the creative and the procreative." 

Instead, he works on a dialectical method of passing through different posi

tions, in the course of which movement Karl Kraus emerges as constituted of 

three parts and thus as a thoroughly unharmonious and unbeautiful figure. 

The effect is not only that the transposition of corporeal procreation onto 

"intellectual creation" is rejected, but so too is the norm of creativity al

together. At the end of the essay the emphasis is on destruction, through the 

image of a kind of work that destructively intervenes in its material, so that 

creation as the criteria for intellectual work is negated: "For far too long the 

accent was placed on creativity" (366; 289). Thus the Kraus essay culminates 

in the intimation of a practice that replaces the idea of intellectual creation and 

all those related notions such as work, original, authorship, and so on, a practice 

that, under the name allegorical method, will become central for Benjamin's 

theory: this is a method whereby traditional representations are broken asun

der, or single images broken out of the continuum in order to make possible 

a changed view of what has been in the past, or:" 'Construction' presupposes 

'destruction'" (5:587). 

The figure of Kraus presented in the first section of the essay under the 

name of Al/mensch could be taken as the embodiment of that new, other magic 

of judgment and abstraction in the "world after creatio.n" that arises at the 

same moment as the character of language as sign out of the "threefold sig

nificance" of the Fall of language-mind: "The immediacy [Unmittelbarkeit] 

( this is the linguistic root) of the communicability [ Mitteilbarkeit] of abstrac

tion resides in judgment," as Benjamin wrote in his early essay "On Language 

as Such" (2:154; OWS 120, trans. mod.). It is in this sense that Kraus's mode 

of speaking is placed in the context of a public sphere, which is interested 

in judgments, as opposed to a public sphere that functions as the circula-
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tion of commodified opinions. This position in a world beyond creation also 

situates him beyond procreating and convincing, Zeur;ung and Uberzeugung: 
"His testimony [ Zeugnis] can be decisive only for those for whom it can never 

become a procreation [Zeugung]" (2:341; OWS 265, trans. mod.). The sig
nificance of Kraus's texts as testimony emerges only out of the destruction of 
the myths of creation and procreation in the conceptualization of the intel

lectual. In this context what is also at issue is the specific meaning that an atti

tude of Recht-haben attains, a word associated with the spheres of both justice 

and truth, to being right and having the right. "Many will be right one day. 

But it will be a right(ness) resulting from my [ Unrecht] wrongness/injustice 

today," Benjamin quotes Kraus and concludes, "That is the language of true 

authority" (343; 266). In this sentence the emphasis is on language, for it 

is in his theory of language that Kraus displays his authority, in order thus 

to win from the empty phrases of the newspapers the "news" in the original 

sense of the word: as an event that takes place through and within language. 

In the second section of the essay, which examines the "demon in Kraus," 

the connection between "being right" and language is taken further, specifi

cally with regard to the difference between Klage and Anklage, between "la

ment" and "accusation." The argument here concerns the caesura to which 

Benjamin's critique of Kraus's practice refers. The caesura that divides the 

"world after creation" from the "world of creation" positions Kraus at 

the transition between lament and accusation. Although himself already in 

the position of one who judges, he nevertheless has the world of creation at 
his back, and he is still aware of what has been lost. "If he ever turns his back 

on creation, if he breaks off from lamentation, it is only as an accuser be

fore the world's tribunal [Weltgericht, a word also with connotations of the 

Last Judgment]" (272, trans. mod.). The break in Kraus's linguistic practice 

that Benjamin illumines here denotes a literally and corporeally understood 
about-turn, from lament in the face of (God's) creation to accusation before 

the seat of judgment, with creation at his back.6 While the lament directed 

at a divine authority has nothing to do with being right, as soon as the seat 

of judgment is addressed the lament becomes accusation, that is, becomes a 

discourse that has always been about being right or having the right.7 

In Kraus's "theory of language," as described by Benjamin, there is, how

ever, an instance within the practice of accusation that goes beyond this same 

discourse. What Benjamin calls Kraus's "linguistic rules of court" [ Sprach-
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prozeflordnung] could also be described as the accusation of accusation, as the 

complaint filed by language, specifically the language that recalls the sphere 

of creation or of lament, against the complaint of legal discourse. For Kraus, 

writes Benjamin, everything falls within the sphere of justice, but in the legal 

chamber that every thought can become, it is language that presides. It is 
this complex relation between language and justice that motivates Benjamin's 

reference to Kraus's "linguistic rules of court": "It is a misunderstanding 

of his theory of language if one does not see it as a contribution to the lin

guistic rules of court, if one understands the word of someone else in his 

mouth only as a corpus delicti, and his own only as a 'judging word'" (349; 

