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This thesis aims at supplying instructions for use of The Arcades Project to the 
sociologist and the historian of today. In this purpose, it presents the major part of materials 
of this “book which is not a book” in its chronological coherence and in its historical-
sociological relations, which are “elective affinities”, in the Weberian sense. This thesis seeks 
to inaugurate a new sort of sociologist, a lame sociologist: the ragpicker. 

This work constructs this figure around four concepts: social movement; 
phantasmagoria (the nascent bourgeois class’s daydream); anthropological materialism (here, 
the nascent proletarian class’s utopia); and the relation of “expression” between infra- and 
superstructure, translated in a Weberian term of “elective affinities”. With phantasmagorias, 
capitalism was able to capture a poetic and playful intensity that was found in anthropological 
materialism, and thus to dispossess the social movement of its intensity, exactly as did 
fascism at the very moment Benjamin wrote The Arcades Project. Yet the ragpicker’s task 
consists in re-finding this poetic and playful moment peculiar to anthropological materialism. 
If humankind, from here, does not stop to give a sign to utopia, his or her gesture is reified at 
every moment, in a jerky way. 

The ragpicker’s jerky, dislocated step undergoes this double jerk in his “trouvailles” 
(finds). On the one hand, it is a jerk from reification against human creation, which the 
ragpicker analyses with the dialectical materialism. In the other hand, it is a jerk from human 
creation against reification, which the ragpicker theorizes with the help of anthropological 
materialism, elevating himself  to a paradigmatic rank. 

With his jerky walk, the ragpicker expresses at the same time the infernal temporality 
of fetishism and the vigorously emerging temporality of anthropological materialism, 
cracking the homogeneous temporality of phantasmagoria. He goes through the reification 
and the modern myths that cover phantasmagoria up to differentials he catches a glimpse of at 
any moment. Under the auspices of phantasmagoria, he perceives reified bodies, and under 



reified bodies, he perceives a real historical experience. Under phantasmagoria’s horizontal 
temporality, he perceived fetishism’s cyclical temporality, and under the latter, he reveals the 
vertical temporality, constantly interrupted, of anthropological materialism. 

The ragpicker’s dislocated walk answers thus to jerks of the real life, and that is why 
he forms a sociology at each dislodged moment. Sociology, here is no longer the sociology of 
rationality, or of the interests of the actors, as in Weber, or the sociology of crystallized 
institutions, as in Durkheim, but, rather, the sociology of the conflict between these interests 
and these institutions. It is a sociology at the contact point between action and reification, a 
contact point by which, in a dialectical and unorthodox conception, society lives and 
transforms itself, a contact point crossed by collective imaginary, dreams and myths. 

This thesis inaugurates this walk and this sociology dislodged by the necessity of 
emancipation. Holding together, in the same attempt, Benjamin’s materialist and utopic 
dimensions, it rehabilitates Benjamin’s historical-sociological reasoning.  

 

We first advance the hypothesis that The Arcades Project has to be read with the 
perspective of a new type of scholar who corresponds best to Walter Benjamin’s last 
intentions. This new type of scholar sets himself up against the flâneur. He is the ragpicker. 
(Chap. I. A Ragpicker’s Reasoning. A Hypothesis of Lecture). 

Next we see how the ragpicker pays attention to utopic images that spring up from the 
collision between machinism and the “originary history” stored in the “collective 
unconscious”. He brings out a dynamic relation between a world vision that comes with this 
emergence , the “anthropological materialism” (and in particular in its collectivist French 
version, ripe with socialist utopias), and the social movement of 1830. He gives a sense to this 
social movement in the frame of an atypical progress, a “vertical” progress, which succeeds in 
the explosion of mechanic time (Chap. II. Social Movement and Anthropological 
Materialism). 

