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I want to approach the theme of the ‘brute’ at something of a tangent, but I hope a fruitful one. Rather than the ‘brute’ per se I want to consider more the brutal, and in terms of two opposed forms: brutal acceleration and brutal interruption. I’ll primarily be considering these two forms through the work of Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht, as a series of provocative ‘thought-images’. My aim is to consider the provocations of the images they provide of acceleration and interruption, although I’m in no way going to be exhaustive in my account. Also, my interest isn’t particularly scholarly, historical, or philological but rather to consider the provocation and activation of these images in our moment. This is the moment of brutal crisis and a sense of exhaustion with the forms of the commodity and value, which have turned malignant and destructive. It is no surprise my friend Evan Calder Williams made the suggestion of ‘hostile object theory’ a few years ago (Williams 2011). The abstract ‘value’ supposedly embedded in commodities, including humans as commodities, is voided. The Freudian equation of gold with excrement rings true as the ‘commodity world’ turns into empty and excreted value.

What I want to return to are a series of moments that engage with this voiding in a very different context – that of the interwar period in Germany and Europe – but which resonate at the moment. The common invocations of Weimar, the 1929 Crash, and anxieties of incipient fascism or war, have become familiar tropes in commentary on our crisis. Therefore, speculatively, I can claim a certain ‘historical’ resonance. My aim, however, is not to collapse or make equivalent these moments, but to consider a strange ‘communication’ between them, perhaps in the style of the Surrealists ‘communicating vessels’.

Brutal Acceleration: In the Lunapark
To begin with the most brutal forms of brutal acceleration I want to consider Walter Benjamin’s short work ‘To the Planetarium’, contained in his book One-Way Street (1928). Benjamin argues that the First World War was ‘an attempt at new and unprecedented commingling with the cosmic powers.’ (1979: 103) Against the perception of the war as unprecedented catastrophe for so-called Western culture (that ‘old bitch gone in the teeth’ or ‘botched civilization’, as Ezra Pound put it), Benjamin suggests the war is the site of new forms of the cosmic powers. Science may have disenchanted the stars, but we cannot simply evade these powers, which are retranslated into technological forces. 

The war presents the equivocal site of released and intoxicating forces of destruction:

Human multitudes, gases, electrical forces were hurled into the open country, high-frequency currents coursed through the landscape, new constellations rose in the sky, aerial space and ocean depths thundered with propellers, and everywhere sacrificial shafts were dug in Mother Earth. (1979: 103-4)

In Benjamin’s quasi-mystical reading this is an ‘immense wooing of the cosmos’ carried out via ‘the spirit of technology’ (1979: 104). The resulting ‘bloodbath’ of the war was a result of these cosmic forces being subject to profit, i.e. capitalist forces. 


This does not imply we simply abandon these forces. Benjamin argues that we reconfigure the relation between mastery and technology, which is no longer directed towards humans mastering nature, but to humans mastering the relation between us and nature. The intoxication of these cosmic powers has gone astray, and this turns on the question of speed: 

One need recall only the experience of velocities by virtue of which mankind is now preparing to embark on incalculable journeys into the interior of time, to encounter there rhythms from which the sick shall draw strength as they did earlier on high mountains or on the shores of southern seas. The ‘Lunaparks’ are a prefiguration of sanatoria. (1979: 104)

‘Lunaparks’ was an early name for what we now call amusement parks, with the park in Coney Island, New York the first to use the name in 1907. Benjamin’s suggestion is, again, that these parks – with their rollercoasters and other rides – form a kind of homeopathic or therapeutic intoxication or acceleration, which will allow us to cure the tubercular sickness of technology. Intoxication is played against intoxication.


The result is an embrace to wrest technology, as second nature, into a new configuration:

In the nights of annihilation of the last war the frame of mankind was shaken by a feeling that resembled the bliss of the epileptic. And the revolts that followed it were the first attempt of mankind to bring the new body under its control. The power of the proletariat is the measure of its convalescence. If it is not gripped to the very marrow by the discipline of this power, no pacifist polemics will save it. Living substance conquers the frenzy of destruction only in the ecstasy of procreation [Rausche der Zeugung]. (1979: 104)

In Benjamin’s strange cosmic phantasmagoria the forces of annihilation produce a new intoxication, a new collective and personal body that we have to master – a ‘rush’ (Rausche).