272, trans. mod.). The linguistic rules of court are not part of the order of 

law, but on the contrary an accusation leveled against it. Benjamin explic

itly stresses that the issue for Kraus is not the accusation of the law in its 

effect-which might mean where there are miscarriages of justice, cases of 

injustice, or the like - but rather "the law in its substance," which means in 

its claim to represent justice. This is why Kraus's charge is that of "the be

trayal of justice by law. More exactly, of the word by the concept," for "over 

right-saying/jurisdiction stands right-spelling/orthography" (349; 273). In 
claiming to represent justice, the legal system has expropriated justice from 

its divine origin and wrested it from the one context in which it can continue 

to exist, namely in the connection of justice and language. As for Judaism 

in general, so too for Kraus "justice and language remain founded in each 

other." Kraus's worship of the image of divine justice as language, particu

larly in the German language, is thus seen by Benjamin as "the genuinely 

Jewish somersault by which he tries to break the spell of the demon" (349; 

272). 

The reverse side of this act of rescuing divine justice from the order of law 

within language is not unknown to Kraus. It is described in that section of 

the essay that presents Kraus under the name of "demon" and places him -

with reference to the relation of mind and sexuality-in a sphere of ambi

guity. Kraus, writes Benjamin, "nevertheless" invokes the law, however much 

he has seen through it, "precisely because his own demon is drawn so power

fully by the abyss it [that is, the law] represents," and moreover most clearly 

"where mind and sexuality meet-in the trial for sexual offences" (350; 273). 

This "nevertheless" in Benjamin's Kraus portrait shows that the accusation 

of the order of law before and through language is disturbed when sexuality 

-- ·-~--·--------·----- -
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invades this sphere and can no longer be overlooked. If the theoryoflanguage 

of Benjamin's Kraus moves along the same lines as Benjamin's own early lan

guage theory, then the invasion of the sexual here once again makes it clear 

that something had been omitted from it. The "demon in Kraus" brings this 

to light and motivates the author of the Kraus essay to rethink the relation 

between his theories of language and of Eros. 

"Mind and sexuality," writes Benjamin, move in the sphere of ambiguity: 

the obsession of demonic sexuality, that is, the ego and obsessed mind, that is, 

the joke. The "law of ambiguity" that rules where mind and sexuality seem 

identical is portrayed by Benjamin in an image that represents an intersection 

of procreativity between sexuality and language, arriving at a final figuration 

with reversed terms: "Neither of them reaches its object, the ego its women 

no more than the joke its words. Disintegration has taken the place of procre

ation, stridency that of secrecy; yet now they shimmer in the most beguiling 

nuances: in the witticism lust, and in onanism the punch line come into their 

own" (350; 273, trans. mod.). This is no more a bon mot than was the note on 

the unfruitfulness of convincing; nor is it mere rhetoric. If, in this oxymoron, 

body and language cross over (witticism-lust and onanism-punch line), it is 

through the heterogeneity of body and language inscribed in this crossover 

that the rhetoric is simultaneously distorted, and the oxymoron becomes a 

Denkbild, a "thought-image." It drives the ambiguity that remains enclosed 

within the metaphorical equation of the sexual and the mental to the surface 

of visibility, representing this ambiguity as a law of meaning. It is clear from 

this thought-image how the essay is structured by a mode of writing differ

ent from a conceptually systematic representation, although the text in fact 

has a clear scheme as its basis. A sketch of this scheme, for which the law of 

ambiguity is the underlying basis, appears in Benjamin's notes for the essay: 

Language: Mind = Eros: Sexuality 
Eroticism: the prism of lust, its development 
Language: the blasting apart of the mind, its destruction 
Dialectic is the relation of language to Eros, 
ambiguous is that of the mind to sexuality. ( 2: 1096) 

