DANA R. VILLA

Introduction: the development of Arendt’s
political thought

Widely recognized as one of the most original and influential political think-
ers of the twentieth century, Hannah Arendt remains an elusive figure. She
never wrote a systematic political philosophy in the mode of Thomas
Hobbes or John Rawls, and the books she did write are extremely diverse in
topic, covering totalitarianism, the place of political action in human life, the
trial of Adolf Eichmann, the meaning of the modern revolutionary tradition,
the nature of political freedom and authority, and the faculties which make
up “the life of the mind.” These works are not constructed upon a single
argument, diligently unfolded, or upon a linear narrative. Rather, they are
grounded upon a series of striking conceptual distinctions — between tyranny
and totalitarianism; action, labor, and work; political revolution and strug-
gles for liberation; thinking, willing, and judging — which Arendt elaborates
and weaves into complex thematic strands. The interconnections between
the strands are sometimes left to the reader. Thus, it is no surprise that new-
comers to her work are often baffled by how the pieces fit together (not only
from book to book, but often within a single volume). They cannot help
wondering whether there is, in fact, a consistent perspective behind her
varied reflections on the nature of political evil, the glories of political
action, and the fragility of civilized society (the “human artifice”) in the face
of mounting natural, technological, and political pressure. The situation is
not helped by the fact that many commentators on Arendt have tended to
seize upon one strand of her oeuvre, elevating her reflections on political
action, or her theory of totalitarianism, to a position of unquestioned pre-
eminence.

This chapter attempts a brief overview of the development and place of
Arendt’s political thought, highlighting the fears which animated her think-
ing as well as situating her with regard to some of the major figures in the
Western tradition of political philosophy. My concern throughout is to give
the reader some sense of the “hidden continent of thought” (to use Margaret
Canovan’s felicitous image) that underlies the various stops on Arendt’s
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itinerary as a political thinker, and to show how the pieces fit together — if
not into a comprehensive and systematic whole, at least into a sustained and
profound reflection on the nature of politics, the public realm, and the forces
that constantly threaten to turn modern life into a new form of barbarism.

I The Origins of Totalitarianism

The Origins of Totalitarianism was written, simply, to begin what Arendt
called “the interminable dialogue” with a new and horrific form of politics,
one which could not be understood through recourse to historical precedents
or the use of homogenizing social scientific categories. It was in this book
that Arendt began to grapple with the problem of political evil — evil as
policy — on an enormous and hitherto unimaginable scale. She was con-
vinced, from very early on, that the Nazi and Stalinist regimes represented
an entirely “novel form of government” unlike anything ever cataloged by the
likes of Aristotle or Montesquieu; one built entirely on terror and ideologi-
cal fiction and devoted to a destructive perpetual motion. Indeed, in Arendt’s
estimation it was a grave mistake to view totalitarian regimes as updated ver-
sions of the tyrannies of old, which had used terror merely as an invaluable
instrument for getting and preserving power. Thus, when Arendt surveys
totalitarian regimes (and “their central institutions,” the concentration and
extermination camps), she stresses how little strategic rationality governed
their use of terror. Not enemies of the regime (these had already been elim-
inated during the totalitarians’ rise to power), but totally innocent popula-
tions (Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, intellectuals, wealthy peasants) were
killed once the regimes were in place. This extermination of entire catego-
ries of innocents took place in accordance with a supposed Law of Nature
or History, which reduced all historical development to the fundamental
underlying “reality” of a war between races or classes.

Terror, then, was not a means for totalitarian regimes but, in Arendt’s view,
their very essence. But this raises two important questions. First, how can a
regime whose essence is terror come to power in the first place? What was the
basis of its mass appeal? Secondly, how is it that European culture, the
culture of the West, gave birth to these pathological experiments in what
Arendt calls “total domination”?

For Arendt, the appeal of totalitarianism lay in its ideology. For millions
of people shaken loose from their accustomed place in the social order by
World War, the Great Depression, and revolution, the notion that a single
idea could, through its “inherent logic,” reveal “the mysteries of the whole
historical process —the secrets of the past, the intricacies of the present, [and]
the uncertainties of the future” was tremendously comforting.! Once the
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premise of the ideology was accepted — that is, once the idea that all history
is the history of class struggle (Marxism) or a natural development resulting
from the struggle between the races (Nazism) — every action of the regime
could be logically “deduced” and justified in terms of the “law” of History
or Nature. The idea of class struggle logically entailed the idea of “dying
classes” who would soon be swept into the dustbin of history (and should be
helped on their way), just as the Nazis’ conception of racial/cultural strug-
gle entailed the idea of “unfit races” — races whose built-in inferiority would
lead them to extinction in the ruthless Darwinian struggle for survival and
domination. The unembarrassed claim of totalitarian ideology in both its
Marxist and its National Socialist forms was that the logic of its central ani-
mating idea mirrored the logic of the historical or natural process itself.
Hence, totalitarian regimes could claim an authority which transcended all
merely human laws and agreements (which the regimes treated with thinly
disguised contempt), an authority derived directly from the “laws of motion”
which governed the natural or historical process.?

The certitude that arises from the apparent possession of such a “key to
history” helps us understand the nature of totalitarianism’s appeal. But what
about the second question? How is it that Europe, the home of the
Enlightenment and the Rights of Man, gave birth to a form of politics as bru-
tally murderous as totalitarianism?

Arendt’s answer to this question is complex and multi-faceted; any
summary of it will be simplified to the point of distortion. Nevertheless, we
can note that Arendt viewed modern European history as, in large part, a
series of pathologies, with totalitarianism as “the climactic pathology.”
Nazi and Soviet totalitarianism were not aberrations born of peculiarly dys-
functional national characters or political histories; rather, they were phe-
nomena made possible by a particular constellation of events and tendencies
within modern European history and culture. Foremost among these was the
imperialism of the late nineteenth century, with its focus on expansion for
the sake of expansion and the limitless accumulation of wealth. This bound-
less pursuit of wealth and empire undermined the self-limiting structure of
the nation-state and prefigured the totalitarian pursuit of global conquest.
Moreover, it represented, in Arendt’s eyes, the triumph of the bourgeois (who
lusted after wealth and power at any price) over the citoyen (who was con-
cerned with the public realm and the preservation of rights and freedoms).
Dissolving the stable boundaries of the public world in order to expand
further and gain more, imperialism set the stage for political movements
which were concerned no longer with care of a stable and limited public
world, but with conquest and the self-assertion of national (ethnic or racial)
identity.
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Imperialism also brought Europeans in contact with aboriginal popula-
tions around the world, which — seen through the prism of prejudice and
racist pseudo-science — had the effect of concentrating the Europeans’ sense
of racial superiority. Racism, along with imperialism, was the sine qua non
of totalitarianism. In order to understand the link, Arendt takes us inside the
mind of the European racist encountering a “primitive,” non-white culture
for the first time. Her primary example, in this regard, is the Boer colonists
of South Africa, who developed a powerful racist ideology out of their initial
confrontation with a group of human beings whose subservience to nature
(and apparent lack of civilization) made them seem little better than animals.
For the Boers, “Race was the emergency explanation of human beings whom
no European or civilized man could understand and whose humanity so
frightened and humiliated the immigrants that they no longer cared to
belong to the same human species.”*

The murderous policy of the Boers towards African natives was amongst
the more heinous atrocities of the imperialist epoch, but it was hardly unique
in its racist presuppositions. Europe’s imperialist expansion encouraged the
creation of a moral world articulated primarily not in terms of law, institu-
tions, and rights, but rather in terms of the distinction between one racial
group and another. Combined with the rise of what Arendt calls “tribal
nationalism” in central and Eastern Europe, imperialism more or less guar-
anteed that racial and ethnic categories of group identity (as opposed to the
legal category of citizenship) would become the fundamental moral reality
for huge numbers of Europeans, the lens through which they perceived the
world and those unlike themselves. That such categories would soon be used
by Europeans against other Europeans was yet another consequence of the
moral epistemology secreted by the newly fashioned “identity politics” of
Western imperialism and nationalism.

In Arendt’s view, imperialism and racism were necessary, but not sufficient,
elements in the constellation of events and tendencies that gave rise to total-
itarianism. A further essential condition was the delegitimation of estab-
lished political institutions in the eyes of millions of ordinary people across
Europe. The primary blame for this delegitimation lay, according to Arendt,
with the continental bourgeoisie, who shamelessly exploited public institu-
tions for the pursuit of private (or class) economic interests. Shut out from
and alienated by the politics of the rising nation-state during the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, the bourgeoisie found themselves politically
emancipated and empowered by the imperialism of the latter half of the
nineteenth century, free to manipulate public instrumentalities in their
pursuit of greater wealth and power. The result was the complete attenua-
tion of the idea of citizenship, and a pervasive cynicism toward public insti-
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tutions. This cynicism found its clearest expression in what Arendt calls “the
alliance between the mob and the elite,” a politically important convergence
of intellectuals with the gutter-born movements of the radical left and right.
These groups were united by their shared contempt for parliamentary poli-
tics and the patent phoniness of bourgeois appeals to “the public interest.”

For Arendt, then, totalitarianism did not arise out of the murky ideologi-
cal and philosophical currents of the nineteenth (or any other) century.
Rather, it was made possible by the decline of the nation-state, the creation
of concrete practices of domination (justified by racism) by the European
imperialists, and the fact that enormous numbers of people had been made
to feel isolated and vulnerable by traumatic social and political events. These
people — the “masses” as opposed to the “mob” or the “elite” — turned to
totalitarian movements because of their increasing disconnection from their
fellows, the world, and the responsibilities of citizenship. This disconnection
inclined them to find comfort in totalitarian ideology, and a sense of purpose
in the single-minded activism it demanded. All this despite the assault on
human nature and dignity performed by the totalitarians in the name of
creating a “new man.”

II From totalitarianism to the tradition

Arendt’s analysis of the nature and preconditions of totalitarianism led her
to draw several strongly held conclusions about the dangers confronting
modern life, and the things necessary to avoid or contain them. Most prom-
inently, the dynamic destructiveness of totalitarian regimes led her to place
the highest possible value upon the relatively permanent structure created by
the laws and institutions of a stable public realm. Like Hobbes and in accor-
dance with the modern tradition of political thought generally, Arendt
thought of political society as artificial rather than natural; as something
created and preserved by human beings against the ruinous forces of nature
and their own destructive tendencies. There is, as a result, a significant con-
servative dimension to Arendt’s thought, one which emphasizes both the fra-
gility and “artificiality” of civilized life, and the corresponding imperative of
preservation or “care for the world.”’ Her fears concerning the way this care-
fully built up world might be swamped by the forces of cultural barbarism,
or worn away by the capitalist intensification of the rhythms of production
and consumption, led her to anxiously survey modern life. Her cultural crit-
icism therefore focuses on the forces or tendencies which undermine our
feeling for, and commitment to, the “world” — that is, to the artificial struc-
ture, standing between man and nature, which makes civilized life, and the
tangible expression of human freedom, possible.

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO HANNAH ARENDT

The political hubris of totalitarianism was only one such tendency. In The
Human Condition (1958) Arendt would cite the modern tendency to make
the politics subservient to economics as yet another.® For once the political
sphere came to be seen as merely the administrative and protective appara-
tus required by the economic realm (the “national household”), it lost its
claim to any intrinsic dignity. It also lost its character as the primary arena in
which human beings tended to their shared world, maintaining and preserv-
ing it against a sea of natural (or nature-like) destructive forces. That this is
no abstract or merely theoretical fear is seen in the way the activities of pro-
duction and consumption, once relegated to the private or “household”
realm, have come to dominate the lives of ordinary citizens and the concerns
of political leaders and policy-makers around the globe. Increasingly, the
economic sphere subsumes all others.

This brings us to another persistent theme of Arendt’s work, one which
also grew out of her analysis of totalitarianism. In The Origins of
Totalitarianism, Arendt repeatedly draws the reader’s attention to the devas-
tating costs of avoiding civic responsibility, of leaving the care of the public
world —its rights, freedoms, and institutions — to others. In her view, the per-
vasiveness of an egocentric or “bourgeois” attitude toward public life con-
tributed mightily to making totalitarianism possible. Where civic life has
become a vacuum or a farce, the forces of cultural barbarism can be counted
on to fill the void. Any minority which withdraws from civic life or accepts
the political exile imposed upon it by the majority risks losing not only its
civil rights, but everything else. Such was the fate of European Jewry, and
much of The Origins of Totalitarianismm and Arendt’s subsequent work is
devoted to underlining the dangers of what she termed “alienation from the
world.”

Finally, The Origins of Totalitarianism left Arendt with a puzzle which
would shape the course of her subsequent explorations in political theory.
The early work, born of her own experience as a refugee from Nazi terror,
was written largely with the German case in mind. Yet Arendt intended her
analysis to apply to Soviet totalitarianism as well. She was all too conscious,
however, of the inadequacy of her treatment of Stalinism. Moreover, she was
troubled by the fact that, while National Socialism was a “gutter-born”
ideology which represented a radical break with the Western tradition of
political thought, the genealogy of Soviet Marxism could be traced back to
the towering work of Karl Marx, German Idealist philosophy, and the French
philosophes of the Enlightenment. How was it that a body of thought with
such a distinguished intellectual pedigree, one that gave expression to the
most cherished humanitarian hopes of the European Left, could serve as the
basis of a totalitarian ideology predicated on the denial of human freedom
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and dignity? Arendt began to suspect that the substance of Marx’s thought
could not be easily isolated from its Stalinist deformation. Thus, in 1951,
upon finishing The Origins of Totalitarianism, she proposed a project to the
Guggenheim Foundation on “The Totalitarian Elements in Marxism,” in
which she would pursue this link.”

Arendt never finished her Marx book. In her Guggenheim proposal, she
noted that “to accuse Marxism of totalitarianism amounts to accusing the
Western tradition itself of necessarily ending in the monstrosity of this novel
form of government.”® While linear, “inevitable” intellectual genealogies of
a Hegelian sort were never her stock in trade, Arendt found that her research
on Marx led her to a prolonged reconsideration of the Western tradition of
political philosophy itself. If there were, indeed, “totalitarian elements in
Marxism,” they were to be found in Marx’s central ideas and basic concep-
tual apparatus: in, for example, his notion of freedom as the product of his-
torical necessity; in the idea that mankind “makes” history, at first
unconsciously and (later) with will and intent; in his notion that violence is
the “midwife” of history; in his conception of revolutionary political action,
which, like the fabrication process, consists in the violent working over of
raw material to create something new; and, finally, in his preference for col-
lective subjects — like the “proletariat” or “mankind” — which act in accor-
dance with supposed class or species interests.

The more she thought about Marx, the more Arendt came to the conclu-
sion that he was no friend of human freedom at all, and that his fundamen-
tal ideas and categories had effaced the phenomenal basis of the most basic
political experiences (such as debate amongst diverse equals). The real shock
for Arendt, however, was that Marx was hardly unique in this respect. The
more she plumbed the depths of the Western tradition of political thought,
the more she became convinced that the “anti-politics” expressed in Marx’s
thought had roots which reached as far back as Plato and Aristotle. It was,
in other words, at the very beginning of the Western tradition of political
thought that a conceptual framework hostile to popular participation,
human diversity (what Arendt dubs “plurality”), and the open-ended debate
between equals had been laid down. This framework came to provide the
basic conceptual architecture of Western political thought, with enormous
consequences for how we think about the nature of political action, author-
ity, freedom, judgment and (above all) the relation of thought to action.

With these concerns in mind, Arendt’s work of the mid to late fifties
attempted a fundamental reorientation of political theory. This reorienta-
tion has two moments. First, there is a critical or “deconstructive” reading of
canonical thinkers from Plato to Marx, a reading which aims at revealing the
sources of the tradition’s hostility toward plurality, opinion, and the politics
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of debate and deliberation amongst equals. Secondly, there is Arendt’s
attempt to provide a phenomenological description of the basic components
of the active life (the vita activa), the better to distinguish the human capac-
ity for political speech and action from activities driven by natural necessity
(such as labor aimed at subsistence) or the need to create, through work or
fabrication, the durable things which constitute the physical, objective
dimension of the “human artifice.” These two moments are closely related,
since Arendt thought that the Western tradition of political thought had pro-
gressively conflated the distinct components of the active life (labor, work,
and action), thereby creating a network of concepts which fundamentally
distorted political experience and our understanding of it. More disturb-
ingly, these concepts tended to produce moral horror whenever they were
applied programmatically to the realm of human affairs.

III Rethinking political action and the public realm

The Human Condition (1958) and the essays collected in Between Past and
Future (1961) are the results of this project, and mark Arendt’s emergence as
a political thinker of truly staggering range and depth. It is safe to say that
these books, together with On Revolution (1963), constitute her most endur-
ing legacy in political theory. The reader approaching them for the first time
will, however, find them somewhat confusing. Central themes, such as the
nature of justice, are barely touched upon. Instead, Arendt’s primary energy
is devoted to distinguishing the fundamental experiences and preconditions
of the political or public realm from other spheres of life (economic, social,
personal, religious, etc.). In The Human Condition particularly, Arendt
seems obsessed with demarcating the specificity of the political realm in con-
trast to all others.

Arendt was convinced by her analysis of totalitarianism that many in the
modern world were eager to abdicate their civic freedom and responsibility,
thereby relieving themselves of the “burden” of independent action and
judgment. The rise of totalitarian movements was the most spectacular
expression of this tendency, but it could also be found in liberal democratic
societies (such as the United States) and in the increasingly bureaucratic
welfare states of Europe. If the majority of people in a particular polity
thought of freedom as essentially the freedom from politics (as in America)
or politics as the centralized administration of the needs of life (as in the
European welfare state), then the public realm and its distinctive freedom
were bound to be in jeopardy.

Of course, the history of political theory could hardly be held responsible
for the growth of apolitical privatism or the conversion of citizens into clients

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



The development of Arendt’s political thought

receiving benefits and entitlements from the state. Nevertheless, the tradi-
tion’s tendency to interpret political phenomena in accordance with hier-
archical models it had derived from the patriarchal family or the realm of
production conspired, along with the rise of capitalism and other social
developments, to undercut whatever limited autonomy politics might have
had in modern life. Indeed, as economic concerns came to dominate the
political sphere during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it
became increasingly difficult to maintain even the idea of a relatively auton-
omous public realm, one characterized by the debate and deliberation of
public-spirited citizens.

Arendt confronts this difficulty head on in The Human Condition and
Between Past and Future, challenging at every turn our received ideas of what
politics is and should be. Her method is not to lay down a blueprint of
“genuine” politics or to imperiously issue a set of rigid definitions (although
critics have charged her with both faults). It is, rather, to excavate and reveal
what has been doubly hidden by contemporary experience and inherited cat-
egories.” Hence Arendt’s numerous references to the politics of ancient Greek
city-states, especially democratic Athens. She appeals to the experience of
fifth century BC polis politics not because she considers Athenian democracy
to be the best political regime, or because she thinks that ancient Greek pol-
itics was somehow free of brutal violence and the systematic coercion of
women, slaves, and others (it obviously wasn’t). Rather, she turns to the
Greeks, and to Athens in particular, for the simple reason that the first flow-
ering of democracy was among the most vivid and intense. Athenian politi-
cal life was a politics of talk and opinion, one which gave a central place to
human plurality and the equality between citizens (for the Greeks, the adult
male heads of households). The politics of democratic Athens, transformed
into something of an “ideal type” by Arendt, represents basic political expe-
riences prior to the distortion (or worse, oblivion) they suffered at the hands
of a hostile philosophical tradition.

Foremost amongst these fundamental experiences was the sheer clarity of
the distinction between the public and private realms, a distinction which the
Athenian citizen experienced every time he left the household in order to take
part in the assembly or talk in the agora. According to Arendt, the Greeks
identified the household (or oikos) with matters concerning material or bio-
logical reproduction. It was the part of human life where necessity held sway,
and where coercion — in the form of the male property owner’s domination
over his family and slaves — was both unavoidable and legitimate. The public
realm (as represented by the assembly and the agora), on the other hand, was
the realm of freedom. It was a legally and institutionally articulated space in
which equal citizens met for deliberation, debate, and decision on matters of
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common concern. It was, moreover, the space in which one acquired a public
self in addition to (and distinct from) the private self of the household.!

In making these claims, Arendt is hardly expressing approval for the way
the Greeks structured their private realm.!! Rather, she is underlining the dif-
ference between the political sphere (the sphere of a man-made civic equal-
ity and freedom) and the economic or household realm (the sphere of
hierarchy, necessity, and coercion). We moderns have lost the clarity of this
distinction, thanks mainly to what Arendt calls “the rise of the social” and
the penetration of “household” (that is, economic and administrative) con-
cerns into public life. But we have also lost it because philosophers beginning
with Plato have created false analogies between the political and the house-
hold realms, the better to make an authoritarian or hierarchical politics seem
more plausibly “natural” to those schooled in a democratic understanding
of civic equality.!> To put Arendt’s thought in a nutshell: the more we think
of the political realm as concerned with matters of subsistence and material
reproduction, the more likely we are to accept hierarchy in the place of civic
equality; the more likely we are to see rule by elites of one sort or another as
the quintessential political activity. Arendt’s point is that, strictly speaking,
ruling has nothing to do with genuine politics, since it destroys the civic
equality — the equality of rights and participation, the isonomia — that is the
hallmark of political relations and a democratic public realm.!

The image of the public sphere that Arendt extracts from the Greeks is
extremely seductive and (for her critics, at least) overly utopian. It is the
image of a public space in which debate and deliberation draws out the
many-sidedness of a given matter or issue, thanks to the different perspec-
tives individual citizens bring to bear on the same “object.”'* Indeed, accord-
ing to Arendt, the very reality of the public realm emerges only through the
robust exchange of talk and opinion emanating from a multitude of diverse
perspectives. Where such exchange is lacking — where fear or lack of interest
keeps individuals from publicly articulating their opinion, their “what
appears to me” — there can be no lively sense of a public reality.”’

Politics so conceived is, of course, subject to all the limitations of human
judgment and all the ambiguities (and ironies) of political action. Arendt
never tired of pointing out how political action — the “sharing of words and
deeds” — invariably tangles the political actor up in a network of other acting
beings, with the result that any given deed creates unforeseen (and poten-
tially boundless) consequences, while rarely achieving its intended goal. In
the celebrated chapter on action in The Human Condition, she emphasizes
the “frailty, boundlessness and unpredictability” of political action and the
realm of human affairs generally. This emphasis on the contingency of polit-
ical action may strengthen our sense that politics is an unpleasant burden,
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one taken up only by hyper-responsible (or sadly misled) individuals. Yet
Arendt celebrates this very contingency, seeing it (in quasi-existentialist
fashion) as an authentic expression of the “tangible freedom” the actor expe-
riences whenever he or she initiates a new and unpredictable sequence of
events in the public realm. It is through utterly unpredictable words and
deeds that the individual actor not only discloses a unique public identity, but
illuminates the moral and political world shared by citizens.'®

Arendt’s enthusiasm for initiatory action in the context of a robust, talk-
ative human plurality can hardly be said to be shared by the Western tradi-
tion of political thought. As she points out, nothing is more common in this
tradition than the condemnation of what she calls the “nonsovereign” char-

acter of plural political action:

It is in accordance with the great tradition of Western thought to think along
these lines: to accuse freedom of luring man into necessity, to condemn action,
the spontaneous beginning of something new, because its results fall into a pre-
determined net of relationships, invariably dragging the agent with them, who
seems to forfeit his freedom the very moment he makes use of it. The only sal-
vation from this kind of freedom seems to lie in non-acting, in abstention from
the whole realm of human affairs.”

Arendt is referring to the age-old philosophical and Christian recommen-
dation that we withdraw from the world in order to pursue either timeless
wisdom or personal salvation. But philosophy’s response to the rough-and-
tumble world of democratic politics was not merely to counsel a withdrawal
into the solitude of thought. On the contrary, with ancient Greek philosophy
there begins a comprehensive effort to re-define political action and freedom,
so that these phenomena appear amenable to rational control and hierarchi-
cal direction. The first step in this re-conceptualization was the patterning of
political action after those human activities in which a good deal of control
or mastery is, in fact, possible. Arendt credits Plato with modeling action
along the lines suggested by the fabrication process. By imagining the polity
in the image of a fabricated object, Plato was able to plausibly assert that
political wisdom had nothing to do with the exchange of opinion amongst
plural equals but was, in fact, a form of expert knowledge, similar to that
possessed by a sculptor or a physician. Hence, the moral “expert” should
rule in the realm of human affairs, while those lacking such knowledge
should simply obey.

While Plato’s proposal depended, perhaps dubiously for us, on his theory
of transcendent Ideas, subsequent versions of what Arendt calls the “tradi-
tional substitution of making for acting” did not. We find a remarkable
agreement among Western political thinkers that political action is, at best,

II
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a means by which an extra-political end — whether it be salvation, the pres-
ervation of life, the protection of property, or the self-assertion of the Volk
—is secured. Even Aristotle, to whom we owe the distinction between action
(praxis) and making (poiesis), viewed politics as essentially the means by
which an elite inculcates a certain idea of virtue in ordinary citizens and the
young. Almost to a man, Western political philosophers have missed the exis-
tential significance of political action itself, the stunning capacity of debate
and deliberation amongst diverse equals to generate meaning and endow
human life with a significance it otherwise lacks.!® It is this failure which
Arendt takes as the cue for her own reflections on the nature and significance
of politics and the public realm.!” She aimed at nothing less than providing
a philosophical appreciation of the meaning of political action in the total
economy of human existence.

Performing this task requires that political theory recover certain key dis-
tinctions (and the experiences on which they were based) which have been
lost or obscured by the tradition. It also requires rethinking such central
political concepts as action, freedom, authority, judgment, and power, since
each of these concepts had been defined in a largely instrumental (and hence
anti-political) way by a tradition hostile to human plurality and its attendant
uncertainties. The Human Condition and Between Past and Future are
devoted to this project of rethinking, as is On Revolution and the lengthy
essay On Violence (1970). The Human Condition mines ancient Greek
poetry, drama, and philosophy in order to show how, in its original under-
standing, political action was viewed as the very opposite of violence, coer-
cion or rule. It was, in Arendt’s rendering, the “sharing of words and deeds”
by diverse equals, whose “acting together” generated a power quite different
from the forceful ability to “impose one’s will” which we normally identify
with political power. Political talk and persuasion between equals is valuable
not only for what it achieves (for example, the founding or preservation of a
polity), but for its own sake. As the performance of initiatory action in a
public “space of appearances,” political action manifests the actor’s capac-
ity for freedom, demonstrates his equality with his peers, and discloses his
unique identity — his “public self” — in myriad, unforeseeable ways.

Arendt extends this rethinking of fundamental concepts in On
Revolution, her most extensive consideration of modern political action and
the nature of constitutional politics. Working against the regnant liberal and
Marxist interpretations of the French and American revolutions, she argues
that the significance of modern revolution is not the gallant but futile
attempt to overcome poverty (the “social question” which, she believes, was
responsible for the failure of the French Revolution), or the establishment of
limited government (typically seen as the great achievement of the American
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Revolution). Rather, what the modern revolutions demonstrated was how
individuals, acting together with a common purpose, could create a new
space of tangible freedom in the world, relying on nothing more than the
power implicit in their own mutual promises and agreements.

This founding moment — the constitutio libertatis — was an event which
occurred after the violent struggle for liberation from oppression, the strug-
gle usually (and wrongly, in Arendt’s view) identified with revolution.
Revolution, properly conceived, was coextensive with the creation of a new
set of republican political institutions. These institutions did more than limit
the range of political power by creating a federal system of checks and bal-
ances (which rendered the idea of centralized sovereignty an anachronism).
They also marked out a new space for public freedom, one which expanded,
in principle, the opportunities for participation on the part of ordinary citi-
zens. According to Arendt, the French Revolution did not succeed in consti-
tuting such a stable space for civic equality and freedom, since its primary
energies were directed towards ameliorating the suffering of the masses of
poor rather than instituting and protecting civil and political rights. The
American Revolution, however, was able to effect the constitutio libertatis,
thanks to the adoption of the Constitution and the agreement of all — found-
ers and ordinary citizens alike — to abide by it.

On Revolution marks a significant moment in Arendt’s political thought,
a progression almost as great as her move from the analysis of a “novel form
of government” (totalitarianism) to the consideration of the fundamental
phenomena of politics. Her interpretation of the “revolutionary moment”
graphically counters the impression given in The Human Condition that
genuine political action is a thing of the distant (Greek or Roman) past. The
memory of freedom, of “acting together, acting in concert,” turns out to be
much fresher than that. Moreover, the kind of “words and deeds” which
qualify as genuinely political for Arendt takes on a decidedly modern cast.
No longer does Achilles serve as the poetic symbol of the political actor par
excellence, as someone who was able to create his own life story in the course
of performing a single outstanding deed.?’ The new paradigmatic political
actors are the American Founders, whose debates and deliberations concern-
ing the drafting and adoption of the Constitution are presented by Arendt as
every bit as exemplary as anything recounted in Homer or Thucydides.

This summary may make On Revolution sound like a grateful émigrée’s
uncritical celebration of the “Founding Fathers.” But this is hardly the case.
Appreciative as Arendt was of the Founders’ achievement, she nevertheless
regarded the American Revolution as, at best, a partial success.?! Partial
because the Founders had failed to create an institutional space which would
enable the average citizen to become a “participator in government.” The
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ingenious new “system of power” devised by the Constitution, while
extremely effective in balancing power against power, reduced the signifi-
cance of the kind of grass-roots political participation that had character-
ized life in the colonial townships and wards. It is for this reason that Arendt
resurrects Thomas Jefferson’s proposal for a “ward system” of local citizens’
councils, linking it to the spontaneous creation of workers’ and soldiers’
councils which accompanied the revolutionary outbreaks of 1905 in Russia
and 1918 in Germany. Her concern was to find ways of revivifying the love of
“public happiness,” a love which had animated the revolutionary “men of
action” of the eighteenth century.

Yet while Arendt celebrates the “public happiness” that flows from being
a “participator in government,” she hardly thinks that political participation
or engagement as such is necessarily praiseworthy. On the contrary: unless
these activities are undertaken in the right spirit, out of a care for the public
world and a respect for the activities of debate and deliberation, they may
well become the vehicles for anti-political passions and concerns. Thus, the
preponderant force of On Revolution’s critique of the French and Marxist
revolutionary traditions is to make us doubt that radical social reform qual-
ifies as an authentically political project, and to make us suspicious of the
unalloyed passion to do good (a passion that has animated much of the
radical politics of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries). One of Arendt’s
more unsettling suggestions is that a politics energized by the emotion of
compassion or the strictures of an absolute morality is bound to be impa-
tient with the deliberative project of talk and compromise, preferring instead
direct, and often violent, action aimed at remedying society’s ills. From this
flows her even more unsettling suggestion that a morality appropriate to pol-
itics must arise from within the activity of politics itself, rather than be
imposed on it from without.?

