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“Walter Benjamin’s Untimely Presence in Latin America” 

On Sept 2, 1935, two years after Hitler’s seizure of power, Erich Auerbach writes a letter to Walter Benjamin, asking his friend to get in touch with him immediately regarding a faculty opening of German literature at the National University in São Paulo. Auerbach writes from Rome to Benjamin’s Danish exile address, he urges his friend to consider leaving Europe and applying for the position in Brazil. We do not know if Benjamin received the letter and even less if he considered applying for the position. However, as Hermann Herlinghaus describes it, “had Benjamin succeeded in leaving Europe before the outbreak of World War II and arrived in a Latin American country, not even mystical imagination would be capable of envisioning the direction [that his intellectual] presence in that part of the world might have taken (“In/Comparable Intoxications. Walter Benjamin Revisited from the Hemispheric South,” 16). It would indeed be a tempting task to envision themes, conceptual images, spaces and art forms Benjamin might have examined had he made it to the Americas before the beginning of the war. Such a study might even be Benjaminian in itself, as few thinkers have embraced conjecturing as a form of critical inquiry beyond the usual distain as he did. 

My aim in this paper, however, is less high and less conjectural. I propose to focus on some of Benjamin’s writings that have in fact reached South America and have had a profound impact on critical thinking on the subcontinent throughout the last 50 years. The reception histories of Benjamin’s thought in Spanish America and Brazil are adjacent to, but not parallel to those in the U.S. and Europe. They are certainly untimely, as his writings have been read in Spanish America and Brazil since the 1950s (in French, and translated to Spanish and Portuguese as early as in the 1960s). I propose to trace a selection of alternative facets of Benjamin, who emerges in the Latin American context first as a thinker of a non-dogmatic version of Marxist discourse analysis and of alternative historiographies. In addition, his texts have been read in the contexts of cultures and poverty, postcolonial and utopian literatures, and critiques of concepts of modernity. Benjamin’s integrative approach to different disciplines in the humanities, social sciences and media studies was examined much earlier in Spanish America than in the Anglophone Americas.

