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FEMALE GENIUS: GENERAL INTRODUCTION

One of the most fervent passions
is the geniuss love of truth,
Laplace

“What a genius!” Our recent claims of discovering “genius”
within ourselves-~whether in the form of a talent, a natural gift,
or a prolonged search for truth—have put an end to the ancient
deification of personality. At first, the divine spirit charged with
watching over the birth of the future hero was transformed into
a viable means of innovation.! As Voltaire put it, “this invention
in particular appeared to be a gift from the gods; this ingenium
quasi ingenitum was a sort of divine inspiration.” Whether by
simple metonymy or by analogy, “a genius” later became some-
one who “displayed genius,” if not someone who simply hap-
pened to influence someone else.”

Hannah Arendt, one of the protagonists of this three-part
work, made light of “the genius,” whom she considered to be a
product of the Renaissance. Tired of being reduced to the fruits
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munificent, and as they lost touch with God, they grafted His
transcendence onto the very best among their ranks. Since that
time, the divine, disguised as a genius, has made up for this loss
by producing a mystery play thac has transformed the creator
into something unique. Does this mean that the absolute has
descended upon us? Or thar we should consider this loss to
be a challenge to humanity? Is it a demand from a superman?
Or is it a refusal to lower ourselves ro the level of “products”
or “appearances” in a society plagued by “consumption” and
the “spectacle™ Suffice it to say that “genius” is a therapeutic
invention that keeps us from dying from equality in a world
without a hereafter,

Even so, do we dare speak about “genius” without ignoring

the “evil genius® who devoted all his resources to deluding
Descartes himself? In our day, it would appear, the word
“genius” stands for paradoxical occurrences, unique experi-
ences, and remarkable excesses that manage to pierce through
an increasingly automated world. The troubling, even formj-
dable, emergence of such phenomena helps us understand the
meaning of human existence. Does this mean that genius helps
substantiate the meaning of life? The protagonists of this work
believe that it does not: as we shall see, my geniuses consider
life to be substantiated through more modest means indeed.
They do suggest, however, that our existence can be perpety-
ally revived by that which is extraordinary. Significantly, how-
ever, this brand of extraordinariness is not achieved by gaining
entry into the hallowed halls that record the rigorous ordeals of
history. Like the ancient Greek heroes, my geniuses displayed
qualities that, while no doubt exceptional, can be found in
most of us. And they (the geniuses, which in this case are three
female geniuses) did not hesitate to make mistakes and to let us
know their limitations. What distinguishes these geniuses from
us is simply that they have left us to judge a body of work
rooted in the biography of their experience, The work of 2
genius culminates in the birth of 4 < (hiae
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Each of us leads some sort of existenc‘e, and many of us have
lived through adventures, often interesting ones, that can ipro-l
vide fodder for family legend and sometimes for-the oca
newspaper or even the nightly news. Yet such expenen;lzes are
not the stuff of a noteworthy biography. Let us agree ere to
use the term “genius” to describe those who force. us to c.hscuss
their story because it is so closely bound up with their cre;
ations, in the innovations that support the devc.alopnzielnt 0
thought and beings, and in the onsl'aught of q.uest.icms,I 1s;0v—
eries, and pleasures that their creations have inspired. In fact,
these contributions touch us so intimatel}‘f that we have no
choice but to moor them in the lives of thel.r authors,

Some works of art have an impact that is greater than thte
sum of their parts. The way these works affec.t us depends (tldu—
mately on the historical disturbances they brlr.lg about an on
the way they influence other people and their followers—in
sum, their effect depends on the way we respond tolthf.:m.
When someone finds himself at this juncture and c:apltahzl;:s
upon it, he becomes a genius—even 1.f all he ever _dld- was E

born into the world, work, and then die. We CI-IdOW him with
a biography that fails to explain the excess, the indulgences, or
the invasiveness of his life. Still, the reason we afford such a
biography to geniuses, and not to just anyone, is to szuriidhan
alarm: regardless of whatever creation, work of art, or deed has
come about, someone has lived. Are we someone? Are you some-