Arendt’s celebration of “local” political action (done in the right spirit)
notwithstanding, she cannot really be grouped with proponents of “radical”
or “direct” democracy. Her experience of totalitarianism led her to place a
very strong emphasis upon the importance of worldly institutions and legal
frameworks. These provide an arena for, but also limits to, the energies of
political action and participation. Only where the “worldly artifice” was
shored up by the kinds of institutions created by the Founders could politi-
cal freedom hope to survive. Thus, while Arendt sees the American “revolu-
tionary spirit” as the “lost treasure” of a political culture which has generally
preferred to equate freedom with the pursuit of private happiness, she hardly
blames the Constitution for this. She knows all too well that “permanent rev-
olution” is the most destructive and futile form of politics there is.

This emphasis on institutional frameworks as providing a “home” for
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worldly freedom suggests that Margaret Canovan is right in placing Arendt’s
political thought within the classical republican tradition of political
thought.? This tradition (which begins, ambiguously, with Aristotle, and
includes Cicero, Machiavelli, Harrington, Montesquieu, and Rousseau)
placed a great deal of emphasis on active citizenship, civic virtue, the rule of
law, and political equality. These were the essential ingredients for preserv-
ing a free republic from internal corruption and external threat. But whereas
Machiavelli, Harrington, and Rousseau emphasize the kind of civic virtue
and patriotism embodied in the “citizen soldier” willing to sacrifice his life
for the preservation of republican liberty and civic equality, Arendt places far
greater emphasis upon Aristotle’s identification of citizenship with partici-
pation “in judgment and authority,” and upon Montesquieu’s insistence that
the laws of a republic establish not just boundaries between public and
private (and thus limits to action), but relations (rapports) between citizens
as well.?* This is not surprising, given Arendt’s persistent stress on human
plurality and the sharing of diverse opinions as the sine qua non of any pol-
itics worthy of the name. She has little use for the Rousseauean idea that the
level of civic virtue in a polity can or should be measured by how closely it
approached unanimity of opinion. Her experience of totalitarianism’s
attempt to create “one Man of gigantic dimensions” out of plural and
unique individuals made her rightly skeptical of any attempt to inculcate a
univocal sense of the public good in citizens.

On the other hand, Arendt did agree with Machiavelli (and the main-
stream of the classical republican tradition generally) that the “islands of
freedom” which human beings have been able to establish through joint
action have been few and far between, and are surrounded by a sea of hostile
political and social forces. The “public thing” (the res publica) is in constant
danger of being overwhelmed, whether by external enemies of freedom, or
by citizens’ forgetfulness of the joys and responsibilities of public happiness.
The latter possibility, Arendt regretfully concludes, was the fate of the
American Revolution, as generations of Americans — deprived of an institu-
tional space in which to experience “public happiness” and the joys of polit-
ical debate, deliberation, and decision — came to define the “pursuit of
happiness” in increasingly private (and materialistic) terms. For Arendt, the
loss of the “revolutionary spirit” figures as a serious, perhaps even fatal,
development for the health of the Republic.

IV Thinking and judgment

Arendt’s encounter with the “thoughtless” Adolf Eichmann at his trial in
Jerusalem left her mulling over the possibility that our faculty for thought —
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for internal dialogue with ourselves —might be crucial to our ability to render
moral and political judgments and preserve us from complicity with politi-
cal evil.” In her 1971 essay “Thinking and Moral Considerations” she put
the matter thus: “Might the problem of good and evil, our faculty for telling
right from wrong, be connected with our faculty of thought? . .. Could the
activity of thinking as such . . . be among the conditions that make men
abstain from evil-doing or even actually ‘condition’ them against it?”%

The encounter with Eichmann led to Arendt to focus increasingly on the
activities of thinking and judgment as they relate to politics. But it would be
wrong to conclude that Arendt, having devoted great intellectual energy and
passion to the question of political action, grasped the importance of these
more reflective activities only late in life. As Richard Bernstein suggests,
thinking and judgment can be seen as persistent themes of her political
thought.?” This concern animates her analysis of thought-deadening ideolo-
gies (in The Origins of Totalitarianism) and her reflections on the problem
of understanding (and properly judging) a phenomenon as unprecedented
and initially incomprehensible as totalitarianism (in OT and the 1953 essay
“Understanding and Politics”). The concern with judgment is further devel-
oped in her consideration of the links between opinion, facts, deliberation
and judgment in two essays from the sixties, “The Crisis in Culture” (1960)
and “Truth and Politics” (1967). It receives its most extensive (but hardly
definitive) articulation in her posthumously published Lectures on Kant’s
Political Philosophy (culled from a seminar given in 1970) and her two-
volume The Life of the Mind (1976). The third volume of the latter work —
on judgment —was left unwritten due to Arendt’s untimely death at age sixty-
nine in 1975.

Yet despite the presence of this concern from the very beginning of her
theoretical work, there does appear to be a significant change in emphasis in
Arendt’s thought during the late sixties and early seventies. She seems to
move away from the elucidation of the nature and meaning of political action
to a consideration of the role thought, will, and judgment play — not only in
our moral and political lives, but as independent faculties which make up
“the life of the mind.” Much has been made of this progression in the schol-
arly writing on Arendt. It seems that the pre-eminent theorist of the vita
activa concluded her life by re-engaging the vita contemplativa and her “first
love,” philosophy — this time without casting aspersions on its “anti-politi-
cal” character.?® The fact that Arendt’s consideration of the faculty of judg-
ment shifts from the judgment of the engaged political actor (in the essays
from the sixties) to that of the detached spectator (in the lectures on Kant
from 1970) lends credence to this view. We move from an analysis of the
modes of thinking and judgment appropriate to citizens engaged in debate
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and deliberation to an analysis of the redemptive power of the judgments
rendered retrospectively by the poet or historian. The latter type of judg-
ments help to “reconcile us with reality,” even when — especially when — that
reality is horrific and apparently beyond comprehension.?

I do not want to enter the debate about whether Arendt actually has two
theories of judgment instead of one (as Ronald Beiner has suggested).** Nor
do I think that it is plausible to suggest that Arendt came to abandon her
stress on what Jerome Kohn calls “the priority of the political” in favor of a
secular form of theodicy. It is better, I think, to view this phase of Arendt’s
work as an attempt to think through the tension between the life of the
citizen and the life of the mind. In many respects, this tension occupied
Arendt throughout her intellectual career, finding notable expression in her
reflections on the hostility of philosophers and thinkers to the bios politikos,
and in her moving depiction of Socrates as the first — and perhaps last —
“philosopher-citizen.”3!

What happens to this tension between the life of action and the life of the
mind in Arendt’s later work? If she does not simply abandon action for
thought, does she, perhaps, attempt to resolve or overcome the tension
between these two activities? It has been suggested by some that the third
volume of The Life of the Mind, on judgment, would have provided such a
synthesis, a crowning final statement in which the claims of thinking and
acting would each be given their due and reconciled in the activity of judg-
ment. Judgment, according to Arendyt, is the faculty which brings thinking —
solitary, abstract, and concerned with “invisibles” — down to earth, manifest-
ing it in “the world of appearances.”* Hence her characterization of judg-
ment as the “by-product” of thinking in “Thinking and Moral
Considerations.” While Arendt adamantly opposed Hegelian-Marxist ideas
about the “unity of theory and practice,” her later work nevertheless offers
the tantalizing suggestion that judgment is indeed the mediating link
between thought and action. It is therefore tempting to conclude that Arendt
ultimately overcame the strong and uncompromising distinction between
thinking and acting that provides the architecture for much of her earlier
work.

Tempting, but, I think, wrongheaded. In her last book, Arendt continued
to presume the distinction between thinking and acting, and went out of her
way to preserve the tension between the life of the mind and the life of action.
Her phenomenological descriptions of the activity of thinking in The Life of
the Mind stress its solitary character, the fact that thinking demands a “with-
drawal from the world.” Thinking at its most profound — philosophical
thinking — is, according to Arendt, always engaged in “an intramural
warfare” with common sense (the “sixth sense” which fits us into a shared
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world of appearances with others).* It is an endless process, an open-ended
quest for meaning, one which produces neither knowledge nor usable prac-
tical wisdom. Thus, all genuine thinkers cultivate an alienation from the
world — they “take on the color of the dead” — the better to prolong their
initial experience of wonder at existence, a state or pathos of the soul which
(as Plato reminds us) lies at the origin of philosophy itself.3*

Of course, Arendt hardly denies that there are other, non-philosophical
modes of thought which are crucial both to the acting and the judging agent.
“Representative” thinking — the capacity to think in the place of someone
else —is specifically described as a political mode of thought, one which facil-
itates the rendering of valid judgments.® Similarly, the “dialogue of me with
myself” that constitutes thought has the effect of introducing a kind of plu-
rality into the self. This plurality lies at the root of conscience itself, enabling
it to be something more than the simple internalization of social or creedal
norms. We should, however, view these morally relevant modes of reflection
as forms of “ordinary” thinking, which we have a right to expect from every
mature individual. Hence Arendt’s shock — and our own — when we encoun-
ter the “sheer thoughtlessness” of someone like Eichmann, whose “con-
science” was defined almost entirely by his station and its duties, and who
therefore lent himself enthusiastically to the commission of the most
unimaginable crimes.%¢

Arendt’s appreciation of the horrors enabled by ideological belief, com-
bined with her experience of individuals who, like Eichmann, fail to think
and (thus) to judge, led her to consistently praise the capacity for indepen-
dent thought and judgment. She praised this capacity even when it threat-
ened to dissolve the moral verities of a culture or put the judging individual
at odds not only with the majority, but with the “moral taste” of his or her
epoch.?” It is not for nothing that she poses Socrates as the “model” thinker
whose capacity to undermine custom and convention leads to an enhance-
ment of moral judgment. For it is only by developing the capacity for “inde-
pendent thinking for one self” (Selbstdenken) that the individual can hope to
avoid moral catastrophe in those situations where “everyone else is carried
away” by a wave of misguided conviction or enthusiasm. We see how Arendt
balances her appeal (in The Human Condition) for a strengthened “commu-
nity” sense with a strong appreciation of moral and intellectual indepen-
dence, an appreciation of the moral importance of the “pariah’s point of
view.”

In The Life of the Mind, however, Arendt is not concerned with engaged
or political thought, but with what (for lack of a better term) might be called
“extraordinary” or philosophical thinking. In fact, her last work is as
adamant as The Human Condition in its insistence that this activity stands
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in the greatest possible tension not only with the life of the citizen, but with
worldly existence in general. Thus, while she had the greatest possible
respect for “extraordinary” thinkers from Plato to Heidegger, she continued
to distrust them. The very nature of their activity led them to counsel, and
to practice, withdrawal from the world. For Arendt, the stakes were too high,
the potential for disaster too great, for her to praise the unworldliness of the
philosophers.®® Only Socrates, in her view, was able to practice both “ordi-
nary” and “extraordinary” thinking without sacrificing the one to the other.

Does this suggest that there is a kind of stasis in Arendt’s mature thought,
a stubborn unwillingness to modify her own overly strict definitions and
oppositions? There is little question that in some instances — for example, her
distinction between the political and the social, or her distinction between
the public and private — Arendt was too rigid for her own good. With respect
to her distinction between the life of the mind and the life of the citizen,
however, this is not the case. In making this opposition central to her reflec-
tions on politics and the tradition, Arendt is hardly saying that the life of the
citizen is or ought to be “mindless.” Her repeated appeals to debate, delib-
eration, judgment, and the perspectival formation of opinion obviously
place a premium upon the moral-rational capacities of ordinary citizens. Her
point, rather, was to remind us that there can be no easy synthesis of these
two fundamentally opposed ways of life. Between the life of the citizen and
the life of the philosopher there lies a unavoidably tragic choice.

Confronted by this choice, Hannah Arendt never waffled. She was a
thinker, but a thinker who resolutely and consistently threw her weight on
the side of the political life, the civic life animated by public-spiritedness,
“care for the world,” and independence of judgment. Haunted by the failure
of many to resist the rise of totalitarianism and suspicious of a philosophi-
cal tradition whose quest for wisdom led it to devalue both politics and
human plurality, she devoted her enormous intellectual talents to revealing
the unsuspected meaning of a life devoted to the active preservation of
worldly freedom.

NOTES

1 Arendt, OT, p. 469.

2 Ibid., p. 462. Cf. Hannah Arendt, “What is Authority?” in Arendt, BPF, p. 97.

3 See George Kateb, Hannah Arendt: Politics, Conscience, Evil (Totowa, NJ:
Rowman and Allanheld, 1983), p. 66.

4 Arendt, OT, p. 185.

5 Margaret Canovan, “Hannah Arendt as a Conservative Thinker,” in Larry May
and Jerome Kohn, eds., Hannah Arendt — Twenty Years Later (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1996), especially pp. 14—=21.

6 See Arendt, HC, chapters 2 and 3.
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MARGARET CANOVAN

Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism: a
reassessment

Introduction

The Origins of Totalitarianism, first published in 1951, established Hannah
Arendt’s reputation as a political thinker and has a good claim to be regarded
as the key to her work, for trains of thought reflecting on the catastrophic
experiences it seeks to understand can be traced to the heart of her later and
more overtly theoretical writings. Half a century after the book’s appearance
there has been a revival of interest in the idea of totalitarianism, but the
concept itself! remains controversial. Far more than a technical term for use
by political scientists and historians, it has always incorporated a diagnosis
and explanation of modern political dangers, carrying with it warnings and
prescriptions. This chapter will argue that “totalitarianism” as understood
by Arendt meant something very different from the dominant sense of the
term. The final section will attempt a reassessment of her theory.

Two concepts of totalitarianism

There are almost as many senses of “totalitarianism” as there are writers on
the subject,” but a few broad similarities have tended to hide a fundamental
difference between Arendt and most other theorists. Like the rest, she is con-
cerned with a novel political phenomenon combining unprecedented coer-
cion with an all-embracing secular ideology; like the rest she finds examples
on both the left and the right of the mid-twentieth-century political spec-
trum. But these apparent similarities conceal more than they reveal, and
much confusion has arisen from failure to realise that there is not just one
“totalitarian model,” but at least two which describe different phenomena,
pose different problems of understanding, and carry different theoretical
and political implications.

The better-known model (on which there are many variations) depicts a
totally coherent socio-political system: a state built in the image of an
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ideology, presided over by a single party legitimized by the ideology, employ-
ing unlimited powers of coercion and indoctrination to prevent any devia-
tion from orthodoxy. The construction of such a polity is associated by some
theorists with the attempt to build Utopia; others interpret its perpetuation
in a state of frozen immobility as a quasi-religious retreat from the anxieties
of modernity. Despite the regular inclusion of Nazism under the “totalitar-
ian” heading, the clearest examples have been found among communist
regimes, and appropriate diagnoses and prescriptions have followed.
Diagnostically, totalitarianism has been seen as an affliction caused by over-
ambitious political ideas and radical actions. The remedy for this political
fever is to avoid excitement: to lower our expectations from politics and ideas
alike, falling back upon the invaluable if unglamorous blessings of liberal
politics, skeptical philosophy and free market economics.?

Reassessment of Arendt’s theory is impossible unless we first realize that
hers is quite different from this dominant model. True, the equation of left
and right is still there (though including only the regimes of Hitler and Stalin,
not Fascist Italy, nor the Soviet Union before or after Stalin); the stress on
coercion and ideology is still there (though we shall see that Arendt under-
stands these vital ingredients in distinctive ways), but the differences are
crucial, and have a great deal to do with Arendt’s focus on Nazism and par-
ticularly on the Holocaust.* In fact the picture of totalitarianism that she pre-
sents forms a stark contrast to the more familiar model. Metaphorically, one
might say that if the dominant picture suggests the rigidity, uniformity, trans-
parency, and immobility of a frozen lake, Arendt’s theory evokes a mountain
torrent sweeping away everything in its path, or a hurricane leveling every-
thing recognizably human. Instead of referring to a political system of a
deliberately structured kind, “totalitarianism” in Arendt’s sense means a
chaotic, nonutilitarian, manically dynamic movement of destruction that
assails all the features of human nature and the human world that make pol-
itics possible.

A view from Auschwitz

The Origins of Totalitarianism consists of three volumes in one,
Antisemitism, Imperialism, and Totalitarianism, and the theory it contains
is enormously complex and notoriously hard to get to grips with.® This
section will pick out for examination some of the distinctive features of
Arendt’s model, while the next will look at the way she approached the
problem of trying to account for this new phenomenon. We can perhaps find
a point of entry in a theme that she stressed over and over again: the novelty
of the political phenomena with which she was concerned. “Everything we
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know of totalitarianism demonstrates a horrible originality . . . its very
actions constitute a break with all our traditions. . .”® In other words, total-
itarianism illustrated the human capacity to begin, that power to think and
to act in ways that are new, contingent, and unpredictable that looms so large
in her mature political theory. But the paradox of totalitarian novelty was
that it represented an assault on that very ability to act and think as a unique
individual.

This new phenomenon seemed to Arendt to demonstrate the self-
destructive implications of what she called “modern man’s deep-rooted sus-
picion of everything he did not make himself.”” Believing that “everything is
possible”® totalitarian movements demand unlimited power, but what this
turns out to mean is not at all the building of utopia (which would itself set
limits to power and possibility) but unparalleled destruction. “Experiments”
in total domination in the concentration camps that are the “laboratories”
of the new regimes gradually make clear that the price of total power is the
eradication of human plurality.” The characteristics that make us more than
members of an animal species — our unique individuality and our capacity
for spontaneous thought and action — make us unpredictable and therefore
get in the way of attempts to harness us for collective motion. Only one can

t,'% and the path to this goal, discovered separately by Hitler

be omnipoten
and by Stalin, lies through terror on the one hand and ideology on the other.

“Total terror” as practiced in the camps is, Arendt claims, “the essence of
totalitarian government.”!! It does not simply kill people but first eradicates
their individuality and capacity for action. Any remnant of spontaneity
would stand in the way of complete domination. “Total power can be
achieved and safeguarded only in a world of conditioned reflexes, of marion-
ettes without the slightest trace of spontaneity. Precisely because man’s
resources are so great, he can be fully dominated only when he becomes a
specimen of the animal-species man.”'? Unlike the violence and coercion
used by ordinary tyrants it does not have a utilitarian purpose such as
repressing opposition, and it reaches its climax only after genuine opposition
has already been repressed; its only function is to further the project of total
domination by crushing out all human individuality. “Common sense pro-
tests desperately that the masses are submissive and that all this gigantic
apparatus of terror is therefore superfluous; if they were capable of telling
the truth, the totalitarian rulers would reply: The apparatus seems superflu-
ous to you only because it serves to make men superfluous.”’®

Ideology complements terror by eliminating the capacity for individual
thought and experience among the executioners themselves, binding them
into the unified movement of destruction. Ideologies — pseudo-scientific the-
ories purporting to give insight into history — give their believers “the total
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explanation of the past, the total knowledge of the present, and the reliable
prediction of the future.”'* By making reality as experienced seem insignifi-
cant compared with what must happen, they free ideological thought from
the constraints of common sense and reality. But in Arendt’s view the most
dangerous opportunity they offer (seized by both Hitler and Stalin) is their
stress on logical consistency. Both leaders prided themselves on the merciless
reasoning with which they pursued the implications of race- or class-strug-
gle to the murder of the last “objective enemy.” In their hands the ideologies
were emptied of all content except for the automatic process of deduction
that one group or another should die. Ideological logicality replaced free
thought, inducing people to strip themselves of individuality until they were
part of a single impersonal movement of total domination.” For totalitar-
ian ideologies do not support the status quo: they chart an endless struggle
that is inexorable in its destructiveness.

Total power turns out, then, to mean inevitable destruction. The job of the
totalitarian regime is simply to speed up the execution of death sentences
pronounced by the law of nature or of history. Arendt points to the stress laid
by both leaders on historical necessity: on acting out the economic laws of
Marxist class-struggle or the biological laws of struggle for racial supremacy.
Seeking to distinguish totalitarianism from the innumerable tyrannies that
had preceded it, she laid particular emphasis upon this. The hallmark of
tyranny had always been lawlessness: legitimate government was limited by
laws, whereas tyranny meant the breach of those boundaries so that the
tyrant could rage at his will across the country. But (as experienced by its
adherents) totalitarianism was not lawless in that way, though its laws were
not civil laws protecting rights, but the supposed “laws” of Nature or of
History.

According to those inexorable laws, human existence consists of the life or
death struggle between collectivities — races or classes — whose motion is the
real meaning of history. For totalitarianism, “all laws have become laws of
movement.”!® Neither stable institutions nor individual initiative can be
allowed to get in the way of this frantic dynamism. “Total terror . . . is
designed to translate into reality the law of movement of history or nature,”
and indeed to smooth its path, “to make it possible for the force of nature or
of history to race freely through mankind, unhindered by any spontaneous
human action.” Human beings (even the rulers themselves) must serve these
forces, “either riding atop their triumphant car or crushed under its
”17 and individuality is an inconvenience to be eliminated by “the iron
band of terror, which destroys the plurality of men and makes out of man
the One who unfailingly will act as though he himself were part of the course
of history or nature.”'8

wheels,
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The picture of totalitarianism in power presented by Arendt is very far
from the familiar image of an omnipotent state with unified and coherent
institutions. On the contrary, it is a shapeless, hectic maelstrom of perma-
nent revolution and endless expansion, quite unaffected by utilitarian con-
cerns.! Its central institution is not the civil service or the army but the secret
police, and even they have a function that defies comprehension in terms of
ordinary common sense. Whereas in earlier tyrannies the job of the secret
police was to ferret out covert opposition to the regime, their totalitarian suc-
cessors are no longer concerned with anything that individuals may actually
have done. “Suspects” are replaced by “objective enemies”*°
suspected of any subversive thought or action. In due course the killing
machine may demand that the secret policeman himself should become a

who need not be

victim, and if the process of ideological indoctrination is working properly
he will obligingly accuse himself of the required crimes.

To sum up, Arendt presents the baffling paradox of a new phenomenon
which at one and the same time illustrates human inventiveness and is dedi-
cated to its destruction. Testimony to the contingency of human action,
which can bring forth utterly unexpected new things, the phenomenon rep-
resents a flight from contingency as individuals turn themselves and others
into flotsam and jetsam on the supposedly inexorable current of history.
Pursuit of total power leads to impotence: the faith that “everything is pos-
sible” only to the demonstration that “everything can be destroyed.”*!
Reflecting on the traditional assumption that “human nature” sets limits to
human power, she observes with bitter irony, “we have learned that the power
”22If men decide

to reduce themselves and others to beasts, nature will not stop them.

of man is so great that he really can be what he wishes to be.

Tracing the elements of totalitarianism

Starting from completely different backgrounds and circumstances, Nazism
and Stalinism had arrived at this same terminus, demonstrating that what
had happened under the two regimes could not be reduced to events within
the particular histories of Germany and Russia.?* The key factor making it
possible was in Arendt’s view the widespread experience of “superfluous-
ness,” which prepared the way for the concerted eradication of human indi-
viduality. “Political, social, and economic events everywhere are in a silent
conspiracy with totalitarian instruments devised for making men superflu-

ous.”*

Not only are uprooted people who have lost a stable human world
easy victims for terror, but loss of the world also damages people’s hold on
reality. Such people are receptive to ideologies that may be insane but are

at least consistent, and to movements that provide an alternative reality, a
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”25 Furthermore, breakdown of the stable human world

means loss of the institutional and psychological barriers that normally set

“fictitious world.

limits to what is possible. But what were the sources of these general condi-
tions and of the specific organizational methods used by totalitarian move-
ments and regimes? To what extent could the advent of this hurricane of
nihilism be explained?

Two thirds of Arendt’s long book is devoted to these questions. Not that
she was looking for “origins” in the sense of “causes” that made totalitarian-
ism happen or that could in principle have allowed it to be predicted. She
insisted that any such determinism was out of place in the realm of human
affairs, which is the arena of novel actions and unpredictable events.?* What
she offered instead was “a historical account of the elements which crystal-

?27 and her choice of “elements” has often sur-

lized into totalitarianism,
prised her readers. Her first section is concerned with the question why the
Jews in particular should have been singled out for destruction, a choice of
priorities that underlines her stress on Nazism in general and the death
camps in particular. But the heart of her argument lies in the second section,
on “Imperialism,” for (without ever suggesting that Nazism amounted to a
German copy of British imperialism) she argued that imperialism had set the
stage for totalitarianism and provided its perpetrators with useful precondi-
tions and precedents.

Before we consider these it is worth noting a few places where she does not
look for explanations. We have already seen her justification for leaving aside
the particular histories of Germany and Russia, in which others have tried to
find explanations for Nazism and Stalinism. More surprising is her neglect of
the personal role played by Hitler and Stalin and their responsibility or other-
wise for the catastrophic course of events. This is particularly striking in view
of the stress she places on the key position of the leader in totalitarian move-
ments and regimes,?® and even more so in the light of her own admission that
the Soviet Union was totalitarian only during Stalin’s rule.?” Unlike most theo-
rists of totalitarianism, finally, she does not seek for its origins in intellectual
sources. Even when, after publishing Totalitarianism, she set out to write a
companion volume tracing the roots of Stalinism, and conceded that features
of Marxist theory (and even of the whole Western tradition of political phi-
losophy) had helped to make it possible, she still denied any direct causation.’
Where the antecedents of Nazi racism were concerned she chronicled the the-
ories of Gobineau and others, but observed that “there is an abyss between
the men of brilliant and facile conceptions and men of brutal deeds and active
bestiality which no intellectual explanation is able to bridge.”3! Elsewhere she
wrote that “what is unprecedented in totalitarianism is not primarily its ideo-
logical content, but the event of totalitarian domination itself.”3?

30

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism

Nevertheless, that event could to some extent be made comprehensible by
looking at precedents for the modes of thinking, acting, and organizing
developed by totalitarian movements, and at processes that had prepared the
way for it by breaking down the political and social structures that would
have stood in its way. In Arendt’s view, both preconditions and precedents
were to be found in the economic, military, and political upheaval known as
“imperialism,” which had in the late nineteenth century seen European con-
quest of great tracts of the world in the wake of capitalist expansion, and
which had also disrupted European states,** economies, and societies. Much
of the story she tells is a tale of disrupted structures and uprooted people,
amounting to a massive loss of the human world of civilization. For to be
civilized human beings (not just members of the natural human species) we
need to inhabit a man-made world of stable structures. We need these to
hedge us about with laws, to bestow rights upon us, to give us a standing in
society from which we can form and voice opinions, to allow us access to the
common sense that comes with a shared reality.

Arendt maintained that most of the recruits to totalitarian movements
belonged to the “masses”: uprooted, disoriented people who no longer had
any clear sense of reality or self-interest because the world they had inhab-
ited had been destroyed by the upheavals of unemployment, inflation, war,
and revolution. But their condition was only one facet of a more widespread
experience of “superfluousness.” If these helpless, passive people were
ideally suited to mass membership of totalitarian movements, the leaders
and activists came from an older group of “superfluous” people whom
Arendt calls “the mob”: a criminal and violent underworld generated by the
unsettling dynamism of economic growth.’* Imperialism had exported
unscrupulous adventurers like these across the globe and offered them
“infinite possibilities for crimes committed in the spirit of play.”3 This nihi-
lism and its practices, reimported into Europe by movements seeking to
emulate imperialism, was one of the sources of totalitarian violence.

But why was it so easy for that violence to find victims on such a massive
scale? What happened to the European tradition of protecting individual
rights? Arendt finds part of the answer in a different experience of “super-
fluousness”: statelessness. One of the first moves the Nazis took on the road
to the “final solution of the Jewish question” was to deprive Jews of their cit-
izenship. They joined the increasing number of those who had become state-
less after the First World War. These were people who were not criminals but
had no rights and were not wanted by any government. In a chapter on “the
decline of the nation-state and the end of the rights of man,” she describes
how these events had exposed the fatal flaw of the classic European state.
Supposedly a civilized legal order committed to defending the rights of all its
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inhabitants, it was (when the crunch came) a national state, and only those
who could successfully claim membership of the nation had rights. Lacking
the rights bestowed by citizenship, “natural” human beings were simply a
nuisance, even in liberal states. “If the Nazis put a person in a concentration
camp and he made a successful escape, say, to Holland, the Dutch would put
him in an internment camp.”3® People who are “superfluous,” who have no
place in the world, are ideal victims for totalitarian terror.

One of Arendt’s main themes is the fragility of civilization and the ease
with which (even in the heart of Europe) it could be replaced by barbarism
once that protective world was swept away on a torrent of relentless dyna-
mism. She traces this obsessive motion back to the dynamics of the capital-
ist market, arguing like Marx that dynamism is the crucial characteristic of
capitalism, stemming from the conversion of solid property into fluid
wealth. Before the advent of capitalism property had been a force for social
and political stability, but once converted into capital it became mobile and
expansive, with no respect for established boundaries or institutions and no
natural limits. In nineteenth-century imperialism the economic imperative to
expand one’s capital came out of the boardroom, burst the bounds of the
nation-state and its institutions, and turned into “the limitless pursuit of
power after power that could roam and lay waste the whole globe.”?
“Expansion is everything,” said its representative figure, Cecil Rhodes. “I
would annex the planets if I could.”*® Arendt does not suggest that capital-
ism or any of the other sources she points to caused totalitarianism, only that
the latter’s startling novelty becomes more comprehensible in the light of

o

such precedents.

One of the most paradoxical features of totalitarian regimes was the spec-
tacle of dynamic leaders turning the world upside down while proclaiming
their belief in necessity. Looking for precedents for this strange combination
of activism with dedication to the service of an inexorable process, Arendt
finds them within the British Empire in the figures of the imperial bureaucrat
and the secret agent. Both lent their initiative, ingenuity, and idealism to
serving “the secret forces of history and necessity.”?® In order to obey the
empire’s “law of expansion”® they were prepared to break all ordinary laws,
illustrating one of the ways in which imperialism subverted political institu-
tions as well as undermining political responsibility,. Dynamic movement,
expansion for its own sake, submerged other considerations. But the most
distinctive imperialist precedent for Nazism was the development of racism,
which offered a way of gathering uprooted people into a community that
needed no stable institutional structures to hold them together. Within racist
movements, claim to membership in a superior community rested on what
one genetically is, not on anything one has done. Once established, ways of
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thinking and behaving that successfully denied the humanity of large sec-
tions of humanity were ready to be adopted in the practice of totalitarian
terror.