This is the intoxicant vision of the mastery of a new relation to the productive forces that appear as destructive forces. In a hyperbolic embrace of the ‘bad new’ Benjamin promises a wresting of these forces to a new collective and personal body. The accelerative speed of technology unleashed can be claimed by our drawing of strength from those forces which can then be returned to forces of production. It is this vision that later, as we shall see, Benjamin loses faith in. I have described such a vision as ‘accelerationism’, as the belief in the recapturing and reinforcing of capitalist forces of production against capitalism. In our moment of crisis and destruction this act of wresting gains a strange and problematic resonance.
Brutal Interruption I: The Slob
I now want to turn to my first image of interruption – the character of the slob. In Fredric Jameson’s 1998 book on Brecht he poses Brechtian energies of production and praxis against the stasis of our opaque and financialized postmodernism. Reflecting on Brecht’s pre-Marxist work Baal (1918), Jameson identifies the character Baal with the figure of the slob. This is the antisocial figure of appetite:
These are the slobs of literature rather than its zombies or living dead: creatures of physical and vestimentary neglect, satyrs, dirty old men, and the like, they are the archetypes of appetite, surging up from popular culture (rather than, as with supreme villains and manifestations of evil, from the lettered). (Jameson 1998: 8)
This figure is destructive, in the sense, as Jameson says, they ‘erupt and break the furniture’ (1998: 8). Jameson notes that: ‘The Brechtian aversion to respectability in general is richly documented in the early works – with Baal as its virtual allegory: the Marxian turn is thereby able to tap those “antisocial” energies for a new and more productive engagement with the negative.’ (1998: 149; my italics) So, the seemingly ‘purely’ destructive slob does not simply disappear in Brecht’s embrace of Marxism and production. In fact the slob persists within the moment of production as a moment of interruption.


Gershom Scholem has it that Brecht entered Benjamin’s life, in 1928, as an ‘elemental force’ (2003: 202). This, I’d suggest, is the ‘elemental force’ of production. Brecht’s thinking of production emerged, however, out of the wanton destruction of capitalist crisis and the German Inflation. As in the closing images of his film Kuhle Wampe (1932), Brecht had a poetics and practice of destruction and waste as much as production. This is true of 1934 poem ‘The Proletariat Wasn’t Born in a White Vest’ [Das Proletariat ist nicht in einer weien Weste geboren] (1934). The poem presents a litany of capitalist decline, before concluding: ‘oh, on that day the proletariat will be able to take charge of a /culture reduced to the same state in which it found production: in ruins.’ (in Badiou 2007: 45) According to Badiou the poem is founded on the ‘essential thematic [that] the new can only come about as the seizure of a ruin. Novelty will only take place on the basis of a fully accomplished destruction’ (Badiou 2007: 45). We can risk a paraphrase: that a new state of production can only be found on the self-destruction of capital, on what Badiou calls a ‘nourishing decomposition’ (2007: 45).


In his ‘Conversations with Brecht’ Benjamin mentions ‘the destructive aspect of Brecht’s character, which puts everything in danger almost before it has been achieved.’ (1973: 56) That Brecht is one of the models for Benjamin’s ‘The Destructive Character’ (1931) is, by now, a commonplace. What interests me is how this destructive character is not simply allergic to production. ‘The Destructive Character’ destroys to clear the way: ‘He reduces the existing to rubble, not for the sake of the rubble but of the path that extends through it.’ (Benjamin in Wolhfarth 1978: 54) Irving Wohlfarth notes that the destructive character is ‘the efficient executor of an eviction order.’ (Wohlfarth 1978: 53) What kind of eviction order? That executed by a slob, perhaps.

Brecht’s short story ‘North Sea Shrimps’, probably written around 1926, and subtitled ‘or the modern Bauhaus apartment’ (Brecht 1983: 77−85), tells of the visit of Müller and the narrator to the apartment of their wartime friend Kampert. Kampert is committed to a life of luxury after his experiences in the trenches of the First World War and, having married into money, fulfils his dream. The apartment is now perfect Bauhaus, whereas before: ‘It was two plain bourgeois rooms. You know the kind of thing, cramped to start with and then stowed to the gunwales with furniture.’ (1983: 79)

The all-lilac room, the delicate blinds, and the lack of pictures, drive the narrator, and particularly Müller, to distraction:

What irritated Müller was the flat. He was completely wrong about this. It was a very pleasant flat, not at all ostentatious. But I think Müller just could not stand the carefully contrived harmony and the dogmatic functionalism of it any longer. (Brecht 1983: 82)

Although Müller has brought a present of North Sea shrimps he sends out Kampert on a false errand to buy some, and then proceeds to some redecoration. He violently rearranges the furniture, tears down the blind, and sticks up magazine pictures on the wall with sugar water. The narrator concludes, ‘Man is like a terrible tornado, creating the grandiose multiplicity and admirable disharmony of all creation out of an almighty pile-up of patent American chaise-longues, common washbasins and old, venerable, magazines.’ (Brecht 1983: 84)


