
	 1 

List of abstracts 
Benjamin and Leibniz: On Expression 

Goldsmiths, University of London 
27-28th June 2017 

 
 
 
Diminution in Leibniz and Benjamin  
Dennis Johannssen, Brown University 
 
Motifs and movements of “Verkleinerung”—diminution, reduction, or 
miniaturization—appear frequently in Benjamin’s works and letters. In the notes to the 
Arcades Project, for example, he suggests applying further divisions to the “regressive” 
and “forward-looking” tendencies of an epoch, “ad inifinitum, until the entire past is 
brought into the present.” Similarly, in his review of Adorno’s Kierkegaard book, he 
recalls the folktale of a painter who works so meticulously on his canvas that he 
eventually enters his own painting; and after reading Adorno’s “Fragments on Wagner,” 
Benjamin writes to him: “Un sujet sur lequel il nous faudra revenir, c’est la réduction 
(Verkleinerung) comme artifice de la fantasmagorie.” In my proposed conference 
contribution, I would like to examine the origins of Benjamin’s diminutions and 
miniaturizations in Leibniz’s writings such as Theodicy and Monadology. 

Benjamin and Adorno’s debates regarding forms of diminution rearticulate an 
argument between Leibniz and Hegel in the sphere of language, namely, the argument 
over what Hegel called “the contradiction in the finite.” Benjamin describes the monad 
as “intensive infinitude [intensive Unendlichkeit],” relating intensity, in contrast to 
immediacy, to a movement of progressive diminution, which he considers to be 
principally inconclusive and inexhaustible. This inconclusiveness prompts Adorno’s 
objections. For him, as for Hegel, transcendence is not a matter of intensified 
singularity, but of an immanent contradiction that forces the object beyond its own 
limitations. Taking my cue from the early draft of the “Epistemo-Critical Prologue,” my 
paper examines how Benjamin translates Leibniz’s metaphysical reductions into an 
artifice of diminution at the heart of his philological procedure.  
 

 
 
Cryptographic Expression in Leibniz: Poetic Aspects  
Laurynas Adomaitis, Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, Italy  
  
Leibniz was famously engaged with the question of expression both in metaphysics and 
language. Perhaps the most prominent account of expression comes from a 1678 piece 
called Quid sit Idea?: “From the sole structure of the expression, we can reach the 
knowledge of the properties of the thing expressed [...] as long as there is maintained 
a certain analogy between the two respective structures.” (GP.VII.263-4). Canonically 
Leibniz’s conception of expression has been associated with the structural isomorphism 
of the expressum and the exprimans.  

This isomorphic bond, however, is completely broken in cases of ciphered 
information. A ciphered script is the exprimans which has no structural relation with 
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what is expressed, i. e. the expressum. Leibniz was well aware of this fact. He studied 
the science of cryptography and deciphering machines. The essence of his deciphering 
method was the postulation of cryptographic keys (claves cryptographicae) that were 
on par with astronomical hypotheses: “Hypotheses are much like cryptographic keys 
and have the more probability, the simpler they are and the more they help to explain. 
For instance, it is possible to write such an industriously ciphered letter that it could be 
explained through different keys” (A6.4.1999).  

This plurality of possible keys in cryptographic expression allows a poetic rather 
than noetic interpretation. Every instance of isomorphic expression in Leibniz calls for 
a noetic approach – it is always a geometrical, algebraic, linguistic or metaphysical 
expression grasped by finite or infinite monads. However, a cryptographic expression 
lacks any kind of direct isomorphism and requires a poetic postulation of keys; 
moreover, the evaluation of different keys rests on simplicity and Leibnizian concept of 
beauty rather than the emergent structural similarity.  
 