Why should the Jews in particular have been such prominent victims of
totalitarianism in its Nazi form? Arendt strongly resisted the notion that they
became victims simply by accident. Her argument is that in the Nazi case
anti-semitism became the “amalgamator” around which the other elements
of totalitarianism crystallized, because the Jews were uniquely entangled
with those elements in their peculiar relations with state and society. One
important strand in her argument is that the Jews themselves (like those ser-
vants of empire who went with the tide of events) had shown a want of polit-
ical responsibility. Another is that they had appeared to be a rootless
community based on race and secretly working for global power. Where
earlier anti-semites saw the Jews in this light and feared them, the Nazis saw
them as a rival master race, a model to be emulated and overtaken. To them,
“the Jews who have kept their identity without territory and without state,
appeared as the only people that seemingly was already organized as a racial
body politic. Modern anti-semitism wanted not only to exterminate world
Jewry but to imitate what it thought to be their organizational strength.”*

The lessons of Totalitarianism

Looking again at Arendt’s theory we can hardly fail to be struck by its
strangeness: the phenomenon she pictures is not only terrifying but weird
and senseless, much less comprehensible than that presented in the dominant
model. Totalitarianism as usually understood may be alarming but it also
seems a viable political system that may be a practical alternative to liberal
democracy. By contrast, Arendt describes a phenomenon that is purely
destructive and futile. Even in the first edition of her book, written while
Stalin was still alive and the defeat of Nazism very recent, she argued that it
might well be short-lived. Such a political hurricane cannot establish a stable
system; it must keep up its momentum toward world conquest or fizzle out.
Perhaps (she suggested) her own generation might see the end of it, as total-
itarianism disappeared, “leaving no other trace in the history of mankind
than exhausted peoples, economic and social chaos, political vacuum, and a
spiritual tabula rasa.”* Even so, it seemed to her a matter of vital signifi-
cance, for both practical and theoretical reasons.

The practical reason was that it might recur.®® “Totalitarianism became
this century’s curse only because it so terrifyingly took care of its prob-
lems,”* pointing toward a new and alarming set of predicaments. In the first
place, all this senseless destruction was connected with the increasingly
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widespread experience of “superfluousness.” Political upheaval, social root-
lessness, unemployment, overpopulation: all were combining to produce
increasing temptations to totalitarian solutions. But these new temptations
and opportunities were appearing in a world where human power and
human unwillingness to leave anything alone were greater than ever before,
and where, moreover, human beings are now so interconnected that all our
fates are bound up together. Responsibility for what happens across the
entire world must be shouldered by human beings, acting without traditional
authority to guide them. Arendt comments that “the greatness of this task is
crushing and without precedent.”®

The more theoretical reasons for trying to understand this new phenome-
non were twofold. The first is simply the human imperative to “come to
terms with and reconcile ourselves to reality” through understanding. “If we
want to be at home on this earth, even at the price of being at home in this
century, we must try to take part in the interminable dialogue with the
essence of totalitarianism.”* But the other reason is that these unprece-
dented and catastrophic events cast into relief important and neglected fea-
tures of the human condition. Running through the book, entwined with
Arendt’s diagnosis of totalitarianism, are clusters of general reflections,
many of them developed in her later work. One of these trains of thought
concerns our relation to nature and to the human world of civilization.
Reflecting on victims reduced in the camps to human beasts, on stateless
people discovering the emptiness of “natural” rights, on imperialist explora-
tions of the scope for barbarism at the edge of the human world, Arendt
came to the conclusion that “man’s ‘nature’ is only ‘human’ in so far as it
opens up to man the possibility of becoming something highly unnatural,
that is, a man.”¥ To be able to appear and act in our human plurality we need
the frame, the limits and the setting provided by the human world of civil-
ization, and that world is very fragile.

The fragility of the human world and the danger of losing its setting and
its limits links this theme to another cluster of reflections, this time on con-
tingency and novelty, freedom and necessity. The advent of totalitarianism
itself (as of imperialism and capitalism) was evidence of the human capac-
ity for novelty: anyone observing human affairs would do well to expect the
unexpected, and this is alarming as well as encouraging. For human initia-
tives set off processes that are hard to stop and that may threaten or under-
mine the stable human world. Because the future is open and human powers
are incalculable, we may destroy the world and ourselves, altering the condi-
tions of human life to the point where we turn ourselves into beasts. “Human
nature” itself is contingent and fragile, for totalitarianism and its antece-
dents show that we can perversely choose to embrace necessity and make
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ourselves and others slaves of supposedly necessary processes. Arendt saw in
modern conditions a vicious spiral, in which the human world is broken
apart by disruptive processes inadvertently set in motion (notably by the
growth of capitalism) and that breakdown itself facilitates more destructive
processes, partly because there are no longer solid institutions to stand in the
way of headlong change, and partly because uprooted people who have lost
their world and the common sense that goes with it are only too happy to
lose themselves in the momentum of a movement. Our only hope of escape
from this danger must lie in the capacity for a new beginning that lies in every
human birth.*

Totalitarianism as portrayed by Arendt was not a plague that had
descended on humanity from some external source. It was self-inflicted, the
outcome of human actions and the processes they set off, and part of the
story she tells is a classical tale of hubris followed by nemesis, as the quest
for total power leads to destruction. While totalitarian regimes were excep-
tional events, they were in her eyes the most extreme example of a phenom-
enon that was alarmingly common in the modern world, as men set off
destructive processes, and then (instead of trying to check them) do their best
to speed these processes along. The most obviously dangerous examples are
in science and technology.* Optimistic humanists suppose that what is
gained by these developments is an increase in collective human power.
“Everything is possible,” and we can remake the world to suit ourselves. But
that is to mistake action for fabrication and fail to see the significance of
human plurality, which means that there is no collective subject, no “human-
ity” to exercise such power. All that happens when a process of this sort is set
off and helped on its way is that the human world and all those in it are put
at risk. Much of The Human Condition is concerned with the most far-
reaching of these processes; economic modernization, which pulverizes the
human artifice and casts off ever more “superfluous” human beings as it pro-
ceeds.

All theories of totalitarianism are dialectical, diagnosing an evil and ipso
facto positing a good, but in most cases the dialectical opposites are con-
ceived as rival political systems: totalitarianism casts into relief the virtues of
pluralist democracy. The dialectic of Arendt’s theory is more radical. What
her analysis throws into relief is the political condition itself. Reading her
later work in the context of Totalitarianism underlines the point that her
account of the human condition is as much concerned with its limits as with
its possibilities, including the limits and dangers of action. The only answer
to the contemporary predicament lay, in her view, in affirming and putting
our faith in the aspect of the human condition that totalitarianism had
denied: human plurality, the fact that “not a single man but Men inhabit the
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earth.”’° If human beings stop worshiping necessity and recognize their own
limited powers to establish “lasting institutions™' by making and keeping
promises, they can “give laws to the world”*? and bestow on one another
rights not given by nature. The lesson totalitarianism teaches is the vital
importance of politics as the arena of initiatives and agreements among
plural human beings and the space in which the unique individuality denied
by totalitarianism can appear.

Totalitarianism in retrospect

No one can deny that Arendt’s meditations on totalitarianism produced a
rich harvest of political ideas, but how does her theory look in the light of
half a century of controversy and historical research? Generalized comments
on the defects of “the totalitarian model” tend to pass it by.*> Nevertheless it
is open to discussion at a number of levels. With hindsight we can distinguish
three different aspects of Arendt’s enterprise. She was in the first place con-
cerned to identify and describe events that called for understanding because
they were new, dreadful, and baffling. Secondly she offered an account of a
general phenomenon, “totalitarianism,” as a way of getting an intellectual
grip on those events, and thirdly she pointed to sources and precedents that
might make their advent more comprehensible.

The first aspect of her theory is simply her focus on events that pose a key
problem for political understanding: the perpetration of ideologically jus-
tified mass murder under two opposed regimes. Contrary to common belief
she does not pretend that Nazism and Stalinism were overwhelmingly
similar.®* What strikes her is precisely the fact that in spite of the many
genuine differences between them, the two regimes committed similarly
incomprehensible crimes, and as far as this point is concerned she seems to
be on strong ground. In retrospect, the activities of both regimes seem as
appalling and baffling now as they did in 1951, and the collapse of commu-
nism has indeed focused renewed attention on the parallels.

Interestingly, a number of recent descriptions given by historians are strik-
ingly evocative of Arendt’s account. The very strangeness of her picture of
totalitarianism seems more adequate than most to the events with which she
was concerned, especially in relation to Nazism. One of the leading scholars
in the field tells us that “her emphasis on the radicalizing, dynamic, and
structure-destroying inbuilt characteristics of Nazism has been amply borne
out by later research.”* Her account of colossal human expendability for the
sake of senseless motion seems to get close to the experience of those caught
up in the frantic momentum of the regimes. Hans Mommsen speaks of
“cumulative radicalisation and progressive self-destruction as structural

36

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism

736 and observes that “Nazi politics

determinants of the Nazi dictatorship,
unleashed an unbridled political, economic and military dynamic with
unprecedented destructive energy, while proving incapable of creating lasting
political structures.” For Michael Mann, Nazism and Stalinism alike offer
two of the rare examples of “regimes of continuous revolution,” character-
ized by extraordinary levels of terror and a “persistent rejection of institu-
tional compromise.”” Treated simply as a piece of historical description,
then, Arendt’s improbable picture of a political hurricane of frantic, irra-
tional, nihilistic motion, shapeless and incapable of anything but destruc-
tion, seems to have some scholarly support, underlining her fundamental
claim that what happened challenges our understanding of politics and of
human potentialities.*®

The second aspect, her attempt to get an intellectual grip on these events
through her analysis of “totalitarianism” as a general phenomenon, is much
more controversial. In the (post-Origins) essays that contain her most expli-
citly theoretical accounts® she made it clear that she was consciously follow-
ing in the footsteps of Montesquieu, adding a generalized account of a new
kind of regime to the typology of “republic,” “monarchy,” and “despotism”
he had provided two hundred years earlier.®” Montesquieu had distinguished
the familiar forms of government by analyzing the “nature” of each and the
guiding “principle” that set it in motion,®! and Arendt believed that in doing
so he had shown how these age-old forms of government were anchored in
different aspects of the fundamental experience of human plurality from
which politics arises.®> Her claim is that totalitarianism must also be recog-
nized as a distinct phenomenon with a determinate nature and mode of func-
tioning, which is despite its novelty also based on a fundamental human
experience — the quintessentially modern experience of worldless “loneli-
ness.” It is clear, in other words, that when she uses the general term “total-
itarianism,” it does not indicate an abstract Weberian ideal-type used simply
to aid research into particular cases. Instead she is engaged in an explicit
attempt to recognize and understand a new phenomenon that has appeared
in the world, manifested in certain aspects and activities of the Nazi and
Stalinist regimes.

Vivid and haunting as her account is, it creates its own problems. The most
serious is that she appears at times to reify “totalitarianism” and treat it as a
subject with intentions of its own, as when she says that “totalitarianism
strives not toward despotic rule over men, but toward a system in which
men are superfluous.”® How are we to make sense of this? There are unde-
niable difficulties of interpretation here, and the account I shall offer is to
some degree conjectural.®* However, I think there may be a way of reading
such passages that is consistent with Arendt’s continual insistence on the
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contingency of events and on human responsibility for human actions. This
reading treats her theoretical analysis of totalitarianism as an account of the
logic of a situation in which modern human beings (especially but not exclu-
sively those caught up in the regimes of Hitler and Stalin) are liable to find
themselves. According to the logic of this situation, and given certain aims,
experiences, and deficiencies, people will tend to find themselves falling into
certain patterns of behavior without consciously intending this, but also
without being nudged into line by the Cunning of Reason.® Arendt gives
color to this interpretation when she points out how remarkable it was that
the very different regimes of Hitler and Stalin should have converged on the
practice of similarly senseless terror;®® when she speaks of the camps as
“laboratories” carrying out “experiments” in the possibilities of domina-
tion, and when she says that totalitarian leaders only gradually discovered
just what was involved in the course on which they had embarked.®” On this
reading, totalitarianism represents not so much a conscious project as the set
of grooves into which people are likely to find themselves sliding if they come
to politics with certain sorts of aims, experiences, and deficiencies, all of
them characteristic of modernity. Foremost among the aims is a quest for
omnipotence fueled by the belief that everything is possible and by “modern
man’s deep-rooted suspicion of everything he did not make himself.”*® The
central experience is loneliness — that experience of “uprootedness and
superfluousness”®
logicality as a substitute for the lost world of common sense and reality. The
key deficiency is the loss of the world itself, the stable human world of civil-
ization that anchors human beings in a common experience of reality and

that makes people cling to movements and to ideological

hedges a space of free action with necessary limits and laws.

Reading Arendt’s theory in this way perhaps enables us to see Nazism and
Stalinism neither as incarnations of an alien presence, vehicles through
which the monster “totalitarianism” worked its mysterious will, nor as
systems deliberately created by the demonic will of larger-than-life leaders,
but as horrors bizarrely disproportionate to the human stature of their per-
petrators, results of a great many people taking the line of least resistance
and following the logic of their situation. In these particular cases (for con-
tingent reasons to do with the aftermath of war and revolution) loss of the
world and its restraints made it particularly easy to slip into the grooves of
totalitarian practices, which converge on the elimination of human plurality.
Having separately discovered the power that could be generated through the
organization of uprooted masses, and concurrently hit upon the core of
mindless logic at the heart of ideology, Hitler and Stalin (confirmed in their
belief that everything is possible) found themselves presiding over regimes of
terror that reduced human beings to beasts.
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An interpretation along these lines also helps to answer critics of the third
aspect of her enterprise, which concerns the sources and precedents (not
causes) of totalitarianism. As many commentators have pointed out, its
apparent weakness is the lack of symmetry between the sources of Nazism
and of Stalinism. While she may be right to point out that the Nazis drew on
precedents set by the European overseas empires,”® where Stalinism is con-
cerned such precedents fade into insignificance beside more specific factors
ranging from Russian political traditions and Leninist ideology to Stalin’s
paranoia and the legacy of the Civil War.”! But if Arendt was talking not
about causes but about contingent responses to the logic of a modern situa-
tion, such objections have less relevance. Although her theory was initially
formulated in response to the experience of Nazism, convergent Stalinist
experience could on this view only add confirmation. In revolutionary Russia
just as much as in Nazi Germany, the aim of omnipotence, the experience of
uprootedness, and the deficiency of a world that had been shattered were
amply present, allowing Stalin (like Hitler) to stumble into totalitarianism.

Half a century later, similar aims, experiences, and deficiencies have not
gone away. Should we therefore treat Arendt’s account of totalitarianism as
a diagnosis of a continuing danger? Or did her proximity to the disasters of
mid-twentieth-century Europe distort her perspective? Despite Mao’s
Cultural Revolution, Cambodia’s Year Zero, and assorted horrors from
Rwanda to Bosnia, the past half century has been less grim than Arendt
anticipated, especially in Europe. Part of the reason for this (again, especially
in Europe) was that some people did make good use of the political capac-
ities for forgiving and promising, and for erecting “lasting institutions” on
which she laid such stress. But another very important reason for the success
of these endeavors was surely the long post-war economic boom, which
made it much easier for people relieved from the pressure of necessity to
rebuild the human world.”? Reassessing Arendt’s hostile characterization of
capitalism in the light of these developments, we may observe that in giving
rise to so much economic growth capitalism may have prevented political
catastrophes rather than facilitated them. She might answer, though, that the
process of economic modernization does not stand still, but (aided by mil-
lions of willing servants of necessity) continues on its apparently inexorable
path, destroying traditional worlds and uprooting millions, generating
“superfluous” people as well as bringing unprecedented riches to others.
Despite the defeat of the imperialist politics and racist ideology that pro-
vided the setting for Nazism, and the Leninist project that gave Stalin his
chance, the possibility of a global recession on a scale much greater than that
in the 1930s makes it unwise to assume that nothing like the political disas-
ters of those years could happen again.
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Looking around us at a time when ideological politics is discredited, and
when free market liberalism has thawed frozen political systems and set them
in motion, we might suppose (following more orthodox theories of totalitar-
ianism) that the omens for the twenty-first century are encouraging. But
Arendt’s theory gives us no such grounds for complacency. Brilliant and
baffling in equal proportions, it cannot yet be safely laid to rest.
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RONALD BEINER

Arendt and nationalism

There really is such a thing as freedom here [in America]. ... The repub-
lic is not a vapid illusion, and the fact that there is no national state and
no truly national tradition creates an atmosphere of freedom . . .

letter to Karl Jaspers, January 29, 1946

“love of the Jews” would appear to me, since I am myself Jewish, as
something rather suspect. I cannot love myself or anything which I know
is part and parcel of my own person.

letter to Gershom Scholem, July 24, 1963

Hannah Arendt is sometimes regarded as an important source of, or inspira-
tion behind, contemporary communitarian political thought.! There is some
measure of truth to this view, but to think of her political theory as distinc-
tively communitarian is more than a little misleading. For what characterizes
communitarianism as a philosophical challenge to liberalism is a highlight-
ing of how the self is constituted by collective or group identity, and an argu-
ment that insufficient concern with thick shared identities marks a central
deficiency of liberal-individualist conceptions of political community. If,
however, a properly communitarian argument emphasizes the collective con-
stitution of selfhood, and the political salience of the shared identity so con-
stituted, one would expect communitarians to exhibit significant sympathy
for the politics of nationalism — a form of politics that places shared identity
and thick communal attachments at the very core of its understanding of
political life.? Yet, as we shall see, Arendt’s thought shows itself to be, in this
respect, pronouncedly anti-communitarian. Thus an examination of
Arendt’s stance toward nationalism should help to clarify those aspects of her
thought that are located at the furthest remove from specifically communi-
tarian concerns. Though the Arendtian and communitarian critiques of lib-
eralism do overlap in important ways, there is a fundamental respect in which
Arendt’s criticisms of liberalism are motivated by a very different set of theo-
retical concerns than those characteristic of the communitarian critique.’
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The easiest entry-point into the Arendtian view of nationalism is to look at
her stance toward contemporary Zionism.* Zionism is a classic species of
nationalist politics because it makes a shared experience of Jewish national
belonging the foundation of a claim to statehood, and it makes shared
nationality the pivot of an entire political universe. Arendt’s political writ-
ings of the mid to late 1940s on the problem of Jewish politics sound a con-
sistent theme. In these writings, notably in four important articles analyzing
developments in the Zionist movement in the crucial lead-up to the forma-
tion of the State of Israel, Arendt presents Zionist politics as having opted
for an obsolete conception of political community, and thereby betrayed
both the genuine aspirations of an oppressed people and its own better
impulses.® Arendt seems to suggest that in the epoch in which it first arose,
namely the nineteenth century, nationalism offered a coherent and quite
attractive political doctrine: after referring to nationalism as “this once great
and revolutionary principle of the national organization of peoples,” she
claims that it becomes a force of evil once political circumstances change
such that the nationalist principle “could no longer either guarantee true sov-
ereignty of the people within or establish a just relationship among different
peoples beyond the national borders.”® Therefore the first thing to under-
stand about Zionism is its ideological character, where for her ideology is
more or less synonymous with the distortion of political reality. The Zionism
of those “who may be truly called political Zionists,” as distinct from the
basically non-political idealists who comprised the kibbutz movement,
belongs, she writes, “to those nineteenth-century political movements that
carried ideologies, Weltanschauungen, keys to history, in their portmanteaus
... it shares with [socialism or nationalism] the sad fate of having outlived
their political conditions only to stalk together like living ghosts amid the
ruins of our times.””

Arendt’s essential view of Zionism is that it is a “sectarian ideology,”
employing the “categories and methods of the nineteenth century,” and that
it needs urgently to reconsider “its whole obsolete set of doctrines.”® Herzl,
she suggests, was a political thinker shaped by the political realities of the
nineteenth century, and therefore his political vision “could hardly express
itself in any other form than that of the nation-state. In his period, indeed,
the claim for national self-determination of peoples was almost self-evident
justice as far as the oppressed peoples of Europe were concerned, and so
there was nothing wrong or absurd in a demand made by Jews for the same
kind of emancipation and freedom.”® This being so, Herzl could not be
blamed for having failed to foresee “that the whole structure of sovereign

national states, great and small, would crumble within another fifty years.”1°
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The main problem with the Zionist movement was the unfortunate fact of
bad timing: Zionism “did not ask for a state at a time when it might have
been granted by everybody, but did ask for one only when the whole concept
of national sovereignty had become a mockery.”'! Again, Arendt insists that
nationalism is “outdated” because what has been witnessed in our time is
“the catastrophic decline of the national-state system”: Europe has come to
the unavoidable realization “that the national state is neither capable of pro-
tecting the existence of the nation nor able to guarantee the sovereignty of
the people.”!? These passages were written before Zionism achieved its
objective of securing its own nation-state, and more than four decades before
the end of the Cold War gave dramatically new impetus to the nation-state
principle. Arendt claims that the way in which Herzl formulated his demand
for a Jewish state, namely by an appeal to national self-determination, shows
just how time-bound his political thinking was.'? In retrospect, it is hard not
to conclude that Arendt was much more time-bound in her dismissal of the
nation-state principle than Herzl was in his embrace of it.

Central to her analysis is the conception of a kind of Zionism, seized on
by intellectual elites, that involved kowtowing to Great Powers and selling
out to imperialist potentates in the hopes of securing a quick and easy short-
cut to a European-style nation-state in Palestine.!* She thinks that twentieth-
century Zionists fell for “the delusion of nationhood,” in the sense of a
political ideal that was no longer meaningful, and that Zionist leaders put
themselves at the service of imperialist interests in order to reassure them-
selves that the delusion was still an attainable goal." To this she opposes
what she thinks could have been a more authentically revolutionary move-
ment of Jewish political emancipation (although she is vague about the
content of this more revolutionary Zionist politics).!® She writes that “all
those national-revolutionary movements of small European peoples whose
situation was equally one of social as of national oppression” embodied a
healthy amalgam of socialism and nationalism; but in the case of Zionism,
there was from the outset an unfortunate split “between the social-revolu-
tionary forces which had sprung from the east European masses” and the
Herzlian ambition for strictly national emancipation.'”

The historically dominant Zionism was an elite contrivance that passed
over “the genuine national revolutionary movement which sprang from the
Jewish masses.”!® “The alternative to the road that Herzl marked out, and
Weizmann followed through to the bitter end, would have been to organize
the Jewish people in order to negotiate on the basis of a great revolutionary
movement. This would have meant an alliance with all progressive forces in
Europe”; what was actually unfolded in the Zionist movement of the first
half of the twentieth century was the dismaying “spectacle of a national
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movement that, starting out with such an idealistic élan, sold out at the very
first moment to the powers-that-be — that felt no solidarity with other
oppressed peoples whose cause, though historically otherwise conditioned,
was essentially the same — that endeavored even in the morning-dream of
freedom and justice to compromise with the most evil forces of our time by
taking advantage of imperialistic interests.”!® In short, “the true revolution-
ary possibilities of Zionism for Jewish life” came to be sacrificed by the
machinations of the Zionist leadership.?’ All of this appears to suggest that,
in Arendt’s view, there was the possibility of a kind of Jewish nationalist pol-
itics that would be genuinely emancipatory, focused on a broader social-
revolutionary agenda, but that these possibilities were sabotaged by the
sell-out mentality of Zionist leaders: contingent political choices were made
that channeled the movement into a course of political action defined by a
more narrowly nationalist ideology. In a sense, and one not without paradox,
it more or less follows from Arendt’s argument that nationalism was the
undoing of Zionism.?!

Another constant theme of her Jewish political writings is the disastrous-
ness of the ambition for a uni-national state, and not just the desirability of,
but the imperative need for, Jewish—Arab federalism. This line of criticism
clearly cuts more deeply at the very heart of a nationalist politics. The essen-
tial thrust of Arendt’s critique of Zionism in these writings is that instead of
preoccupying themselves with how their political project stood in relation to
the Great Powers of the time, Zionists ought to have paid more attention to
the problem of building relations of trust with their Arab neighbours.
Indeed, the “good” Zionists (supported politically by Arendt) did just that.
The problem is that the good Zionists (notably, the Thud group led by Judah
L. Magnes) were marginal to the main Zionist movement, and became stead-
ily more marginal. As Palestinian Jewry moved closer to statehood, Arendt’s
unhappiness with the Zionist project increased rather than diminished. In
the wake of the UN’s 1947 endorsement of the partition of Palestine and for-
mation of a Jewish state, she remained opposed to partition and opposed to
creation of a Jewish state.?> She deeply regretted the evaporation of a non-
Zionist opposition within Jewish politics that would formulate alternative
political visions.?® “With the support of a Jewish state by the great powers,
the non-Zionists believed themselves refuted by reality itself.”?*

Obviously, with the unfolding of events, there came a time when Arendt
had to recognize that her own non-Zionism was refuted by reality, but in 1948
she was still a non-Zionist.? Part of the story here, of course, was simply
fear about wagering all on a Jewish—Arab war that the Jews after all might
have lost, with incalculable consequences for the identity and even continued
existence of the Jewish people; the stakes were simply too high to risk

47

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO HANNAH ARENDT

another (post-Holocaust) catastrophe.?® And even if the Jews were to win the
war, the creation of a garrison state surrounded by a sea of Arab hostility
would consume all Jewish energies, and therefore undo what was already
most impressive in the accomplishments of the Jewish community in
Palestine, such as the kibbutz movement.” It is in this sense that she writes:
“at this moment and under present circumstances a Jewish state can only be
erected at the price of the Jewish homeland.”?® However, it seems fair to cat-
egorize these as prudential considerations: weighing up risks, balancing
gains against losses; one might say that alongside (or perhaps underlying)
these judgments, Arendt has a more principled basis for resisting the idea of
a Jewish nation-state. She is profoundly committed to Jewish—Arab federal-
ism, and even as Jewish—Arab warfare escalated in Palestine, she refused to
give up on the notion that a kind of political community could be constituted
in Palestine founded on concrete experiences of Jewish—Arab friendship and
cooperation. Arendt concludes her article “To Save the Jewish Homeland”
with a statement of principles that lays out clearly enough her alternative
(non-Zionist) vision of Palestine: “[t]he real goal of the Jews in Palestine is
the building up of a Jewish homeland. This goal must never be sacrificed to
the pseudo-sovereignty of a Jewish state”; “[t]he independence of Palestine
can be achieved only on a solid basis of Jewish—Arab cooperation.”? The
ultimate goal is a “federated structure [resting on] Jewish—Arab community
councils”: “[lJocal self-government and mixed Jewish—Arab municipal and
rural councils, on a small scale and as numerous as possible.”® Again, part
of the argument is a prudential one: Palestine is so small a territory that par-
tition would leave two political communities, neither of which would be
really viable and capable of meaningful independence.’! “National sove-
reignty which so long had been the very symbol of free national development
has become the greatest danger to national survival for small nations.”3?
However, the deeper argument is straightforwardly normative: the world
needs to be shown that two very different peoples are capable of cooperat-
ing within the compass of a bi-national political community.*

As seems entirely fitting for works of political journalism, Arendt’s argu-
ments appear highly historicized and contextual. If uni-national statehood
is a disaster for small nations contesting a crowded territory, does national-
ism continue to be a legitimate principle for large nations commanding a
more expansive territory? If nationalist leaders were less interested in cutting
deals with the big powers of the day and were more concerned with demo-
cratic mobilization, would that redeem their nationalism? If nationalism
shows itself to be a species of ideological delusion because it no longer fits
the political realities of twentieth-century political life, does that mean that
the argument against nationalism is a historically specific one rather than
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one at the level of universal principles? The core of Arendt’s challenge to the
nation-state concerns its alleged obsolescence.?* But as a political thinker
who herself put abundant theoretical energies into championing arguably
obsolete forms of political community, it is far from clear why this histori-
cist standard should be normatively decisive.®

It seems clear that Arendt wanted Jewish politics but not Jewish nationalism,
wanted a Jewish homeland but not a Jewish nation-state. To what extent are
these the theoretical judgments of a political philosopher as opposed to the
“merely” political judgments of a political onlooker and somewhat engaged
political actor? To be sure, Arendt felt only a weak identity as a political phi-
losopher, and the badge of the political philosopher was one she was reluc-
tant to wear.’® Be that as it may, if we seek a more general theoretical ground
for her anti-nationalism, we ought to turn to her analyses of national move-
ments and the nation-state in the middle volume of her towering historical-
theoretical work, The Origins of Totalitarianism. The work as a whole is
directed at showing how modern ideologies disfigure political life, and
Arendt is in no doubt that nationalism counts as a full-fledged ideology in
her culpable sense.

Arendt’s main discussion of nationalism occurs in the context of a narra-
tive explaining how the late-nineteenth-century to early-twentieth-century
pan-movements (Pan-German and Pan-Slav) contributed to the horrors of
the totalitarian movements. Her basic idea is that there is an intrinsic and
deep tension (if not a contradiction)¥ between “nation” and “state” in the
synthetic idea of a nation-state, and when confronted with the evil dyna-
mism of the pan-movements and then full-blown totalitarianism, this
tension was intensified to the point where the nation-state itself as it were
exploded. According to Arendt, the pan-movements used claims to national
rights to self-determination as “a comfortable smoke screen” for national-
imperial expansionism.*® While these movements borrowed their means of
self-legitimation from nationalist ideology by claiming “to unite all people
of similar folk origin, independent of history and no matter where they hap-
pened to live,” they in fact embodied a “contempt for the narrowness of the
nation-state.”?’ Once the existing state system proved itself unable to contain
this imperialistic nationalism, the way was clear for totalitarian movements
to finish off the job of demolishing the very idea of a nation-state that claims
to offer protection for its national citizens and respects the right of other
nation-states to do likewise. The nation-state (with its defining idea of
nation-based citizenship) both contributed to, and was ultimately the help-
less victim of, much more dangerous and predatory ideologies that simply
trampled over the mere state. The simplest way in which to encapsulate
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Arendt’s analysis is to say that the pairing of the state with the nation sets in
motion a dialectic whose eventual outcome is the destruction of the state as
a moral-juridical shelter for its citizens. Nationalism is a pathology of citi-
zenship that, having subordinated the state to the idea of the nation, gener-
ates a further pathology in a more expansionary notion of nationhood
surpassing the boundaries (and therefore the moral limits) of the state: with
this double pathology, the nation-state itself gets utterly subverted.
Therefore, following through this evil dialectic requires us to rethink the
whole idea of the nation-state (and ideally, to conceive other non-national
forms of political association as a basis for citizenship).

Having offered a quick overview, let us now look more closely at how
Arendt understands this tension between state and nation at the heart of the
nation-state idea. Arendt begins with a contrast between what she calls
“Western nationalism” and what she calls “tribal nationalism” — corre-
sponding more or less to what is now standardly referred to as the distinc-

tion between civic nationalism and ethnic nationalism.*

The nation-state, with its claim to popular representation and national sove-
reignty, as it had developed since the French revolution through the nineteenth
century, was the result of a combination of two factors that were still separate
in the eighteenth century and remained separate in Russia and Austria-
Hungary: nationality and state. Nations entered the scene of history and were
emancipated when peoples had acquired a consciousness of themselves as cul-
tural and historical entities, and of their territory as a permanent home, where
history had left its visible traces, whose cultivation was the product of the
common labor of their ancestors and whose future would depend upon the

course of a common civilization.*!

