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The Author as Producer

Walter Benjamin
The task is to win over the intellectuals to the working class by making them aware of the
identity of their enterprises and of their conditions as producers.
Ramon Fernandez

You will remember how Plato, in his model state, deals with poets. He banishes
them from it in the public interest. He had a high conception of the power of poetry.
But he believed it harmful, superfluous - in a perfect community, of course. The
question of the poet's right to exist has not often, since then, been posed with the
same emphasis; but today it poses itself. Probably it is only seldom posed in this
form. But it is more or less familiar to you all as the question of the autonomy of the
poet: of his freedom to write whatever he pleases. You are not disposed to grant him
this autonomy. You believe that the present social situation compels him to decide in
whose service he is to place his activity. The bourgeois writer of entertainment
literature does not acknowledge this choice. You prove to him that, without
admitting it, he is working in the service of certain class interests. A more advanced
type of writer does recognize this choice. His decision, taken on the basis of a class
struggle, is to side with the proletariat. That puts an end to his autonomy. His
activity is now decided by what is useful to the proletariat in the class struggle. Such
writing is commonly called tendentious.
There you have the catchword around which has long circled a debate familiar to
you. Its familiarity tells you how unfruitful it has been. For it has not advanced
beyond the monotonous reiteration of arguments for and against: on one hand, the
correct political line is demanded of the poet; on the other, it is justifiable to expect his
work to have quality. Such a formulation is of course unsatisfactory as long as the
connection between the two factors, political line and quality, has not been perceived.
Ofcourse, the connection can be asserted dogmatically. You can declare: a work that
shows the correct political tendency need show no other quality. You can also
declare: a work that exhibits the correct tendency must of necessity have every other
quality.
This second formulation is not uninteresting, and further: it is correct. I make it
my own. But in doing so I abstain from asserting it dogmatically. It must be proved.
And it is in order to attempt to prove it that I now claim your attention. This is, you
will perhaps object, a very specialized, out-of-the-way theme. And how do I intend
to promote the study of fascism with such a proof? That is indeed my intention. For I
hope to be able to show you that the concept of political tendency, in the summary
form in which it usually occurs in the debate just mentioned, is a perfectly useless
instrument of political literary criticism. I should like to show you that the tendency
Source: Walter Benjamin, The Author as Producer, address delivered at the Institute for the Study of
Fascism, Paris, 27 April, 1934. Reproduced in ReflectIOns, translated by Edmund Jephcoll, published