Then we analyse the fight between the worker speech, which the ragpicker tries to 
recompose from its scattered fragments, and the nascent bourgeois imagery. We analyse in 
particular this imagery in the form of philanthropy and in the form of the illusion of the union 
of all producers that each composes ; in The Arcades Project, this refers to the 
phantasmagoria of civilisation. The phantasmagoria of civilisation tries to evoke dream 
symbols from the social movements of the 1830’s and the 1840’s in order to monopolize 
them. With its embryonic phantasmagorias, the bourgeois class then defused the power of  
anthropological materialism. With a “strange severing of the time” that Walter Benjamin 
notices with a floating class, the “bohème”, the ragpicker tries again to put these dream 
symbols into contact with the tradition of the defeated, and to turn its recurring invisibility 
into a permanent visibility (Chap. III. Social Movement and Proletarians Phantasmagorias) 

Afterwards, we observe how the permanent repression of social movement generated 
the phantasmagorias of the bourgeois interior, the phantasmagorias of the panoramas, and 



later the phantasmagoria of the modern style. All these phantasmagorias transformed the 
dreams of a future society in distractions from the present poverty. The ragpicker, collecting 
these scraps of dream in the real world and the scraps of reality in the dream world, is trying 
to reverse this tendency (Chap. IV. Social Movement and Phantasmagorias of the Interior). 

We remark how much these phantasmagorias diffuse themselves, with the 
phantasmagorias of the market, to the other classes. The phantasmagorias of the market 
suffocated the “workers’ parliaments” presented to the first World Exhibitions, and 
transformed them into a compact mass in an attitude of pure reaction where individuals were 
turned into objects subjugated by a divinely revered and poetized merchandise. The ragpicker 
has to find in this poetry, under the fetishism of the merchandise, the imposing machinism 
from where Fourierist images of a human machinery sprang up, finally submitted to capital 
(Chap. V. Social Movement and Phantasmagorias of the Market). 

At last, we go further, with the analysis of “Haussmannization”, into the 
phantasmagoria of the civilisation as a real phantasmagoria of history that only the barricades 
of the Commune de Paris could dissolve. This phantasmagoria of history reached its highest 
point and paradoxically betrayed itself in the same phantasmagoria: the phantasmagoria of the 
eternal return of the same. We see then that time in the hands of the ragpicker is something 
completely different than the time in the hands of the traditional historian or sociologist,  and 
also something completely different from the time in the infinite circle of phantasmagorias 
(Chap. VI. Social Movement and Phantasmagorias of History). 

 

In Chap. I. A Ragpicker’s Reasoning. A Hypothesis of Lecture, we produce our 
hypothesis of a reading of The Arcades Project in the framework of the concept of 
phantasmagoria and of the ragpicker’s jerky step. 

We first present this “book” as a ragpicker’s basket. Then we see Benjamin’s evolution 
during his Parisian project, from the model of the flâneur to the model of the ragpicker, from 
the dream terminology to the concept of phantasmagoria, and from a naïve and rhapsodic 
reasoning to a historical and sociological one. Finally, in order to show how the ragpicker is a 
new type of scholar, we put the ragpicker’s course, which relieves the flâneur’s wandering in 
relation with its object, phantasmagoria. Benjamin’s notion of “phantasmagoria” names a 
phenomenon that was opposed to the social movement but was neither ideology nor 
alienation. Phantasmagoria is a collective dream, generally a dream generated by a specific 
social class or for a specific social class (the phantasmagoria of the Orleanist bourgeoisie, of 
liberal bourgeoisie, of workers, of office workers…), a dream that reifies itself in the 
architecture of the arcades of Paris, in the bourgeois interior under Louis-Philippe, in world 
exhibitions during the Second Empire, in the Parisian urbanism with Haussmann and in the 
image of culture and history from humanity’s legendary beginnings to its legendary ends. 
Phantasmagoria is simultaneously a dream and a reality, as in a cinematographic projection. It 
is not general but specific (phantasmagoria of the market, of the interior, of eternal return…) ; 
it is not metaphysical idea but is related to the economic and social world ; it is not theoretical 



but sensuous. It is a distraction from social reality in a better world, but it has always the 
ideological function to hide, protect and reproduce the social order. Antithesis to 
anthropological materialism, phantasmagoria seems to have the function of ideology, the 
structure of myth and the brilliance of utopia. 

