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ABSTRACT 
 

Can the idea of an impossible future blind us to the credibility of the recent past? A new, spontaneous future 

born from historical events located within the past and present. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

When using the term, the impossible future, I make reference to an idea that newness is rooted in history, 

as claimed in A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace (J.P. Barlow, 1996).  With this in mind then, 

the dogma that establishes and resolves historical conflict is key in the promotion of this impossible future 

that remains blind to the history of underlying technologies involved in conflict, as well as in the politics onto 

which it claims to base itself. 

 

The idea of ‘giving birth to …’ seems to be the wrong sentiment in that it suggests all events in time are 

linear. Like Walter Benjamin, I believe that it is more appropriate to acknowledge historical events as a large, 

sporadic entity that coalesce at one point or another generating an unknowable void, which in turn allows 

for the emergence of something entirely different.  

 

Time is most commonly regarded as an indefinite continued progress of existence between events in the 

past, present and future, often regarded as a whole. Therefore, even in its basic working function, the 

definition implies mathematical linearity. In my opinion it would be irresponsible to challenge any such 

correlation in its entirely, despite the obvious flaws in its definition. Perhaps then the fact that Benjamin 

dares to argue against popular thinking is an indication of the level of critical thinking that has earned him 

such renown, and key to why his oeuvre remains so alluring. 

 

With this in mind, often a consequence of casting your mind towards the future is that it will always positively 

evaluated in a wish-fulfilment type act, as we eagerly await a superior future. With one eye pointed to the 

future, Benjamin understood the relationship that different objects held to the recent past. With the most 

thought-provoking examples concerning image-making technology such as photography and film, 
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throughout his writing Benjamin engaged in vast discussions regarding their relationships with various other 

art and non-art objects, making general prediction towards their uses and values within the future. 

 

In my opinion, the most accurate description of an impossible future remains bound in our elusive present: 

a perplexing space of time that sits between what society recognises and often dismisses as the forgotten 

past, against the novel, prosperous future that we remain so very concerned about. With this in mind can 

my former description be better described as an imperceptible future where the divergent path is beginning 

to be visibly mapped out on the distant horizon, or maybe as an ‘invisible continuum’ (Hobsbawn, 2013, 

p.16) whose shape can only ever be implied, over something that on first glance seems wholly unattainable? 

 

Throughout his writings, it is clear that Benjamin’s fascination with the future of technology and its 

manipulations to the art genre were a key concern. Never at any one point does Benjamin directly state his 

beliefs about the future, but uniquely interweaves threads from a multitude of sources in his attempt to 

describe what he believes the future may yet hold for art in terms of value and labour. Naturally, what you 

take from his writing is reliant on your individual assessment of the subject matter, as well the way in which 

you decipher his writing style. Of course, it should not be forgotten that Benjamin’s worldview was conceived 

in a time of unprecedented social, cultural and political transformation, his opinion jaded by his experiences. 

It then becomes very clear why Benjamin’s writing was so geared towards what was coming next regarding 

prevalent forms of technology that were becoming increasingly emergent under a Fascist (Nazi) Regime. 

Perhaps the rapid technological revolution particularly regarding forms communication and reproduction - 

such as 20th century photographic technology and its immediate relationship to film in a struggle for material 

existence - is key to why Benjamin writings as early as 1920 made such compelling assumptions about a 

genre who position remains as tenuous as it did over a century ago. 
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One such assumption can be found in The New Photography 1927-33’: Documents and Essays (1978) who, 

citing Benjamin (1928), argues 

 

The illiterate of the future will not be […] those who are ignorant of the of the art 

of writing […] but those who know nothing of photography – Benjamin - 1928 

(Arts Council of Great Britain, 1978, p.20) 

 

A devastating assessment of the future that is only now being realised, it highlights the perceptible changes 

that modern technology has had on society beyond the technological (even as early as the 1930-40’s) in 

which codes of verbal and visual meaning are becoming unrecognisable. Illiteracy, in the traditional sense, 

was rapidly become a thing of the past as a techno-visual culture was visibly becoming the dominant form 

of communication. 

 

Despite my respect of Benjamin’s work and the clear clarity of some of his predictions, I believe that it is 

somewhat irresponsible to now read Benjamin’s work as an example of what the future of art will look like 

as a few well-versed predictions does not an oracle make. 