The fact that the process of fusing state and nationality commences with the
French Revolution’s assertion of popular sovereignty explains why Arendt
742 (that is, the par-
adigm of Western nationalism, not tribal nationalism). “Sociologically the

consistently refers to France as the “nation par excellence

nation-state was the body politic of the European emancipated peasant
classes . . . Western nationalism . . . was the product of firmly rooted and
emancipated peasant classes.”* Conversely, “in the Eastern and Southern
European regions the establishment of nation-states failed because they
could not fall back upon firmly rooted peasant classes.”** In these regions of
Europe, the “peasant classes had not struck deep roots in the country and
were not on the verge of emancipation . . . consequently, their national
quality appeared to be much more a portable private matter, inherent in their
very personality, than a matter of public concern and civilization . . . they had
no country, no state, no historic achievement to show but could only point
to themselves, and that meant, at best, to their language . . . at worst, to their
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Slavic, or Germanic, or God-knows-what soul.”* With the constant chang-
ing of frontiers and continuous migration of populations, “no conditions
existed for the realization of the Western national trinity of people-territory-
state.”*® Tribal nationalism, she concludes, “grew out of this atmosphere of

rootlessness.” (

And it was this sort of nationalism, in turn, that provided a
breeding-ground for totalitarianism.)
Leaving aside this pathological variant of nationalism, Arendt sees still grave

problems in the nation-state idea even in its best (that is, Western) version:

[TThe state inherited as its supreme function the protection of all inhabitants
in its territory no matter what their nationality, and was supposed to act as a
supreme legal institution. The tragedy of the nation-state was that the people’s
rising national consciousness interfered with these functions. In the name of
the will of the people the state was forced to recognize only ‘nationals’ as cit-
izens, to grant full civil and political rights only to those who belonged to the
national community by right of origin and fact of birth. This meant that the
state was partly transformed from an instrument of law into an instrument of

the nation.*

In short, the state was conquered by the nation —that is, the nation, in appro-
priating the state for national purposes, diverted the state from functions
that are proper to it qua state. Arendt relates this development politically to
the downfall of absolute monarchy and sociologically to the rise of classes:
“The only remaining bond between the citizens of a nation-state without a
monarch to symbolize their essential community, seemed to be national, that
is, common origin . . . [and] in a century when every class and section in the
population was dominated by class or group interest, the interest of the
nation as a whole was supposedly guaranteed in a common origin, which
sentimentally expressed itself in nationalism.”® She also relates it to liberal
individualism, and to a simultaneous centralization of state administration:
“It seemed to be the will of the nation that the state protect it from the con-
sequences of its social atomization . . . only a strongly centralized adminis-
tration . . . could counterbalance the centrifugal forces constantly produced
in a class-ridden society. Nationalism, then, became the precious cement for
binding together a centralized state and an atomized society.”°

What ensues is what Arendt characterizes as a “secret conflict between
state and nation” that was coeval with “the very birth of the modern nation-
state, when the French Revolution combined the declaration of the Rights of
Man with the demand for national sovereignty”:

The same essential rights were at once claimed as the inalienable heritage of
all human beings and as the specific heritage of specific nations, the same
nation was at once declared to be subject to laws, which supposedly would
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flow from the Rights of Man, and sovereign, that is, bound by no universal
law and acknowledging nothing superior to itself. The practical outcome of
this contradiction was that from then on human rights were protected and
enforced only as national rights and that the very institution of a state, whose
supreme task was to protect and guarantee man his rights as man, as citizen
and as national, lost its legal, rational appearance and could be interpreted by
the romantics as the nebulous representative of a ‘national soul’ which
through the very fact of its existence was supposed to be beyond or above the
law. National sovereignty, accordingly, lost its original connotation of
freedom of the people and was being surrounded by a pseudomystical aura of
lawless arbitrariness.’!

Nationalism, she concludes, “is essentially the expression of this perversion
of the state into an instrument of the nation and the identification of the
citizen with the member of the nation.”*

Crucial to this whole analysis is the idea of “the conquest of the state by
the nation,”? a notion that Arendt draws from J.-T. Delos, and in a highly
sympathetic review of Delos’s two-volume work La Nation, Arendt provides
additional formulations of the state—nation tension.>* She writes: “The fun-
damental political reality of our time is determined by two facts: on the one
hand, it is based upon ‘nations’ and, on the other, it is permanently disturbed
and thoroughly menaced by ‘nationalism’”; therefore we need “to find a
political principle which would prevent nations from developing nationalism
and would thereby lay the fundamentals of an international community,
capable of presenting and protecting the civilization of the modern world.”*
Nation and state represent opposing principles:

a people becomes a nation when [it arrives at a historical consciousness of
itself]; as such it is attached to the soil which is the product of past labor and
where history has left its traces. It represents the ‘milieu’ into which man is
born, a closed society to which one belongs by right of birth. The state on the
other hand is an open society, ruling over a territory where its power protects
and makes the law. As a legal institution, the state knows only citizens no
matter of what nationality; its legal order is open to all who happen to live on
its territory.>

Here, contrary to how Arendt elsewhere depicts the relation between the
state and the nation, it is suggested that it is the “open” power-seeking of the
state that encourages expansionary ambitions on the part of the nation,
whereas the nation, as a “closed” community, is wedded to its own territory.
Hence “[t]he old dream of the innate pacifism of the nations whose very lib-
eration would guarantee an era of peace and welfare was not all humbug.”*”
However, reversing direction, she immediately goes on to present the nation

as the more sinister partner in this unhappy alliance:
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The conquest of the state through the nation started with the declaration of
the sovereignty of the nation. This was the first step transforming the state into
an instrument of the nation which finally has ended in those totalitarian forms
of nationalism in which all laws and the legal institutions of the state as such
are interpreted as a means for the welfare of the nation. It is therefore quite
erroneous to see the evil of our times in a deification of the state. It is the nation
which has usurped the traditional place of God and religion.>

So there seems to be a genuine vacillation here on the question of whether
the state corrupts the nation or the nation corrupts the state. In any case, the
fusion of state and nation is a fatal one, with the imperialistic ambitions of
the state henceforth claimed (and with greater potential for evil) on behalf
of the nation.

“There is little doubt that civilization will be lost if after destroying the
first forms of totalitarianism we do not succeed in solving the basic problems
of our political structures.”® Arendt’s reference to “first” forms of totalitar-
ianism clearly implies that the process whereby nationalism turned into
fascism, the nation-state turned into the totalitarian state, can be replicated
unless the nationalist bacillus can be neutralized. How can this be done? The
key here is once again to drive a wedge between state and nation: “The state,
far from being identical with the nation, is the supreme protector of a law
which guarantees man his rights as man, his rights as citizen and his rights
as a national . . . Of these rights, only the rights of man and citizen are
primary rights whereas the rights of nationals are derived and implied in
them.”®® “While these distinctions between the citizen and the national,
between the political order and the national one, would take the wind out of
the sails of nationalism, by putting man as a national in his right place in
public life, the larger political needs of our civilization . . . would be met with
the idea of federation. Within federated structures, nationality would
become a personal status rather than a territorial one.”®!

In her 1967 preface to volume 11 of The Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt
states that the volume on Imperialism “tells the story of the disintegration of
the nation state.”®* What does it mean to assert that the nation-state as such
has disintegrated? Arendt attempts to answer this question in an important
chapter entitled “The Decline of the Nation-State and the End of the Rights
of Man.”® The most obvious problem with a system of nation-states in
Europe following the First World War was that with all the minorities who
could not possibly be accommodated by the nation-state principle, one had
a vast number of “nationally frustrated peoples.”®* And since the nation-
state model furnished by the French Revolution had promulgated the notion
of the inseparability of human rights and national sovereignty, the tens of
millions of nationless people in Europe were also in principle rightless,
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because the nation-state principle had left them without an effective politi-
cal guarantor of their rights. An equally (or in fact much more) grave
problem was the situation of those suffering wholesale population transfers,
peoples who were “repatriated” without a national home where they could
be properly patriated.® If national minorities were “half stateless,” the
masses of deported refugees and de-naturalized aliens were completely state-
less with respect to the protection of fundamental rights.®® The idea of
human rights that was born with the French Revolution was intended to be
universal. But the states that embraced these doctrines of human rights were
decidedly not universal, and the evolution of the state into the nation-state
gave a correspondingly national definition to the scope of the community
whose human rights were to be enforced. Those who found themselves
lacking their own nation-states (again, a considerable proportion of the pop-
ulation of Europe) also discovered that “universal” human rights had a very
insecure application to them, to put it mildly. The Rights of Man signified an
assertion of ultimate human sovereignty, but

man had hardly appeared as a completely emancipated, completely isolated
being who carried his dignity within himself without reference to some larger
encompassing order, when he disappeared again into a member of a people.
From the beginning the paradox involved in the declaration of inalienable
human rights was that it reckoned with an ‘abstract’ human being who seemed
to exist nowhere . . . The whole question of human rights, therefore, was
quickly and inextricably blended with the question of national emancipation;
only the emancipated sovereignty of the people, of one’s own people, seemed
to be able to insure them. As mankind, since the French Revolution, was con-
ceived in the image of a family of nations, it gradually became self-evident that

the people, and not the individual, was the image of man.?”

The Rights of Man, after all, had been defined as “inalienable” because they
were supposed to be independent of all governments; but it turned out that the
moment human beings lacked their own government . . . no authority was left
to protect them and no institution was willing to guarantee them.®

This “identification of the rights of man with the rights of peoples”® did not
escape the attention of those who it left undefended, namely the minorities
and the stateless. They themselves became convinced “that loss of national
rights was identical with loss of human rights, that the former inevitably
entailed the latter. The more they were excluded from right in any form, the
more they tended to look for a reintegration into a national, into their own
national community.””® The widespread condition of degraded rights for
minorities and rightlessness for the stateless in the twentieth century (con-
tinuing right up to our own day) establishes beyond a possibility of dispute
the legitimacy of those anxieties. Thus the lesson of the ghastly politics of
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our century seems to be that supposedly universal human rights are mean-
ingless unless rooted in a national community that is committed to enforc-
ing these rights for its co-nationals; the fundamental “right to have rights””!
presupposes some particular state agency that will guarantee human rights
only for those it considers to be properly its own members. “[L]oss of
national rights in all instances [entailed] the loss of human rights.””?

Here there seems a real paradox in Arendt’s argument. She argues that the
principal human right is the right to have rights, which means the right to
have a (national) state that will assume responsibility for guarding and
enforcing one’s rights. Thus (despite the fact that Arendt presents herself as
a strong critic of a nationality-based conception of the state, and is commit-
ted to the notion of its obsolescence), the logic of her argument would seem
to dictate a return to the nation-state rather than its supersession.” To the
extent that Arendt has an answer to this paradox, her answer seems to be that
given our experience in the twentieth century, with its spectacle of the “dis-
integration” of the nation-state in the face of proto-totalitarian and totali-
tarian challenges, the only way the state can be made a safe repository of
human rights for its citizens is by taking the nation out of the nation-state.”*
(Arendt clearly believed that the United States as a political community had
achieved this condition of nationless statehood.)”> The way to do this is by
meshing the state in a web of federal relations, both below and beyond the
state, therefore getting away from the state as a site of sovereignty. Insofar
as nationalism as an ideology is bound to the claim to national sovereignty,
this reconfiguration of the state depends upon liberating ourselves from the
nationalist legacy.”®

It seems that fundamentally what Arendt meant by the decline and “disin-
tegration” of the nation-state is that states organized on a principle of
national belonging had, by their treatment of national minorities and state-
less refugees, so thoroughly discredited themselves in the twentieth century
that human beings would be obliged to conjure up some quite different way
of conceiving citizenship. But a moral critique of the conduct of various
nation-states cannot lead to a conclusion concerning the historical prospects
of this kind of state: a catalog of the sins committed by the twentieth-century
nation-state does not by itself guarantee the historical supersession of this
idea of the state, or cancel out the widespread desire of people, rightly or
wrongly, to define their citizenship in terms of shared nationhood.”

To conclude, let me offer two reflections on Hannah Arendt’s theoretical
legacy in the light of that watershed year, 1989. On the one hand, 1989
redeemed Arendt’s prescient claim in On Revolution that revolution “will
stay with us into the foreseeable future . . . this century . . . most certainly
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will remain a century of revolutions.””® On the other hand, the increased sali-
ence of nation-state politics after 1989 (each defeat of communism became
a triumph for nationalism) underscores the inadequacy of her theoretical
response to nationalist politics. Like generations of liberals and Marxists
before her, Hannah Arendt was too quick to assume that the nation-state had
already been tossed on the dust-heap of history.” Given her general immu-
nity to historicist arguments, it seems surprising that we need to make the
following point with respect to her thinking concerning nationalism: if
nationalism strikes one as offering a deficient basis for modern politics, one
must respond to its theoretical and political challenge with a normative
counter-argument rather than with an historicist trust that the sun has finally
set on the nation-state.

NOTES

1 For instance, see Bernard Yack, The Problems of a Political Animal (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993), p. 13, where Arendt’s misleading account
of Aristotle is connected to contemporary communitarian concerns. See also
Stephen Holmes, The Anatomy of Antiliberalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1993), pp. xi—xii; and Thomas L. Pangle, The Spirit of Modern
Republicanism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), pp. 48—49.

2 Charles Taylor and Michael Walzer both offer arguments intended to encour-
age greater sympathy for nationalist politics: see, for instance, their chapters
in Theorizing Nationalism (ed. R. Beiner [Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1999], pp. 219—245 and 205—217 respectively), as well as Walzer,
“Nation and Universe,” The Tanner Lectures on Human Values XI: 1990, ed.
Grethe B. Peterson (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1990), pp.
509—556. While Michael Sandel rarely discusses contemporary nationalism
(see Democracy’s Discontent [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1996], pp. 338—350, for a highly abbreviated discussion), there is good reason
to think that his view of nationalism would be similar to those of Taylor and
Walzer. Alasdair MacIntyre, too, is reticent on the question of nationalism, but
his view seems to be that national sentiment is good whereas the modern state,
and therefore the nation-state, is bad. It goes without saying that it is hard to
approve of nationalism if one disapproves of the nation-state. Hence
Maclntyre’s anti-statism cancels out any sympathy for nationalism he might
otherwise display.

3 Bonnie Honig, in a roundtable exchange with George Kateb published in
Hannah Arendt and Leo Strauss, ed. P. G. Kielmansegg, H. Mewes, amd E.
Glaser-Schmidt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 186, rightly
draws attention to Arendt’s anxieties about identity-based politics and her hos-
tility towards a politics geared to group identities. Cf. Margaret Canovan,
Hannabh Arendt: A Reinterpretation of Her Political Thought (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 243—249, where Canovan argues (again
rightly) that what Arendt desired was an understanding of citizenship that was
not communitarian.
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For a very clear and helpful summary of Arendt’s critical responses to Zionism,
see Richard J. Bernstein, Hannah Arendt and the Jewish Question (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1996), chapter 5.

These four articles are: “Zionism Reconsidered” (1945); “The Jewish State: Fifty
Years After” (1946); “To Save the Jewish Homeland” (1948); and “Peace or
Armistice in the Near East?” (written in 1948 but published in 1950). They are
re-published in Arendt, JP.

Arendt, JP, p. 141.

Ibid., p. 140. Cf. Arendt, OR (New York: Viking Press, 1965), p. 1: “the
nineteenth-century ideologies — such as nationalism and internationalism,
capitalism and imperialism, socialism and communism . . . though still invoked
by many as justifying causes, have lost contact with the major realities of our
world.”

Arendt, JP, p. 163.

Ibid., p. 173.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid., p. 16T1.

Ibid., p. 173. In a letter to Karl Jaspers dated August 22, 1960, Arendt seems to
reject the principle of national self-determination: “self-determination as a right
of nations applies to constitutional form and domestic political arrangements and
by no means needs to include the so-called right to national self-determination”;
the context is a discussion of German reunification (Hannah Arendit—Karl Jaspers:
Correspondence, 1926-1969, ed. L. Kohler and H. Saner, trans. R. Kimber and
R. Kimber [New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992], p. 398).

Arendt, JP, pp. 132—133: “Nationalism is bad enough when it trusts in nothing
but the rude force of the nation. A nationalism that necessarily and admittedly
depends upon the force of a foreign nation is certainly worse. This is the threat-
ened fate of Jewish nationalism.”

Ibid., p. 162. Cf. ibid., pp. 182—183.

Cf. Bernstein, Hannah Arendt and the Jewish Question, p. t12. As an alterna-
tive to Herzlian Zionism, Arendt counterposes the Jewish nationalism of
Bernard Lazare: see “Herzl and Lazare” (1942), in JP, pp. 125—130; also pp. 171,
and 153, where she characterizes Lazare as a kind of Zionist who “trusted the
Jewish people for the necessary political strength of will to achieve freedom
instead of being transported to freedom” and who “dared to side with the rev-
olutionary forces in Europe.”

Arendt, JP, pp. 136-137.

Ibid., p. 142.

Ibid., pp. 152—153. She immediately adds that one “should in fairness consider
how exceptionally difficult the conditions were for the Jews who, in contrast to
other peoples, did not even possess the territory from which to start their fight
for freedom.” This concession considerably blunts what would otherwise seem
an extremely harsh assessment of the Zionist movement.

Ibid., p. 149.

In “Peace or Armistice in the Near East?” Arendt suggests that there have
been nationalist and non-nationalist versions of Zionism. The Herzlian tradi-
tion, which ultimately prevailed, offered classic nineteenth-century nationalist
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ideology, and would settle for nothing less than “a full-fledged sovereign Jewish
state.” A counter-tradition, which Arendt associates with Ahad Ha’am and
which, she argues, had its finest fruition in the kibbutzim and the founding of
the Hebrew University, was more interested in Palestine as a Jewish cultural
center; the latter tradition resisted “the crude slogans of a Balkanized national-
ism,” and rejected a vision of Palestine based on “ethnic homogeneity and
national sovereignty” (ibid., p. 213).

Subsequent to the UN’s partition vote, the United States backtracked and
instead supported trusteeship for Palestine. Arendt agreed with the (revised) US
policy: “trusteeship over the whole of Palestine would postpone and possibly
prevent partition of the country” (ibid., p. 190). Trusteeship would also “have
the advantage of preventing the establishment of sovereignty whose only sove-
reign right would be to commit suicide” (ibid.).

Ibid., pp. 184-185.

Ibid., p. 184.

Even after the creation of the State of Israel, Arendt continues to follow Magnes
and the Thud group in arguing for a bi-national Palestinian Confederation: ibid.,

p. 218.

Ibid., p. 185.

Ibid., pp. 187-188. Arendt writes that “loss of the kibbutzim [in the event of
Jewish defeat] . . . would be one of the severest of blows to the hopes of

all those, Jewish and non-Jewish, who have not and never will make their
peace with present-day society and its standards. For this Jewish experiment
in Palestine holds out hope of solutions that will be acceptable and appli-
cable, not only in individual cases, but also for the large mass of men every-
where whose dignity and very humanity are in our time so seriously
threatened by the pressures of modern life and its unsolved problems” (p.
186). Cf. p. 214.

Ibid., p. 188.

Ibid., p. 192.

Ibid., pp. 191, 192.

Ibid., pp. 190-191. According to Arendt, what prevented both sides from recog-
nizing the advantages for each of interdependence was ideology: on the Jewish
side, “a Central European ideology of nationalism and tribal thinking”; on the
Arab side, an anti-Western ideology that romanticized under-development (pp.
208—209).

Ibid., p. 222.

Ibid., p. 186. Cf. the statement Arendt quotes from Judah Magnes: “What a
boon to mankind it would be if the Jews and Arabs of Palestine were to strive
together in friendship and partnership to make this Holy Land into a thriving
peaceful Switzerland . . . A bi-national Palestine could become a beacon of peace
in the world” (p. 212). In “Peace or Armistice in the Near East?” Arendt, follow-
ing Magnes, goes on to argue that federal or confederal arrangements in
Palestine should be the stepping-stone to a larger regional federation:
“Nationalist insistence on absolute sovereignty in such small countries as
Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, Irag, Transjordan, Saudi Arabia and Egypt can
lead only to the Balkanization of the whole region and its transformation into a
battlefield for the conflicting interests of the great powers to the detriment of
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all authentic national interests. In the long run, the only alternative to
Balkanization is a regional federation” (p. 217).

Cf. K. R. Minogue, Nationalism (London: Methuen, 1969), p. 21. Minogue
quotes Hans J. Morgenthau — “That the traditional nation-state is obsolescent
in view of the technological and military conditions of the contemporary world
is obvious” — and then asks, “But is it obvious that the nation-state is obsoles-
cent?”

In other contexts, Arendt is rightly suspicious of the appeal to historical trends
as a basis for political principles. The problem is acutely highlighted when
Arendt celebrates Russia’s “entirely new and successful approach to nationality
conflicts, its new form of organizing different peoples on the basis of national
equality,” and urges that this be looked up to as a model for “every political and
national movement in our times” (Arendt, JP, p. 149). One may indeed sympa-
thize with the Soviet ideal of forging a multinational federation, but the idea that
one can bank on history turning its back on the nation-state turns out to be
hopeless — the nation-state has a habit of bouncing back!

See Hannah Arendt, EU, p. 2.

See Hannah Arendt, Imperialism [Part 11 of OT] (New York: Harcourt, Brace
& World, 1968), bottom of p. 110, where she refers to the state-nation relation-
ship as a contradiction.

Ibid., p. 106.

Ibid., pp. 103—104.

This distinction, as the basis for a normative rather than sociological argument,
has recently come under a lot of fire from political philosophers: see, for
instance, the chapters by Bernard Yack, Kai Nielsen, and Will Kymlicka in
Beiner, ed., Theorizing Nationalism, pp. 103—118, 119-T130, T3T—T140 respectively.
For criticism directed at Arendt’s version of the distinction, see Joan Cocks, “On
Nationalism: Frantz Fanon, 1925-1961; Rosa Luxemburg, 1971-1919; and
Hannah Arendt, 1906-1975,” in Bonnie Honig, ed., Feminist Interpretations of
Hannah Arendt (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995),
p. 237.

Arendt, Imperialism, p. 109.

See, for instance, ibid., p. 156; Hannah Arendt, Antisemitism [Part 1 of OT]
(New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968), pp. 50, 79.

Arendt, Imperialism, pp. T09—1710.

Ibid., p. T09.

Ibid., pp. 111-112.

Ibid., p. T12.

Ibid. She goes on: “Rootlessness was the true source of that ‘enlarged tribal con-
sciousness’ which actually meant that members of these peoples had no definite
home but felt at home wherever other members of their ‘tribe” happened to live.”
Hence the pan-movements, and their successors, the totalitarian movements,
had no inclination to respect existing state boundaries. The more Arendt thinks
about the nation-state in juxtaposition to these tribal nationalisms, the more
sympathetic she becomes to the bounded (Western) nation-state: see ibid.,
contrasting the pan-movements with “national emancipation” within the
“bounds of a national community,” “the true national liberation movements
of small peoples.” Nationalism as such is a perversion of the state, but the
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authentic nation-state, “even in its perverted form, [by comparison with the
tribal nationalism of the pan-movements] remained a legal institution, [so that]
nationalism was controlled by some law, and . . . was limited by definite boun-
daries” (p. 111).

Ibid., p. T10.

Ibid.

Ibid., p. 1.

Ibid., pp. t1o—1171; cf. pp. 152, 155, 170—172. See Istvan Hont, “The Permanent
Crisis of a Divided Mankind: ‘Contemporary Crisis of the Nation State’ in
Historical Perspective,” Political Studies 42 (1994): 206—217. Apropos Arendt’s
critique of nationalism, Hont suggests that Arendt is really driven by a cosmo-
politan longing “to see the world as a brotherhood or family of republics” (p.
216); therefore the ultimate target of her critique is an idea of sovereignty that
is inherent to the concept of the modern state (with or without the nation as the
seat of sovereignty). Accordingly, despite the misleading way in which she
appears to put the chief blame on the nation, “her objection to national sove-
reignty is really a complaint about the notion of modern sovereignty tout court”
(p. 209). It is significant in this connection that in OR (see for instance p. 152),
Arendt becomes very critical of sovereignty as such — and correspondingly,
becomes much more critical of Jacobin republicanism, with its own claims to
sovereignty (cf. Canovan, Hannabh Arendt, p. 32, n. 70). In “Zionism
Reconsidered,” Arendt had referred to “the grand French idea of the sovereignty
of the people,” and complained that, owing to Zionism’s “uncritical acceptance
of German-inspired nationalism,” this grand idea was “perverted into the
nationalist claims to autarchical existence” (JP, p. 156). Clearly, by the time she
writes On Revolution, Arendt is no longer so enamored of the French
Revolution’s idea of popular sovereignty, which she comes to associate with the
nationalist idea of an integral national will (see OR, pp. 154-155). With respect
to the latter claim, William E. Scheuerman argues that Arendt carries her repu-
diation of French revolutionary thought much too far: see “Revolutions and
Constitutions: Hannah Arendt’s Challenge to Carl Schmitt,” in David
Dyzenhaus, ed., Law as Politics: Carl Schmitt’s Critique of Liberalism
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998), pp. 252—280. A pivotal text, both
for Arendt and for her critics, in interpreting the kind of nationalism inscribed
in the French Revolution, is Emmanuel Joseph Sieyes, What is the Third Estate?,
ed. S. E. Finer, trans. M. Blondel (London: Pall Mall Press, 1963).

Arendt, Imperialism, p. 111.

Ibid., p. 110.

Hannah Arendt, “The Nation,” The Review of Politics 8/1 (January 1946):
138—1471. In fact, Arendt draws heavily upon her Delos review in the theoretical
account of the nation-state summarized above (Imperialism, pp. T09—111).
Arendt, “The Nation,” p. 138.

Ibid., p. 139.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid., p. 140.

Ibid., pp. 140-141.

Ibid., p. 141. In Imperialism, pp. T11—112, . 32, Arendt associates this proposal
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to personalize or de-politicize nationality with Karl Renner and Otto Bauer, two
Austro-Marxists who had addressed the nationality question. See Austro-
Marxism, ed. and trans. Tom Bottomore and Patrick Goode (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1978), pp. 102—125.

Arendt, Imperialism, p. ix. Significantly, Habermas continues to use the same
language: “the classic form of the nation-state is at present disintegrating”
(Jurgen Habermas, “Citizenship and National Identity,” in R. Beiner, ed.,
Theorizing Citizenship [Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1995],
pp. 256-257).

For a very helpful summary of Arendt’s account, see Canovan, Hannah Arendt,
pp. 31—36.

Arendt, Imperialism, pp. 151-152; see p. 152, n. 8 for some suggestion of the
numbers involved.

Ibid., pp. 156—170.

Ibid., p. 156. Arendt notes the grim irony, which is obviously of some relevance
to her critical judgments concerning the Zionist project, that those who were
Europe’s worst victims of minority status, de-naturalization, and statelessness
proceeded to establish their own nation-state, thereby casting hundreds of thou-
sands of Arabs who fled Palestine into precisely the condition of statelessness
and rightlessness that the Jews had finally escaped (p. 170).

Ibid., p. 171.

Ibid., pp. 171-172.

Ibid., p. 171.

Ibid., p. 172.

Ibid., p. 176.

Ibid., p. 179.

Arendt seems to concede as much when she makes the following important
acknowledgment with respect to the recovery of human rights by the Jews
through the establishment of a Jewish nation-state: “the restoration of human
rights, as the recent example of the State of Israel proves, has been achieved so
far only through the restoration or the establishment of national rights” (ibid.).
This supports Cocks’s judgment that Arendt sees the national question “as a
riddle with no solution” (“On Nationalism,” p. 238).

Cf. Arendt, Imperialism, p. 155: “the danger of this development [semi-
citizenship and statelessness] had been inherent in the structure of the nation-
state since the beginning.” Also, Arendt, “The Nation,” pp. 138—139: “almost all
modern brands of nationalism are racist to some degree.”

See Arendt, JP, p. 158: “the United States . . . is not a national state in the
European sense of the word.” For a contrary view, see Roger Scruton, “The First
Person Plural,” in Beiner, ed., Theorizing Nationalism, pp. 289—290.

Contrary to this argument, the fact is that nationalists today are less and less
inclined to assert national sovereignty: witness the enthusiasm of Scottish nation-
alists for European federalism, or the keenness of Québécois nationalists to be
included in sovereignty-undermining arrangements such as NAFTA. Arendt is
right that “[m]odern power conditions . . . make national sovereignty a mockery
except for giant states” (Imperialism, p. 149), and that national sovereignty “has
become the greatest danger to national survival for small nations” (Arendt, JP,
p. 222); but contemporary nationalists seem to have taken this point.
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Cf. Canovan, Hannah Arendt, p. 246: Arendt was determined to believe that “the
future lay with non-national political forms” (federations or empires), and,
Canovan notes, persisted in this view even while “nationalism revived in Europe
and spread around the world.” Also, see ibid., p. 36, n. 8o. Cf. Judith N. Shklar,
Political Thought and Political Thinkers, ed. Stanley Hoffman (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 367.

Arendt, OR, p. 8.

Hannah Arendt’s husband, Heinrich Bliicher, who, as we know from his pub-
lished letters in the Arendt—Jaspers correspondence, was an even harsher critic
of nationalism than Arendt was, shared the same view: “As Holderlin once said,
the time of kings is past; and now the time of nations is past” (Correspondence
1926—1969, ed. Kohler and Saner, p. 278).
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SEYLA BENHABIB

Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem

Among all of Hannah Arendt’s writings, Eichmann in Jerusalem generated
by far the most acrimonious and tangled controversy, which has since cast a
long shadow on her eventful but otherwise respectable and illustrious career
as a public intellectual and academic.! The Eichmann “affair” raised a host
of questions about Arendt not only as a political thinker but as an individ-
ual Jew. Gershom Scholem’s cruel phrase that Arendt lacked “Ahabath
Israel” (love of the Jewish people) captures this collective bitterness.?