 

In the Chap. II. Social Movement and Anthropological Materialism, we present the 
“elective affinity” between anthropological materialism and the social movement before 
1848. Anthropological materialism is here understood as  the play of universals attraction and 
repulsion from material world (like in Newton) applied to human relations as passionate 
relations (like in Fourier), and re-activated in modern technology (which Benjamin called 
“second technology”). But, in the meantime pre-utopic, conspiratory and mystagogic 
socialism transformed itself, from 1814 to 1848, into a “scientific” socialism, the utopia that 
subverted bourgeois mediocrity reified “in a thousand configurations of life, from enduring 
edifices to passing fashions”, from arcades to crinolines. Benjamin showed that before 1848 
the arcades, which emerged from economic necessities, were penetrated with a nostalgia of 
antiquity. Fourier himself, who thought the arcades realized the phalanstery he dreamed of, 
was trapped in this reactionary orientation. But, because we can distinguish in him an 
emancipator bias – linked to his utopian “machineries” – and the reactionary bias – linked to 
the “Empire” and historicizing character of his imagery –, he is also a proof of the 
anesthetization of anthropological materialism. The spectacle of the “Land of Plenty”, first 
constituting a utopia, became phantasmagoria. Fourier, recognizing in the arcades the 
prototype of the phalanstery, turned it, in the same process, to something reactionary. 

We re-constitute in this way the beginning of iron construction in relation to the social 
movement: revolts, revolutions, but also conspiracies, “compagnonnage”, barricade fighting, 
socialist utopia from Saint-Simon, Fourier, Démar, the  history of sects, and, thus, 
anthropological materialism. We tackle first the relationship between utopia and machinism 
that Benjamin called “intimate”. We refine it with the help of the Saint-Simonist utopia, then 
more generally with the use of French anthropological materialism, with its more exemplary 
incarnation in Fourierism. At last, we see how, according to the ragpicker’s “progress”, 
anthropological materialism, more of less a secret cue of these utopias, sprang up during the 
insurrectional days of 1830.  

 

In the Chap. III. Social Movement and Proletarians Phantasmagorias, we observe 
that the phantasmagorical language tended to supplant the anthropological materialism’s 
language. The “proletarian phantasmagorias” are phantasmagorias that dominated the first 
proletarians aspirations: phantasmagorias of the associated producers, phantasmagorias that 
represented the worker in a bourgeois, obscure manner, although proclaimed as a 
“progressive” one. The bourgeoisie relegated the worker’s life to the shadow of a dark 
phantasmagorical spectacle, which alternated with the bright spectacle of the phantasmagorias 
of the interior, of the market, of the civilisation and of the history – the others sides of the 



same coin. The ragpicker has to assert, against the always-changing fashions of the 
oppressors, the tradition of the oppressed, the continuity of their history and of their 
experience. He has to gamble on the simple speech of the worker against the teeming and 
phantasmagorical imaginary of the bourgeoisie. 

We analyse first how, between the declining anthropological materialism, the 
emergent dialectical materialism and the nascent bourgeois phantasmagoria, the worker’s 
culture constituted itself in the 1840’s. We see how philanthropy stood out as a 
phantasmagoria dominating the first workers aspirations, a phantasmagoria of the civilisation. 
We observe how the “bohème”, a “floating” class, attached great value to a moral 
anticonformism and to a “strange severing of the time” linked to it. The bohème was situated 
exactly between “anthropological” aspirations in the social movement, and phantasmagorical 
tendencies of a potentially totalitarian society. We then briefly reconsider the evolution of the 
social movement from 1832 to 1848. We discuss the substitution of anthropological 
materialism by phantasmagorias, the substitution of utopia, including the utopists themselves, 
by myth. In the end, with the ragpicker, we reverse the dominant  tradition, by reversing the 
discontinuity of the defeated into a continuity and, gambling on the worker speech against 
bourgeois phantasmagorias, by reversing the continuity of the oppressors into a discontinuity. 