?'Iry to be someone!
On;& 'II\?;zart concerto, a funny Charlie Chaplin scene, and
Madame Curie’s discovery of radium were all events as un.usgal
as they were inevitable, and as unforeseen as.they. were mdllsci
pensable. Since “it” took place, we cannot imagine a wor
without “it,” as if “it” has always been \fvith us. The temporaty
shock caused by such acts and - works makes us want to explain

“it” away by conjuring up the superhum:.m and by co'ntflm;

plating the destiny or the geneti_cs that prc‘emd“e over the birth o
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day occurrence by proclaiming, as did Buffon, that “genius is
endless patience” or, for the more romantic among us, by
repeating Valery'’s words: “Genius! O endless impatience!” At
the same time, when geniuses demand that we endow them
with a life that amounts to less than their “genius” itself, they
play another trick on us: they make us look at ourselves in a
way that is just as ingenious as the way they locate their
extraordinary character between their own pleas and the
unpredictable opinion of the human beings who respond to
them and who ordain them. At heart, they are geniuses for
us-—and for eternity, so much so that we become geniuses ou-
selves, the sort of geniuses that accompany “our own” geniuses.
And what role do women play in all this? Is it true, as La
Bruyere and others have written, that women have “talent and
genius . . . only for handiwork™ Of course, it has long been
asserted that women’s only genius is the genius of their
patience, whereas style is the exclusive province of men.
The twentieth century has put an end to the notion that
women are the birthing half of a species of mammals. The
growth of industry, which demanded a female workforce, and
then the growth of science, which has slowly increased our
knowledge of procreation, have effectively freed women from
the constraints of the life cycle. Although these trends have
been underway for thousands of years, only privileged minori-
ties and a few exceptional personalities have been able to take
advantage of them thus far. The twentieth century has made
this emancipation accessible to the majority of women, partic-
ularly in the industrialized world; and we have every reason to
believe that women in Asia, Africa, and Latin America are pre-
pared to follow a similar path. For better or for worse, the next
century will be a female one—and female genius, as described
in this work, gives us hope that it might be for the better,
The feminist movement is the third stage in the progress of
women (the first being the suffragist movement in the late
nineteenth centwry and the second being the militant strugele
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for equal rights in all aspects of life, as describt-:d.in Simone de
Beauvoir's manifesto The Second Sex). The feminist mc;ven}e;lt,
beginning with the unrest in the late 1960s, _focus(c;1 wit ha
heartfelc violence on this newfound freed_om and on the
unforeseen differences that such freedom laid bare: the exl.si-
rence of another sexuality, another larfguage, anc.1 anot.her pol-
itics. But this rejection of tradition did not avc?1d falling prey
to excess, the most troubling example of which was to see
motherhood as the ultimate proof that women h‘ave .b'een
exploited by every imaginable form of .patf(iarchy since ”tm;e
immemorial. In the manner of libertarian movement‘s, t ¢
feminists have assembled “all women” in.to an emancipating
force, or even a revolutionary force, as is the case.WLt?h_the
majority of proletariat groups and devel(.)pmg countries. hese
downward drifts, far from being a thlng. of the past, have
become tainted with a reactionary conformity that manages to
discredit any notion of feminine specificity or freedom that is
not based on seduction—which means not based on repro-
duction and consumption. Putting that aside, and purting
aside the balancing act that characterizes all manner of socgl
mores, much evidence points to a revival of womens emanci-
pation. . ‘ ; .
One example may be found in the prominent (an growing
role that women play in the political life o'f democracies. We
can safely assume that this display of political and econ?;nic
competence will only become broader and mote wlm ely
accepted, not only in the Western world but also in developing
countries. _
Motherhood, which has benefitted from scientific progress
and which was demeaned at one time in certain quart.ers, has
since emerged as the most essential of the female vocatlons..ln
the future, motherhood will be desired, accepted, and carried
out with the greatest blessings for the mother, the fath.er, and
the child. Will mothers become our only safeguard against the
whalecale suromation of human belngs?
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In the end, the particular accomplishments of each woman
and her personality, which cannot be reduced to the common
denominator of a group or a sexual entity, have become not
only possible but also proclaimed with great pride. It is
because I am myself, and specifically myself, that T am able to
introduce the contributions of women to a large segment of
the world.