Ironically this book is Hannah Arendt’s most intensely Jewish work, in
which she identifies herself morally and epistemologically with the Jewish
people. It is as if some of the deepest paradoxes of retaining a Jewish iden-
tity under conditions of modernity came to the fore in Arendt’s search for the
moral, political, and jurisprudential bases on which the trial and sentencing
of Adolf Eichmann could take place. Arendt had struggled to bring together
the universal and the particular, her modernist cosmopolitanism and her
belief in some form of collective Jewish self-determination all her life.
Precisely because this work was so close to who she truly was, it distracted
from her equanimity and exhibited at times an astonishing lack of perspec-
tive, balance of judgment, and judicious expression. Arendt’s thinly dis-
guised and almost racist comments on Chief Prosecutor Gideon Hausner’s
“ostjidisch” background, her childish partisanship for the “German-edu-
cated” judges, her dismay about the “oriental mob” outside the doors of the
courtroom in Jerusalem, all suggest a certain failure of nerve and lack of dis-
tance from the topic at hand.? Arendt was punished by the Jewish commu-
nity precisely because she, like so many others who were also Holocaust
survivors, had not found the right public language, the right discourse
through which to narrate past sorrow, suffering, and loss.

A letter to Mary McCarthy of October 1963 hints at Arendt’s state of
mind when writing this work:

You were the only reader to understand what otherwise I have never admitted —
namely that [ wrote this book in a curious state of euphoria. And that ever since
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Idid it, I feel — after twenty years [since the war] —light-hearted, about the whole
matter. Don’t tell anybodys; is it not proof positive that I have no “soul”?*

The use of the term “light-hearted,” like the phrase “the banality of evil,”
is a terminological infelicity; she did not mean that she was joyful or carefree
about the whole matter; she meant rather that her heart was lightened by
having shed a burden. By voicing in public the shame, rage, and sadness she
had carried in private for thirty years, she was finally unloading some of the
burden history had imposed upon her. Arendt had written about totalitar-
ianism, anti-semitism, the extermination camps, the Nazi death machinery
before. What was unprecedented in the Eichmann affair was that for the first
time a struggle broke out among the Jewish community and the survivors of
the Holocaust over how and in what terms to appropriate the memory of the
Holocaust and its victims.

In writing Eichmann in Jerusalem Arendt could not recapture the lyrical
and almost elegiac beauty of the loss of home and world expressed in her
early article “We Refugees.” The question of narrative voice which had so
preoccupied her during the time in which she wrote The Origins of
Totalitarianism abandoned her in this work.® The unwieldiness of the narra-
tives she tried to hold together in Eichmann in Jerusalem as well as the exis-
tential closeness of the subject matter gave rise to a work that still leaves one
at times breathless, and at others puzzled, baffled, and irritated.

On May 11, 1960, members of the Israeli Secret Service kidnapped the Nazi
fugitive Adolf Eichmann in Argentina, spiriting him out of the country so he
could stand trial in Israel for crimes he had committed in the course of the
“Final Solution.” Eichmann’s main responsibility during the Holocaust had
been the organization of the transport of millions of Jews from across
Europe to the concentration and death camps — a function he had carried out
with zeal and efficiency. After the war, he escaped to Argentina, where he
lived an anonymous life, although his presence was known to authorities.
After a fruitless quarrel over his extradition with the Argentine government,
the Israelis dramatically took matters into their own hands. Once Eichmann
was safely in Israel, they mounted a riveting (and very public) trial, one goal
of which was to bring attention to what Israeli prime minister David Ben-
Gurion called “the most tragic in our history, the most tragic facts in world
history.”

From the beginning, then, the Israelis saw the trial of Eichmann as serving
a dual function. First, and most obviously, Eichmann was to be brought to
justice for the crimes against humanity he had committed in helping to
implement the Nazis’ “Final Solution” to the “Jewish question.” Second
(and almost equally important from the Israeli point of view) was the edu-
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cation of public opinion, in Israel and the rest of the world, about the nature
and extent of the Nazi extermination of European Jewry. The enormity of
the crime was known, but — until the Eichmann trial — there had been rela-
tively little public discussion of the legal, moral, and political dimensions of
the genocide. The Nuremberg trials had set a precedent for the legal consid-
eration of “crimes against humanity,” but they had treated the administra-
tive murder of millions of Jews as but one item in a long list of outrages
committed during the war by a “criminal regime.”

When Hannah Arendt heard that the Israelis intended to try Eichmann in
Israel, she immediately proposed herself as a trial reporter to the editor of
The New Yorker, William Shawn. He accepted, and Arendt found herself
attending Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem (the main part of which lasted from
April 11 to August 14, 1961). She was taken aback by what she later described
as the sheer ordinariness of the man who had been party to such enormous
crimes: Eichmann spoke in endless clichés, gave little evidence of being moti-
vated by a fanatical hatred of the Jews, and was most proud of being a “law-
abiding citizen.” It was the shock of seeing Eichmann “in the flesh” that led
Arendt to the thought that great wickedness was not a necessary condition
for the performance of (or complicity in) great crimes. Evil could take a
“banal” form, as it had in Eichmann.

However, an “ordinary” Eichmann did not fit the role the prosecution in
the case (led by Gideon Hausner) had in mind. They presented a diaboli-
cal and fanatical Eichmann, inflating his actual crimes into a near compre-
hensive responsibility for the Holocaust. That Arendt had little patience
for the prosecution’s exaggeration of Eichmann’s role and personal brutal-
ity (in her view, his unembellished activities as a zealous transport director
more than warranted the death sentence) is amply attested to in the pages
of Eichmann in Jerusalem, as is her disdain for what she viewed as
Hausner’s courtroom dramatics. The sarcasm Arendt directed at him and
the prosecution in the case alienated many readers of the original New
Yorker articles (published in early 1963), as did her suggestion that some
members of the Jewish Councils (formed by the Nazis to help govern
Jewish populations in Poland and elsewhere) had been unwitting collabo-
rators, insofar as they had supplied the Nazis with lists of their fellow
Jews, who were then evacuated for “special treatment” in the killing centers
in the East.

On December 11, 19671, after a four-month recess, the three-judge panel
hearing the case in Jerusalem reconvened to pronounce judgment. Adolf
Eichmann was found guilty of committing “crimes against the Jewish
people” with the intent to destroy the people. He was sentenced to death and
hanged. Arendt’s “trial report” appeared as a book in the spring of 1963. The

67

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO HANNAH ARENDT

controversy which has embroiled it preceded its publication,” and continues
(in some quarters) to this day.

There are at least three sociohistorical narratives in Eichmann in Jerusalem,
each of which could have been the topic of separate volumes: first is Arendt’s
reporting of the circumstances of Eichmann’s arrest, detention, and trial by
the Israeli authorities, including the behavior of Chief Prosecutor Gideon
Hausner during the proceedings. Second is the account of the role of the
Jewish Councils (Judenrite) — the special committees appointed by the Nazis
with a decree of September 21, 1939 — in the administration of the Jewish
populations of Poland, the Baltic countries (Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia),
and the occupied areas of the USSR (Belorussia and Ukraine), and of their
role in cooperating with the Nazis in carrying out the Final Solution.® Third
is her attempt to come to grips with the behavior of so-called “ordinary
German citizens” during the Nazi regime and the Holocaust. Eichmann
becomes for her a paradigm case for analyzing how neither particularly evil
nor particularly intelligent people could get caught in the machinery of evil
and commit the deeds they did.

It is the coming together of these narratives with her philosophical thesis
concerning the “banality of evil” that baffled her readers. At one level it
seemed as if Arendt was accusing her own people and their leaders of being
complicitous in the Holocaust while exculpating Eichmann and other
Germans through naming their deeds “banal.”®

Recent historical research has shown that on a number of occasions
Arendt’s judgments were insufficiently documented and ill-founded. In his
introduction to the 1986 German revised edition of Eichmann in Jerusalem,
the historian Hans Mommsen notes that the book “can be faulted in several
respects”:

It contains many statements which are obviously not sufficiently thought
through. Some of its conclusions betray an inadequate knowledge of the
material available in the early 1960s. Its treatment of the historical events
involved, besides making some use of Gerald Reitlinger’s older work, was
based primarily on the account by Raul Hilberg of the extermination of the
European Jews which had appeared in 1961. Although she was very critical of
Hilberg’s overall interpretation, his conclusions were very similar to her own
on critical points. She also sometimes betrayed a journalistic approach in her
evaluation of information whose authenticity could only be established by
careful historical analysis and, to a great extent, by a further examination of

the original sources.!”

Mommsen lists several such issues: Arendt had minimized the resistance
to Hitler and in the original edition had mentioned the anti-Hitler conspir-
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acy of July 20, 1944 only incidentally;!! she still held onto the questionable
view that German communists had entered the NSDAP (Nazi Party) in
massive numbers; she had underestimated the communist resistance to
Hitler.!> Mommsen observes: “She did not adequately explain the deeper
reasons why a general will to resist the regime did not develop. As in her inter-
pretation of the collaboration of many Jewish officials, she made the absence
of a willingness on the part of individuals to sacrifice their lives the yardstick
of her judgement.”"3

Indeed, of all the thorny historical and moral issues touched upon by
Hannah Arendt, her evaluation of the behavior of the Jewish Councils
remains the most difficult. It was also her passing judgment on these events
and the individuals involved in them which earned her the wrath, rejection,
and condemnation of the established Jewish community.'* To be sure, Arendt
should have distinguished more carefully among the various stages of the
“silent” cooperation between the Nazi regime and Jewish organizations and
committees. Before 1936 there was some collaboration between the Gestapo
and Zionist organizations which shared “a negative identity of aims” in that
each, albeit in different ways, wanted the Jewish population to leave
Germany and other European territories.”” Until 1938 the Central
Committee of German Citizens of Jewish Faith retained the hope of being
able to find some modus vivendi with the regime. Arendt had initially used
the term “der jiidische Fiihrer” (the Jewish Fiihrer) to describe the activities
of Leo Baeck, the former Chief Rabbi of Berlin, a terminology that she
dropped in later editions of the book.!®

Arendt was concerned about the role of the Jewish Councils from the very
beginning of the Eichmann controversy. She wrote to Karl Jaspers on
December 23, 1960, before the beginning of the trial:

I’'m afraid that Eichmann will be able to prove, first of all, that no country
wanted the Jews (just the kind of Zionist propaganda which Ben Gurion wants
and that I consider a disaster) and will demonstrate, second, to what a huge
degree the Jews helped organize their own destruction. That is, of course, the
naked truth, but this truth, if it is not really explained, could stir up more anti-
Semitism than ten kidnappings.!”

A few years later Arendt was still convinced that the reason why the Jewish
“establishment” (her term) was taking such an extraordinary interest and
using such massive resources in attacking her was that “the Jewish leadership
(Jewish Agency before the State of Israel was founded) has much more dirty
laundry to hide than anyone had ever guessed —at any rate, I don’t know very
much about it. As far as I can see, ties between the Jewish leadership and the
Jewish Councils may be involved.”!®
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Establishing the extent and nature of the cooperation with the Nazis on
the part of various Jewish organizations, which were faced with extremely
diverse territorial and demographic conditions, extending from the Jewish
communities of Berlin to the Jewish Councils of the ghettos of 1.6dz, Vilna,
and Bialystok, will be the task of future historians of the Holocaust.
Arendt’s position on the role of the Jewish Councils remains ambiguous: on
the one hand, one can read her as if her sole concern was with the lack of
Jewish resistance and uprising of the kind that subsequently took place in
the Warsaw ghetto. Given her left-Zionist sympathies, which went back to
her student days, this reaction was of course understandable. On the other
hand, she was extremely critical of Chief Prosecutor Gideon Hausner in the
Eichmann trial, who would ask witnesses precisely why they did not resist.
Arendt herself considered this line of questioning “cruel and silly.”"”

What then were her own motives in raising questions about the role and
responsibilities of the Jewish Councils? Was it so difficult to understand that
Jewish communities and their leaders could not grasp the magnitude, as well
as the unprecedentedness, of the crime which was being perpetrated against
them? Was it so hard to grasp that they interpreted Nazi extermination policy
as simply a more massive form of the traditional anti-semitism to which they
had been subjected since time immemorial??’ Was it so impossible to see that
the Jewish Councils had tried to keep a semblance of order and everydayness
in running the lives of their communities, but had somehow still entertained
the hope that they could influence and maybe even postpone the worst from
happening?*! If it was “cruel and silly” to ask the Jews to have resisted under
such circumstances, as Arendt accused Gideon Hausner’s questions of being,
then what was she after herself?

An interview recently discovered in her posthumous papers, and not yet
available to the larger public, throws some interesting light on these ques-
tions. On September 19, 1963 Samuel Grafton, who had been commissioned
to write an article for Look magazine about the reaction to Eichmann in
Jerusalem, sent Arendt some questions. She agreed to answer them on the
condition that she would be able to review the article. In response to
Grafton’s query about when the community leaders should have urged
“Cooperate no longer, but fight!” Arendt observes:

There never was a moment when “the community leaders [could] have said:
‘Cooperate no longer, but fight!”” as you phrase it. Resistance, which existed
but played a very small role, meant only: we don’t want that kind of death, we
want to die with honor. But the question of cooperation is indeed bothersome.
There certainly was a moment when the Jewish leaders could have said: We
shall no longer cooperate, we shall try to disappear. This moment might have
come when they, already fully informed of what deportation meant, were
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asked to prepare the lists for the Nazis for deportation . . . I answered your
questions with respect to this point, but I should like to point out that it was
never my intention to bring this part of our “unmastered past” to the atten-
tion of the public. It so happened that the Judenrite came up at the trial and I
had to report on that as I had to report on everything else. Within the context
of my Report, this plays no prominent role . . . It has been blown up out of all

reasonable proportions.?

The ironic use of the term “unmastered past” in this context, “unbe-
waltigte Vergangenheit,” which was coined to describe German attempts to
come to terms with the Nazi past in the postwar period, again shows the gra-
tuitous sarcasm with which Arendt could offend in this debate. Since there
was not and could not be any symmetry between the position of the victims
and that of the perpetrators around the questions of guilt and cooperation,
to refer to both with the terminology of coming to grips with the past was
insensitive. But Arendt is also on the defensive in her reply to Grafton’s ques-
tions because the Judenrite had preoccupied her already before the
Eichmann trial, at the time of Kasztner’s death. Her letter to Karl Jaspers of
December 23, 1960 clearly supports this reading. Kasztner, a prominent
member of the Hungarian Jewish community who settled in Israel after the
war, had been charged with providing Eichmann himself with a list of Jews
not to be deported to the camps, including members of his own family. This
accusation led to an emotion-laden slander trial in Israel in 1955. Kasztner
was killed in Tel Aviv in March 1957.2 It was widely believed, and certainly
Arendt herself thought so, that he had worked for the Jewish Agency (the
“establishment” Zionist organization, led by Chaim Weizmann, which was
based in Palestine prior to the founding of the state of Israel in 1948). Given
her preoccupation with the question of Jewish collaboration from the very
start, it is hard to accept at face value her claims that these topics were merely
of secondary interest to her.

Nevertheless, despite the contentiousness of many of her judgments,
Arendt is to be credited for being among the first to encourage facing the
facts of the Nazi regime and the Holocaust in all their naked horror.?* She
herself struggled with the questions of who speaks for the memory of the
victims, if anyone at all, and in what terms one can do so.? Her attempt to
retain a voice and vantage point outside the established organizations of the
State of Israel and world Jewry got her into trouble. Where was she speak-
ing from, and on whose behalf was she speaking? She was not an Israeli
citizen, or a concentration camp survivor —although she had been in a deten-
tion camp in Gurr in the south of France. She had become an American res-
ident in 19471 and had practically abandoned Jewish politics, with which she
had been intensely involved since 1933, after the death of Judah Magnes in
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1948.2° When she wrote her pieces on the trial of Adolf Eichmann for the
New Yorker magazine, many did not know of her previous intense involve-
ment with Jewish and Zionist politics or her work with Jewish organiza-
tions.

Hannah Arendt had left Germany in 1933 because she was collecting
material for her friend Kurt Blumenfeld on German professional organiza-
tions and business associations which were beginning to take punitive action
against their Jewish members. Blumenfeld would in turn present this
material at the 18th Zionist Congress in 1933.%” She was arrested by the
Gestapo and briefly detained, and subsequently left Germany. After coming
to Paris she worked for an Aliyah organization which was settling children in
Palestine. In New York she wrote on Jewish issues for the Yiddish periodical
Der Aufbau. Noteworthy in this context is her call for a Jewish army to fight
against the Nazis in cooperation with Allied forces.?® After the establishment
of the State of Israel, and particularly after the failure of Judah Magnes’s
efforts for the establishment of a binational, democratic federation in
Palestine, and the hostility expressed toward this view among American
Jewry, Arendt fell silent on the “Jewish question.” Her Eichmann book sent
her back to the memories of a past in which she had been not only a perse-
cuted and stateless Jew, but a political militant and left-thinking Zionist who
was very much part of the milieu of European socialist and communist sym-
pathizers, fighters, and organizers. Her recently published correspondence
with her husband, Heinrich Bliicher, who was a member of the Spartakist
Bund, gives one a full flavor of this “milieu.” Here is a brief exchange on
some aspects of the “Jewish question”:

In a long disquisition of August 21, 1938 on the “Jewish question” Bliicher
writes to Arendt:

Once the radio of the world has announced a couple of times that Mordechai
Veiteles, conductor of the first train of the 2nd company of the first Jewish vol-
unteer battalion, has fallen in Saragossa — then these Jewish names will have a
very strong echo . .. And when we have all been emancipated by freedom, then
it will be time to tell these Jews: look at this, together we have won the world.
If you want to take your part of it to develop yourself in it further, then do so.?’

Arendt answers tongue in cheek, referring to Bliicher himself as the
[19 »
Golem”:

The Golem is wrong when he argues that the Jews are a people, or a people
which, like others, is in the process of realizing itself. In the East they are
already a people without territory. And in the West, God knows what they are
(including myself) . . . And if we want to be a people, some territory or other
which the world revolution will one day give us will not do . . . Palestine is at
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the center of our national aspirations, not because the gentlemen from whom
we are all said to be descended in one form or another lived there 2,000 years
ago, but because for 2,000 years this most crazy people of all peoples has
amused itself by preserving the past in the present, because for this people “the
ruins of Jerusalem are buried in the heart of time.” (Herder)*

By the time Hannah Arendt wrote Eichmann in Jerusalem these historical
options had been played out. State Zionism and not utopian socialism won
the day in Palestine, and a federation of European peoples, among whom the
Jews could have had a place, was killed in the gas chambers of Auschwitz,
Majdanek, and Bergen-Belsen. Part of the tragedy behind Arendt’s report on
the Eichmann trial is the passing away of the memory of this historical
milieu, which in the 1920s and 1930s had brought into contact Bundists, who
wanted to build a Jewish entity as part of a federated Soviet Socialist Peoples’
Republics; national Zionists, who wanted a separate Jewish state in
Palestine; labor Zionists, who thought the dream of socialism could only be
realized in a Jewish state, after the “Jewish question” had been solved; and
communist militants, Jewish and non-Jewish, who fought in the
International Brigade in Spain; of these last some were subsequently mur-
dered by Stalin, a few joined the Nazis, and a number found their way to
Palestine. Although she was not a militant herself, Hannah Arendt was
molded by the dreams and hopes of this political milieu, this “other Europe,”
which she then saw realized in the French Resistance to the Nazis after 1941.
Many of her judgments about the behavior of established Jewish organiza-
tions during the Holocaust express the standpoint of a Jewish political mil-
itancy which, ironically, at times brought her into the company of the
militant Zionist Revisionist leader Ze’ev Jabotinsky and his group within the
Zionist movement.

Emerging out of this milieu, Hannah Arendt also had a much more differ-
entiated and nuanced judgment of the behavior of individual Germans and
Jews during the Nazi regime. For her, generalizations about German
national character, German anti-semitism, and so on would have been
impossible precisely because, as one who had lived through this period, she
had a sense of individual choices, biographies, and commitments, all of
which indicated that “it could have been otherwise.” The case of Sergeant
Anton Schmidt, who helped Jewish partisans by supplying them with forged
papers and military trucks until he was arrested and executed by the
Germans, movingly exemplified for Arendt this possibility, this “other
Europe.” With reference to Schmidt she writes:

And in those two minutes, which were like a sudden burst of light in the midst
of the impenetrable, unfathomable darkness, a single thought stood out
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clearly, irrefutably, beyond question — how utterly different everything would
be today in this courtroom, in Israel, in Germany, in all of Europe, and perhaps
in all countries of the world, if only more such stories could have been told.?!

In the last pages of The Origins of Totalitarianism Hannah Arendt had
written of the Holocaust and in particular of the extermination camps as the
appearance of “radical evil” on earth. This term, which originates in Kant’s
Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, was subsequently dropped by
her.3? Writing the Eichmann book was a “cura posterior” (posterior cure) for
her.>® Exactly why this was so is harder to explain, for Hannah Arendt did
not give up her claim that with the establishment of concentration and death
camps “some radical evil, previously unknown to us,” had occurred. What
had occurred defied all hitherto known standards and confronted us with the
realization that “something seems to be involved in modern politics that
actually should never be involved in politics as we used to understand it . .
.”3% Arendt insists at the end of Eichmann in Jerusalem that “every act that
has once made its appearance and has been recorded in the history of
mankind stays with mankind as a potentiality long after its actuality has
become a thing of the past. . . that the unprecedented, once it has appeared,
may become a precedent for the future, that all trials touching upon ‘crimes
against humanity’ must be judged according to a standard that is today still
an ‘ideal.””%

Arendt changed none of her views on these questions in Eichmann in
Jerusalem, but the phraseology of the “banality of evil” and of “thought-
lessness” which she used to describe Eichmann’s deeds was greatly mis-
leading. Arendt forced the English language into a procrustean bed to
convey her own complex, and perhaps even ultimately inconclusive, reflec-
tions on the issue of “personal responsibility under dictatorships.” She did
not mean that what Eichmann had helped to perpetrate was banal or that
the extermination of the Jews, and of other peoples, by the Nazis was
banal. It takes either a great deal of hermeneutic blindness and ill will or
both to miss her meaning in the usage of this term, even if one may dis-
agree with the assessment of Eichmann’s psychology. The phrase the
“banality of evil” was meant to refer to a specific quality of mind and
character of the doer himself, but neither to the deeds nor to the princi-
ples behind those deeds.®® Rereading Eichmann in Jerusalem one can feel
Arendt’s bafflement at Eichmann’s persona and conduct before and during
the trial. Writing in the “Postscript” that she would have welcomed a
general discussion of the concept of the “banality of evil,” she continues:

Eichmann was not lago and not Macbeth, and nothing would have been farther
from his mind than to determine with Richard III “to prove a villain” . . . He
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merely, to put the matter colloquially, never realized what be was doing. It was
precisely this lack of imagination which enabled him to sit for months on end
facing a German Jew who was conducting the police interrogation . . . It was
sheer thoughtlessness — something by no means identical with stupidity — that
predisposed him to become one of the greatest criminals of that period . .. That
such remoteness from reality and such thoughtlessness can wreak more havoc
than all the evil instincts taken together which, perhaps, are inherent in man —
that was, in fact, the lesson one could learn in Jerusalem.?’

To solve, or more correctly to think through, the philosophical problem of
moral judgment which this trial had raised in all its urgency, Arendt would
turn in the years to come to Kant’s moral and political philosophy.

These deep perplexities of moral philosophy about thinking, judging, and
moral action were what really preoccupied Arendt in her attempt to analyze
Eichmann’s actions. Precisely because she herself had not resolved some of
these perplexities, the wider public found it difficult to grasp what she was
after. The phrase the “banality of evil” was secondary to Arendt’s preoccu-
pations with these moral issues and may not even have been her very own
coinage. The following comments by Karl Jaspers in a letter to Arendt of
December 13, 1963 are quite illuminating on this issue:

Alcopley told me that Heinrich [Bliicher] suggested the phrase “the banality of
evil” and is cursing himself for it now because you’ve had to take the heat for
what he thought of. Perhaps the report isn’t true, or my recollection of it is
garbled. I think it’s a wonderful inspiration and right on the mark as the book’s

subtitle. The point is that this evil, not evil per se, is banal.*

Whatever the origins of this term, whether invented by Arendt or Bliicher
or, as some evidence suggests, even Jaspers himself, Arendt’s views on evil
were of quite a different nature than what was commonly associated with
this term in Western thought. In using the phrase the “banality of evil” and
in explaining the moral quality of Eichmann’s deeds not in terms of the mon-
strous or demonic nature of the doer, Arendt became aware of going counter
to the tradition, which saw evil in metaphysical terms as ultimate depravity,
corruption, or sinfulness. The most striking quality of Eichmann, she
claimed, was not stupidity, wickedness, or depravity but one she described as
“thoughtlessness.” This in turn led her to the question:

Might the problem of good and evil, our faculty for telling right from wrong,
be connected with our faculty of thought? . .. Could the activity of thinking
as such, the habit of examining whatever happens to come to pass or attract
attention, regardless of results and specific contents, could this activity be
among the conditions that make men abstain from evil-doing or even actually
“condition” them against it?*
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She asked: “Is our ability to judge, to tell right from wrong, beautiful from
ugly, dependent upon our faculty of thought? Do the inability to think and a
disastrous failure of what we commonly call conscience coincide?”*

That these issues in moral philosophy lay behind her ill-chosen phrase and
other terminological infelicities is also evidenced by her correspondence with
Mary McCarthy. On August 10, 1945 McCarthy wrote to Arendt with a phil-
osophical query. She had been pondering Raskolnikov’s old problem in
Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment: “Why shouldn’t I murder my grand-
mother if I want to? Give me one good reason.” Arendt responded with a
professorial gesture which acknowledged the depth as well as the difficulty
of McCarthy’s question: “The philosophic answer would be the answer of
Socrates: Since I have got to live with myself, am in fact the only person from
whom I never shall be able to part, whose company I shall have to bear
forever, I don’t want to become a murderer; I don’t want to spend my life in
the company of a murderer.”*> McCarthy is unconvinced: “The modern
person I posit would say to Socrates, with a shrug, “Why not? What’s wrong
with a murderer?” And Socrates would be back where he started.”*

The Eichmann affair showed the centrality of moral and political judg-
ment for human life in many and varied ways: there was the retrospective
judgment which every historian and narrator of past events had to exercise;
there was the moral judgment of the contemporaries who stood in judgment
over Eichmann and his actions; and there was also the lack of a faculty of
judgment on Eichmann’s own part. Even in her subsequent reflections on
these questions Arendt could not integrate all these aspects of judging into a
coherent account, and resolve the issues in moral philosophy which this trial
had posed for her.*

Arendt’s contribution to moral and legal thought in this century will cer-
tainly not be the category of the “banality of evil.” Rather, I want to suggest,
the category that is closest to the nerve of her political thought as a whole,
and one which has gained significance with the end of the twentieth century,
is that of “crimes against humanity.”

After Eichmann’s kidnapping in Argentina by the Israeli Secret Service on
May 11, 1960, both Karl Jaspers and Hannah Arendt were anguished about
the illegality of this act and about the moral and legal issues involved in his
being tried by an Israeli court.¥ Arendt was convinced to the very end that
the State of Israel had committed a “clear violation of international law in
order to bring him to justice.”* She also notes that what enabled Israel to get
away with this in the international world community was Eichmann’s de
facto statelessness. Neither postwar Germany nor Argentina, where he had
settled under false pretenses, was to claim him as their citizen.
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Inasmuch as she questioned the justifiability of the circumstances sur-
rounding Eichmann’s capture, Arendt did not differ from Jaspers. Yet while
the latter wanted Israel to hand over the jurisdiction of the trial to an
International Court or body, she defended Israel’s right to bring Eichmann
to trial and to pass judgment upon him.* There were three kinds of objec-
tions raised to the trial: first was the objection voiced in the case of the
Nuremberg trials as well, that Eichmann was tried under a retroactive law
and appeared in the court of the victors. Arendt thought that the Israeli
court’s reply to this objection was justifiable: the Nuremberg trials were cited
in the Jerusalem court as precedent, and the Nazi Collaboration
(Punishment) Law of 1950 in Israel was based on this precedent. Her obser-
vations on the principle “nullum crimen, nulla poena sine lege” (no crime,
no wrongdoing without the law) are interesting. She observes that the prin-
ciple of retroactivity, that no one can be condemned for an act that was not
against the law at the time it was committed, only “meaningfully applies to
acts known to the legislator.”* If a previously unknown crime makes its
appearance in human history, such as the crime of genocide perpetrated
during the Holocaust, justice in this instance demands a new and unprece-
dented law. The Eichmann trial did not violate the principle of retroactivity,
for prior to the Nuremberg trials there had been no law established by a
human legislator under which he could have been tried.*” The Nuremberg
trials established such a law through the Charter (the London agreement of
1945), and Israel invoked its own law against genocide of 1950, which was
based in turn on the 1945 Nuremberg Charter. Arendt was not, therefore,
particularly concerned with the argument that the justice meted out at the
Nuremberg trials as well as in the case of Eichmann was the “justice of the
victor” (Siegerjustiz), since she held to the view that the crimes perpetrated
by the Nazi regime were of such an unprecedented nature that one needed
new categories, new criteria for judging them. The Eichmann trial posed the

>

dilemmas of judging “without banisters,” i.e., without recourse to estab-
lished precedents, for everyone involved, from the jurors to the journalists
and to world public opinion.

To the second objection, that the court in Jerusalem was not competent to
try Eichmann, Arendt gave a more equivocal answer, for this issue concerned
the State of Israel’s right to represent and speak in the name of all the victims
of Adolf Eichmann. Arendt is firm that insofar as Eichmann had partici-
pated in the killing of Jews because they were Jews, and not because they
were Poles, Lithuanians, Romanians, etc., a Jewish political entity could rep-
resent his victims. The basis on which Israel could do so, she maintained,
could be made consistent with the Genocide Convention adopted by the
United Nations General Assembly on December 9, 1948, which provided that
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“persons charged with genocide . . . shall be tried by a competent tribunal of
the States in the territory of which the act was committed or by such an inter-
national penal tribunal as may have jurisdiction.”*

Arendt’s gloss on this rather technical question of defining territorial juris-
diction leads to some rather surprising conclusions:

Israel could easily have claimed territorial jurisdiction if she had only
explained that “territory,” as the law understands it, is a political and legal
concept, and not merely a geographical term. It relates not so much, and not
primarily, to a piece of land as to the space between individuals in a group
whose members are bound to, and at the same time separated and protected
from, each other by all kinds of relationships, based on a common language,
religion, a common history, customs, and laws. Such relationships become spa-
tially manifest insofar as they themselves constitute the space wherein the dif-
ferent members of a group relate to and have intercourse with each other. No
State of Israel would have ever come into being if the Jewish people had not
created and maintained its own specific in-between space throughout the long
centuries of dispersion, that is, prior to the seizure of its old [sic!] territory.’!