 

Walter Benjamin was skilled in momentarily making the past reappear in the present in his writing. It is, 

however, our subjective assessment of the way in which he unpicks a number of objects and our consequent 

understanding of what he may have meant that has seemingly only now come full circle. But is this simply 

the result of our very recent high profile translations that are central to why only now his work has ignited 

a previously untapped sensibility in his audience. From this view then it is clear that famous contemporaries 

such as Adorno, Arendt, Buck-Morss and Sontag are crucial in the posthumous fame of Walter Benjamin 

through their public digestion of his life-work as audiences begin to identify a predictive message in his texts. 
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[Fig 1] The Angel of History, Paul Klee (1920) 

 

Once such digestion of Benjamin can be seen in Hannah Arendt’s Introduction to Illuminations: Essays and 

Reflections (1968) who at length discusses the sui generis of Benjamin’s writing. Soon after Arendt 

references Adorno’s grasp on Benjamin in which he is said to have described his arguments as static and in 

some ways undialectical - in particular reference to Benjamin’s analysis of (Fig. 1) ‘Angelus Novus’ in the 

Thesis on the Philosophy of History (1940) to the apparent end of history.  

 

A high profile example of the fanciful associations made by Benjamin, the way in which he is able to 

characterise the notion of chaos he denoted from the image as a single catastrophe where ‘[…] a storm is 

blowing from Paradise; […] it […] irresistibly propels him [the Angel] into the future to which his back is 

turned. This storm is what we call progress’ (Benjamin - 1940 in Illuminations, 1968, p.257-8) is mind-

blowing. Here Benjamin’s use of language is something to take note of. Firstly, by involving Klee’s image, 

Benjamin turns attentions back towards the genre of art. Then, by humanising the mythical figure who 

Benjamin argues appears to be ‘mov[ing] away from something he is fixedly contemplating’ (ibid., p.257), 

he opens up a wider discussion regarding the image. It is interesting to see how his dissection of the image 
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has paved the way for further examination by other contemporaries over a number of fields. Benjamin’s 

appraisal of the object, mixed in with the subtleties his previous arguments related to technological 

transformation (the objects oil-transfer origins), his discussion coalesces into an inventive justification of the 

images intention for the Left.  

 

Here I believe that this paragraph highlights Benjamin’s dislike of modernity in its continual attempt to make 

sense of the past, as it becomes clear that progress often fails in its attempt to make whole. Here the 

(modern) angel can be seen as a loving creature who similarly attempts to repair the flaws of our past and 

present, but distracted by the progress that the future presents. The future is nervous. Equally modernity is 

nervous. And this sense of unease is ideally located in the angels pose: ‘his eyes [wide,] staring, his mouth is 

open, his wings spread’ (ibid.), as the description reads. It also denotes surrender from a future we know 

nothing of. Then, as ‘this storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned’ (ibid., 

p.258), is this not the biggest indication of directionality, truly speaking of where the future is located? In 

Benjamin’s mind this is not ahead of us, but in the past we eagerly try to resist. Even in his terminology, the 

idea of irresistibility insinuates that there is no way to stop future events, but instead we must continue to 

move in whatever direction the future is located, as we must now come to realise that progress is not always 

positive or forward facing. Similarly, the paragraph implies the ability to unwillingly fall into the dangers of 

the future due to the fact we are unable to see its true shape, location or intention. Watching Benjamin’s 

grapple with the notion of linearity throughout this section of the text is thought-provoking. And, it is here 

in the Thesis on the Philosophy of History that his ideas are at their most complex, really grappling with the 

the idea of the continuity of history.  

 

My earlier comments about the Benjamin’s grasp on historical continuity are perfectly displayed not only in 

this passage, but in its successive paragraph which discusses a ‘stubborn faith in progress’ (ibid.) through 

lazy, accustomed thinking. Benjamin clearly warns against this type of thinking, accusing it of representing 

unoriginal thought. This, coupled with the notion of our unsolicited ‘servile integration in an uncontrollable 
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apparatus’ (ibid.) – here I believe Benjamin is referencing the (then) Fascist regime -  the high price we will 

all have to pay is reflected upon as a good thing in that it can be used to carve out a new, critical way of 

thinking in a last ditch attempt to keep thought alive in the age of nonsensical thinking. But, here again, 

these thoughts are merely implied by Benjamin as he allows audiences to come to their own conclusions. 