This particularity is where we shall find the sparkle of female
genius. Recognizing the substantial contribution made by a
few extraordinary women whose life and work have left their
mark on the history of the twentieth century is one way to call
attention to the singularity of every woman. Is it nor true that
going beyond your own limits presents a more appealing anti-
dote to the various forms of “groupthink,” whether they be
generously libertarian or sensibly conformist?

We still must acknowledge that, no matter how far science
may progress, women will continue to be the mothers of
humanity. Through their love of men, too, women will con-
tinue to give birth to children. That fate, though tempered by
various techniques and by a sense of solidarity, will remain an
all-consuming and irreplaceable vocation. Everyone knows
that women, through an osmosis with the species that makes
them radically different from men, inherit substantial obstacles
to realizing their genius and to contributing another specific, if
not ingenious, talent to the culture of humanity that they shel-
ter in their wombs. Many people have thumbed their noses at
these insurmountable natural conditions that appear to banish

female geniuses for good—and such caricaturists have not
always been wretched misogynists. Think of the marvelous
Mlle de Merteuil, who thought that certain women, such as
the Présidente de Tourvel, would never amount to “more than
a type of species.” Joyce, that unsurpassed wordsmith who
knew his Molly from personal experience, believed he was in
the right when he accorded time to men while reserving space
and the species for wormen: “Farhase £mmn  sooele aode ot %
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And Baudelaire, the most disdainful of them all, scoffed at “the
childish side of motherhood.”

These views are not wrong, but they fail to tell the whole
story. Mothers can be geniuses, not only of love, tact, self-
denial, suffering, and even evil spells and witcheraft burt also of
a certain approach to living the life of the mind, Thatapproach
to being a mother and a woman, at times warmly accepted and
at times outright refused or wrought with conflict, .bestows
upon mothers a genius all their own. Women, greater in num-
ber and in confidence than ever before, have proved th'ls
beyond cavil: though curled up like children in space afld in
the species, women are also able to work toward unique, inno-
vative creations and to remake the human condition.

The three women who are the subject of this work are by no
means the only women to have left their mark on the increas-
ingly diverse pursuits of our time. My personal affinities are what
Jed me to read, enjoy, and choose Hannah Arendt (1906-1975),
Melanie Klein (1882-1960), and Colette (1873-1954). I hope that
by the end of this work, the reader will be persuaded that my per-
sonal choices are worthy of a more objective selection.

The twenticth century was one in which the accelerated
progress of technology revealed, more forcefully than before,
both the excellence of humankind and the risks of self-destruc-
tion that lurk within it. The Holocaust alone proves this to be
the case, and it is hardly necessary to add the atomic bomb and
the dangers of globalization to the list.

With value systems fallen by the wayside, we now deem life
to be the ultimate good. It is both a threatened life and a desir-
able life—but in the end, what sort of life is it? Hannah Arendt
was consumed with such thoughts when she responded to the
death camps of two totalitarian regimes by setting her hop.es on
a respectable political activity that would lay bare the “miracle

of natality.”
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mad and that the “good sense” of humanity could conceal the
threat of lunacy. It would be up to Melanie Klein to investigate
these chasms of the human psyche and to devote herself to
studying the death drive that gives life to the speaking being
from the onset, although melancholia and paranoid schizo-
phrenia question the primacy of that operation.

The sensualists and seductresses who become intoxicated
with the flesh of an apricot, with the arum of their lover’s mem-
ber, or with a schoolteacher’s lilac-scented breasts have not, for
all that, abandoned the atomic age. If the twenticth century
turns out to be more than just a terrible memory, it will be in
part because of the pleasure and immodesty of the liberated
women that Colette described with the impertinent grace of
the insurgent that she was. A zest for words, when grafted onto
the robots that we have become, may be the most wonderful
gift that female writing can offer the mother tongue.

I include here two German-speaking Jewish women who
explored, in the English language and in London and New
York, the weightiness of politics and the limits of human
nature. I also include a French countrywoman who rekindled
the fire of the materialists and a sophisticated debauchery. The
genius of these three women has restored, with a complexity
that complements the truths they tell, the many faces of mod-
ern Time.

"These three women lived, thought, loved, and worked with
men—with their men, sometimes by tolerating the authority
of a master or by depending on his love, and sometimes by run-
ning the risks inherent in rebellious acts that are tinged with an
unimpeachable innocence. In each case, however, these women
were able to maintain more or less respectable independence.