The theoretical task following from this scheme is the transformation of the 

ambiguity of mind and sexuality into the dialectic of Eros and language. To 
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examine the law of ambiguity means that the precondition for the metaphori

cal equation (of mind and sexuality) must necessarily be discussed. Thus Ben

jamin sees the correspondence of the "forms of existence - life under the 

aegis of mere mind or of mere sexuality" as the condition for the solidarity 
of the man of letters with the whore. It is the condition of possibility for 

Kraus's comparison of journalism with prostitution (352; 275), which also 
makes indirect reference to the closeness between student and prostitute in 

Benjamin's own early writings. In an exemplary commentary on an ambigu

ous passage from Kraus about the "late-comer, who brings the woman the 

, joy [Lust] of the sequence and will triumph as the last in it," an ironic and 

sexually allusive revolt against the idea of the original, Benjamin pursues the 
image further, and in so doing his writing uncovers the death fantasies con

tained in the comparison of woman and language that end with "Jack the 

Ripper" (353; 276). 

In the third section of the essay there appears under the name of Un
mensch, and in the place of (1) the yardstick of pure language and (2) the (de

monic) law of ambiguity, the dialectic of language and Eros. The former idea 

of purity is here substituted by a detour that, taking place within the sphere 

of language, will lead back to immediacy. Kraus's language here becomes the 

scene of a "sanctification of the name," whereby this poetic practice is, in 

order to avoid misunderstandings, clearly distinguished from the hymnic and 
conciliatory variant of a Stefan George. Comparable rather with the theory 

of a dialectic of the semiotic and the symbolic in the signification process 

(Julia Kristeva), Kraus's linguistic gesture operates with the "two poles of 

linguistic expression -the enfeebled [ depotenziert] pole of humming and the 

armed pole of pathos," in order thus to become "the scenario of a sanctifica

tion of the name" and at the same time "with Jewish certainty" to set itself 

"against the theurgy of the 'word's body'" (359; 282). 

The essay can be read as a commentary on Kraus's phrase "origin is the 

goal," quoted at various points in Benjamin's works.8 Here it is explained 

in terms of a philosophy of language as a method of passing through or 
overcoming the interpersonal (of the Al/mensch) and the subhuman (of the 

"demon") to arrive at the position of a nonhuman: "intellectuality as a devia

tion ... leading back to immediacy" (360; 283).9 The discovery of the origin 
is not an original discovery, but rather a "discovery that has a curious element 
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of rediscovery. The theatre of this philosophical recognition scene in Kraus's 

work is poetry, and its language rhyme" (360; 283). 

This philosophical recognition scene of, and within, poetry becomes for 

Benjamin the sphere in which the Eros of distance takes on linguistic form, in 

which Eros has become language or in which language, separated from mind, 

is now linked to Eros: "'The more closely you look at a word the more dis
tantly it looks back.' This is a Platonic love of language. The closeness from 

which the word cannot escape, however, is solely rhyme. So the primal erotic 

relationship between closeness and distance is given voice in his language: 

as rhyme and name" (362; 285). The paradigm of "language and Eros" thus 

formulated-replacing the rejected paradigm of "mind and sexuality" -sets 

the frame for interpreting different literary and linguistic figures. The dedi

cation, for example-discussed by Benjamin in relation to Kraus's "Die Ver

lassenen" (The forsaken, from the fifth volume of Words in Verse), in which 

Benjamin sees the "most intimate interpenetration of language and Eros" -

now takes on a beautiful meaning as the declaration of Platonic love, "which 

does not do penance for its desire in what it loves, but possesses it in name and 

lavishes attention on it in name. This man, preoccupied with himself, knows 

no other self-renunciation than giving thanks. His love is not possession, but 

thankfulness. Thankfulness and dedication -for to thank is to place feelings 

under a name" (362; 285, trans. mod.). In other words, the Eros-become

language in the literary figure of the dedication no longer has half an eye 

on sexuality. And quotation, too, Kraus's "basic polemical procedure," is re

vealed in relation to the idea of name as a method that, by breaking words 

out of their given context, "calls [them] by name," thus recognizing them at 

origin: quotation, then, as detour and return to immediacy. 

