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Book
The Fall of Language: Benjamin and Wittgenstein on Forthcoming,
Meaning (Harvard University Press) April 2019
Articles & Book Chapters
“Guilt and Mourning: Adorno’s Debt to and Forthcoming,
Critique of Benjamin” in the Blackwell Companion to 2019

Adorno, eds. Peter E. Gordon, Espen Hammer, and
Max Pensky (Wiley-Blackwell)

““The Familiar Face of a Word’: Benjamin and Mar. 2018
Wittgenstein on the Experience of Meaning,”

European Journal for Philosophy (Wiley-Blackwell).

Full text.

““The Mother of Reason and Revelation’: Benjamin Oct. 2017
on the Metaphysics of Language,” Critical Horizons
(Taylor & Francis). Full text.

“Aboutness and Aura: Toward a Benjaminian Dec. 2016
Critique of Danto,” Proceedings of the European

Society for Aesthetics, Volume 8 (2016), 471-479.

Full text.

“The Linguistic U-Turn: Fritz Mauthner’s Influence on the Late Wittgenstein,”
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“Thought and Language in Hamann and Herder,” manuscript
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“Guilt and Mourning: Adorno’s Debt to and Critique
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““The Familiar Face of a Word’: Benjamin and
Wittgenstein on the Experience of Meaning” | The
American Philosophical Association, Pacific Division
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Instructor, University of Notre Dame

Self & Society
(a survey of social and political philosophy)
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Spring 2017
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Aesthetics & the Philosophy of Art Spring 2015
Teaching Assistant, University of Notre Dame
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Dumont

Ancient Wisdom, Modern Love; Instructor: Fall 2012
David O’Connor

Paradoxes; Instructor: Jeff Speaks Spring 2012
Death & Dying; Instructor: Ted Warfield Fall 2011

Professor Fred Rush, University of Notre Dame, Philosophy Dept.,
rush.12@nd.edu, +1.574.631.4187

Professor Karl Ameriks, University of Notre Dame, Philosophy Dept.,
ameriks.2@nd.edu, 1.574.631.7951

Professor Curtis Franks, University of Notre Dame, Philosophy Dept.,
cfranks@nd.edu, +1.574.631.5049

Professor Charles Taylor, McGill University, cmt1111111 @aol.com

Professor Hans Sluga, University of California at Berkeley, Philosophy Dept.,
sluga@berkeley.edu, +1.510. 296.5926

Professor Brian O’Connor, University College Dublin, Philosophy Dept.,
brian.oconnor@ucd.ie, +353.1.7168141
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The Concept of Aesthetic Experience (Fred Rush) (audit)

University of Chicago (audits)
Film Aesthetics (Robert Pippin and Jim Conant)
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus (Jim Conant and Irad Kimbhi)

Goethe-Universitiat Frankfurt am Main (audits)
Drei Kunstwerkaufsdtze: Benjamin — Heidegger — Panofsky (Axel Honneth,
Christoph Menke, and Martin Seel)
Kritische Theorie des Rechts (Christophe Menke)
Johann Gottfried Herder: Abhandlung uber den Ursprung der Sprache
(Martin Seel)

The New School for Social Research
The Problem of Time (James Dodd)
Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (J.M. Bernstein)
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Kant’s Practical Philosophy (Agnes Heller)
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The dissertation explicates Benjamin’s early writing on language, explores its
historical sources, and analyzes it in relation in particular to the late
Wittgenstein’s thought on language. Borrowing from J.G. Hamann’s
understanding of God’s creation as communication to humankind, Benjamin
writes that all things express meanings, and that human language does not
impose meaning on the objective world but translates meanings already extant
in it. He describes the transformations that language as such undergoes while
making its way into human language as a fall — analogous to Adam and Eve’s
fall — from names, or language that responds mimetically to reality, to signs,
which designate reality arbitrarily.

While Benjamin’s approach initially seems alien to Wittgenstein’s, both reject a
designative understanding of language; both are preoccupied with Russell’s
paradox; and both try to treat what Wittgenstein calls “the bewitchment of our
understanding by means of language.” Putting Wittgenstein’s work in dialogue
with Benjamin’s sheds light on its historical provenance and on the turn in
Wittgenstein’s thought.

The book is a reworked and expanded version of the dissertation.

This book offers a critical analysis of Walter Benjamin’s philosophy of language,
finding in it a common root with Ludwig Wittgenstein’s thought on language,
and traces the historical foundation of both accounts of meaning to eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century German philosophy. I argue that Benjamin’s and
Wittgenstein’s views on language are complementary and together pose a
fundamental challenge to mainstream twentieth- and twenty-first-century
philosophy of language.

The book’s first part reconstructs Walter Benjamin’s philosophy of language,
especially as it is expressed in 1916’s “On Language as Such and the Language
of Man.” I read Benjamin’s theory as a contribution to what Charles Taylor has



called the “expressivist” tradition, which includes 18th-century thinkers like
J.G. Herder and J.G. Hamann.

In elucidating Benjamin’s dense theory, I emphasize Benjamin’s attempt to
reorient the Kantian project around language—the medium in which
knowledge is expressed—and his concern with the logical understanding of
language espoused in the work of Bertrand Russell and Gottlob Frege. The
result is a radical model of the relationship between language, experience, and
the world that sees “absolutely everything” as linguistic in a broadened sense
and which sees the logical or designative capacities of language as grounded in
an aesthetic foundation. The famous “Epistemo-Critical Preface” to his book on
German tragic drama is an extension of the theory of language into a
metaphilosophy. Benjamin develops a full-fledged theory of concept use and a
view of philosophy as criticism.

The book’s middle chapters trace the main sources of Benjamin’s ideas, as well
as the import of this expressivist tradition for the turn in Wittgenstein’s
thought. The most important figures for Benjamin are Hamann, Herder, and
Friedrich Schlegel. This expressivist tradition is influential in the 19th century
in the works of, among others, Fritz Mauthner, whose influence on the late
Wittgenstein has been recognized, but not treated in detail. I read the turn in
Wittgenstein’s thought as a turn back to this tradition through Mauthner. The
Philosophical Investigations radicalizes certain strains in Mauthner’s thought,
ridding it of some of its empiricist biases and thereby drawing expressivism
closer to its roots in the work of Hamann, whom Wittgenstein also read.

The work of the late Wittgenstein’s shares much of its impetus and some of its
substance with Benjamin’s theory. The two are read in the book’s third and
final part as complementary to one another, sharing, among other things,
comparable critiques of empiricism and comparable accounts of concept use,
linguistic understanding, and the relation between experience and language.
Ultimately, however, this similarity breaks down over Wittgenstein’s account
of the “experience of meaning,” which is drawn out in his remarks on aspect
seeing, seeing a particular figure as a particular subordinated to his account of
meaning as use. I argue, in spite of this, that Benjamin’s theory of language can
productively address some unresolved issues in Wittgenstein’s understanding
of meaning.