It may come as a surprise that this book discusses, among
Arendt’s other writings, the political works on anti-Semitism
and rotalitarianism that made her famous. Tracing the devel-
opment of her work seemed to be the most fruitful avenue,
tracing the portrait of the woman-thinker whose substantial
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utions to political thought have been cither praised or

ntrib
- d by others before me. I also consider how Arendt gave

cricicize ’ .
voice to Heidegger's concept of Dasein [Being] and yer
repiaced the solitude of the “being-thrown-in-the-world” with

the virtuosity of the “appearance.” Heidegger's conc::pt of
errancy, when cast against the anonymity of the “they,
becomes suddenly unrecognizable once Arendt focuses on the
miraculous “birth of each person” into the “frailty of human
affairs,” that is, into political life. Though she always rema.ined
attentive to the great philosopher’s work, Arendy, that lover of
pure thought, was able to move beyond it and to become. a
political theorist in a class by herself—one who has been dis-
cussed at length and yet who remains just as topical toda_y. Not
only was Arendt the first person to link the two totalitarian
regimes because they both destroyed human life b}lt a.lso. she
made it known that the “appearance” is a condition intrinsic to
humanity: she reveals the irreducible singularity of each per-
son, provided that he finds the courage to partake in the com-
mon sense of those around him. After all, the media frenzy that
has shaken up the world since Arendt’s death amounts perhaps
to more than just a curse, particularly if we examine it through
the lens of the genius of this woman who revalued political
meaning as a “taste” for showing, observing, remembering, and
recounting.

Freud had just discovered the unconscious as well as the rela-
tionship between mental iliness and sexuality. He was survey-
ing the pitfalls of pleasure while settling scores with the social
conformists who did not want—and who still do not want—
to admit that the human body is a being of desire. To this con-
cern for Fros and Thanatos, the founder of psychoanalysis
added far more strident battles with his disciples that were pri-
marily Oedipal in nature. It was at that time that Melanie
Klein devoted herself to studying decompensation. Caring for
children had taught her that in the beginning is the urge to
destrov. an uree that eventually is transformed into madness
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but that always remains a conduit of desire. Freud had already
said as much, but it was Klein who fully developed the notion.
A more radical pioneer of child psychoanalysis than was Anna
Freud, Klein created the real possibility of a psychoanalysis of
psychosis, one that could circumvent the spiritualism of Jung
that had wandered, against Freud’s teachings, into thar very
domain.

Despite the dogmatism of the ferocious explorer that she is
accused of being, Klein's work lends itself to a popular reader-
ship. Her work has been carried forward by original and fruit-
ful developments that proved her righr all along: W. R. Bion
and David W. Winnicotr were not her disciples but her fol-
lowers. Without them, and without the modern psychoanaly-
sis of psychosis and autism that dominates her work, we still
would not understand the distinguishing mark of modern cul-
ture that is the ever-present risk of madness and the wide range
of treatments we can use to stave it off.

The idea that pleasure is not only organic but also emerges
in words, as long as those words become sensory, has never
been articulated more effectively than by the French geniuses
after Rabelais, particularly by the eighteenth-century sensual-
ists and libertines. And yet it is Colette who can claim the priv-
ilege of saturating the French language with the pagan tastes
that make up the charm of our civilization, all the while telling
us how this sort of sensuality is rooted in the sexual antics of
the well-bred or in the poignant pleasures of the common folk.
To realize her genius, Colette, unlike Arendt and Klein, did not
first have to overcome a master: she saw her husbands, Willy
and then Jouvenel, as primarily a source of assistance and pro-
tection, and in the end, an annoyance. Rather, Colette had to
face the authority of the mother tongue, which forced her to
confront both reason and femininity, to love both of them
equally, and to transmute one into the other. Colette’s only real
rival would prove to be Proust, whose narrative search has a
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" adventures of Claudine and her counterparts. And yet Colette
" far surpasses Proust in the art of capturing pleasures that have