In the quotation that both saves and chastises, language proves the matrix of 
justice. It summons the word by its name, wrenches it destructively from its 
context, but precisely thereby calls it back to its origin. Not without rhyme 
and reason [nicht ungereimt], it appears sonorously, sound in the structure 
of a new text. As rhyme it gathers the similar into its aura; as name it stands 
alone and expressionless. In quotation the two realms-of origin and de
struction - present themselves before language. And conversely, only where 
they interpenetrate-in quotation-is language consummated. In it is mir
rored the angelic tongue in which all words, startled from the idyllic context 
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of meaning, have become mottoes in the Book of Creation. (363; 286, trans. 
mod.) 

Rhyme, name, dedication, quotation. Language filled with Eros no longer at
tempts to imitate (divine) creation as intellectual creation. At the most in the 

quotation there appears for a moment a mirroring of that language in which, 

maybe not the Book of Creation is written, but mottoes from it are preserved. 

Comparable to the conceptualization of Now-Time (]etzt-Zeit) as a model 

of messianic time, the quotation here appears as a model of the language of 

the angels. 

The Shifts in Benjamin's Theory of Language and Eros 

If one compares the link between language and Eros as set out in the third 

section of the Kraus essay with Benjamin's early Eros theory, it becomes clear 

that he adheres to the postulate of immediacy, both of language and of sexu

ality. However, this immediacy is no longer contrasted with an epistemologi

cal means to an end as it was in the Socrates model. Rather, it is the vanishing 

point of a movement in the look backward that is won from a perspective "in 

the midst of mediacy," giving rise to recognition and incorporating moments 

of destruction. 10 At the same time, the translation of the sexual into the men

tal, such as is found in the concept of "intellectual creation" in its classical 

form, is rejected. It is, though, rejected after the traversal (both in the Kraus 

essay and within the genesis of Benjamin's writings) and the overcoming of 

everything that is metaphorical, of comparisons, equivalences, and so on, in 

order, via the detour of the figure of the "Eros of distance," to replace the 

ambiguity of mind and sexuality with an interpenetration of language and 

Eros. 

In the course of this transition, a metamorphosis has taken place in Ben

jamin's ideas from the "Eros of the creative" to an Eros that has entered into 

language. At the same time the idea of creation in the intellectual sphere has 

been dismissed, so that within language there is no longer any aspiration for 

a mimesis of either corporeal procreation or divine creation. The structure 

of intellectual production modeled on the figure of desire has now taken on a 

genuinely linguistic form. The idea of Platonic love, which Benjamin already 
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took as his orientation in the Socrates model, is no longer bound to notions 

of sexual purity or innocence; rather, it serves to link Eros and language in 
the form of love in the name. 

In one of the thought-images from "Short Shadows" (1929), Benjamin had 

already formulated this notion of Platonic love, in part in language identical 

to passages from the third section of the Kraus essay. In this thought-image, 
Platonic love is defined in its "only genuine, only relevant sense": 

as the love which does not do penance for its desire in the name, but which 
loves the beloved in name, possesses her in name and lavishes attention on 
her in name. That it protects and preserves intact the name, the forename 
of the beloved woman, that alone is the true expression of the suspense, 
the inclination across distance that is called Platonic love. For this love, the 
existence of the beloved, and even the work of the lover, comes forth, as 
rays from the heart of the fire, from her name. Thus the Divine Comedy is 
nothing but the aura that surrounds the name Beatrice; the mightiest repre
sentation of the fact that all the forces and all the figures of the cosmos are 
produced from the name that has risen forth unscathed from love. (4:369f.) 

The name that has risen forth from love, and out of which the work of the 

beloved emerges -this marks a return to the immediacy of language via the 
path of love or in the relation to the Other. That this idea of Platonic love 

in Benjamin is not linked to the dismissal of sexuality becomes clear in the 
thought-image that follows, "Once Is Not Once" [Einmal ist keinmal]. In a 

passage rich in allusion, the ambiguity of the title phrase is transposed from 

mere sexual innuendo into the elaboration of the two possible meanings that 

the singular fulfillment seen as "not once" can take on: either the possibility 

of the eradication of doubt or alternatively "sheer, naked fulfillment," which 

in recollection becomes worthless (369). 
In another thought-image, ''After Completion" [Nach der Vollendung], the 

