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Introduction

If  we look at  Franz Kafka's writ ings from t he perspect ive of  polit ical
t heory, it  seems t hat  t he polit ics he o ers us, if  any, are t hose of
passivit y, failure and doom. When his friend Max Brod asked Kafka if  t here
was any hope, Kafka famously replies "Oh [t here is], plent y of  hope, an
infinit e amount  of  hope—but  not  for us."  This seems like a grim joke, a
t ypically "Kafkaesque" comment ary on t he fut ilit y of  resist ance, on t he
inevit abilit y of  defeat . At  t he end of The Trial, K., t he cent ral charact er,
who seems t o epit omize t he hapless, anxious charact ers t hat  people a
Kafka novel or st ory, is st abbed in t he heart  by his t orment ors and dies, in
his own words, "Like a dog!" ["Wie ein hund!"],  suggest ing t he fat e of  all
of  us, in t he face of  obscure and irresist ible powers. Many scholars of
Kafka have described t he way he is supposedly a Zionist  or t he way he
uses psychological or ot her kinds of  symbolism t o denot e st at es of
despair and t he t yrannies of  power, but  it  is not  clear t hat  any of  t his
amount s t o a polit ical t heory or a model for some kind of  polit ical
resist ance.

Yet , when we read Kafka t he way Walt er Benjamin read him, a very
di erent  t hinker emerges. To his credit , Benjamin never t ries t o unlock
t he secret s of  Kafka's t ext  as so many ot her comment at ors have.
Inst ead, I argue t hat  Benjamin seeks t o reread Kafka as a fellow
conspirat or, endowing Kafka wit h t he same sort  of  conspirat orial
st rat egies t hat  Benjamin espouses in his own work. Towards t he end of
his life, Benjamin became increasingly int erest ed in conspiracy. He
devot ed an ent ire "Konvolut e" (sect ion) of  t he Arcades Project t o t he
quest ion of  polit ical conspiracy and wrot e broadly about  it  in his lat er
works on t he French poet  Charles Baudelaire.

During t he lat e 1930s, in t he face of  t he overwhelming defeat  of  t he
le , it  seems as if  Benjamin began t o t urn away from (relat ively) open
rebellion and t owards conspiracy as a form of resist ance. While rebellion
is overt , conspiracy is st ealt hy, a secret . While rebellion must  end, one
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way or anot her, conspiracy is openended, pot ent ially endless. The
conspiracy t hat  he t urned t o was not  a t ypical sort  involving secret
plot t ing and machinat ions. As we will see furt her, t he kind of  conspiracy
Benjamin calls for--t he t rans-t emporal conspiracy t hat  he calls Kafka t o
as well—is one t hat  is so secret  t hat  it  can funct ion unbeknownst  t o it s
own agent s; it  is a secret  t hat  in some ways excludes every one of  us.

This kind of  secrecy and exclusion is required for Benjamin because our
int ent ions, our conscious wishes and act ions are highly suspect
(somet hing t hat  is also t rue for Kafka as well, as we'll see). For Benjamin,
we are deeply compromised by our place in hist ory, by our relat ionship t o
t he forces of  commodit y fet ishism, fascism and liberalism (which in
Benjamin's view are all versions of  more or less t he same phenomenon),
and by t he dynamics of  power and aut horit y in our t ime. Under such
circumst ances, even t he int ent ionalit y of  t he t heorist  is suspect .

Given his mist rust  of  human int ent ionalit y, Benjamin's engagement
wit h conspiracy t akes place in a purely lit erary and t ext ual form (as it  does
for Kafka as well). Lat e in life, Benjamin increasingly sought  t o produce
t ext s t hat  decent ered and subvert ed even his own aut horial int ent . He
also looked for t his e ect  in t he t ext s of  ot her, past  aut hors (like Kafka,
Baudelaire, and many ot hers). Yet  he always sought  for such t ext ual
conspiracies t o parallel and subvert  act ual polit ical pract ices. Thus
Benjamin writ es t hat  for Baudelaire, "His prosody is like t he map of a big
cit y in which one can move about  inconspicuously, shielded by blocks of
houses, gat eways, court yards. Words are given clearly designat ed
posit ions, just  as conspirat ors are given designat ed posit ions …
Baudelaire conspires wit h language it self."  Such a "conspiracy wit h
language" works t o bypass (at  least  pot ent ially) t he compromises of
human int ent ionalit y; it  engages wit h t he t ext 's "failure" t o perfect ly
convey t he meanings...
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