This is indeed a curious claim. If a citizen of a particular country or the
consular space of a certain country is attacked in foreign territory, the
government of the country of the victim would have the territorial compe-
tence to judge the perpetrators and ask for their extradition. But is Hannah
Arendt suggesting that the State of Israel has a claim to represent all Jews in
the world, even those who are not Israeli citizens, on the grounds that this
state itself could not have come into being “if the Jewish people had not
created and maintained its own specific in-between space”? The main objec-
tion to this formulation would be that it would make membership in a state
not an act of consent, choice, or other indication of positive will, but simply
a result of one’s ethnic or national heritage. This analysis collapses the cat-
egories of citizenship and nationality by almost suggesting that all ethnic
Jews are potential Israeli citizens. This is a principle accepted by Israel’s Law
of Return; the obverse side of this Law is, of course, the denial of full citi-
zenship rights to those Palestinian Israelis whose ethnic identity or national-
ity is not Jewish but who nonetheless live in the territories under the
jurisdiction of the State of Israel. Arendt’s reflections on the matter of
Israel’s territorial jurisdiction to judge Eichmann thus run contrary to her
otherwise careful distinctions between citizenship rights and national iden-
tity.

This unresolved tension between the universal and the particular is
nowhere more evident than in her articulation of the central category under
which she thinks Eichmann should have been condemned, namely “crimes
against humanity.” This was the third set of jurisprudential issues which the
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trial had raised for her. Arendt criticized the sentence of the Israeli court for
its juridical confusions. In particular, she was critical of its use of the cate-
gory of “crimes against humanity,” “to include genocide if practiced against
non-Jewish peoples (such as the Gypsies or the Poles) and all other crimes,
including murder, committed against either Jews or non-Jews, provided that
these crimes were not committed with intent to destroy the people as a

” «

whole.”? For Arendt, this way of stating the question was utterly wrong-
headed and was based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the category
itself. The unprecedented category of “crimes against humanity” was
invented, she insisted, precisely to name a new kind of act: namely, the act of
genocide which was perpetrated against a people simply because it existed
on the face of this earth as this specific kind of people, as exemplifying one
way of being among the many possible modes of “human diversity.” Jews
had been killed not because they were enemies of the regime, class traitors,
spies against the Fiihrer, but because qua Jews they were said to be certain
kinds of beings who had no right to be on this earth. Genocide requires some
form of race-thinking as its basis because it aims at the elimination of a
people in virtue of the collective characteristics which it is constructed as
possessing. All genocide is a form of “ethnic cleansing,” as the war in former
Yugoslavia — fifty years later — has taught us. Arendt observes:

Had the court in Jerusalem understood that there were distinctions between
discrimination, expulsion and genocide, it would immediately have become
clear that the supreme crime it was confronted with, the physical extermina-
tion of the Jewish people, was a crime against humanity, perpetrated upon the
body of the Jewish people, and that only the choice of victims, not the nature
of the crime could be derived from the long history of Jew-hatred and anti-
Semitism. Insofar as the victims were Jews, it was right and proper that a
Jewish court should sit in judgment; but insofar as the crime was a crime
against humanity, it needed an international tribunal to do justice to it.*

Hannah Arendt wanted finally to reconcile the universal and the particu-
lar, the ideal of humanity and the fact of human particularity and diversity.
The concept of “crimes against humanity” immediately invokes the concept
of the “right to have rights” discussed in The Origins of Totalitarianism.>*
In both cases an anthropological normative universal is being invoked. In
virtue of our humanity alone, Arendt is arguing, we are beings entitled to be
treated in certain ways, and when such treatment is not accorded to us, then
both wrongs and crimes are committed against us. Of course, Arendt
was thinking along Kantian lines that we are “moral persons,” and that
our humanity and our moral personality coexist. Yet these are not the
terms which she will use; nor will she, like Kant, seek to ground the mutual
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obligation we owe one another in our capacity for acting in accordance with
the principles of reason. Even her formula the “right to have rights” is frus-
tratingly ambiguous: if we have a right to have rights, who could deprive us
of it? If we do not already all have such a right, how can we acquire it?
Furthermore, what is meant by “a right” in this formula: a legally recognized
and guaranteed claim by the lawgiver, or a moral claim which we, qua
members of a human group, address to our fellow human beings, to be rec-
ognized as their equals? Clearly it is the second, moral meaning of the term
“rights” that Arendt has in mind. But she is not concerned to offer a justifi-
cation here.’’ She was not a foundationalist thinker and she stayed away from
strategies of normative justification. The Eichmann trial was a watershed of
sorts because it brought to the fore the contradictions with which she had
struggled with existentially and conceptually all her life.

There is a normative “melancholia” in Hannah Arendt’s work. Her incon-
clusive reflections and ruminations on the fragility of human rights; her
belief that we are not born equal but become equals through being recog-
nized as members of a moral and political community; and her ironic
acknowledgment that Eichmann, the former Nazi, was a “stateless” person
like herself, the persecuted Jew, and that neither would be protected by an
international legal and normative order — these episodes are some of the
more salient instances when her melancholia about the twentieth century
comes to the fore.

Arendt was skeptical that moral beliefs and principles would ever be able
to restrain or control politics in the twentieth century and give it a direction
compatible with human rights and dignity. There is therefore a resistance on
her part toward justificatory political discourse, toward the attempt to estab-
lish the rationality and validity of our beliefs in universal human rights,
human equality, the obligation to treat others with respect. Although her
conception of politics and of the political is quite inconceivable, unintelli-
gible even, without a strongly grounded normative position in universal
human rights, equality, and respect, one does not find her engaging in any
such exercises of normative justification in her writings.

Hannah Arendt’s thinking is deeply grounded in a position which I shall
call “anthropological universalism.” The Human Condition treats human
beings as members of the same natural species, to whom life on earth is given
under certain conditions, namely those of natality, plurality, labor, work, and
action.>® This philosophical anthropology proceeds from a level of abstrac-
tion which treats all forms of cultural, social, and historical differentiation
among humans as irrelevant when measured up against the “fundamentals”
of their condition. There is an implicit ethical gesture in approaching the
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human condition from this level of abstraction, one that proceeds from our
fundamental equality and commonality as members of the same species.
This philosophical anthropology can be viewed as a form of coming to one’s
senses morally, i.e., as a form of “Besinnung,” a form of taking a hold of
one’s senses by grasping what it is to be human. What are some of the ele-
ments of such coming to one’s senses? In the first place, an awareness of our
natality as well as mortality, a cure for the sin, in St. Augustine’s terms, of
thinking that we are the ground of our being. We are not: we are fundamen-
tally dependent creatures, born promiscuously to others like ourselves and
radically dependent upon the good will and solidarity of others to become
who we are. Furthermore, we are embodied creatures whose material needs
must be satisfied by a constant engagement and metabolism with nature.
This process of material engagement with the world is also one of world-
constitution and world-creation. Like the young Marx in the 1844 Economic
and Philosophic Manuscripts, Hannah Arendt also stresses the world- and
object-creating qualities of human activities through her distinction between
labor and work. Furthermore, we are creatures immersed in a condition of
plurality: we are sufficiently like other members of our species so that we can
always in some sense or other communicate with them; yet, through speech
and action, we individuate ourselves, we reveal how distinctive we are.
Plurality is a condition of equality and difference, or a condition of equal-
ity-in-difference.

This anthropological universalism contains an ethics of radical intersub-
jectivity, which is based on the fundamental insight that all social life and
moral relations to others begin with the decentering of primary narcissism.
Whereas mortality is the condition that leads the self to withdraw from the
world into a fundamental concern with a fate that can only be its own, natal-
ity is the condition through which we immerse ourselves into the world, at
first through the good will and solidarity of those who nurture us and sub-
sequently through our own deeds and words. Yet insight into the condition
of natality, while it enables the de-centering of the subject by revealing our
fundamental dependence on others, is not adequate to lead to an attitude of
moral respect among equals. The condition of natality involves inequality
and hierarchies of dependence. By contrast, Arendt describes mutual respect
as “a kind of ‘friendship’ without intimacy and without closeness; it is a
regard for the person from the distance which the space of the world puts
between us.”” It is the step leading from the constituents of a philosophical
anthropology (natality, worldliness, plurality, and forms of human activity)
to this attitude of respect for the other that is missing in Arendt’s thought.
Her anthropological universalism does not so much justify this attitude of
respect as it presupposes it. For, in treating one another as members of the

81

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO HANNAH ARENDT

same species, we are in some sense already granting each other recognition
as moral equals. Arendt does not examine the philosophical step which
would lead from a description of the equality of the human condition to the
equality which comes from moral and political recognition. In Kantian
terms, Arendt answers the question of “quaestio juris” — by what reason or
on what ground should I respect the other as my equal? — with a “quaestio

2

facti,” a factual-seeming description of the human condition. The path

leading from the anthropological plurality of the human condition to the
moral and political equality of human beings in a community of reciprocal
recognition remains philosophically unthematized.

Eichmann in Jerusalem is a work that is volatile and difficult to decipher
precisely because Adolf Eichmann’s kidnapping, trial and sentencing became
the prism through which some of the most touching and difficult issues of
Arendt’s life and work were refracted.
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MARY G. DIETZ

Arendt and the Holocaust

all efforts to escape from the grimness of the present into nostalgia for
a still intact past, or into the anticipated oblivion of a better future, are
in vain.

Hannah Arendt

Hannah Arendt spent much of her life and a great deal of her writing in an
effort to comprehend the destructive forces of the twentieth century, some of
which, as she never ceased to remind us, were fundamentally unprecedented
and incomprehensible in any ordinary or conventional sense. Within the
domain of the social sciences, Arendt argued, there are data which “respond
to our commonly accepted research techniques and scientific concepts,” and
then there are data “which explode this whole framework of reference” and
defy our categories of explanation concerning human social and individual
behavior. In the face of such data, Arendt noted, “we can only guess in what
forms human life is being lived when it is lived as though it took place on
another planet.”!

Arendt thought that the line between the comprehensible and the incom-
prehensible, between human life on earth and some other planet, between
human evil and absolute evil, was crossed in the final stages of totalitarian-
ism when Nazi anti-semitism transmogrified into the Holocaust, as anti-
Jewish legislation, the herding of Jews into European ghettos, and the
establishment of forced labor camps,? mutated into the creation of death fac-
tories for “the fabrication of corpses” undergirded by a methodical and
mechanized program for the extermination and annihilation of human
beings. Arendt insisted that, although the incomprehensible crime at issue
was committed in its largest measure against the Jews of Europe, it was in
no way limited to the Jews or the Jewish question.? The deeds of horror per-
petrated by the Nazi regime and totalitarianism “wherever it ruled” threat-
ened to destroy the very “essence of man”; thus the incomprehensible
Holocaust had to be reckoned with as a crime against humanity.*
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Over the past two decades, many scholars and writers have tried to con-
front the Holocaust through philosophical, sociological, psychological, sym-
bolic, literary, and religious formulations. Indeed, the literature is by now so
voluminous that there is a genre called “Holocaust studies” that locates it.’
My aim in this chapter is to explore Arendt’s political theory, and particu-
larly her most famous text, The Human Condition, within the specific
context of the Holocaust. I wish to suggest that approaching Arendt from
this perspective not only underscores the originality of her theorizing total-
itarianism, but also illuminates the depth and profundity of her contribution
to our thinking through the most fiercely inhuman and horrific event of
twentieth-century Europe.

Comprehending the Holocaust

What does it mean to comprehend what is historically incomprehensible?
Spoken or unspoken, this question lies at the center of Arendt’s thinking
about the Holocaust and the fate of European Jewry in the twentieth century.
Arendt argued that we must begin by resisting the urge to make shocking,
outrageous, and unprecedented realities “comprehensible” in terms of
reductive commonplaces.® “The greatest danger for a proper understanding
of our recent history,” she wrote, “is the only too comprehensible tendency
of the historian to draw analogies. The point is that Hitler was not like
Jenghiz Khan and not worse than some other great criminal but entirely dif-
ferent.”” Thus, comprehension does not mean “explaining phenomena by
such analogies . . . that the impact of reality and the shock of experience are
no longer felt,” but rather requires “examining and bearing consciously the
burden which our century has placed on us — neither denying its existence
nor submitting meekly to its weight.” Arendt concluded that comprehension
“means the unpremeditated, attentive facing up to, and resisting of, reality —
whatever it may be.”®

The difficult task of comprehending totalitarianism, and of simultane-
ously facing up to and resisting the absolute factual evil of the Holocaust,
posed at least two problems of thinking for Arendt.’ The first concerned
historiography. In her reply to Eric Voegelin’s review of The Origins of
Totalitarianism, Arendt stated that the problem was “how to write histor-
ically about something — totalitarianism — which I did not want to conserve
but on the contrary felt engaged to destroy.”'’ Arendt wanted to avoid an
impulse that she thought characterized the “extraordinarily poor” schol-
arship of many contemporary historians of anti-semitism. In recovering
the history of a subject which they did not want to conserve, these histo-
rians “had to write in a destructive way” and, Arendt concluded, “to write
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history for purposes of destruction is somehow a contradiction in
terms.”!! Making the Jews “the subject of conservation” was no solution
in these matters. In Arendt’s view, to look at the events only from the side
of the victim resulted in apologetics, “which of course is no history at
all.”'2 Thus the problem that comprehending “the particular subject
matter” of totalitarianism posed for Arendt was how to face the reality of
certain “facts and events” objectively and on their own terms without at
the same time robbing them of their hellishness or appearing to condone
them.!

This first, historiographic, problem led Arendt to criticize the standard
approaches of the social sciences as well as political theoretical frameworks
along the lines of Voegelin’s. In both modes of inquiry, she argued, there
was a failure to recognize “phenomenal differences” of factuality and “to
point out the distinct quality of what was actually happening” in particu-
lar events.!* Thus certain “inarticulate, elementary, and axiomatic assump-
tions” that form the basis of social scientific presumptions regarding
human behavior are absolutely unable to account for or perhaps even
appreciate exceptions to the rule. Arendt noted, for example, that “utilitar-
ian” presumptions about human behavior and institutions are utterly
unable to understand the concentration camps, which were distinguished
by the absence of utilitarian criteria, rendering them precisely the curious
and seemingly “unreal” phenomena that they were.!’ Similarly, theoretical
frameworks that attempt to locate totalitarianism along a historical con-
tinuum of “intellectual affinities and influences” fail to appreciate that
which is unprecedented, thereby threatening to minimize truly radical
breaking points within the human condition by making them appear as
though they are merely aspects of “a previously known chain of causes and
influences.”!®

The second problem that Arendt faced in comprehending the absolute evil
of totalitarianism was on a different plane than historiography and in a differ-
ent province than the historian’s. On this plane, we move from what we know
of the event to how to remember it; in Lawrence Langer’s words, it “shifts the
responsibility to our own imaginations and what we are prepared to admit
there.”" Arendt alluded to this problem in the very personal and dedicatory
letter that she wrote to Karl Jaspers as the preface of her book Sechs Essays,
published in Germany in 1948. Here too she was concerned with factuality, but
of another kind than the factual reality that she wanted to identify and trace
in the historical unprecedentedness of totalitarianism. Indeed, this reality had
less to do with totalitarianism than it had to do with what Arendt called the
“factual territory” that the Holocaust had created for the Germans and the
Jews. To Jaspers she wrote:
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The factual territory onto which both peoples have been driven looks some-
thing like this: On the one side is the complicity of the German people, which
the Nazis consciously planned and realized. On the other side is the blind
hatred, created in the gas chambers, of the entire Jewish people. Unless both
peoples decide to leave this factual territory, the individual Jew will no more
be able to abandon his fanatical hatred than will the individual German be able
to rid himself of the complicity imposed upon him by the Nazis.'

For the Jews, Arendt tells Jaspers, the decision to leave this factual territory
“is difficult to make.” The difficulty has nothing to do with the miserable but
comprehensible saga of anti-semitism and Jew-hatred in modern Europe; for
even in this hostile context, Arendt wrote, “the possibility of communication
between peoples and individuals” was alive. “One could defend oneself as a
Jew,” she continued, “because one had been attacked as a Jew. National con-
cepts and national membership still had a meaning; they were still elements
of a reality within which one could live and move.”"

Leaving the factual territory of German complicity and Jewish blind
hatred instead involved dealing with the construction of concentration
camps and “the fabrication of corpses.” With Auschwitz, Arendt wrote, “the
factual territory opened up an abyss into which everyone is drawn who
attempts after the fact to stand on that territory.”?’ After Auschwitz, the
space one occupies if one “pulls back” from the abyss is “an empty space
where there are no longer nations and peoples but only individuals for whom
it is now not of much consequence what the majority of peoples, or even the
majority of one’s own people, happens to think at any given moment.”*!
Thus we might understand the second problem of comprehending the
incomprehensible that Arendt faced as the problem of how to repair “the
empty space where there are no longer nations and peoples but only individ-
uals,” in a way that leaves the factual territory behind and national pasts sur-
mounted, even despite the pervasiveness of what Arendt called “the image of
hell.”?

By now it is commonplace to hold that Hannah Arendt took up the prob-
lematic task of comprehending the factual reality of totalitarianism and
absolute evil primarily in two works that, in Dagmar Barnouw’s words, “may
turn out to be [Arendt’s] most important achievements”: The Origins of
Totalitarianism (1951) and Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality
of Evil (1963).2 Less well known is the fact that Arendt assumed the task of
finding out and recording factual reality in many articles on Nazism, totali-
tarian terror, and extermination that she wrote between 1945 and 1955.2* In
Origins and Eichmann as well as the articles on Nazism, Arendt was primar-
ily (and monumentally) concerned with what I have identified as the first
problem of comprehending the reality of totalitarianism, and with telling
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the “the real story of the Nazi-constructed hell” — her task was about finding
out, witnessing, recording, and reflecting (Arendt 1946, 200).” The Human
Condition (1958), written between Origins and Eichmann, is a different
matter.

Political theory as response to trauma

Like all great works of political theory, The Human Condition can bear, and
indeed it has invited, a superplenitude of possible readings, some of them
contradictory and some better than others. Yet while The Human Condition
is often (and usually) read within the context of modernity and world aliena-
tion, its significance in relation to Origins and Eichmann, and hence to the
specific historical and political reality of the Holocaust under Nazism, has not
been sufficiently recognized or explored by Arendt scholars. Usually, The
Human Condition has been read outside, or at least beyond, the context of
totalitarianism — perhaps as the nostalgic evocation of a finer past linked to
the ancient Greek polis (for which Arendt is often criticized), or as the pros-
pective hope for a better future that forwards a theory of participatory, even
deliberative, democratic citizenship, or (under the shadow of Heidegger) as a
critique of mass society and technological civilization.?® Despite the power of
many of these interpretations, very few have approached Arendt’s text in a way
that specifies its relation to the task of comprehending what Barnouw terms
“the space and time in which a figure like Eichmann had been possible.””

In what follows, [ want to sail against the prevailing interpretive winds and
present a reading of The Human Condition that not only places it within the
context of totalitarianism and the Holocaust but also understands it as a
profound response to the trauma inflicted upon humanity by the Nazi
regime. I also maintain that The Human Condition is situated quite differ-
ently in relation to these events than are The Origins of Totalitarianism and
Eichmann in Jerusalem, because it is primarily concerned with the second
problem of comprehending reality, with surmounting what Arendt called
“the facts [that] have changed and poisoned the very air we breathe . . . [that]
inhabit our dreams at night and permeate our thoughts during the day . . .
and [are] the basic experience and the basic misery of our times.”?® Shoshana
Felman clarifies the distinction I am drawing between “finding out” and “sur-
mounting” in the following way:

To seek reality is both to set out to explore the injury inflicted by it — to turn
back on, and to try to penetrate, the state of being stricken, wounded by reality
[wirklichkeitswund] — and to attempt, at the same time, to reemerge from the
paralysis of this state, to engage reality [Wirklichkeit suchend] as an advent, a

movement, and as a vital, critical necessity of moving on.?®
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In reading The Human Condition as an attempt to undertake this second
problem of comprehension, or what Felman calls the effort to “reemerge
from paralysis,” I will suggest that the act of political conceptualization that
Arendt enacted there was a direct and personal effort to offer both Germans
and Jews a way back from the abyss so that, as individuals, they might be
guided out of trauma and brought together “from their dispersion.”3°

The Greek solution

As a way of situating The Human Condition as a response to the trauma of
the Holocaust, I wish to begin with Section 474 of Friedrich Nietzsche’s text
Human, All Too Human.?! Entitled “the evolution of the spirit feared by the
state,” the section concerns Thucydides, as well as the resistance and hostil-
ity with which the Greek polis met the evolution of culture. Nietzsche ended
on a telling note that, as is often the case with his observations, carries
dimensions of meaning and possibility beyond the immediate subject to
hand. Nietzsche wrote:

one should not invoke the glorificatory speech of Pericles: for it is no more than
a grand, optimistic illusion as to the supposedly necessary connection between
the polis and Athenian culture; immediately before night descends on Athens
(the plague, the rupture of tradition), Thucydides makes it rise resplendent
once again, like a transfiguring evening glow in whose light the evil day that
preceded it could be forgotten.3

In this complex statement about a traumatic event that shattered the life
of a people, Nietzsche cautioned against reading Thucydides’ great inven-
tion, the Funeral Oration of Pericles, in a way that stirs a nostalgic yearning
for a still intact past that might be recovered and restored in some futuristic
moment yet-to-come. The Athenian polis that Thucydides invents through
the imagistic symbol® of the Funeral Oration is “no more,” Nietzsche
asserted, than a grand, evocative illusion: it bears no connection to the
factual reality of a city-state called Athens that was dominated by the states-
man Pericles in 431 BCE. By throwing the historical status of the Funeral
Oration into question, Nietzsche also refused a reading that confines its tem-
poral status solely to a moment preceding the catastrophe (the plague, the
rupture of tradition) that befell Athens. In one sense, the Funeral Oration is
such an event: in the chronological sequence of Thucydides’ narrative, it
appears, as Nietzsche notes, “immediately before night descends upon
Athens.”

In another equally important sense, however, the imagistic symbol of
Athens that Thucydides creates is offered in the aftermath of catastrophe
and as a possession for all time. It is Thucydides’ powerful riposte to the
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devastating prior event that “spites healing and does not seek cure.”?* Thus
in the evocative image of Athens rising resplendent, Thucydides fashions a
dream that crosses out of the horror and delirium of plague and war, expo-
sure and vulnerability, destruction and death, allowing the vehemence of
their cruelty to be undone. Nietzsche put this idea in terms of the provoca-
tive simile that finds Thucydides’ transforming illumination of Athens to be
“like a transfiguring evening glow in whose light the evil day that preceded it
could be forgotten.”*

With this remark, Nietzsche transfigured Thucydides the historian as
bearer-of-witness into Thucydides the theorist-as-healer. In this transfigura-
tion, the act of facing up to reality — of making the facticity of certain trau-
matic events palpable and real — is also an act of creating a luminous and
healing illusion that allows for a convalescence from pain and suffering, guilt
and recrimination, as well as a kind of moving on. In keeping with
Nietzsche’s rendering of the Funeral Oration as a grand optimistic illusion,
I mean to suggest that Thucydides is engaged in a project of inventing an
imaginary time and space, an imaginary Athens, that serves a significant
purpose. It creates a contrary world that does not so much obliterate the
established fact of evil (the plague, the rupture of tradition), as interfere
with, counter, or block the human impulse to ruminate upon and incessantly
rekindle the perpetual memory of hardship and evil, thereby fanning the
flames of desire for retribution and revenge. The Funeral Oration deflects
this injurious impulse by offering the intervening image or “counter-
memory” of Athens as glorious, magnificent: “the school of Hellas,” where
“the singular spectacle of daring and deliberation” are each carried to their
“highest point.”3¢ The fixation upon “what was” is modulated by the liber-
ating power of this imaginary world; the obsession with retribution is
thereby deferred. By inventing an alternative world swept clean of horror,
suffering, and degradation, Thucydides’ solution offers the Athenians a way
toward thinking themselves anew, and thus provides a path toward forgetting
the evil of the day before.

In much the same way that Nietzsche suggests that Thucydides was
engaged in assisting in the convalescence of the Athenians, so I want to
suggest that, in The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt was responding to
the trauma of survival that faced the Europeans, and especially the Germans
and the Jews, in the wake of the overwhelming deadliness of Nazism and the
burning darkness of the extermination camps. In the aftermath of this ulti-
mate evil, Arendt created a powerful, iridescent image that counters the
“reality of persecution” that had decimated the Jews and in its aftermath
robbed the Germans of “all spontaneous speech and comprehension, so that
now . . . they are speechless, incapable of articulating thoughts and ade-
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quately expressing their feelings.” 3% Perhaps we should not be surprised to
learn that the resplendent and healing image that Arendt fashions in The
Human Condition — the image of the public realm as “the space of appear-
ance” —draws its own light from the transfiguring glow of Thucydides’ lumi-
nescent Periclean polis.?® As Arendt observed, “Pericles’ speech, though it
certainly corresponded to and articulated the innermost convictions of the
people of Athens, has always been read with the sad wisdom of hindsight by
men who knew that his words were spoken at the beginning of the end.”* In
Arendt’s view, the Funeral Oration is placed by Thucydides at a point in the
narrative preceding the dark night of plague and the rupture of tradition.
Arendt also holds to a version of Nietzsche’s greater insight when she writes,
“The words of Pericles, as Thucydides reports them, are perhaps unique in
their supreme confidence that men can enact and save their greatness at the
same time and, as it were, by one and the same gesture.”*!

So let us not invoke the glorificatory speech of those Arendtian Greeks in
the public realm in order to decry (as so many of her critics have done)
Arendt’s “nostalgia” for a romantic past that could be a perfect future; for
Arendt’s public realm of the space of appearances is “no more” than a
dream, a grand, optimistic illusion.* In what follows, I shall attend instead
to the way this grand illusion functions when it is drawn into what Arendt
once called the gap of time between past and future, into “this small track of
non-time” which “each new generation, indeed every new human being as he
inserts himself between an infinite past and an infinite future, must discover

and ploddingly pave . .. anew.”*

(Re)Interpreting The Human Condition

The Human Condition is not directly or explicitly about totalitarianism,
Nazism or the extermination of the Jews. Nowhere in the course of this text
does Arendt make any detailed or specific reference to these circumstances.
Indeed, two other ominous events were the explicit impetus for this work: the
launching of Sputnik, which Arendt called “second in importance to no
other”; and the advent of “automation,” which she saw as the harbinger of
a “society of laborers without labor,” liberated into nothingness.* Thus, to
continue to stake out a reading that places The Human Condition in relation
to the Holocaust, I will draw upon two interpretive insights that justify the
significance of what is “unspoken” in a work of art or a political theory text.

The first insight is the literary critic Harry Berger’s compelling notion of
the “conspicuous exclusion” of themes that are “saturatingly present” in
great texts or artworks — but only as silence or felt absence.® Following this
insight, a text or artwork can be read as holding certain themes at bay, but
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manifestly so. As Berger writes: “Conspicuous exclusion makes us attend to
what has been left out; the omitted item is not merely missing but present-as-
missing. It is one thing for an artist merely to omit . . . or ignore something.
But it is another for him to make a point of his omission, directing our atten-
tion to it.”* Berger suggests, for example, that the healing tranquility at
the center of the paintings of Johannes Vermeer have the horrors of the
seventeenth-century wars of religion as their indirect, conspicuously unstated
background. Thus, “a whole set of anecdotal, allegorical, and narrative
values hovers about Vermeer’s painting. But none of them is firmly developed,
articulated, or nailed down.”¥ Berger locates the “felt absence” of war in the
roaring lions that are carved into the filials that Vermeer bathed in the
window light, and also in the maps of the bloodily contested Netherlands that
adorn the walls where young women read in serene and intimate rooms.*
When Vermeer is viewed in this way, the achievement of his paintings becomes
all the more remarkable. As Lawrence Weschler has recently remarked, “It’s
almost as if Vermeer can be seen to have been asserting or inventing the very
idea of peace” amid the horrors of a tremendously turbulent juncture in the
history of his continent and country.*

The second interpretive insight involves a brief but telling observation that
Karl Jaspers made to Arendt in December 1960, upon having read Vita Activa
(the German title). Allowing that he grasped “the overall picture” of the
book much more easily and quickly in the German than in English, Jaspers
noted:

What appeals to me so strongly in this book is that the things you explicitly
state you will not talk about (right at the beginning and repeatedly thereafter)
exert such a palpable influence from the background. That makes the book in
some strange way very transparent for me. There is nothing quite like it today.
All your important and concrete discussions are carried by another dimension.
Therefore, despite their great seriousness, they become “light” in all their
reality. Your many pertinent insights and illuminations and the historical pro-
fundity of your explanations provide concreteness and solidity.*

Jaspers did not proceed to specify what he thought the other dimension of
The Human Condition was, the things that exerted their palpable influence
from the background of the text in an indirect, unspoken, yet illuminating
way. But if we consider his remark in relation to Berger’s notion of conspic-
uous exclusion, then we might imagine that adumbrated around the edges of
Arendt’s great achievement is a theme that is saturatingly present but only as
felt absence — a theme that is withheld but at the same time palpable. Thus,
just as Berger’s insight invites us to see more in Vermeer’s art than may imme-
diately meet the eye, so Jaspers’ remark opens the possibility that there is
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more in The Human Condition than the things explicitly stated or directly
addressed.

We might take these insights, then, as cautionary comments against
reading The Human Condition too close to the surface, or in a manner that
misses the depth and profundity of certain “concrete discussions” because it
fails to see a dimension of meaning that is, at once, demonstrable and undis-
closed in that text. For example, in the “Prologue” to The Human Condition,
Arendt indicates one thing that she will not discuss, and some “preoccupa-
tions and perplexities” to which her book “does not offer an answer.”>! The
topic undiscussed is the background against which she says the book was
written: the “modern world” born with the first atomic explosions. The pre-
occupations and perplexities left unanswered are initiated by the two
“threatening” events of Sputnik and automation. All three of these phenom-
ena (the birth of the modern world, space exploration, and automatism)
conspire toward a deeper issue, however. They introduce the specter of a
rupture between “knowledge” (in the sense of scientific and technical
know-how) and “thought.” The possibility of such a rupture, Arendt notes,
threatens to turn humanity into “helpless slaves” and “thoughtless crea-

” “at the mercy of every gadget which is technically possible, no matter
52

tures,
how murderous it is.

Arendt’s reference to the murderousness of certain human scientific and
technical inventions of the modern world was not, I think, written solely in
the face of the lurid glow of nuclear apocalypse. When Arendt wrote expli-
citly in The Origins of Totalitarianism that “a victory of the concentration-
camp system would mean the same inexorable doom for human beings as the
use of the hydrogen bomb would mean the doom of the human race,” she
invoked another type of murderous technology that lingered, palpable but
unspoken, in the background of The Human Condition.’ This is the dimen-
sion of meaning that suffused Arendt’s project, and also gave rise to the
“light” that Jaspers found at the center of The Human Condition, both in
the sense of illumination (where light is a metaphor perhaps for truth) and
in the sense of a defiance of gravity (where light is a metaphor for the release
from weight or pain).