conceptual image of creation in the field of art is once more presented and 

at the same time deconstructed by being turned into a dialectical image. 11 In 

this image the implications of the concept of genius, including related con

cepts such as master, completion, and creation, are made visible. Here the de

valuation of the corporeal, of the maternal body, inscribed into the estab

lished notion of intellectual creation, is addressed: 
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For creation in its completion gives birth anew to the creator. Not in terms 
of his femininity, in which the creation was conceived, but in relation to his 
male element. He blissfully surpasses nature: for he will now owe this exis
tence, which he first received from the dark depths of his mother's womb, to 
a brighter realm. His home is not where he was born; rather he comes into 
the world where his home is. He is the male first-born of the work that he 
once conceived. (438) 

The formulation "the male first-born of his work" makes it clear that the 

concept of intellectual creation is a variant of those "bachelor machines" in 
which the corporeal origin from woman is denied. Benjamin will pursue this 
motif further, in the image of the competition between modern authorship 

and pregnancy, in his Baudelaire essay. 

While the latter work sees the reappearance, together with the figure of 

the whore, of another figure from the early writings, that of love between 

women, it is striking that Benjamin did not, after the caricature of" Socrates," 

devote any systematic attention to male homosexuality. It is mentioned only 

marginally in the Proust essay (2:319; I 205), or, for example, in a short note 

written in Siena that might be assigned to the motif of the "Eros of distance": 

"The rite teaches us: the Church did not develop on the basis of overcoming 

male-female love but homosexual love. That the priest does not sleep with 

the choirboy: that is the miracle of the Mass. (Siena Cathedral 28 July 1929)" 

(6:204). 

What is striking in the thought-images written in parallel to Karl Kraus 

that address the same thematic area - Eros and language versus mind and 

sexuality-is the lightness and fluidity of the presentation in this "incon

spicuous form" in which, nevertheless, nothing of the difficulty and com

plexity of the connections is lost. The Kraus essay, by contrast, stands there 

in the sequence of Benjamin's texts like a granite block. It is undoubtedly 

the contradictory relationship of systematic intention and the work on a dif

ferent mode of writing that characterizes the intermediary position of the 

Kraus text in the history of Benjamin's writings; this also explains in part the 

problems in its reception and the marginal position that this text has hitherto 

occupied in the studies of Benjamin's work. If this essay is compared with 

the texts that followed it, then it becomes clear that Benjamin from then 

on turned away from the systematic intention in the sense of programmatic 
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works to embrace a new practice of writing: adopting a cultural-historical 

perspective and aided by his "Copernican revolution in remembrance" (5: 

rn58). In these later writings Eros, too, takes on a different position; at stake 

no longer is a programmatic and systematic theory of Eros, but rather the 
reading of the images of what has been and the consideration of histori

cally distinct phenomena in which Eros makes its appearance on the cultural 

scenery. 

Translated by Georgina Paul 
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ally situated in relation to the outline (cf. Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften, 4: 613ff.), 
dissolve self-identity, which photography demands of what it is supposed to "record." 
Then there is no photography, no "depiction," for the tear or rip, which is lost and 
self-scattering in the similarity with words and things. "The paints that I then mixed 
colored me. When they ran together on the palette, I drew them up into my brush as 
cautiously as if they were dissolving clouds [ Gewiilk] . ... Thus was I too amid my jars 
and brushes at once dislocated into the picture. I resembled the porcelain into which 
I entered with a cloud of color" (cf. 6:261-63). "It is not that things step out from 
the page of the child-artist-in watching, the child himself enters into the page as a 
cloud [ Gewiilk] which satiates itself with the world of pictures' brilliance of color" 
(4:609). (1) The cloud (Gewiilk) of colors, (2) the outline as ornament, (3) the writ
ten materiality (of the ornament), (4) the flurry ( Gestiiber) as the internal implication 
of the constellation-this results in a fourfold constellation, which can no longer be 
assimilated into an oppositional order. 

47. This corresponds to the (typo)graphic development of writing in the "type
face" [ Schriftbild] of the "Coup de des" and the advertisement (Benjamin, Gesammelte 

Schriften, 4:479). 