 
What is Leibniz’s Expression? 
Valérie Debuiche, Université d’Aix-Marseille 
 
Abstract TBC 
 
 
Leibniz and Deleuze on Expression and Paradox 
Audrey Borowski, University of Oxford 
 
Abstract TBC 
 
 
Violence as expression: Leibnizian sources on Benjamin’s Towards a Critique of 
Violence’ 
Javier Toscano, TU-Chemnitz 
 
The notion of expression, as inherited through the work of Leibniz, plays in Benjamin’s 
writings on the topic of violence a key role. In his text Towards a Critique of Violence, 
Benjamin develops a complex dichotomy that opposes divine and mythic violence. This 
duality has been thoroughly explored, but it seems to remain stubbornly obscure if the 
notion of expression, which Benjamin mentions specifically but briefly, is not 
appropriately included in the analysis. The “expression of violence”, the underlying cue 
on Benjamin’s idea of divine violence, brings forth a political conception that leaves 
behind Hobbes’ anthropological prejudices and sets violence as an originary 
phenomenon (an Ursprung) to which man needs to learn to relate in alternative ways. 
The analogy with a philosophy of language of “expressive” traits is for Benjamin 
enlightening. Out of this connection, Benjamin paves the way to develop technologies 
of language –i.e. conversation, discussion, interlocution (Unterredung)– that could 
spark new approaches towards radical forms of a deliberative democracy. Confronted 
with the conditions of a Realpolitik, different commentators have dismissed this 
alternative as naïve or simplistic, but this paper explores further this possibility by 
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drawing on additional connections to Leibniz through Cassirer’s Philosophy of Symbolic 
Forms, as well as on a thread of linguistic analyses that link Leibniz to Hamann, Herder, 
Humboldt and Schelling, important sources of Benjamin’s ideas on this central issue of 
his philosophy. 
 
 
Benjamin with Leibniz 
Peter Fenves, Northwestern University 
 
Abstract TBC 
 
 
Montage Monadology: Leibniz, Benjamin, Modernity 
Josh Alvizu, Washington & Lee University; Hollins University 
 
Walter Benjamin’s famous note in the Arcades Project “Method of this project: literary 
montage. I needn’t say anything, merely show” (Ich habe nichts zu sagen. Nur zu zeigen) 
can be read as cipher for mapping the sprawling revolutionary power not only of that 
unfinished work, but for his later writing in general. From his disjunctive theses on 
history to his quotational practice in the Passagen, I will portray Benjamin as a montage 
writer or monteur. More than the mechanic, who diagnoses, tinkers, and patches up, 
the monteur separates, superimposes and repurposes. In addition, Benjamin’s theory 
and practice of montage attempts to give philosophical form to isotropy, in which the 
linear narrative form or the idea of historical progress give way to a temporality that is 
“equal in all the ways.” 

This isotropic structure— whereby magnitude does not vary with direction of 
measurement—  finds one of its richest philosophical elaborations in Leibniz’ 
Monadology, in which “all bodies are, like rivers, in a perpetual flux; small parts enter 
and leave them continuously” and “every single substance is a perpetual mirror of the 
entire universe.” For the physical sciences, Leibnizian isotropy expresses how materials 
can have the same values at all points, or how regions can have the same properties 
everywhere. For Benjamin, there is a similar equality in force of signification when it 
comes to the stage props in the Baroque theater or a collection of citations in the 
Bibliothèque nationale. My paper thus attempts to show how the isotropic or 
monadogical thought is key not only for unpacking Benjamin’s notion of allegory, but 
also survives in his theory of montage. Doing so allows us to further link Benjamin’s 
two most ambitious works, the Trauerspiel book and the Passagen, since allegory does 
for the 17th and 18th centuries what montage can (and should) do for the 19th and 
20th: function as the semiological algorithm connecting epistemological realization 
with political orientation.    
 