Here his is musings are in no way given to readers as an answer, but left for them to meditate upon.  

 

One of the many things you can take from this passage is his appreciation of history. His base understanding 

that history has and, unfortunately will always, remain about the winners and that this is a biased assessment 

of history. With this in mind then it is clear that this tradition of scrutiny suits only the oppressed. From this 

viewpoint Benjamin argues that we must ‘attain a conception of history that is in keeping with this insight’ 

(ibid., p.257) to which the higher forces – politicians, for example - have relied on the laziness of our thinking 

and been allowed to enforce a biased conception of history as the rule.  

 

Throughout these passages and also alluded to in Arendt’s Introduction is Benjamin’s evident fascination in 

undialectical thinking. Hence, a conversation about self-guided, critical thinking when referring to 

Benjamin’s writing is essential concerning a character who Arendt argues ‘actually did not exist anywhere, 

which, in fact could not be identified and diagnosed as such until afterwards [his suicide in 1940]’ (Arendt, 

1968, p.22). With this in mind, Benjamin singlehandedly carved a place out for himself in German literary 

criticism and ‘re-create[d] it as a genre’ (self-referential: Brief II, p.505, translated from French, ibid., p.23-

24). 

 

Technologically speaking, bound-up in all of Benjamin’s rhetoric was the realisation that technological 

development in part signalled the end of elevated thinking, as is alluded to in Chapter XI of Thesis on a 

Philosophy of History, no longer a symbol of political achievement. Before this point however, a technological 

means of reproduction was believed to have set in motion a course of progress that was thought to have 
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pursued a straight course. What Arendt’s Introduction illustrates so well is that Benjamin’s writing is set to 

make the continuum of history explode. His later remarks about the present not signalling a positive 

transition calls into again question what, if anything, Benjamin perceived history to be? Heterogeneous? An 

abridgement? Linear? A Constellation? 

 

Perhaps Addendum A in a Thesis of the Philosophy of History provides the most valid example of Benjamin’s 

conception of history: 

 

Instead, he [Benjamin] grasps the constellation which his own era has formed 

with a definite earlier one. Thus he establishes a conception of the present as the 

“time of the now” - Benjamin - 1940 (in Illuminations, 1968, p.263) 

 

This supplement argues for a conception of history that resembles a wide cross-over of events  

in the past and present. Continuing on, it asserts that this conception is then ‘shot through with chips of 

Messianic time’ (ibid.). Put simply, it postulates upon an idea of history that is also broken up by instances 

from religious history, as if the two are not mutually exclusive. Similarly, Addendum B talks of a [Jewish] 

culture being ‘[…] prohibited from investigating the future […] this stripped the future of its magic’ (ibid., 

p.264). Despite the fact that it can be argued that this quote indicates the emergence of a future that, in 

appearance, resembles a ‘homogenous empty time’ (ibid.) it seems that Benjamin would have been 

distrusting of this idea in that its suggests unity and linearity. Even in the final moments of the text the 

conversation turns full circle in terms of a renewed discussion of temporality. 

 

Of course the conversation of what the future holds is nothing new in Marxism. However, now a better line 

of questioning seems to be how relevant is Marx today? Benjamin, like many others understood that 
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technology in the long term is unsustainable. No longer a means to an end per se, what does this mean for 

the future of technology? What does it mean in terms of the limits that can be applied to Benjamin’s writing, 

when objective foreseeing turns into fanciful storytelling? 

 

It remains that a discussion of technological transformation - thus Modernism - is never far from Benjamin’s 

writing. With this in mind it seems the appropriate reference is The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction (1935) in order to extended the discussion of the future of technology in the arts. Skipping 

past the better known chapters on aura and reproduction, there are plenty of examples of Benjamin beliefs 

regarding this subject. It quickly becomes clear that his concerns for the artistic value of painting versus 

photography is overshadowed by those raised by film, arguing that transformation is equal to regression. 

 

In one way could anyone not have predicted this outcome? In our constant search to reclaim that which we 

have lost, to somehow replicate it its aura, but by means of newer technology. This essay over other pieces 

of Benjamin’s writing has the virtue of clarity, systematically arguing a change in our sense of perception as 

a result of technology which demands reversal. Obviously our dominant cultures consummation of l’art pour 

l’art cannot be the result of positive progression. 