never been lost.
These three experiences, these three truth-telling works were

procluced at both the heart of the twentieth century and at its
margins. Though Arendt, Klein, and Colette were not truly
excluded or marginalized, they nevertheless lay outside the
norm. These women manifested their freedom to explore with-
out heeding the dominant trends, institutions, parties, or
schools of thought. Arendt’s work is interdisciplinary (is it phi-
losophy? political science? sociology?), and it delves into reli-
gions and into ethnic and political groupings; her work avoids
the mainstream views of the “Right” as well as the “Left.”
Klein, for her part, challenged the conformity of the Freudians,
and without fearing the consequences of being disloyal to the
prevailing psychoanalytic orthodoxy of the day, she broke
entirely new ground in the study of the Oedipus complex, fan-
tasy, language, and prelanguage. At first provincial and outra-
geous, and then worldly while remaining a woman of the peo-
ple, Colette was never fully part of the literary establishment
until she developed her insight into social mores and her sen-
sual rebellion.

Though innovative in its refusal to conform, the genius of
these women came at a price: rebels glean their stimulation
from their genius, and they pay for it by being ostracized, mis-
understood, and disdained. That fate is common to all
geniuses. Is it also commaon to women in general?

Life, madness, and words. the three women relied on them to
become lucid and passionate investigators while drawing on
their existence as much as on their thinking and while sharing
their unique perspective on the most important issues of our
time. I attempt to study these women without limiting myself
to the well-known themes always linked to their names. Han-
nah Arendt is more than just “the banality of evil” and the
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Stalinism. Melanie Klein went further than the “precocious
paranoid projection,” the “wantand gratitude” commanded by
the “part object” that is the mother’s breast and the “multiple
splitting” that culminates in endogenous psychosis. And the
provocation of the little urchin who acted outrageously in
order to prevail at the Académic Goncourt does not fully
account for the magic of Colette. These themes are no more
than a few trees obscuring forests that are far more appealing
but that are also dangerously more complex.

Of course, the zeal of the experts has already put to rest these
commonplace associations: our three protagonists, often mis-

understood or even persecuted during their lives, have since

acquired their own set of commentators and fanatic adherents.
I do not devote a great deal of time here to the work of the
many specialists who have already spent much energy, with
scrupulous attention to detail, on reconstructing various con-
troversies and on clearing up the inevitable misunderstandings
that shaped the paths of these three women.

Instead, I limit myself to studying these three women care-
fully and faithfully so as to reconstruct their individuality while
putting each in her proper perspective—not (o liken what can-
not be likened, but to portray, amid the resonance that will
sound among these three compositions, the complexity of
twentieth-century culture as well as the major role played by
women in its most vulperable arenas: life, madness, and words.

Do we owe these uncommon forms of genius and these
unforgettable innovations to these women’s femininity, so
unusual in itself? Tt is a question worth asking, and the title of
this work implies that we do. At this early stage, however, |
would rather not respond to the question. I began this study
with the hypothesis that | knew nothing, that “woman” is an
unknown, or ac least that I preferred not to “define” what a
woman is so that an answer might emerge out of a careful accu-

mulation of examples. So perhaps, after accompanying each
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.'.co bring them all together. We may hear some music composed

. of singularities, dissonant keys, and counterpoints that go

beyond the fundamental tonalities. Perhaps that is what female
genius is—that is, if female genius even exists. For now, I sug-
gest that we reserve judgment until the end of our journey.




VOLUME ONE

Life

Hannah Arendt

or action as birth and estrangement




LLIEE AS A N

“It seems as if certain people are so exposed in their own lives
(and only in their lives, not as persons!) that they become, as it
were, junction points and concrete objectifications of ‘life.””’
Hannah Arendr (1906—75) wrote these words, which foreshad-
owed her own fate, when she was only twenty-four years old. By
that point she had already met and loved Heidegger, who
remained an intriguing presence throughout her life, and she had
already defended her doctoral dissertation in Heidelberg. Her
thesis, translated into English as Love and Saint Augustine, was
written under the direction of the same Karl Jaspers in whom she
confided her deepest thoughts. From the stare, she found herself
so exposed that she crystallized herself into the “junction points
and concrete objectifications of life.”

Afrer considering a life devoted to theology, and then turn-
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ing to the study and “dismantling” of metaphysics, the young
philosopher focused much of her thinking on /ifz. In the begin- -
ning it was life for its own sake: in the name of sclf-preserva-

tion, Arendt was forced to flee Germany in a 1933 exile thar

helped her escape the Holocaust. At first she stayed in Paris,

and then, in 1941, she landed in New York, where she became

an American citizen ten years later. As a political theorist in

New York, she completed a major study of the history of anti-

Semitism and the origins of totalitarianism before returning to

some fundamental reflections on the life of the mind.