This short story seems something of a counter-response in advance to Benjamin’s later invocation of the glass architecture of Scheerbart and Bauhaus in ‘Experience and Poverty’ (1933) as the gesture of ‘erasing the traces’ called for by Brecht (Benjamin 1999: 734). The creation of ‘rooms in which is hard to leave traces’ (Benjamin 1999: 733−4), is exactly what Brecht’s ‘destructive character’ is reacting against, with Muller having ‘this longing for all that was most ill-matched, most illogical and most natural.’ (Brecht 1983: 85) This seems at once to confirm and modulate the ‘destructive character’, who

is the enemy of those whose home is their case [Etui-Mensch] and who merely want their comfort. They line their shell [Gehäuse] with velvet, on which they impress their traces. The destructive character wipes away even the traces of destruction. (Benjamin in Wohlfarth 1978: 47)

Kampert wants comfort, but in space on which he cannot impress traces. Müller is a ‘destructive character’ who does not make room, but rather piles destruction visibly on the space – not so much erasing the traces as impressing the traces.

Müller is the slob of destruction and production. Benjamin recognised Brecht’s amoral dialectic, whereby Brecht
intends the revolutionary to emerge spontaneously from the bad and selfish character, again quite without any special ethical transformation. Just as Wagner hoped to create a homunculus in a test-tube from a magical mixture, so Brecht wants to create a test-tube revolutionary out of baseness and vileness. (1980: 95)

The destructive ‘baseness’ of Müller, his lumpen status, is what can be alchemised into a new production, but this is posed against the new qua modern – it is a practice of cunning and vulgarity that produces a new form of destruction.

Brutal Interruption II: Emergency Brake
In 1932 Benjamin gave one of his radio talks for children on the subject ‘The Railway Disaster at the Firth of Tay’ (‘Die Eisenbahnkatastrophe vom Firth of Tay’) (Benjamin 1999: 563−568). As the title suggests the central subject of the talk is the railway disaster of 28 December 1879, when a passenger train of six carriages and two hundred people was lost after plunging into the Tay, when the iron bridge it was passing over collapsed during a fierce storm. Benjamin does not begin with the disaster, but rather with the early technologies of iron working and train construction and with what he calls, in his essay on Eduard Fuchs, the ‘defective reception of technology’ (Benjamin 1979: 358). This ‘defective reception’ turns, in part, on acceleration, with the medical faculty at Erlangen suggesting that the speed of rail travel would lead to cerebral lesions, while an English expert suggested that moving by train is not travel but simply being dispatched to a destination like a package (Benjamin 1999: 565). Perhaps neither could foresee the current British train system…


In terms of describing the disaster itself Benjamin quotes from a poem by Theodor Fontane, not the renowned poem by William Topaz McGonagall – renowned for being terrible. This is the first stanza of McGonagall:

Beautiful Railway Bridge of the Silv’ry Tay!

Alas! I am very sorry to say

That ninety lives have been taken away

On the last Sabbath day of 1879,

Which will be remember’d for a very long time.
Benjamin reports how when the accident occurred the storm was raging so severely that it was not evident what had happened. The only sign were flames seen by fishermen, who did not realise this was the result of the locomotive plunging into the water. They did alert the stationmaster at Tay, who sent another locomotive along the line. The train was inched onto the bridge and had to be stopped a kilometre out, before reaching the first central pier, with a violent application of the brakes that nearly led to the train jumping from the tracks: ‘The moonlight had enabled him to see a gaping hole in the line. The central section of the bridge was gone.’ (Benjamin 1993: 567)


The brake is a figure of interruption and foreshadows its later use in ‘On the Concept of History’, as we will see. While one catastrophe has already occurred, in which 200 people have lost their lives, the act of braking prevents, although only barely, a second catastrophe. We can place this consideration of the locomotive, speed, and the malignancy of technology, alongside Benjamin’s remark in the essay on ‘Eduard Fuchs’ that:

The disciples of Saint-Simon started the ball rolling with their industrial poetry; then came the realism of a Du Camp, who saw the locomotive as the saint of the future; and a Ludwig Pfau brought up the rear: ‘It is quite unnecessary to become an angel’, he wrote, ‘since the locomotive is worth more than the finest pair of wings.’ (1979: 358)

This angelic locomotive, which rushes into the future and into destruction can be read alongside Benjamin’s famous invocation of the Angelus Novus or Angel of History in ‘On the Concept of History’ (1940), which is turned to the past and contemplates the wreckage of history.