 

As one of Benjamin’s better known essays, it also demonstrates his ability as a storyteller despite his writing 

in an epoch where ‘the art of storytelling is coming to an end […] experience has fallen in value. And it looks 

as if it is continuing to fall into bottomlessness’ (Benjamin - 1936, in The Storyteller from The Novel: An 

Anthology of Criticism and Theory 1900-2000, 2006 p.362). Benjamin references a number of German 

storytellers in his attempt to argue that loss has the unique ability to bring about new value. And who is to 

blame? In this instance I do not think modernity is the culprit. Even Benjamin seemed to recognised that this 

loss of history was being suffered for a long time. Therefore, it would be reductionist to see it solely as a 

‘[modern] “symptom of decay” […] It is, rather, only a concomitant symptom of the secular productive forces 
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of history’ (ibid., p.364). With his discussion however, my attention is drawn to paragraph VI (p.365) and 

Benjamin’s discussion of Information.  

 

[…] narrative achieves an amplitude that information lacks (ibid., p.366) 

 

Benjamin argued that information from afar possessed validity which gave it authority even without 

verification, demonstrating that the transmission of language has evolved from (1) Storytelling to (2) Novel, 

onto (3) Information and ending in (4) Fairy-tales. Therefore, information though unverified, only has to be 

understood in itself to become valid rhetoric, no more exact in its message then what has come centuries 

before it. The short leap it seems from information to fairy-tales greatly resembles Benjamin’s writing style 

in my opinion. However, this is not to say that what Benjamin writes demands verification, but points to the 

way in which information has been transmitted historically - in fables, for example - since plausibility became 

indispensable. It is clear that desperate veneration has become the mainstay of our modern society and so 

noteworthy attempts to procure valid observation has never been so important. 

Again, the way Benjamin complies his thoughts in my opinion is a key reason for the endurance of his original 

message nearly 80 years since his passing. Though imaginative comparisons, I do not believe this should 

detract from what is being negotiated throughout his writing. However, what seems to be the use of it when 

‘modern man no longer works at what cannot be abbreviated’ (ibid., p.368). To this I would argue for a 

chance at critical thinking from a few of his inspired readership. 

 

In my opinion, I choose to locate Benjamin’s work as a hybrid text lying somewhere between fairy-tale and 

the mythic, whose outcome is as captivating as it is static, as Adorno argued, yet not out of man’s reach. 

And yet, Benjamin work continues to lends itself to repeated viewing despite his not being a historian. His 

writing maintains an insatiability through his use of subject as a vehicle that he strips down by removing 
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their hierarchy so audiences are unable to think dogmatically. This remains the one true strength of 

Benjamin. 

 

Benjamin as a non-hierarchical thinker is on full display in his final masterpiece The Arcades Project. Although 

massively lacking in concrete conclusions, it is far from aimless. Benjamin’s encyclopaedic project does 

demonstrate that history is not simply the past which protrudes into the façade of the present, as writes 

Esther Leslie in her online essay Walter Benjamin Papers (2007/8). It also demonstrates that no thought 

should go unnoticed, awakening its audience in untold ways. Perhaps then it better functions as a microcosm 

for historical thought, phantasmagorical in its layout. 

 

But, why do we remain so concerned with where the path leads us over taking the time to really appreciate 

the journey that has and continues to be taken? Even in this we fail to really understand the importance of 

history to any degree. Perhaps it is because we assume that history cannot repeat itself and so we retire it 

as an easily forgotten past. Or perhaps it is because the appearance of time as we presently experience it, 

as well as that which we reduce to being of the past has not yet begun to take that shape of the future that 

we want for ourselves. Thus, we look upon the future as this prosperous North Star that has the ability to 

fulfil all of our softly spoken wishes.  

 

In my opinion the future should be entirely neglected, in the present moment at least, in order to allow our 

full attention to be utilised in and for the present, as well as in our attempts to understand the past. It seems 

that our continuing inability to live in the moment perpetuates a gap just big enough for present day 

practitioners to adapt all manner of opinions to engulf that vacant space in an attempt to decode a scary 

sense of unknowing we are now all party to and witnesses of. 
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