 

In the Chap. IV. Social Movement and Phantasmagorias of the Interior, we observe 
that, during the Restoration (1814-1848), the workplace architecture tried, with iron 
architecture and glass architecture, to emancipate itself from traditional habitation. But 
“antiquizing masks” immediately covered them. Commercial places like the arcades seemed 
to be antique palaces, and factories seemed to be residential houses. However, under the July 
Monarchy (1830-1848), they began to assume a form that corresponded with their function. 
But by contrast, the interior of the bourgeois looked more and more like a “remote locale” 
where he assembled the “memories of the past”. His living room looked more and more like 
“a box in the theatre of the world”, like an oriental boudoir. All this happens as if the 
“historicizing masks”, chased out of the exterior, concentrated themselves in the interior. The 
growing opposition between illusion and reality then materializes itself in the growing 
opposition between interior and places of work. In his office, the busy bourgeois counts only 
on realities; in his interior, he asks to be sustained in his illusions. He refuses to link “a clear 
perception of his social function” to his business interests. In other words, he represses his 
social function toward other men, and at the same time he represses from his consciousness 
the social agitation that ensued from it. 

We analyse the first phantasmagoria of the interior, under Louis-Philippe, with its 
orientalising, historicizing, aesthetising, evidential and naturalising alibis, as the prototype of 
phantasmagorias of the interior. We then consider the panorama as another type of 
phantasmagoria of the interior, with its metamorphosis: dioramas, phantasmagorical 
performances and panoramic literature, which inaugurated a new optical regime. We finally 
analyse the “last phantasmagoria of the interior”, a phantasmagoria that pushes the 



phantasmagoria’s contradictions to their paroxysm, rendering them more visible: the modern 
style. From this analysis of the phantasmagorias, which follow the social movement they 
repressed, we draw a first model of awakening and of dreams interpretation that the ragpicker 
inaugurated. The ragpicker here seeks to transform the archaic image into a dialectic image, 
and then to dissolve the phantasmagorias’ mythology into the space of the history of the 
social movement. He thus tries to transform the phantasmagorical motives into a dream that 
the social movement can realise. 

 

In Chap. V. Social Movement and Phantasmagorias of the Market, we show how the 
bourgeois imagery became abounding with the World exhibitions. The utopic potential, all 
images of another society, exotic, without classes, was here completely salvaged and 
reclaimed. And it was so because the commodity was here totally fetishisized. Walter 
Benjamin elaborates his theory of phantasmagoria from the economic thematic of the value’s 
process that came with a dissimulation process of the traces of production. Repression of the 
work by capital, fetishism doubled itself, with the phantasmagoria, with the repression of the 
capital in the imaginary. With all these phantasmagorias, the bourgeoisie did not stop to cry 
out to the order of property and production: “Abide, you’re so fair!” The bourgeoisie had to 
render sublime the order of its own domination in order to maintain it. Its phantasmagorias 
were deforming sublimations of the bourgeois order of property and production, delirious 
sublimations of the order of capital that reinforce, in a dreamlike manner, the hypostasis of 
the exchange value peculiar to fetishism. 

We see first, with the end of the workers’ associations and with the beginning of the 
empathy, in the World exhibitions,as well as  with the fetishisized commodity, how the 
commodity establishes itself more and more, as a strange and foreign object, against the 
worker. We analyse the concept of phantasmagoria in relation to the concept of the fetishism 
of the merchandise. Then we display, always on the basis of Walter Benjamin’s notes and 
commentary, the typical imagery of the world exhibitions. From the Crystal Palace to the 
Palais de l’Industrie, the world exhibition has a cosmic dimension. Benjamin highlights its 
capacity of inversion with recourse to Grandville’s image of the ring of Saturn Grandville, 
which parodies the exhibition of a spécialité: the cast-iron balcony. Like ideology, the 
phantasmagoria results from an inversion. In the end, we analyse how this imagery changes, 
with Victor Hugo’s discourse, from the level of imagination to the level of understanding. We 
analyse at the same time how the workers defend themselves, and how the social movement 
erecting itself against the phantasmagorias, from this apology of the free trade, by uniting 
them in “worker parliaments”, beyond nations, and the founding the International Workers 
Association. We exhibit thus how the thematic of fetishism of the commodity combines itself 
with the dialectic of consciousness, and with what Walter Benjamin called “class hatred”. 