 
Deviations and Continuity in Walter Benjamin’s Construction of History 
Noa Levin, Centre for Research in Modern European Philosophy, Kingston University 
 
In Konvolut N of the Passagen-Werk, ‘Erkenntnistheoretisches, Theorie des Fortschritts’, 
Walter Benjamin expounds upon two main methodological problems relating to the 
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‘construction of history’. Firstly, the manner in which historical accounts are 
constructed from parts, and secondly the possibility of fathoming their origin. In my 
paper, I will argue that Benjamin engages with both questions by appropriating and 
reformulating the principle of continuity, as described by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz 
and Hermann Cohen. According to Leibniz’s principle of continuity, each monad 
constitutes in itself a series in which every term differs from the next in an infinitely 
small degree, and the entire infinity of monads form one continuous series. The Idealist 
grounding of the finite on the infinite is therefore key to Leibniz’s thought. In Kant’s 
Transcendental Idealism, on the other hand, the finite is grounded on the finite 
noumenon, or ‘thing in itself’. Benjamin favours, in his writing on history, Leibniz and 
Cohen’s principle of continuity over Kant’s synthesis; substituting the question 
concerning the connection between given elements with the problem of the origination 
of each element from that which is not. Writing, in Konvolut N, ‘what for others are 
deviations are, for me, the data which determine my course. – on the differentials of 
time…I base my reckoning’, Benjamin’s echoes both Cohen’s principle of origin, which 
necessitates detours [Umwege], and Leibniz’s principle of continuity. Exploring this 
theoretical link, I will interrogate, as well, the dialectics created between this Idealist 
theme and the Materialist current in Benjamin’s late works. 
 
 
Constellation and Expression in Benjamin and Leibniz 
Paula Schwebel, Ryerson University 
 
Benjamin argues in the ‘Epistemo-Critical Prologue’ that the method of philosophy 
involves the presentation of ideas. The ideas do not appear in themselves, but are 
manifest in a constellation of phenomenal elements. I argue that Benjamin draws on a 
Leibnizian understanding of the ideas, the phenomena, and the relationship between 
them. Benjamin models his theory of ideas on Leibniz’s monadology.  Building on a 
reading of Benjamin’s ideas as monads, I make a case for understanding Benjamin’s 
figure of the constellation in Leibnizian terms as well.  Namely, I contend that the 
constellation is an idea’s phenomenal expression. For Leibniz, “One thing expresses 
another…when there is a constant and ordered relation between what can be said of 
one and of the other.” Expression thus involves a kind of analogy, or a structural 
isomorphism between that which expresses and that which is expressed. A constellation 
expresses an idea, I argue, in that it represents the idea’s intensive structure in a nexus 
of extensive relations between phenomenal elements. I find support for my argument 
in Leibniz’s account of the relationship between a monad and its body. Whereas 
monads are simple unities that express multiplicity in the intensive order of their 
perceptions, bodies are composites, which reflect the unity of a central monad in the 
relations between their elements. To convey their expressive quality, Leibniz refers to 
bodies as the ‘well-founded phenomena.’ Benjamin’s notion of the constellation, so I 
argue, is prefigured in Leibniz’s ‘well-founded phenomena.’  
 
 
The Point of Indifference: Benjamin, Leibniz and (Anti-)Method 
Lucie Kim-Chi Mercier, Centre for Research in Modern European Philosophy, Kingston 
University 
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Although constituted around its refusal of the system, the philosophy of Walter 
Benjamin is endowed with a rare coherence, a systematicity without system which is a 
hallmark of his thought. This systematicity is not only a formal orientation of his 
philosophy but also a direct consequence of his search for an expanded notion of 
experience. In this paper I will connect Benjamin’s recourse to Leibnizian metaphysics 
to his search for an articulation of method at a ‘point of indifference’. This point of 
indifference is the site of a singular experience, a point of ‘partial impartiality’ that has 
let go of any objective instrumentality. Such an experience is given to the reader, the 
flâneur, the waiting man, as the singular perception contained in a monadic situs, 
‘before’ or ‘beyond’ the subject. As in Leibniz’s Monadology, the site of experience and 
the problem of knowledge are thereby rigorously knitted together. There is no truth 
without a point of view, without a specific location through which a given work or 
historical configuration becomes legible, and yet, this point can be anywhere.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