exclusively in the United States and Canada by Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Inc., and used by permission
of Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Inc. An alternative translation appears in Understanding Brecht, New Left
Books, 1977.
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ofa literary work can only be politically correct if it is also literarily correct. That is to
say that the politically correct tendency includes a literary tendency. And I would
add straight away: this literary tendency, which is implicitly or explicitly contained
in every correct political tendency, alone constitutes the quality of the work. The
correct political tendency of a work includes its literary quality because it includes its
literary tendency. [...]
Social condi[ions are, as we know, de[ermined by condi[ions ofproduc[ion. And
when materialist criticism approached a work, it was accustomed to ask how this
work stood in relation to the social relations of productions of its time. This is an
important question. But also a very difficult one. Its answer is not always unambi
guous. And I should like now to propose to you a more immediate question. A
question that is somewhat more modest, somewhat less far-reaching, but which has,
it seems to me, more chance of receiving an answer. Instead of asking: what is the
attitude of a work to the relations of production of its time? does it accept them? is it
reactionary - or does it aim at overthrowing them? is it revolutionary? - Instead of
this question, or at any rate before this question, I should like to propose another.
Rather than asking: what is the attitude of a work to the relations of production of its
time? I should like to ask: what is its position in them? This question directly
concerns the function the work has within the literary relations of production of its
time. It is concerned, in other words, directly with the literary technique of
works.
In the concept of technique, I have named that concept which makes literary
products directly accessible to a social and therefore a materialist analysis. At the
same time, the concept of technique provides the dialectical starting point from
which the unfruitful antithesis of form and content can be surpassed. And
furthermore, this concept of technique contains an indication of the correct
determination of the relation between tendency and quality, the question raised at
the outset. If, therefore, we stated earlier that the correct political tendency of a work
includes its literary quality, because it includes its literary tendency, we can now
formulate this more precisely by saying that this literary tendency can consist either
of progress or of regression in literary technique. [...]
For the transformation of the forms and instruments of production in the way
desired by a progressive intelligentsia - that is, one interested in freeing the means of
production and serving the class struggle - Brecht coined the term Umfunk
tionierung. He was the first to make of intellectuals the far-reaching demand: not to
supply the apparatus of production without, to the utmost extent possible, changing
it in accordance with socialism. 'The publication of the Versuche " the author writes
in introducing the series of writings bearing this title, 'occurred at a time when
certain works ought no longer to be individual experiences (have the character of
works), but should rather concern the use (transformation) of certain institutes and
institutions.' It is not spiritual renewal, as fascists proclaim, that is desirable:
technical innovations are suggested. I shall come back to these innovations. I should
like to content myself here with a reference to the decisive difference between the
mere supplying of a productive apparatus and its transformation. And I should like
to preface my discussion of the 'New Matter-of-Factness' with the proposition that
to supply a productive apparatus without - to the utmost extent possible - changing
it would still be a highly censurable course even if the material with which it is
supplied seemed to be of a revolutionary nature. For we are faced by the fact - of
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which the past decade in Germany has furnished an abundance of examples - that the
bourgeois apparatus of production and publication can assimilate astonishing
qualities of revolutionary themes, indeed, can propagate them without calling its
own existence, and the existence of the class which owns it, seriously into question.
This remains true at least as long as it is supplied by hack writers, even though they
be revolutionary hacks. I define the hack writer as the man who abstains in principle
from alienating the productive apparatus fraln the ruling class hy improving it in
ways serving the interests of socialism. And I further maintain that a considerable
proportion of so-called left-wing literature possessed no other social function than to
wring from the political situation a continuous stream of novel effects for the
entertainment of the public. This brings me to the New Matter-of-Factness. Its
stock-in-trade was reportage. Let us ask ourselves to whom this technique was
useful.
For the sake ofclarity I shall place its photographic form in the foreground. What
is true of this can be applied to the literary form. Both owe the extraordinary increase
in their popularity to the technology of publication: the radio and the illustrated
press. Let us think back to Dadaism. The revolutionary strength of Dadaism
consisted in testing art for its authenticity. Still-lifes put together from tickets,
spools of thread, cigarette butts, were linked with artistic elements. They put the
whole thing in a frame. And they thereby show the public: look, your picture frame
ruptures the age; the tiniest authentic fragment of daily life says more than paintings.
Just as the bloody finger print of a murderer on a page of a book says more than the
text. Much of this revolutionary content has sought survival in photo-montage. You
need only think of the work of John Heartfield, whose technique made the book
cover into a political instrument. But now follow the path of photography further.
What do you see? It becomes ever more nuance, ever more modern, and the result is
that it can no longer photograph a tenement block or a refuse heap without
transfiguring it. It goes without saying that it is unable to say anything of a power
station or a cable factory other than this: what a beautiful world!A Beautiful World
that is a title of the well-known picture anthology by Renger-Patsch, in which we see
New Matter-of-Fact photography at its peak. For it has succeeded in making even
abject poverty, by recording it in a fashionably perfected manner, into an object of
enjoyment. For if it is an economic function of photography to restore to mass
consumption, by fashionable adaptation, subjects that had earlier withdrawn
themselves from it - springtime, famous people, foreign countries - it is one of its
political functions to renew from within - in other words: fashionably - the world as
it is .
Here we have a flagrant example of what it means to supply a productive
apparatus without changing it. To change it would have meant to overthrow another
of the barriers, to transcend another of the antitheses, which fetter the prod uction of
intellectuals. In this case, the barrier between writing and image. What we require of
the photographer is the ability to give his picture that caption which wrenches it from
modish commerce and gives it revolutionary use-value. But we shall make this
demand most emphatically when we - the writers - take up photography. Here, too,
therefore, technical progress is for the author as producer the foundation of his
political progress. In other words: only by transcending the specialization in the
process of production which, in the bourgeois view, constitutes its order, is this
production made politically valuable; and the limits imposed by specialization must
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be breached jointly by both the productive forces that they were set up to divide. The
author as prod ucer discovers - in discovering his solidarity with the proletariat - that
simultaneity with certain other producers who earlier seemed scarcely to concern
him. [ ... J
I spoke of the procedure of a certain modish photography whereby poverty is
made an object of consumption. In turning to New Matter-of-Factness as a literary
movement, I muM take a :>tep further and :say that it ha:s maue tlie Hruggle agairm
poverty an object of consumption. The political importance of the movement was
indeed exhausted in many cases by the conversion of revolutionary reflexes, insofar
as they occurred in the bourgeoisie, into objects of amusement which found their
way without difficulty into the big-city cabaret business. The transformation of the
political struggle from a compulsion to decide into an object of contemplative
enjoyment, from a means of production into a consumer article, is the defining
characteristic of this literature. A perceptive critic has explained this, using the
example of Erich Kastner, as follows: 'With the workers' movement this left-wing
radical intelligentsia has nothing in common. [... J Their function is to produce,
from the political standpoint, not parties but cliques; from the literary standpoint,
not schools but fashions; from the economic standpoint, not producers but agents.
Agents or hacks who make a great display of their poverty, and a banquet of yawning
emptiness. One could not be more totally accommodated in an uncozy situation.'
This school, I said, made a great display of its poverty. It thereby shirked the
most urgent task of the present-day writer: to recognize how poor he is and how poor
he has to be in order to begin again from the beginning. For that is what is involved.
The Soviet state will not, it is true, banish the poet like Plato, but it will assign him
tasks which do not permit him to display in new masterpieces the long-since
counterfeit wealth of creative personality. To expect a renewal in terms of such
personalities and such works is a privilege of fascism. [... J [The work of] the author
who has reflected deeply on the conditions of present-day production will never be
merely work on products but always, at the same time, on the means of production.
In other words: his products must have, over and above their character as works, an
organizing function, and in no way must their organizational usefulness be confined
to their value as propaganda. Their political tendency alone is not enough. The
excellent Lichtenberg has said: 'A man's opinions are not what matters, but the kind
of man these opinions make of him.' Now it is true that opinions matter greatly, but
the best are of no use if they make nothing useful out of those who have them. The
best political tendency is wrong if it does not demonstrate the attitude with which it
is to be followed. And this attitude the writer can only demonstrate in his particular
activity: that is in writing. A political tendency is the necessary, never the sufficient
condition of the organizing function of a work. This further requires a directing,
instructing stance on the part of the writer. And today this is to be demanded more
than ever before. An author who teaches writers nothing, teaches no one. What matters
therefore is the exemplary character of production, which is able first to induce other
producers to produce, and second to put an improved apparatus at their disposal.
And this apparatus is better the more consumers it is able to turn into producers, that
is, readers or spectators into collaborators. [... J

