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Witness of the rise of Nazism in Germany, Walter Benjamin has developed a unique 

thought that resists traditional classifications. Under Pierre Naville’s influence, the Judeo- 

German philosopher conceived revolutionary action as the “organization of pessimism”. 

Despite this severe critique of the ideology of progress, his writings still contain strong 

utopian references. Acknowledging the many failures of the Left of his time, he refused 

both optimism and resignation. In his Theses on the Philosophy of History, for example, 

he referred to the “image of enslaved ancestors” as the fuel of the working class’ “spirit 

of sacrifice” (Benjamin 1940). For Benjamin, therefore, a defense of pessimism is 

compatible with revolutionary action and resistance to present injustice. 

This paper examines the final year of a period of Walter Benjamin's life that had 

everything to feed this pessimistic orientation: the period of exile, internment and flight 

that Brodersen calls "sad existence". It begins with the internment of Benjamin at 

Vernuche camp, near Nevers, in September 1939. It ends in September 1940 with the 

author's suicide in Port Bou, when he is intercepted by the Fracoist police in his attempt 

to flee to the United States. Drawing from the idea that the role of the historical 

materialist is to “brush history against the grain” of the official versions (Benjamin, 

1940), Benjamin’s late writings will be presented as an act of resistance to the “triumphal 

procession” of the victors. A particular emphasis will be put on his project of a camp 

newspaper, the Bulletin de Vernuche – Journal des Travailleurs du 54e Régiment. 

Although the periodical was never actually printed, Benjamin’s drafts can be interpreted 

as a “highly political project” in addition to an attempt to make a sociological study of 

life in the camp. This project will be analyzed as an effort of resistance, as an ambition to 

rescue the standpoint of the defeated from oblivion in a revolutionary perspective. 
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This reading of Benjamin’s late writings as a form of resistance will build on Michael 

Löwy’s interpretation of the Theses on the Philosophy of History. The demonstration will 

also be based on a brief socio-historical overview on the Jews in Germany during this 

period, showing that their action repertoire was narrowed with the rise of anti-Semitic 

persecution. Both this internal and external elements will lead to a discussion of 

Benjamin’s resistance strategies in a context where the noose was tightening. 