Gripped from the start by that unique passion in which life
and thought are one, Arendt’s journey, so turbulent and yet so
profoundly coherent, consistently put life—both life itself and
life as a concept to be analyzed—at the center of her work. Far
from being a “professional thinker,” Arendt placed her thought
at the very core of her life. Tt is tempting to see this specifically
Arendtian trait as a particularly female characteristic, all the
more because the “repression” considered so “problemaric” in
women is what kept Arendt from withdrawing into the obses-
sive edifices of pure thought and anchored her instead in cor-
poreal experience and in bonds with other people.2

Even more important, the theme of life guides her thinking
throughout all her writings, growing in purity and structure as
it intersperses political history with metaphysical history. It
underlies her thought process as she establishes with great
intellectual fortitude—in a move that would prove eminently
controversial—that Nazism and Stalinism are two sides of the
same horror, totalitarianism, because they both partake in the
same denial of human life. With the upsurge of technological
progress since World War One, this destructive contempt for
life, already apparent in other civilizations, has attained
unparalleled heights. The totalitarian regimes, which found
themselves on the same trajectory because they shared, how-
ever distinctly, the same denial of life, were united through the
phenomenon of the concentration camps. To that end, Arendt

FIGURE 1 Hannah Arendt, 1927
{©AKG)




FIGURE 2 Hannah Arendt, 1933
(©Leo Baeck Institute)
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sie that “the mass man’s typical feeling of superfluous-
L fess—an entirely new phenomenon in Europe, the concomi-
aant of mass unemployment and the population growth of the
" last 150 years—has been prevalent for centuries in the con-
- tempt for the value of human life” She went on to add, “the

- old adage that the poor and oppressed have nothing to lose
" but their chains no longer applied to the mass men, for they
lost much more than the chains of misery when they lost
interest in their own well-being: the source of all the worries
and cares which make human life troublesome and anguished
was gone. Compared with their immaterialism, a Christian
monk looks like a man absorbed in worldly affairs.”

Arendt’s somber tone, one of anger tinged with irony, presaged
the sometimes apocalyptic concern that surrounded her deter-
mination that “radical evil” resides in the “perverted ill will,” in
Kant's sense, to make “men superfluous.” Put another way, the
adherent of totalitarianism destroys human life after obliterating
the meaning of all life, including his own. Even worse, this
“superfluousness” of human life, whose origins Arendt ascribes to
the rise of imperialism, reemerges in those modern democracies
that are consumed with automation: “Radical evil has emerged
in connection with a system in which all men have become
equally superfluous. The manipulators of this system believe in
their own superfluousness as much as in that of all others, and the
totalitarian murderers are all the more dangerous because they do
not care if they themselves are alive or dead, if they ever lived or
never were born. The danger of the corpse factories and holes of
oblivion is that today, with populations and homelessness every-
where on the increase, masses of people are continuously ren-
dered superfluous if we continue to think of our wotld in udli-
tarian terms. Political, social, and economic events everywhere
are in a silent conspiracy with totalitarian instruments devised for
making men superfluous.”

In the face of this threat, Arendt crafted a passionate
defense of life in The Human Condition. On the opposite
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ignored altogether. . . . It is this faich in and hope for the
world that found perhaps its most glorious and most succinct
expression in the few words with which the Gospels

announced their ‘glad tidings’ ‘A child has been born unto
us-:))j

Today we find it hard to accept that life, a sacred value in -

both Christian and post-Christian democracies, is the recent
product of a historical evolution, just as we find it hard to
imagine that ar one point this value may have been endan-
gered. It is precisely the questioning of this fundamenta]
value—its formation in Christian eschatology as well as the

dangers that it faces in the modern world-—that quietly unifies

Arendt’s entire work, from her dissertation on Saint Augustine
to her unfinished manuscript on judging,

A BIOGRAPHY “SO EXPOSED”

Before turning to the major phases in my exploration of
Arendt’s concept of life, [ lay out a few key moments in her life,
as relayed to us by her biographers.®