 

In Chap. VI. Social Movement and Phantasmagorias of the History, phantasmagoria 
appears as a result of a collective repression reworked by images, as a repression, in 



imaginary, of the reality of the capital that, in reality, repressed labor. With its reassuring 
perspectives, Haussmannian urbanism was another way to repress the conflict between labor 
and capital. These conflicts were obvious in the contrast between the Parisian workers’ 
poverty and the splendour of Napoleonian imperialism, which favored financial imperialism. 
The “phantasmagoria of the civilization” that Parisian streets expressed tried desperately to 
mask this situation, until the Parisian Commune of 1871. 

We examine first the phantasmagoria of the civilisation, which is, for Benjamin, 
Haussmann’s Paris, Paris with its perspectives, Paris as a work of art, and Paris as a strategic 
place of the class’s confrontation. We see then how the Parisian Commune recognized the 
bourgeoisie as his class’s adversary for the first time. With the barricades of 1871, in spite of 
its failure, the Parisian Commune dissolved the phantasmagoria that lasted since 1831. We 
observe then how, immediately after the Parisian Commune, phantasmagoria re-emerged in  a 
paroxystic form of the phantasmagoria of the civilisation: the phantasmagoria of the eternal 
return, from which the phantasmagoria of the Parisian life – and particularly fashion – 
obtained the seeds. The phantasmagoria of the eternal return said the last word of all the 
phantasmagorias. In the end, we are able to retrace the walk of the ragpicker, which contrasts 
with all these narcotic “false syntheses” from antiquity to modernity, and proposes a “real 
synthesis”, an explosive one, from the “has-been” to the “now”. 

 

We seek, with this work, to re-open the space of the first critical theory with one of its 
“sharp forces”. With his ragpicker’s walk, Walter Benjamin joined the inaugural program of 
critical theory in its first stages. With a lot of empirical material, he reveals on the one hand 
the rationality of a harmonious society hidden in the irrational vitality of bodies and myths, 
and he reveals on the other hand the irrationality of a destructive economy hidden in the 
‘‘rationality’’of modern history. In other words, the ragpicker invites us to consider a new 
historical-sociological method. He collects all the rejection of the merchandise-producing 
society in order re-find the use value, the social utility, the bodies which are tired of 
fabricating them, but also desires and hopes. He holds thus in his hand the loose fragments of 
a real historical experience. In re-finding use value, he catches a glimpse of all the repressed 
primary energies, while seeing in the space of an instant a real historical experience, a real 
society. The ragpicker integrates his object into a new historical system. He dreams that he 
collects his rags in an anthropological flow delivered from the exchange functions. 

 

The ragpicker in this way instills new life in the dream scraps of nascent capitalism 
that triumphant capitalism abandoned. He brought out the discontinuity of an elective affinity, 
from 1814 to 1848, between the romantic imaginary of anthropological materialism and the 
social movement, and he brought out the continuity of an elective affinity, from 1830 to 1871, 
between the romantic imaginary of the phantasmagorias and the conquering capitalism.  But 
he reverses the continuity into a discontinuity, and the discontinuity into a continuity. He tries 
to save the romantic imaginary of anthropological materialism from the anaesthesia provoked 



by the romantic imaginary of the phantasmagorias. In this way, he establishes new sorts of 
relationships between machinism, phantasmagorias and the social movement, that is to say 
between the material structure of the society, its economic and political structure, and its 
figurative and dreamlike substance. 

The ragpicker’s historical-sociological reasoning causes a new division of the lines of 
utopia and of social movement beyond themselves. The ragpicker divides them according to 
the “Apollonian section”: utopia is stored in the principle of construction as well as in 
historicizing masks. He only has to collect its scattered pieces. But this utopia is a utopia only 
as a possibility of extending anthropological materialism – this anthropological materialism 
that only creative men and playful children re-invent each day. Life re-invents itself at every 
moment in the symbol’s forest of “correspondences”, but is constantly stopped by the 
fetishism of the commodity, by jerks. These jerks form the ragpicker’s walk. 

The ragpicker’s walk creates a “harmonic” game between the refuses of the society it 
collects, showing the harmonious society that society of fetishism and phantasmagorias 
repressed in permanence. This thesis is an extension of the fertility of an approach always in a 
space in-between, between reification and freedom, between a discipline and its other, of a 
sociology constantly dislodged by philosophy, mythology, history or, more simply, by what 
happens in reality. 