What I want to contend, then, is that the depth and profundity of Arendt’s
concept of the public realm of politics as “the space of appearance” can be
fully appreciated only in terms of the features of a phenomenon that is sat-
uratingly present but conspicuously held at bay in The Human Condition.
The phenomenon is the “hellish experiment” that Arendt thought opened
the abyss to the Holocaust, to the most extreme form of totalitarian evil: the
SS concentration camps, where the whole program of extermination and
annihilation of the Jewish people was enacted, and the crime against human-
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ity was carried out. This hellish experiment is what a great deal of The
Human Condition is all about, and what Arendt’s luminescent invention of
“the space of appearance” is meant to counter. Of course, not directly; but
this does not mean that we cannot see the horrors of a human-made Hell
both subtly insinuated and ultimately overcome in Arendt’s text.’* In what
form, then, is the saturating presence of the Holocaust palpable but unspo-
ken in The Human Condition?

Labor and work in extremis

As many of Arendt’s commentators have noted, in The Human Condition,
the concepts of labor (Arbeit) and work (Werk) can bear, and indeed they
invite, a superplenitude of possible meanings, some of them contradictory.
At their most basic level they designate, along with action, the fundamental
human activities within the vita activa; and each corresponds to one of the
basic conditions under which, Arendt wrote, “life on earth has been given to
man.”%® The human condition of labor is life itself; the human condition of
work is worldliness; and the human condition of action is plurality.

Yet even at this very basic level we would be mistaken to suppose that the
vita activa is simply a conglomerate of three fundamental units (labor—
work—action) that are things-in-themselves or enduring phenomena with
particular definitive features or side-effects. This is partly because Arendt
theorized the activities of labor, work, and action as externally bound to
and connected by each other in sometimes compatible and sometimes
incompatible ways. Equally importantly, however, Arendt took the more
radical step of internally differentiating these concepts so that each presup-
poses a multiplicity of interconnected elements that defy attribution in terms
of a settled meaning or unified synoptic picture. The concept of labor or
animal laborans, for example, is the sum of the following multifarious
elements:

the blessing of life as a whole, nature, animality, life processes, (human)
biology, (human) body, (human) metabolism, fertility, birth, reproduction,
childbirth, femaleness, cyclicality, circularity, seasons, necessity, basic life-
needs (food, clothing, shelter), certain kinds of toil, repetition, everyday func-
tions (eating, cleaning, mending, washing, cooking, resting, etc.), housework,
the domestic sphere, abundance, consumerism, privatization, purposeless
regularity, the society of jobholders, automation, technological determinism,
routinization, relentless repetition, automatism, regularization, non-utilitar-
ian processes, dehumanizing processes, devouring processes, painful exhaus-
tion, waste, recyclability, destruction (of nature, body, fertility), and
deathlessness.
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The concept of work or homo faber is the sum of the following multifarious
elements:

the work of our hands, the man-made world, fabrication, (human) artifice,
(human) creativity, production, usage, durability, objectivity, building, con-
structing, manufacturing, making, violation, maleness, linearity, reification,
multiplication, tools and instruments, rules and measurement, ends and
means, predictability, the exchange market, commercialism, capitalism, instru-
mental processes, utilitarian processes, objectifying processes, artificial pro-
cesses, vulgar expediency, violence, predictability, deprivation of intrinsic
worth, degradation, disposability, destruction (of nature, world), and lifeless-
ness.

As I have arranged them here, the features that Arendt assigned to labor
and work can be viewed as points along a single continuum that shade from
the human condition “under which life on earth has been given to man” into
a condition in extremis under which life on earth is taken away. Near the
end of the continuum, labor manifests itself in extremis in the form of
dehumanizing automatic processes and compulsive repetitions that displace
human death; work manifests itself in extremis in the form of dehumaniz-
ing fabricating processes and instrumentalized objectifications that violate
human life. Now, along this continuum we might find the automatic pro-
cesses of animal laborans and the instrumental processes of homo faber in
the nullity that is advanced capitalism in late modernity. This is indeed what
many readers of The Human Condition do when they (quite reasonably)
interpret this text as an Arendtian critique of late-modern, post-war, tech-
nological consumer society, and (variously) approach Arendt’s concept of
action as an attempt in the face of this nullity to revitalize a deliberative or
democratic or agonistic or destabilizing politics.

Yet I think that if we stop here we will miss the monumental theme that
Arendt is holding at bay, but conspicuously so, in The Human Condition,
and perhaps overlook the palpable significance of Arendt’s concrete discus-
sion of action as well. For the two forms of extremity that she warned of —
labor as routinized deathlessness, and work as the objectified violation of life
— have hitherto coupled in human experience, although only once and with
terrible and traumatic consequences that defy comprehension. This coupling
occurred in the “hellish experiment” of the SS extermination camps where,
existentially speaking, the obliteration of human life was effected before it
was actually accomplished. “Extermination,” Arendt wrote, “happens to
human beings who for all practical purposes are already ‘dead.’”® The
“skillfully manufactured unreality” of the human beings sealed off inside
these camps was, at once, an existential condition of being dead and yet not
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annihilated, alive and yet not living.’” Death-yet-not-death, life-yet-not-life.

The already-deadness/still-aliveness of the inmates had to do with another
existential feature of the extermination camps — an extreme isolation that
was carried to a perfection hitherto unknown in human experience. In their
complete dehumanizing isolation, Arendt observed, “the camps were separ-
ated from the surrounding world as if they and their inmates were no longer
part of the world of the living.”’® It was as if the human beings there had
dropped off the face of the earth, into a life “removed from earthly pur-
poses,” for their departure from the world was not announced; nor were they
even pronounced dead. The status of the inmates to those in the world of the
living was such that it was “as though they had never been born.”® Arendt
thought that the horror of life in the concentration camps could “never be
fully embraced by the imagination for the very reason that [this horror stood]
outside of life and death.”®®

This existential condition of extermination was furthered by the develop-
ment of certain new technological processes under which mass murder was
mechanized, the death rate of inmates was regulated, and torture was
“strictly organized” and efficiently calculated in a way that perpetuated
dying without inducing death — that is, until “depopulation” was ordered so
as to make room for “new supplies.” ® “The concentration-camp inmate has
no price,” Arendt noted, “because he can always be replaced; nobody knows
to whom he belongs, because he is never seen. From the point of view of
normal society he is absolutely superfluous.”®* There was, then, a paradoxi-
cal non-utilitarian utility to these camps. On the one hand, they were utterly
useless to the Nazi regime for either the purpose of winning the war or for
the exploitation of labor; on the other, the undefined fear the camps inspired
was more essential to the preservation of the regime’s power “than any other
of its institutions.”® It is in this non-utilitarian utility that we find the cou-
pling of labor and work. In this obscene coupling of labor and work in extre-
mis, where the routinized fabrication of corpses commingled with the
instrumental cyclicality of extermination, human beings came face to face
not with life on earth, but with living death on some other planet. Thus
Arendt noted in The Human Condition:

We are perhaps the first generation which has become fully aware of the mur-
derous consequences inherent in a line of thought that force one to admit that
all means, provided they are efficient, are permissible and justified to pursue
something defined as an end.®*

In an even more mundane and terrible sense, labor and work were also
operative in the extermination camps. The “work camp” was the identity
that served to mask the real function of the death camps, and Arbeit Macht
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Frei (“Labor Gives Freedom”) was the brightly illuminated sign over the large
gate to Auschwitz. Nevertheless, as Arendt noted, “The concentration camp
as an institution was not established for the sake of any possible labor yield;
the only permanent economic function of the camps has been the financing
of their own supervisory apparatus . . . Any work that has been performed
could have been done much better and more cheaply under different condi-
765 (Notice Arendt’s own commingling of the terms “labor” and
“work” in these sentences.) Pierre Vidal-Naquet contributes importantly to
this subject when he notes that “Concentration camp labor also served the
ends of exhaustion and control . . . [and] also had the characteristic of being
indefinitely replenishable.”®® Although some camps (Chelmno, Sobibor,
Belzec, Treblinka) were directed solely toward extermination, Vidal-Naquet
notes that “Maidanek and (above all) Auschwitz . . . were living proof that
extermination could go on side by side with exploitation of forced labor . . .
between exploitation and extermination there was a tension, never a break.”

When in The Human Condition Hannah Arendt affirmed the existential
superiority of action over labor and work, I do not think that she was extol-
ling the posturing hero (much less vanity and vainglory) in some sort of exis-
tential confrontation with mortality and death. Indeed, Arendt remarks
upon the peculiar modern inability to appreciate the earnest aspiration to an
“earthly immortality” as anything more than “vanity.” She also attributes the
tendency to “look down upon all striving for immortality as [nothing more
than] vanity and vainglory” to the “shock” of the philosophers’ discovery of
the eternal.®”” Her concept of action and her invocation of glory are decid-
edly more human, and far more courageous, than that. What they attempt
to counter is not death as such; for what Arendt called “the two supreme
events of appearance and disappearance” (birth and death) merely delimit
(although supremely) the time interval within which the other events of non-
biological life — this mortal, human, life of action and speech — take place.®
Instead, what I think Arendt was attempting to confront and counter by
asserting — and, yes, inventing — the public realm as the “space of appear-
ance” that she called “action” was the existential unreality of “death-yet-
not-death, life-yet-not-life”: the living death/deathly life that was the horrific
specter of the Holocaust.

tions.

Reinhabiting the empty space: the recovery of action

2

“If art is to survive the Holocaust — to survive death as a master . . .
Shoshana Felman writes, “it will have to break, in art, this mastery, which
insidiously pervades the whole of culture and the whole of the esthetic
project.”® We might say the same here not only of political theory, but of all
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works of “outstanding permanence” that, in Arendt’s words, release “the
world-open and communicative” human capacity for thought.”’ I now want
to turn to Arendt’s action concept of politics and the imagistic symbol of the
space of appearance, in order to consider how they create a healing illusion
and a disruptive countermemory, attempting to reach over the historical
abyss created by Auschwitz, and break the mastery of the Holocaust.

Arendt’s concept of action carries within it a multitude of dimensions and
meanings. Yet unlike her concepts of labor and work, “action” does not
threaten to destroy itself, or point toward the precariousness of extremity. In
the voluminous secondary literature that has developed around Arendt’s
political theory, the concept of action is usually affiliated with the notion of
a public space of freedom and equality that comes into being when citizens
speak together and act in concert; hence many of Arendt’s commentators
take their purchase on Arendtian politics from a perspective that casts it as
the active engagement of citizens in the public realm. 7! But if we look closely,
we can see that the concept of action is also the sum of the following multi-
farious elements:

the web of human relationships, the realm of human affairs, the space of
appearance, being together in the presence of others, being seen and heard by
others, the sharing of word and deeds, the spontaneous beginnings of some-
thing new, plurality, equality, sameness in utter diversity, self-revelation
through speech, the disclosure of the agent in the act, the appearance of “who”
someone is, the active revelation of unique personal identity, the distinctiveness
of each human person, courage, boldness, esteem, dignity, endurance, the
shining brightness once called glory, the human capacity for power generated
by action in concert, the human capacity for freedom born of acting, the dis-
tinctly human condition of living on earth and inhabiting the world.

The tendency of Arendt’s contemporary commentators to construe this
concept primarily in terms of participatory citizen-politics (whether in the
form of agonal contestation or deliberative communication, classical repub-
licanism or radical democracy) tends to occlude something that I believe is
profoundly articulated in Arendt’s concept of action, and also vital to a
reading of The Human Condition in the context of dark times. This is the
phenomenon of self-revelation, or what Arendt also called “the disclosure of
the agent in the act.” We might say that self-revelation is precisely what crys-
tallizes in the space of appearance where human beings gather, and that
spontaneous acting and speaking are the capacities through which the
unique human person discloses his or her individuality, him or her as “self,”
as sui generis. In a particularly telling passage in The Human Condition,
Arendt underscored the significance of action as the revelation of the unique
and distinct identity of the agent:
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In acting and speaking, men show who they are, reveal actively their unique
personal identities and thus make their appearance in the human world . . .
This disclosure of “who” in contradistinction to “what” somebody is — his
qualities, gifts, talents, and shortcomings, which he may display or hide — is
implicit in everything somebody says and does . . . Without the disclosure of
the agent in the act, action loses its specific character and becomes one form
of achievement among others.”

It is the “who-ness” of acting, the “agent-revealing capacity” of action and
speech, that Arendt repeatedly emphasized in her concrete discussion of pol-
itics in The Human Condition.”®> The “space of appearance” is the realm
within which “I appear to others as others appear to me,” through the dis-
closure and the exposure of myself — my uniquely individual, irreducible,
and distinctively human self — through word and deed.” Arendt found in the
willingness to act and speak at all, to “[leave] one’s private hiding place and
[show] who one is,” a kind of “courage and even boldness” that are usually
assigned to the hero.”> The existential significance that she granted to the
space of appearance was such that, “[tJo be deprived of it means to be
deprived of reality, which, humanly and politically speaking, is the same as
appearance.”’®

From one angle, it is difficult to appreciate Arendt’s image of self-
revelation in a space of appearance as adequate to the task of capturing what
politics requires or entails. As Arendt herself admitted about the Greek
concept of action,”” so I am tempted to say of Arendt’s action concept of pol-
itics: it is highly individualistic (although certainly not subjectivist), and
stresses the urge toward collective self-disclosure at the expense of many
other factors in political action, including the dimension of strategic or
instrumental purposefulness that Arendt so resolutely opposed as an aspect
of the political.”® From another angle, however, I believe that there is a better
way to make sense of the unique and sui generis conception of self-revelation
in the space of appearance that Arendt creates in The Human Condition.
This has little to do with the expectations that one might wish to impose
upon a theory of politics, and more to do with what I take to be Arendt’s
attempt to conjure a magnificent transfiguring illusion, a via gloriosa, and so
rehabilitate what she called “the empty space” to which humanity had with-
drawn after Auschwitz.

We can appreciate the power and luminescence of Arendt’s space of
appearance only if we draw it into the gap between past and future, and rec-
ognize what it invites us to overcome. The luminosity of this space, where the
condition of being a unique, individual, human personality is fulfilled in the
ordinary glory of speaking and doing, is the absolute counter to “the disin-
tegration of personality” that was achieved in the extermination camps,
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where the end result was “the reduction of human beings to the lowest pos-
sible denominator of ‘identical reactions.””” As Primo Levi wrote, of
Auschwitz: “we have learnt that our personality is fragile, that it is much
more in danger than our life; and the old wise ones, instead of warning us
‘remember that you must die’ would have done much better to remind us of
this greater danger that threatens us.” These are “the evil tidings of what
man’s presumption made of man in Auschwitz.”%0

In Arendt’s imagistic symbol of the space of appearance, with its great
glorification of “the paradoxical plurality of unique beings” there is illumi-
nated a way back from Auschwitz’s empty space.?! For with this grand, opti-
mistic illusion, Arendt did nothing less than bestow upon us the human
personality rising resplendent in a space where we gather together from our
dispersion. This space breaks the mastery of all contexts where who I am,
as an individual human person, is made the object of a “what,” and other
human persons are manufactured into specimens, “ghastly marionettes
with human faces.”? If we take seriously this possibility, then we might read
Arendt’s concept of action — and especially its formulation in the image of
the space of appearance — as a powerful and compelling rebuke to the living
death and deathly life that is the horrific effect of the extermination camps,
and a compelling counter-memory to the persistent specter of the
Holocaust. With this powerful imagistic symbol, the political theorist offers
to humanity a relief from dark times, a “recreative escape,” a chance to give
one’s self over to the radiance of light and the “shining brightness” of the
represented world.

In this sense, the grand, optimistic illusion of the space of appearance
offers a new beginning to the sufferers and survivors of a trauma that is still
very much with us, and has left so many stranded still in the factual terri-
tory of complicity and hatred that Hannah Arendt identified. It offers a way
to think anew what we are doing, so that the evil day, with its old meaning
and its legacy of grievances, can be mastered and perhaps some day sur-
mounted. Thus might “the empty space of individuals” be reinfused with
plurality and life. Accordingly, Arendt’s great invention in The Human
Condition does not simply, as is often said these days, rethink identity and
celebrate diversity; rather, it strives to subvert, counter, and overcome a
factual territory that was as assiduously invented and dark as its obverse was
suffused with light. That Arendt accomplished this subversion of evil in a
manner that was utterly devoid of both gratuitous moralizing and self-
righteous condemnation is itself a kind of miracle. But this miracle was fully
in keeping with the one that she thought saves the world: the human capac-
ity to bestow upon human affairs the two essential characteristics of human
existence — faith and hope.
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Arendt took the term “dark times” from Bertolt Brecht’s poem “To Posterity,”
which, she notes, “mentions the disorder and the hunger, the massacres and the
slaughterers, the outrage over injustice and the despair . . . the legitimate hatred
that makes you ugly nevertheless, the well-founded wrath that makes the voice
grow hoarse” (MDT p. viii). The essays that Arendt collected in this volume are
informed by her belief that “even in the darkest of times we have the right to
expect some illumination,” and this illumination may come “from the uncer-
tain, flickering, and often weak light” that some men and women will nonethe-
less kindle and “shed over the time span that was given them on earth” (p. ix).
Arendt, “A Reply to Eric Voegelin,” in EU, p. 402.

Ibid.

Ibid.
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Voegelin by establishing a distinction between her “facts and events” approach
and his tendency to proceed by way of “intellectual affinities and influences” (p.
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“essences” that precede a phenomenon’s coming-into-being (as in an “essence of
totalitarianism” in the eighteenth century), but only of particular historically
traceable “elements” which eventually “crystallize” into totalitarianism. Arendt
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one way in Origins and another in Eichmann, especially concerning the problem
of evil and mythologizing the horrible. My rather more limited point is that,
whatever else differentiates them, Origins and Eichmann might be cast as efforts
to “come to terms with” the factual reality of the Holocaust, whereas The
Human Condition needs to be understood in a different way, as a project
directed toward the restorative surmounting of the “factual territory” (i.e.
German complicity and Jewish blind hatred) that Arendt thought that
Auschwitz had left in its terrible wake.
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Canovan asserts that “virtually the entire agenda of Arendt’s political thought
was set by her reflections on the political catastrophes of the mid-century” (p.
7). She interprets the central concepts of The Human Condition (especially
“labor” and “society”) as “moulded by [an] interpretation of totalitarianism,”
and in response to its “analogues”: “the belief that everything is possible, and
... thateverything is determined within an inevitable process” (p. 103). Similarly,
Barnouw (Visible Spaces) argues that the need “to strain against necessity . . .
fed by the experience of total war and holocaust” was the main source of
Arendt’s distinction between labor and work in The Human Condition. Both
Canovan and Barnouw recognize Arendt’s “middle work” not only as a project
addressing mass technocracy in late modernity, but also as an effort, in
Barnouw’s words, to articulate “a culturally secured quality of life which would
defeat the senselessness of past mass destruction of human life” (p. 1953).
Richard Bernstein, Hannah Arendt and the Jewish Question (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1996) also observes (more briefly) that “most of the motifs of
[Arendt’s] understanding of politics” in The Human Condition “are worked out
in her attempt to comprehend the events of twentieth-century totalitarianism.”
[ wish to endorse all of these insights by way of taking them (and the meaning
of “comprehension”) in a rather different direction.

Arendt, “The Image of Hell,” p. 2co0.

Shoshana Felman, “Education and Crisis, or the Vicissitudes of Teaching,” in
Cathy Caruth, ed., Trauma: Explorations in Memory (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press), p. 34. The capacity for “moving on” is a process for
which English has no single word but German has two (lengthy) ones:
Geschichtsaufarbeitung and Vergangenbeitsbewdltigung. Both capture the idea
of “treating,” “working through,” “coming to terms with,” or even “overcom-
ing” the past, as Felman implies in the reference to “moving on.” I do not wish
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to confuse this idea with the effort to find some way of distilling hope, or at least
consolation, from the vast sea of despair and systematic murder that was the
Holocaust. If there is any element of the “triumph of the spirit” to be found
here, it is not within the Holocaust itself, but rather in relation to its aftermath,
and the surmounting of its pernicious legacy of evil, guilt, hatred, and recrimi-
nation.

This moving image of reunification I draw from Jaspers’ remark (quoted by
Arendt in “Dedication to Karl Jaspers,” p. 216): “We live as if we stood knock-
ing at gates that are still closed to us. Today something may perhaps be taking
place in the purely personal realm that cannot yet found a world order because
it is only given to individuals, but which will perhaps someday found such an
order when these individuals have been brought together from their dispersion.”
Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human: A Book for Free Spirits, trans. R.
J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 174. This start-
ing point is not, however, as unusual as it may at first appear. Arendt often
referred to Nietzsche and was certainly influenced by his thinking. A most pro-
vocative footnote (n. 83) in The Human Condition also provides a linkage
between Arendt and Nietzsche on the meaning of memory and forgetting (p.
245). Arendt refers to two “unique” insights of Nietzsche’s that mark off human
from animal life, and are “frequently overlooked” by scholars. They are found
in the first two aphorisms of the second treatise in On the Genealogy of Morals
(New York: Random House, 1969). Although Arendt does not proceed to iden-
tify these insights, the curious reader will discover that in them Nietzsche
addresses (1) “forgetting,” as the “positive faculty of repression,” and “active
forgetfulness” as the “preserver of psychic order, repose and etiquette” (pp.
57—58); and (2) the origination of “responsibility” in the emancipated individ-
ual’s “right” to make promises (pp. §8—60).

Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human, 174.

The term “imagistic symbol” comes from Harry Berger, “Conspicuous
Exclusion in Vermeer: An Essay in Renaissance Pastoral,” Second World and
Green World: Studies in Renaissance Fiction-Making (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1988), pp. 460—461.

Felman, “Education and Crisis,” 21.

Nietzsche’s German reads: noch einmal wie eine verklarende Abendrothe
aufleuchten, bei der man den schlimmen ‘Tag vergessen soll, der ibr vorangieng.
The German word vergessen can mean, in addition to “to forget,” “to leave
(behind)”; “overlook,” “omit”; or “neglect.” Perhaps it is instructive that
Nietzsche chose this word, for unlike other German expressions for forgetting
(e.g. nicht denken an; nicht bedenken; verlernen) vergessen does not seem to
imply actively or intentionally blocking something out or choosing not to
remember it, but rather suggests a forgetting that simply happens or occurs. (I
thank Dan Hope for clarifying this point for me.) The significance of memory,
remembrance, not-forgetting, and memorialization is a significant theme in
Holocaust studies, which tend primarily (and variously) to focus the problem
as one of “coming to terms with the past.” See, for example, Saul Friedlander,
When Memory Comes (1979); Pierre Vidal-Nacquet, The Assassins of
Memory (New York: Columbia University Press 1985); Charlotte Delbo, Days
and Memory (1985); Lawrence Langer, Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of
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Memory (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991); James Young, The Texture
of Memory (1993); and Geoffrey Hartman, The Shapes of Memory (1993).
Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, trans. Crawley (New York: Modern
Library, 1982), 110.

Arendt, MDT, p. 17.

Arendt, “Social Science Techniques,” p. 253.

Arendt, HC, p. 207.

Ibid., p. 205.
Ibid.
Arendt’s critics are by no means incorrect in emphasizing the significance she

places upon the “prephilosophical Greek experience of action and speech,” the
Hellenic world of the Greek polis, and the glory of Periclean Athens, “which
bestowed upon politics a dignity which even today has not altogether disap-
peared” (HC, pp. 207, 205). What I wish to suggest, however, is that although
accurate as descriptions, the critics’ renderings of Arendt’s recourse to Hellas as
evidence of utopianism, or an antiquated nostalgia for a forgotten past, or a
masculinist fixation with heroic glory, prematurely and hastily convert descrip-
tion to (negative) evaluation, without adequately attending to Arendt’s own dis-
paragement of nostalgic yearnings or, more importantly, without considering
the complicated way in which the images of the Greek polis may be operating in
The Human Condition as part of an interplay with the aftermath of the
Holocaust.
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world” in “an attitude of serious playing; serio ludere means playing seriously
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JEROME KOHN

Freedom: the priority of the political

For Dore Ashton

Many of us must have experienced a sensation of relief while celebrating the
advent of the new millennium. The relief consisted first in having survived,
and then in saying adieu to a century that more than any other in the long
history of mankind had been marked by evil. As if torn from a corpse, the
ligatures of that evil — binding total war to totalitarianism; the totalitarian
destruction of entire peoples to the invention of nuclear weapons; and the
proliferation of nuclear weapons in a post-totalitarian world to the unprece-
dented capacity of mankind to annihilate itself — revealed the identifying
scars of the century that had come to its calendric end. But New Year and
even millennial celebrations tend to be followed by sober, frequently painful
awakenings. Has our “morning after” found us in a new world? Has the mere
passage of time from the twentieth to the twenty-first century healed the
wounds of the former and enabled us to be reconciled to the latter? If we heed
the Russian poet Akhmatova, who was not thinking of the calendar when she
spoke of “the real twentieth century,”!
What, if anything, has ended? Hannah Arendt might counsel us to ask a
somewhat different question: What, if anything, has begun?

It is only in the present dimension of time — that which lies between past

are we not forced to ask ourselves:

and future, between what has already happened and what is yet to come —
that freedom and the priority of the political for the human world fully
emerge in Arendt’s thought. For her the political is by no means the be-all
and end-all of human experience. It is distinct from “what we can do and
create in the singular: in isolation like the artist, in solitude like the philoso-
pher, in the inherently worldless relationship between human beings as it
exists in love and sometimes in friendship.”? The point is rather that apart
from free political activity, which is to say apart from action and judgment,
both of which depend on human plurality, human experience as such is
thrown into jeopardy. Arendt was not born with this insight, but discovered
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the meaning and the importance of the political by witnessing its negation
in the multiform linkages of evil that were manifest in her lifetime. These
linkages, however, did not form a necessary concatenation of events; they
were contingent, as everything human is contingent: man is “the dwelling
place of the contingent,”? for better and worse. It is due to their contingency,
to the fact that they were not causally related but the results of the “crystal-
lization” of “elements” of Western history (to use Arendt’s familiar lan-
guage), that the story of “the real twentieth century” remains open. We turn
our backs on it at our own peril, for the “elements” themselves have accom-
panied us into the new century, where they remain as dangerous as they were
in the one that has passed.

On the other hand, in a world liberated not once but twice from totalitar-
ian terror, and with the cold war also over, some of the past’s specific link-
ages of evil appear weaker, at least for the time being. It is not relief that the
new millennium offers, but a new opportunity for us to transform the “ele-
ments,” such as anti-semitism and racism, decaying nationalism and global
expansionism, and what Arendt calls the “alliance” of capital and the dis-
possessed. A moral revolution — unlikely in any event —is not required, but
what may suffice is the human capacity to actualize the most elusive tempo-
ral dimension — the present —as more than the memory of the past and more
than the anticipation of the future, by acting together politically with
peoples whose histories and traditions are not our own, but with whom we
inhabit and share an ever-shrinking earth. Regardless of intentions, there is
no guarantee of the outcome of such action. But there is the possibility of a
new beginning, insofar as human beings are themselves beginnings, which is
Arendt’s deepest conviction, stated over and over throughout her works,
more often than not in the words of St. Augustine: Initium ergo ut esset,
creatus est homo, ante quem nullus fuit (“That there be a beginning, man
was created, before whom nobody was”).

I

It would be difficult to reflect on Hannah Arendt without also considering
the question of human freedom. It is not only the coherence of the idea of a
free being that would be called into question, however, but the past and the
present status of such a being and, in a sense, the past in the present. For the
historical events that Arendt relates, ancient and modern, and the stories she
tells of real and sometimes fictional or legendary persons, all have present
relevance; they are examples intended to illuminate the present — resonant
fragments, something to think about, and sometimes warnings.* Insofar as
Arendt writes about the past she does so “monumentally,” that is, not as one
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whose chief concern is to establish the continuity of history but in order “to
awaken the dead” (as her friend Walter Benjamin put it) by revealing action.
Her engagement is not to destroy but to dismantle the past, to see history’s
victories naked and strip “progress” of its necessity. She is convinced that
“the thread of tradition,” through which the past was transmitted from gen-
eration to generation for centuries, today is “broken” and its “authority”
gone for good.® But unlike the stories traditionally told by monumental his-
torians, hers are not meant to be imitated in the sense of being repeated; she
does not inspire or exhort us to specific deeds, any more than she attempts
to determine specific policies or proffer solutions to specific problems. She
never tries directly to influence what lies ahead, for cautionary tales, reflec-
tion, and deliberation notwithstanding, she knows that at any moment, and
toward no safe harbor, spontaneous and unpredictable action steers the
course of the world. Put this way the question of human freedom presents a
challenge to traditional ways of considering it, for it would be an error to
infer that Arendt simply assumes freedom as an inherent and essential prop-
erty of human nature. On the contrary, in her view human nature is unknow-
able by human beings, and if it were known it would only perplex or baffle
freedom as she conceives it. If, moreover, the gift of freedom is imparted
through birth, on which Arendt insists,® for her that does not imply that it
can be imputed to humans as natural beings.” Man is not born free, as
Rousseau believed, but born for freedom. A first preliminary response to
Arendt’s challenge might be, therefore, that freedom, as the great and iden-
tifying gift of human existence, is manifest in the activities that distinguish
human from other forms of life.

With this emphasis on activities, freedom may be said to guide Arendt’s
thought as surely as Virgil guided Dante’s progression through hell and pur-
gatory. But Dante no longer needed Virgil when he entered paradise,® for
there the pilgrim, his own activity suspended, came to rest in the possession
of a vision of eternal love, an all-knowing and all-powerful love determining
the movement of the universe and the fate of every individual within it.’ The
times Dante lived in were harsh, but the particular events through which
Arendt lived some six hundred years later differed in their impenetrable dark-
ness. That darkness precluded spiritual reconciliation, preventing all but the
most evanescent image, much less the possession, of “an absolute standard
of justice” indwelling in a transcendent god. In the twentieth century it was
under no definition of wickedness —not even Hitler’s or Stalin’s — that human
beings were banished to the man-made hells of Auschwitz and the Gulag
(OT, pp. 446—447).'° More than anything else it was due to this vision-
defying darkness that freedom became the touchstone of Arendt’s own for-
midable power of judgment. Thus a second preliminary response to the
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challenge posed by the question of human freedom might be that judgment
is not only a divine but a human act, and that freedom is the test of whatever
comes before it, no matter how strange, uncompromising, and controversial
its exercise turns out to be.