The writing which penetrates ever further into the graphic of its new and ex
centric visuality gains immediate possession of its adequate subject matter .... 
Poets, who will then be first and foremost experts in writing as they have been for 
ages, will only be able to take part in the writing of rebuses [Bilderschrift], when 
they open up for themselves these regions in which the latter are constructed 
(without producing difficulty themselves): those of the static and technical 
diagram. (4:rn4) 

CHAPTER 14 

r. This is also the central focus of one of the few articles to deal with Benjamin's 
reading of Kraus; see Josef Fi.irnkas, "Zitat und Zerstorung: Karl Kraus und Wal
ter Benjamin," in Verabschiedung der (Post)Moderne? Eine interdiszipliniire Debatte, ed. 
Jacques Le Rider and Gerard Raulet (Ti.ibingen: Narr, 1987), 209-25. 

The source of all quotations from Walter Benjamin's Gesammelte Schriften, ed. 
Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppenhauser, 7 vols. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhr
kamp, 1972-1989) is indicated in the text by volume and page number. References to 
English translations of Benjamin are to the following editions: One-U--ay Street and 
Other Writings, trans. Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter (London: Verso, 1985), 
abbreviated as O WS; and Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New 
York: Schocken, 1992), abbreviated as I. Translations of all passages with a refererence 
to the German source alone are the translator's own. 

2. Most essays on sexuality and the concept of gender in Benjamin's works cen
ter on the figure of the whore. On Eros, see above all Giorgio Agamben, "Walter 
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Benjamin und <las Damonische. Gluck und geschichtliche Erlosung im Denken Ben
jamins," in Ulalter Benjamin 1882-1940, zum roo. Geburtstag, ed. Uwe Steiner (Bern: 
Lang, 1992), 189-216; Norbert Bolz, "Prostituiertes Sein," in Antike und Moderne. 
Zu Ulalter Benjamins "Passagen," eds. Norbert Bolz and Richard Faber (Wtirzburg: 
Konigshausen und Neumann, 1986), 191-213; Jochen Horisch, Die Theorie der Veraus
gabung und die Verausgabung der Theorie. Benjamin zwischen Bataille und Sohn-Rethel 
(Buchladen: Wassmann, n.d.); Sigrid Weigel, Body- and Image-Space: Re-Reading T¼l
ter Benjamin (London: Routledge, 1996); and Sigrid Weigel, "Reading/Writing the 
Feminine City: Calvino, Hessel, Benjamin," in "With the Sharpened Axe of Reason": 
Approaches to Ulalter Benjamin, ed. Gerhard Fischer (Oxford: Berg, 1996), 85-98. 

3. [Translator's Note: Jephcott and Shorter's translation is "To convince is to 
conquer without conception" ( OWS 47).] 

4. See his contributions since 19n to Der Anfang, which are reproduced in vol
ume 7 of Benjamin's collected works. 

5. [Translator's Note: Jephcott and Shorter's translation "It [that is, the demon] 
died at source" for "Er fie! am Ursprung" fails to recognize the allusion to the fall 
of Satan from heaven: "He fell in the beginning" is thus preferable as a translation 
here, and the "demon" is gendered masculine throughout, as he is in the German.] 

6. It is not only the mention of the Angelus Novus at the conclusion of the Kraus 
essay but also the work on this constellation that links the Kraus essay to the "angel 
of history" and situates it within the prehistory of the historico-theoretical theses. 

7. The connections among testimony, lament/accusation, and justice sketched out 
by Benjamin in this essay remain as yet undiscovered for the current debate about 
thought after Auschwitz, despite the fact that his reflections here are much closer to 
this historical problematic than the essay on "The Critique of Violence," which has 
been so much at the center of discussion since Derrida's reading brought it renewed 
prominence. 

8. Among others is the motto of Thesis XIV, in "On the Concept of History," 
1:701; I 252. 

9. Benjamin is here quoting from Berthold Viertel's book on Kraus ( cf. 2: n29 ). 
10. This is a constellation similar to that of the "angel of history." 
11. Written in the early 1930s. See Sigrid Weigel, Topographien der Geschlechter. 

Kulturgeschichtliche Studien zur Literatur (Reinbek b. Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1990), as 
well as Weigel, Body- and Image-Space for a fuller discussion. 