The ‘Angelic Locomotive’ is the sign of acceleration to the point that indicates that the ‘energies that technology develops beyond their threshold are destructive.’ (Benjamin 1979: 358) Destruction here is the technology of capitalism that is pushed beyond the threshold.
In his essay ‘Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia’ (1929) Benjamin criticises the surrealists for their ‘overheated embrace of the uncomprehended miracle of machines’ (1979: 232). I would suggest that we see this, again, as a reminder that we not simply embrace the accelerative and ‘overheated’ function of technology. In fact, earlier in that ‘Surrealism’ essay Benjamin remarks of the surrealists that: ‘No one before these visionaries and augurs perceived how destitution – not only social but architectonic, the poverty of interiors, enslaved and enslaving objects – can be suddenly transformed into revolutionary nihilism.’ (1979: 229) The surrealists proffer a ‘method of nihilism’ that can traverse the destitution of the present.

Revolutions per Minute

In the notes for his 1940 essay ‘On the Concept of History’ Benjamin remarked:

Marx says that revolutions are the locomotive of world history. But perhaps it is quite otherwise. Perhaps revolutions are an attempt by the passengers on this train – namely, the human race – to activate the emergency brake. (Benjamin 2003: 402)

We can see that this echoes from his previous invocation, although now the brake is given a more resolutely anti-teleological and anti-productive edge. In Thesis XI of the actual essay Benjamin remarks on failure of German Social Democracy lying in its belief it is ‘moving with the current’ (2003: 393). The embrace of the ideology of progress is fatal to the attempt to combat fascism and forge a new communist order.


Revolution is no longer the revolutions of the wheels of the train moving forward angelically into the future. This is because the train – the productive forces of capitalism – are moving inexorably towards disaster. We have to apply the emergency brake, as with the Tay Bridge disaster, to prevent a further catastrophe. The derailing of the first train, plunging into the Tay, leads to the second train applying the emergency brake and risking another derailing. The rails of history carry us forward to disaster unless we jump the tracks.


In this model the desire for acceleration along the tracks of history implies that model of ‘linear, homogeneous time’ Benjamin interrupted with the ‘now-time’ of the messianic. To hold on to the image of the tracks unfolding into the future is to invite catastrophe and passivity:
Once the classless society had been defined as an infinite task, the empty and homogeneous time was transformed into an anteroom, so to speak, in which one could wait for the emergence of the revolutionary situation with more or less equanimity. (Benjamin 2003: 402)

Linking this with the neo-Kantian deviation from Marxism, the idea of the tracks stretching into the future leaves revolution as a receding moment – the station we never quite arrive in. The result, contra to the revolutionary intervention, it is the constant stoking of the train, i.e. the capitalist productive forces. This is another instance of accelerationism, which either tries to actively increase the speed of capital, or simply becomes the passenger on the train, allowing the constant destruction of living labour at the hands of dead labour to do the work. 

Conclusion

In this sense the emergency brake is the operator of Benjamin’s non-teleological politics of temporality predicated on the wresting away of the classless society from the continuing dialectic of production/destruction that is the constant ‘state of emergency’ (Benjamin 2003: 392). Rather than acceleration into destruction, we find the detachment of destruction into an integral ‘intimacy’ with things that it destroys. This is supposed by the surrealism essay’s argument that the ‘organization of pessimism’ requires the removal of moral metaphor and the grasping of the image within, 100% within, the image sphere (Benjamin 1979: 238). In this case action ‘puts forth its own image’ (Benjamin 1979: 239), without external reference. If then we read Benjamin’s ‘method called nihilism’ in terms of what we could call the ‘organization of destruction’ we can argue that interruption and detachment from the temporality of acceleration is required to find a real ‘variable and non-positing’ construction. This would be an ‘intimate’ production, a production that ‘puts forth its own image’, and insubordinate production not coordinate to ends. It might be the ‘work’ of a slob.

Of course, whether this enough to cope with the capacity of capital to ‘posit its presuppositions’, even, or sometimes especially, on destruction, remains in question. Benjamin notes that: ‘Classless society is not the final goal of historical progress but its frequently miscarried, ultimately [endlich] achieved interruption.’ (Benjamin 2003: 402) The resistance of ‘variability’ has no a priori guarantee to produce the truly new. Therefore, we can consider the emergence of production as a series of experiments that have ‘frequently miscarried’, and which require an ‘ultimately [endlich] achieved interruption’ as their real condition.
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