The question of the status of a human being endowed with the gift of
freedom became crucial for Arendt when, as a young, classically educated
German Jew, she collided head-on with a totalitarian movement in the early
1930s. In that collision she experienced a shock of reality: the reality of an
organized mass of mankind, masquerading as a political party,!! that was
intent on marring both the social milieu into which she was born and the
private, reflective realm in which she grew to maturity. That shock was severe,
and at first less connected with political insight than with plain outrage at
the reactions, stemming from dissatisfaction and resentment, of many of her
compatriots with whom she believed she shared that realm, its culture and
its spirit.'? Ultimately the German language, die Muttersprache, Arendt’s
principal and enduring medium of reflection, became the sole memorial of
what then was vanishing from the world. But for her the German language
was not the everyday language that even earlier than the 1930s had lapsed
into “mere talk” (Gerede) of “the they” (das Man). This debased language,
far from preserving German civilization, publicized and trivialized it, and
was itself integral to the encroaching darkness. Owing to what was for her
the undeniable givenness of being Jewish, Arendt lacked the opportunity
open to others, some of whom she knew intimately, of withdrawing from
“this common everyday world” and from a “public realm” permeated with
its language. Henceforth Arendt would look upon withdrawing from the
world to a “land of thought” (LMT, p. 87), a purely philosophic, thought-
filled “solitude,” with a degree of disillusion and misgiving.!* There can be
little doubt that the experience of the loss of what was most familiar to her
lay close to the root of what later became central to her understanding of the
political: her sharp, firm, and unwavering distinction between the private and
the public realms of human existence.

In other words, the significance of what was lost at that time should not
be underestimated, nor the fact forgotten that that loss was not entirely neg-
ative, at least in its consequences for Arendt’s political thought. For at first
German culture and the German spirit had seemed to her to encompass “the
so-called Jewish question,” which by her own admission she had found
“boring.” Her biography of Rahel Varnhagen,'* on which she was working
at precisely this time, and despite the fact that she was writing it from “the
perspective of a Zionist critique of assimilation,” subtly attests to this. For
for Rahel, whom she described as her “closest friend, though she had been
dead for some one hundred years,”!* Arendt did not believe in “an indepen-
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dent history of the Jewish people”; and while she showed little respect for the
would-be parvenu, she clearly loved Rahel’s own love of “‘the true realities
of life . . . love, trees, children, music,” ” none of which “have a link with orig-
inally and specifically Jewish substance.” But by 1952, after the cataclysm of
World War II, Arendt felt that her biography of Rahel was “alien” and “very
remote” from her; she felt that she had been “politically naive” when she
wrote it.!®

P2

By then the priority that the political had come to have for Arendt was pro-
foundly connected to the war, the devastation of her homeland, and her own
experience of uprootedness during eighteen years of statelessness. Which is
to say that that priority probably cannot be comprehended apart from
Arendt’s own experience of a form of world alienation, the alienation she
later found generally diffused throughout the world since the onset of the
modern age, and which, especially as seen in her multivalent treatment of the
processes of expropriation, was “so crucial to the formation of the lonely
mass man and so dangerous in the formation of the worldless mentality of
modern ideological movements” (HC, pp. 251—257). Her experience, more-
over, never ceased to inform her thought, although it did so in different ways.
On the one hand, she vigorously denied sharing the spiritual homesickness
that for her typified not only German Idealism but also Nietzsche and
Heidegger, both of whom were otherwise sources of inspiration to her
(LMW, pp. 157-158). But on the other hand, the faculty of judgment, with
which she ultimately hoped to resolve the most fundamental problems of
action arising from her political thought — the judgment she had long since
practiced but only turned to examine and analyze at the end of her life —
depended on a degree of separation, on being situated at a certain remove
from the world and its events.!”

Arendt was not “by nature” an actor, and considered the ability to look at
political action “from the outside” an “advantage” in trying to understand
it.’® For her the most and perhaps the only reliable guardians of the facts and
events of this world are not those who enact them but spectators, poets to be
sure, and also historians and all those who report them, fit them into stories,
and judge them. That human beings are born for freedom means that their
actions are fit subjects for stories, which alone give full measure to their con-
tingency, their spontaneity, and their unpredictability. In the course of what
probably still is the most profound meditation on the nature of time, St.
Augustine says that in the recitation of a psalm his mind “is distended
between the memory of what I just said and the anticipation of what I am
about to say, although I am now engaged in the present transition from what
was coming to what is past.” This is “equally what happens” when the story
of “a man’s whole life” is told, “whose parts are his own actions, or with the
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whole world, whose parts are the actions of all men,” until “anticipation
dwindles,” and is ultimately “canceled and the whole transaction resides in
memory.”” Therein, if anywhere, lies reconciliation to the world. Addressing
much the same matter, Arendt says that it is the story that achieves “perma-
nence and persistence,” whose narration has “its place in the world,” where
“it can live on — one story among many,” adding that “[t]here is no meaning
to these stories that is entirely separable from them” (MDT, p. 22).

In the years following her flight from Germany, her sojourn in France, and
her emigration to America, Arendt wrote The Origins of Totalitarianism,
the major work in which she analyzed those hidden “elements” of modern
European history that “crystallized” in totalitarianism. It was she who
stressed the fact that those “elements” would not themselves disappear with
the disappearance of totalitarianism (OT, p. 460), thereby raising the ques-
tion, suggested at the beginning of these remarks, of what a genuinely post-
modern world or post-modern age — a new world or age — would entail (cf.
HC, p. 6). The totalitarian regimes she dealt with, Hitler’s Germany and the
Soviet Union under Stalin, were for her “an authentic, albeit all-destructive
new form of government” (HC, 216), novel and criminal, bent on demon-
strating in fact rather than argument that human freedom is altogether illu-
sory. She judged their destruction of freedom to be not only criminal but an
evil without precedent in human history, not because totalitarianism was
crueler than previous tyrannies (which it may have been), but because its nihi-
lism, the possibility and necessity of its will to annihilate every aspect of
human freedom, private as well as public, was unlimited. This previously
undreamed of, seemingly paradoxical fusion of possibility with necessity,
though contradicting common sense, was realized in the world through
terror.

When fully developed, totalitarian terror chose its victims “completely at
random” (OT, p. 432), thereby rendering the guilt and innocence of individ-
uals, along with their “responsibility” — their ability to respond — utterly
superfluous. Arendt does not judge such terror “subjectively,” as if she could
feel what those who endured it felt, but likens it and its essential institutions,
slave-labor and death camps, to “a band of iron” pressing human beings “so
tightly together that it is as though their plurality had disappeared into One
Man of gigantic proportions.” Individuality, the question of who oneis (HC,
p. I1), is unanswerable when the space opened by “the boundaries and chan-
nels of communication,” separating individuals in thought and connecting
them in speech, no longer exists; individuality is meaningless when anyone
can be replaced by everyone. Totalitarianism’s total denial of freedom is
achieved when the conditions and the meaning of action, of individuals
joining together to manifest principles such as “love of equality . . . or dis-
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720 and even the “fear-guided movements and suspi-

tinction or excellence
cion-ridden actions” whose rationale remains all too apparent in the
“desert” of ordinary tyrannies, are eliminated (OT, pp. 465—466).

Without peer in this respect, the dynamism of the story Arendt tells of
unmitigated human disaster is a function of the newness of totalitarianism.
The force of her condemnation of the “overpowering reality” of the “radical
evil” of full-fledged terror, its enslavement of human masses to the higher-
than-human goals set by ideologically determined, supposedly immutable
laws of Nature and History, is likewise a function of its newness (OT, p. 459).
And it appears that at least in The Origins Arendt’s treatment of traditional
constitutional structures, along with the theoretical underpinnings of differ-
ent kinds of government, including tyranny, all of which totalitarianism
deranged, is deliberately curtailed in order to avoid relativizing the phenom-
enon itself, to highlight its newness and the attraction it held for lonely,
worldless masses of mankind. These masses, along with equally misled
members of both the mob and the elite (cf. OT, pp. 326—340), found that the
inexorable movement of totalitarianism, while denying freedom in the real
world, held out the illusion of freedom in a fictitious world: freedom for the
unfree, one might say, ending in terror for all.

One result of her magisterial study of totalitarianism was to recognize the
capacity for freedom as the source of human plurality, itself the condition
through which politics is possible and without which it is not (HC, p. 7). But
even when it was not political, freedom still was the resource that enabled
historical groups of human beings, such as Jews, to remain more or less
intact and persevere, and human individuals, in one way or another and in
the most varied circumstances, to affirm and express gratitude for their finite
lives. What is as new as totalitarianism itself, however, is the recognition that
the human capacity for freedom may make life supremely worth living. This
is the transparent meaning of the conclusion of Arendt’s study of the revo-
lutions that mark modernity with their attempts, which may never yet have
proved successful, to constitute and establish freedom in the world. There she
cites words fashioned by Sophocles at the close of his life, words evoking “in
pure precision” the original sense of freedom: that when it is politically expe-
rienced — experienced as action — freedom can “endow life with splendor.”?!
This is only one but perhaps the most startling way in which the realm of pol-
itics, as conceived by Arendt, takes precedence over all other realms of
human activity. A third response, still preliminary, to the challenge of human
freedom might be that in freedom men and women appear as a plurality of
unique beings, irreducible to repeatable concretions of qualities, but when
deprived of freedom, though still alive, they differ in only one significant
respect from the multiplicities of other animal species: loneliness, the despair
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of lost desire, of “not belonging to the world at all” (OT, p. 475); that to con-
ceive freedom as an inalienable human right is, from a political point of view,
to misconceive it; and that speech and deed actualize freedom in the world
without reifying it.

The foregoing intimations of freedom and unfreedom in the thought of
Hannah Arendt are provisional, and all of them require qualification. To
qualify them thoroughly would require tracing the web of Arendt’s thought
through virtually everything she wrote, a task far exceeding the limitations
of the present essay. Nevertheless, some amplification is in order.

II

The human activities that concern Arendt — in active life: laboring, working,
and acting; in mental life: thinking, willing, and judging — all bear different
relations to freedom. Willing, for instance, “as the spring of action” is “‘the
power of spontaneously beginning a series of successive things or states’.”
But willing itself is unable —its discovery by St. Paul was an experience of the
will’s “impotence” or inability — to grasp how it does that and to what effect
(LMW, pp. 6—7 [quoting Kant], 64—73). “Only when the [-will and the I-can
coincide does freedom come to pass” (BPF, p. 160), but St. Augustine,
perhaps the most acutely sensitive of those who examined the faculty of the
will, found that No#n hoc est velle quod posse (“to will and be able are not
the same”) (LMW, p. 87; BPF, p. 159). Moreover, in a great mystical prayer
that begins and ends “If you will grant what you ask, you can ask what you
will,”?? Augustine has left the company of men and is radically alone with
his God. Arendt’s story of the will’s career in Western thought leads to what
she calls “the abyss of freedom”; however much it may individuate us,
however closely it is associated with the condition of natality in which action
is “ontologically rooted,” in itself willing only dooms human beings to
freedom (LMW, p. 217; HC, p. 247).

In the realm of human affairs, of historical events that would not come to
pass except for human beings, the importance of action may seem obvious.
In On Revolution Arendt speaks of action’s “elementary grammar . . . and
its more complicated syntax, whose rules determine the rise and fall of
human power.” Its grammar is “that action is the only human faculty that
demands a plurality of men,” and according to its syntax “power is the only
human attribute which applies solely to the worldly in-between space by
which men are mutually related” (OR, pp. 173, 175). While these remarks
indicate how men acting “in concert” generate power and direct the course
of the world, and also suggest how the loci of power shift, political activity —
acting and judging — requires thinking about something different from the
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will. The problem is that the relation of thinking itself to politics is fraught
with difficulty.

Arendt turns to Athens because it was the birthplace not only of politics
but also of Western philosophy (or thinking, as she would say), and both
appear most clearly in their origin. In the story she tells about philosophy
and politics,? it was the trial and condemnation of Socrates by the people of
Athens that prompted Plato to argue that the philosopher alone was fit to
rule in the cities of men. From that point on, according to Arendt, philoso-
phy and politics “parted company.” The freedom of the thinking activity lies
in its withdrawal from the sheer factual contingency of human affairs to a
“land of thought,” and the thinker who “resides” there tends to view action
in the light of his own experience. The condition of thinking is to be in agree-
ment with oneself, for the activity of thinking is stymied if it falls into self-
contradiction. Another way to put this is to say that action, when thought
about, becomes subject to moral rules derived from the rule of non-contra-
diction, and here it does not much matter whether those rules are thought to
bind human beings universally, or, as customs (#0res) and habits (hexeis), to
do so relatively. In either case, the freedom of opinion of pre-philosophical
Greek political experience — “neither to rule nor to be ruled” (HC, p. 32) —is
compromised. When Plato, for example, turned to politics it was to construct
an ideally balanced republic, one in which a philosopher would rule over the
conflicting opinions of citizens. The adjudication of ordinary citizens’ opin-
ions according to the standard of philosophic truth meant that the plurality
of those opinions, agreement with one’s peers being a condition of action,
no longer mattered. It also meant that the condemnation of a philosopher,
which had happened in the case of Socrates, would not be repeated. In this
sense Socrates is a pivotal figure whose life and death mark a crucial turning
from concern with action and judgment, from the doing of politics (poli-
teuesthai), to a philosophy of politics.

For Arendt Socrates himself is a more elusive figure, not simply a Platonic
philosopher who lacked political authority. He was an Athenian citizen who
sometimes “withdrew” from polis life in order to think, but who, when done
with thinking, “returned” to it. Of course there is a sense in which every
thinker does that necessarily, except that Socrates not only took up his own
position as an Athenian citizen but also demanded accounts of what his
fellow citizens believed, of how the world appeared to them from their posi-
tions in it and, since his interlocutors were almost always young and well-
born, the leaders-to-be of Athens, of what appeared to them to constitute the
excellences (aretai) of citizenship. It was the perplexity (aporia) that
Socrates’ questioning engendered in those he spoke to that made an old and
poor man famous and set him against the status quo, whatever it happened
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to be. For neither Athens nor any other polity, ancient or modern, aristocratic
or democratic, can afford to think of itself as a homeland for bewildered
magistrates, in which the generation of power would be virtually impossible.
Plato’s most telling criticism of political activity lies in the failure of Socrates,
his teacher, to establish not only the “truth” but even agreement among the
plurality of opinions his interlocutors held regarding their common world.
Yet Socrates, who mixed as little as possible in the affairs of his city and
reached no conclusions useful for its policies, is an exemplary figure for
Arendt. He alone not only was convinced but was willing to die for his con-
viction that the self-examination of one’s life — part and parcel of the reflex-
ivity that characterizes thinking — was itself the greatest good that could
befall any city.

Arendt’s story of Plato and Socrates comes from the past but has relevance
for the present. It shows that the relation of thinking to politics was essen-
tially problematic from its inception. And in the “new and yet unknown age”
in which we live today (HC, p. 6), an age that cannot jump over the long
shadow cast by the “elements” of totalitarianism, the need for a different
faculty to comprehend freedom is not only shown but exercised. Socrates was
a man who judged that his self-appearance in and for his city was worth more
than his life, and in Arendt’s own judgment that is who Socrates is, a man
who had the courage to confront his death, his disappearance from the
world, as something entirely new, a sort of adventure. At the end of his trial
(in the Apology) Socrates sees his world clearly for the last time as if it were
the first; he is between past and future, equally experiencing the forces of the
future pushing him back and of the past propelling him forward. In other
words he experiences the pathos of action and judgment, the pathos of relin-
quishing the known for the unknown.

In On Revolution what Arendt says, and how she says it, about Socrates’
“unquestioned belief in the truth of appearance” is noteworthy. It exem-
plifies approximately half of what she herself means by judgment’s realiza-
tion and manifestation of thinking “in the world of appearances” (LMT, p.
193). She writes there that to Socrates ““Be as you would like to appear to
others’” means “‘Appear to yourself as you wish to appear to others’.” But
then, “ploddingly” paving her own “path of thought” in the mental present,
between “an infinite past and an infinite future” (LMT, pp. 210-211), she
immediately cites Machiavelli in a historically and otherwise different, even

39

opposed, context. For him ““Appear as you may wish to be’” means “‘Never
mind how you are, this is of no relevance in the world and in politics, where
only appearances . . . count; if you can manage to appear to others as you
would wish to be, that is all that can possibly be required by the judges of

this world’” (OR, p. 97; cf. LMT, p. 37). Machiavelli, “the spiritual father of
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revolution” (OR, p. 30), also dares to envisage the entirely new, “things never
seen . . . thoughts never thought . . . institutions never tried before” (OR,
p. 262). But for him, a Christian and a preeminent political thinker who gave
not a fig for philosophy, the risk he took did not concern the mystery of his
disappearance from the world, but rather the eternal damnation of his soul.
He was willing to take that risk for the sake of founding a new political order
in Italy, his homeland. For Machiavelli it was not a question of loving the
world more than God but “whether one was capable of loving the world more
than one’s own self” (OR, p. 290). The risk implies that God might after all
approve such a love, regardless of its “morality,” which according to the rules
derived from thinking’s standard was certainly deficient. The examples of
Socrates and Machiavelli, and both of them together, show the primacy of
the world of appearances, albeit in distinct ways. For Socrates, the purer
thinker of the two, it was only in the world in which he appeared to others
that he could judge the worth of his appearance to himself. For Machiavelli
it was only action, and neither the “goodness” or “badness” of human
conduct, that can “shine in glory” in that same world of appearances (HC,

77).

III

In The Human Condition Arendt undertook to rethink the hierarchy of
modes of activity that originally characterized the active lives of human
beings.?* For her such beings labor, work, and are capable of action in ways
that distinguish them from other animal species. Some animals do, in a sense,
labor and even work — they hunt and forage to keep alive, they procreate, and
they build nests and hives and dams — but the meaning of the hierarchical
ordering of human activity is that within it the specific ways men labor and
work become intelligible in their relation to the highest activity, that of
action, an activity unique to humans.? This is not meant teleologically (cer-
tainly no “final cause” or explanation by “design” is implied), but in the
sense that of these activities gua activities action alone depends on a plural-
ity of beings, each of whom is unique (HC, p. 7). No one, not even Achilles,
can act alone, and a crucial theme in The Human Condition is the conse-
quent boundlessness of action, its inherent unpredictability, and the strict
limitation of the actor’s own knowledge of what he is doing (HC, pp. 233,
239). Action to be free must be free from “motives and intentions on the one
hand and aims and consequences on the other” (HC, p. 205). If we knew
what we were doing when we act we would not be free but enacting or unfold-
ing a plan, as if the course of the world were set like that of a planet plotted
on a celestial map, itself a human artifact and an emblem of the “victory” of
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homo faber. To put it succinctly, “[t]he calamities of action all arise from the
human condition of plurality” (HC, p. 220), and this “is the price [human
beings] pay for plurality . . . for the joy of inhabiting together with others a
world whose reality is guaranteed for each by the presence of all” (HC, p.
244).

What must be emphasized here is that it is only in action, in acting, that
the uniqueness of the actor appears in the world, and that this “distinct iden-
tity” does not appear to the actor himself; it is not he but rather those to
whom he appears who recognize and judge it, and those others are also
equally unique beings (HC, p. 193).%¢ If such recognition smacks of tautol-
ogy, it is not empty. For action — which to Arendt signifies deed and speech,
either a deed and its account, a deed accounted for, or speech-as-deed (HC,
pp. 25—26) — insofar as it is free is by definition undetermined.?” What is rec-
ognized, therefore, is nothing morphological, neither a face or a body nor
anything that a mirror might reflect. Perhaps it could be likened to a tempo-
rally extended, fully articulate gesture, one that cannot be copied or
repeated, although it may be imitated poetically and also, when recollected
as an example, relived as a principle of new action. What is recognized is a
passing image of “the most elementary and authentic understanding of
human freedom,” of a beginning inserted in the continuum of time (HC, pp.
225, 19). Itis an individual image of spontaneous initiation, of the actualiza-
tion of the uniqueness and origin that every human being is.

Free action transcends the necessity of labor and the utility of work, and
transforms those activities. Thus human labor is organized in a variety of
ways, frequently unjust and hardly ever equal, so that some men, wily or
lucky enough to escape the fate of Sisyphus, are relieved of the dolor of
ceaseless, endless labor and thereby released from serving the necessity of the
biological processes of their own lives. Human work, the goal or purpose of
which always lies outside the activity itself, not only complements labor by
making tools that are useful for easing it and rendering it more productive,
but with them constructs an artificial world, an elaborate and changing cul-
tural artifact as structurally complex and intricately contrived as the web of
relationships that sensibly and legally binds those who live together within
it. Such a non-natural, artificial world is a condition for leading a free or fully
human life, be it of honor or of shame, or even of honor enhanced by shame
(the classic example of which is King Oedipus); in every case it is a life that
does not merely reply but actively responds to the exigencies of the world,
that which lies between and is common to those who share it. In Greek expe-
rience that life is typically viewed as heroic and tragic, in the literal sense an
extraordinary life. As Arendt understands it, that life cannot be fully
achieved by laborers, workers, or even by great artists, by anyone who strives
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to attain ends, whatever they may be, to which their own activity is a means.
Within the relative stability or balance of the human artifice a space for free
action may be opened, a space relating men who desire to act, thereby reveal-
ing who they uniquely are as beings in and of the world. Which is to say that
it is a space for the sole activity of active life which, non-reflective and exist-
ing in “sheer actuality,” is undertaken for its own sake and comprehended as
its own end.?®

Arendt calls this space public, a common space of disclosure not only for
those who act or actively move within it but for everyone who perceives it.
The remarkable claim she makes has already been alluded to: that apart from
this “space of appearance and without trusting in action and speech as a
mode of being together, neither the reality of one’s self, of one’s own iden-
tity, nor the reality of the surrounding world can be established beyond
doubt” (HC, p. 208). The “reality” of the world is its “being common,” its
being between, literally its interest (inter esse) for all those who, through
their common sense, hold it in common. It is common sense, “the sixth and
highest sense,” which, by relating the “five strictly individual senses” and
their data that otherwise would be “merely felt as irritations of our nerves or

il

resistance sensations of our bodies,” fits what appears to it “into the
common world.” Just as in her discussion of action the identity of the self,
alternatively called the person, does not appear to itself, so now the condi-
tion of its “reality” is also plurality, inter homines esse, living “politically”
with others. Again it is common sense or sensus communis, “‘a sense

39

common to all, i.e. of a faculty of judgment,”” a community and communi-
cative sense, that by judging them relates the appearances of all human
beings, whether they have actualized their uniqueness in action or not, to one
another.”? Human reality is appearance, then, in the twofold, complemen-
tary sense of the appearances that form the common world, the world into
which those who desire to act will act, and of the “presence” to each other
of the persons to whom that world is visible and audible, and who can judge
it. Actions are the appearances that are ekphanestaton, most shining forth,
most appearing, and they are the original source of that reality (HC, pp. 274,
208—209, 283, 50—52, 199, 225—226). Yet at a crucial moment in the life of the
polis, Athens’s greatest statesman, Pericles, said that Athenians “love beauty
within the limits of political judgment, and . . . philosophize without the bar-
barian vice of effeminacy” (BPF, pp. 213—214), thereby differentiating polit-
ical activity from both sheer thought and sheer “creativity,” even in action.
To the pagan Greeks the glory generated in the space containing free action
was godlike, but its immortality depended on human memory. One reason the
art or skill of politics — of politeuesthai, of doing politics, of caring for and
preserving the polis as the situs of memory — was invented in Greece was to
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“remedy” the futility of action,®® which in this context is tantamount to the
futility of human life. For no actor can foretell where his beginning will lead,
since he acts with and into a plurality of other free actors, but also, being its
own end, having its end within itself (“nothing acts unless [by acting] it makes
patent its latent self”3'), the glory of action in itself leaves nothing behind in
the world, is nothing but the image of the actor acting it reveals to spectators.
Arendt emphatically contrasts the “immortality” of everlasting fame, clearly
dependent on the “endurance in time” of a plurality of generations, with the
solitary experience of eternity, an experience that is perhaps only enjoyed
when “the glory of the world is surely over” (Sir Thomas Browne). Insofar as
“‘to cease to be among men’ (inter homines esse desinere)” is “to die,” the sol-
itude of world-withdrawal, in which eternity is experienced philosophically
or religiously, is “a kind of death” (HC, p. 8, 20).%

What for Arendt is perhaps most exemplary about the Greeks, and at the
same time has the greatest relevance for the present, is that it was not just the
memory of past actions but the possibility of new deeds, the novelty latent
in newcomers, that made the laws that bound and secured the polis, condi-
tioning political life in general and constraining action in particular, mean-
ingful and bearable (HC, pp. 194—198). It is by virtue of “the new beginning
inherent in birth,” the fact that unique human beings are born and appear in
the world, that “natality” is a far more politically relevant category than
“mortality” (HC, p. 9); nor is it beside the point that for the Greeks natality
likewise characterized the “deathless but not birthless” lives of the Olympian
gods (LMT, p. 131). Here it is essential to add that, as Arendt understands
it, the public, shared space of disclosure was not pre-designed for freedom
but first cleared and then kept open by free action, thus not only inextricably
linking politics with freedom but rendering the former dependent on the
latter (HC, pp. 198—200). It is not that Arendt means or ever says that
freedom is the only concern of politics. On the contrary, she states explicitly
that freedom “only seldom — in times of crisis or revolution — becomes the
direct aim of political action.” Her point is that if men were not free initia-
tors, if they never had lived together in the manner of speech and action,
experiencing not only its joys but also its disasters, there would be no reason
for them to organize themselves politically, no reason for them to concern
themselves with matters of “justice, or power, or equality” (BPF, p. 146).

These reflections have been intended as no more than a sketch of Arendt’s
understanding of the human world, which is specifically opposed to the
inhuman non-world of totalitarianism: that the origin of the human world
lies in man’s active life (vita activa); that the activities of active life become
intelligible in the culminating experience of free action; that such freedom is
constitutive of human reality which is, in a sense different from that of “other
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explicitly”a realm of appearances (HC, p. 199);
and that political activity is inseparable from the activity of judging, of order-

living or inanimate things,

ing those appearances for the sake of the plurality of persons to whom they
appear.® No attempt has been made to expound the richness of Arendt’s con-
ception of action or to resolve the complexities of its relation to moral activ-
ity, especially when viewed in the light of her chapters on keeping promises
and forgiving trespasses, both of which also depend on human plurality (HC,
pp. 236—247).>* My endeavor has been solely to trace the relation of action
and political judgment to human freedom, which Hannah Arendt puts almost
too compactly when she writes:

action and politics, among all the capabilities of human life, are the only things
of which we could not even conceive without at least assuming that freedom
exists . . . Without [freedom] political life as such would be meaningless. The
raison d’étre of politics is freedom, and its field of experience is action . . .
(BPF 146)

NOTES

1 I am indebted to Jonathan Schell for this quotation and for much else in these
introductory remarks. There is no more attentive or eloquent chronicler of the
unconcluded story of “the real twentieth century” than he.

2 The quotation is from the “Conclusion” of a course of lectures entitled “History
of Political Theory” delivered by Arendt at the University of California
(Berkeley) in 1955. This “Conclusion,” housed in the Arendt archive at the
Library of Congress, has been edited by the present writer and will appear in a
volume of Arendt’s unpublished and uncollected works forthcoming from
Harcourt Brace & Company.

3 M. Merleau-Ponty, quoted in D. Ashton, A Rebours: The Informal Rebellion
(Las Palmas: CAAM; Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia,
1999), p. 28.

4 It has been well said that Arendt’s “use of exemplarity was not . . . to expect a
modern jackass to run like an ancient horse, but to caution modern horses not
to act like jackasses.” K. M. McClure, “The Odor of Judgment” in Hannah
Arendt and the Meaning of Politics, ed. C. Calhoun and ]J. McGowan
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), p. 54.

5 Arendt, LM, vol. 1, Thinking, p. 212; hereafter LMT.

6 Arendt, OT, p. 479. Cf. “The miracle that saves the world, the realm of human
affairs, from its normal ‘natural’ ruin is . . . the birth of new men and the new
beginning, the action they are capable of by virtue of being born” (HC, p. 247).

7 In HC, pp. 9—11 Arendt distinguishes between “the human condition” and
“human nature.” On pp. 175—177 of the same work she elaborates differences
between human and natural beings. In general, nature is associated with neces-
sity and therefore opposed to freedom.

8 Literally of course Virgil, a pagan, was not allowed to enter paradise, but that
is another matter.
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Cf. Arendt, LM, vol. 11, Willing, pp. 122—123; hereafter LMW.

Cf. “The Image of Hell” and “Reply to Eric Voegelin,” in Arendt, EU, pp.
198—200 and 404 respectively.

See OT, pp. 250—266 for the distinction between parties and movements.
“What Remains? The Language Remains,” in EU, pp. To-12.

Arendt, MDT, pp. viii—ix. She speaks from her own experience of the “uncanny
precision” of Heidegger’s analyses of “mere talk” and “the they” in Being and
Time.

Rahel Varnhagen: The Life of a Jewess (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1974).

E. Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1982) 56.

See the elucidating exchange of letters in Hannah Arendt — Karl Jaspers:
Correspondence, 1926—1969, ed. Lotte Kohler and Hans Saner (New York:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992), pp. 192—201.

In this same vein Dana Villa has argued convincingly that some of the most pos-
itive aspects of Arendt’s political thought are not to be identified “with the
absence of alienation.” D. R. Villa, Arendt and Heidegger: The Fate of the
Political (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), p. 203.

From extempore remarks made by Arendt in Toronto, November 1972, in M. A.
Hill, ed., Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public World (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1979), p. 306.

Confessiones 11:38.

Arendt, BPF, p. 152.

Arendt, OR, p. 285.

Confessiones 10:40.

See H. Arendt, “Philosophy and Politics,” Social Research 57/1 (Spring 1990):
73-103.

She did this among much else. Her overall purpose was to reconsider “the human
condition from the vantage point of our newest experiences and our most recent
fears” (HC, p. 5).

Arendt speaks of animal laborans and homo faber, but only human beings are
capable of action. Thus action is the principal artery of what may be called her
humanism. Moreover, while at least some animal species are social and every one
of them “lives in a world of its own” (LMT, p. 20), none are political.

That this uniqueness (in Greek Arendt calls it the daimon, and what is in ques-
tion is eudaimonia, its “well-being”) “appears and is visible only to others” is
the “misery . . . of mortals,” the curse of action, and also stems from the funda-
mental “human condition of plurality, . . . the fact that men, not Man, live on
the earth and inhabit the world” (HC, p. 7).

Speech-as-deed is explicitly distinguished from conveying “information or com-
munication,” and no doubt derives from Homer’s epea pteroenta, the “winged
words” that may or may not occur in deliberations. To say such speech is “per-
suasive” is to say too little, but it certainly is the precursor of persuasion as the
medium of authentic political decisions.

One hopes that it is no longer necessary to add that Arendt draws upon ancient
Greek texts — poetic and historical as well as philosophical — because the distinc-
tions that were crucial to her are clearer there, in their distance from us, and not
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