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Exclusive Comments

Human Tragedy When History Becomes Natural History:
Reflection on The Origin of German Tragic Drama from the
Perspective of Philosophy of History

Wang Xiaosheng

Abstract: Philosophical research should not confine itself to how to get knowledge with concept, but also
need to grasp truth by artistic and memorial means. For Benjamin, the 17th-century German tragic dramas
Just satisfy the need for grasping the philosophical truth, because they imply some deep truth of philosophy of
history. That truth 1s: tragedy happens when history becomes natural history. In the German drama, the leading
character 1s usually a monarch who faces different kinds of tragic death. The monarch here more or less implies
the independent and free individuals of the modern market. Originally, the monarch enjoys absolute power and
can freely create history, but he is always constrained by natural elements. His acts of creating history has to yield
to the natural law and eventually meet death. The death of the monarch is caused by the imbalance between
absolute power and the vulnerability of human nature. Monarchs all die because of the naturalization of history,
but their death has the significance of salvation, that is, they bravely take the blame of their guilt. The guilt is
related not only to human nature, but also to the monarch’s own subjective understanding. If the guilt were
caused by human nature, then humans would never be able to avoid their tragic end. Just because the guilt has
to do with subjective judgment, it is possible for human beings to surpass the guilt. Just because the monarchs
bravely take the blame of guilt, their death can be seen as heroic and thus can have esthetic meanings. The tragic
drama uses the death of the monarch as a way of saving humanity. This is actually a method of allegory which
integrates two directly opposite things. Its core 1s integrating nature with history and death with salvation; using
nature to show history means the end of history. However, the history of nature also shows the possibility of
the rebirth of history. This thought of Benjamin’s can actually be used in analyzing the unlimited competition
between humans that occurs in contemporary capitalist society. In contemporary capitalist society, free acts of
individuals (including the monarch) have to comply with the law of the market. In the free competition in the
market, individuals, in order to defeat their competitors, always have to engage in meaningless fights, and the
end of such fights is always the eventual end of history, that is, the loss of human freedom. In the state-to-state
competition, similarly, the unlimited fights between states would inevitably lead to the tragic death of humanity.
Only in the melancholy reflection by the “monarch,” in his attempt to surpass such unlimited competition, and

in his heroic death, can human beings see the possibility of avoiding the continuation of this tragic situation.
Keywords: Benjamin, German tragic drama, philosophy of history, allegory, natural history
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W, BEZIRE—REEL, B “BEZTH W ‘S8 ZFEH. K%, e
A, BEHTHPEENEL, SEKERR, BEENLNE, LS THGHER. mAKH
B, EEERBMERMRRTEE L, R PErEPHHEES. MEEEE
FET: (W) FEBABEGMO R, S, MMAERAETEMm A E. ERBUL, A%
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9K ELMERRIGEE (P. Calderon, 1600—1681) MifRRBEE 2. EMAMERT, B
RIMARBEKHIHER, A, BREEMLFERE, mLRERF. £ERT, AMIBE TK
AWML, AEHARSOMFEEEL. OMRA S RESOHEBEHMLES, MARE
BEEFFRIH T ARES, REBEMETHNRELRET T NERNBERE L. ©

R L, BB R R AR B RN ABRE TR, £EE, REFH
B8 6M . O AT REME A A E R BRI BN S AR R o OB R BRi5R B ST IT e &
SRR RS SRR, BEENBAAREEREES RN, MAREBR RN
—REE R, Tl A AT SRR R, RS T, TR SRR E R
R BERAF RIEAT i O S R R T R A . @

PR S SRY ZE S5 T A B, E R B A SERB M AR o phy R T W T LI A I
PRAVE R e, SRS EER LR A AR S R4 B YRR A S ST AT P R B A
BTG EHASRERSN STHRRET. Kb, AHUR, BEERRAEMENEHNOE
B, OFR, ARLEY, SRS, BLATERENEERETEANERESHE. O%HE
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EEFENAHR. SEMEEEREE, BERFAFPFLZARLEEKSE I —EATEK
i, —MEER W E R, T B R A AR § SR B SOE R, BB A AR TR s
FEF Nt o S A Eh 8 A B JRUAT B2 5 T B0 % A JRUAE o
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