As Arendr wrote Jaspers in 1930, it was an “exposed” exis-
* tence that appeats to have conditioned her to become, with her
life and work interewined, an “objectification” or 4 “Juncture

capacity to inaugurate what she does not hesitate to call the
“miracle of life”: “The miracle that saves the world, the realm
of human affairs, from ics normal, ‘natural’ ruin is ultimately‘
the fact of natality, in which the faculty of action is ontolog:
ically rooted. Only the full experience of this capacity can
bestow upon human affairs faich and hope, those two essen-
tial characteristics of human existence which Greek antiquity
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of “life.”(1 shall return to the mea‘n'ingTOi: this “condi-
i is defined in The Human Condition.”) _
" 'S.';t . Hanover, Germany, in a town called Linden,
.Qrfl near the daughter of Paul Arendt and Martha Cohn.
- o ‘Zétlz were an “old Konigsberg family,” as the philoso-
e Aren ibed them in a 1964 television interview with Giin-
_Crzdescr; The family, Reform Jews who admired Hermann
_er:_._j::‘:; one of the most prominent leaders of liberal Ger-
g ]

ton

. Jewry, was critical of the Zionists. At the same time, how-
an > :

= they often invited Kurt Blumenfeld, the future president

“ever .. : -

o t};e German Zionist Organization, to their home. Blumen

0

feld played with little Hannah at thG.: home of her 'grafldfat%ler
Max, and he supervised the affirmation of her Jewish identity.
Hannah's maternal grandfather, Jacob (?ohn, v.vho was born
in what is now Lithuania, turned the family busmffss mEo .the
most important Russian tea importing company in K}c;mgs—
berg, which until that point had imp(‘)rted only Englis .t.eas,;
The Cohns relied a great deal on such “generous and sensitive
widows as Fanny Spiero-Cohn, Arendts grandmother and
Jacob’s second wife, who was fond of Russifm peasant costumes
and who spoke German with a thick Russian accent.
Trained as an engineer at Konigsberg’s umvers.lty, 'the
Albertina, Paul Arendt worked for an electrical engineering
firm. Martha, for her part, studied French and music for three
years in Paris. Both parents sympathized with the German
socialists and subscribed to the Goethean ideas of the Germ:‘m
cultural elite [Bildungselite]. The family natur.aﬂ?z afﬁrme'd its
Jewish identity, although Christianity glso }nsmuated itself
through the presence of Ana, the family maid who watched
over Hannah. From the moment their daughter was b?rn, the
Arendts kept a notebook, Unser Kind, (o track Har,ma'.hs'devel—
opment. The notebook stands out for Martha's 'mSIgh‘tful
remarks; she was an attentive mother who didn’t miss a trick.
At one year of age, Hannah “loves to be surrounded by turbu-
lence”: at a vear and a half “she mostlv speaks her own lan-
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guage, which she enunciates very fluently. She understan
everything.” When Hannah was two years old, her musicia
mother faced her first disappointment: “[Hannah] is ng
singing—off key, unfortunately!” At three, however, Hann,
was able to say “just abour anything . . . even though it ma
not always be intelligible to someone who is not close to he
lare these the early signs of a philosopher?]. Described

“extremely lively, always in a rush, very friendly even with.

strangers,” at six years of age “she learns easily, is apparentl
gifted, mathematics in particular is her forte.”

This joyous time was short-lived, however, and it turned -
dark and somber once Paul Arendt’s health declined due to-
syphilis. This condition, which Paul had contracted as 2 young -
man but which had remained stable for a long while, worsened

two years after the birth of his daughter. His syphilis reached

tragic proportions in 1911, afflicting him with lesions, ataxia (a
form of paralysis), and paresis (a form of insanity). Paul was -
forced to quit his job, and the family moved to Kénigsberg, -

where he was institutionalized.
Grandfather Max helped pass the time by displaying his sto

rytelling talents during the walks he took with his grand-

daughter. And when the philosopher later pays tribute to the
life story, bios/biography, which she contrasted wich biological
life, z0¢, we will be reminded of this other father’s storytelling
magic, which kept Hannah in contact with life while Pay]
Arendt was suffering through his horrible demise.

Max died in March 1913, and Paul died later thar year in
October. Martha recorded in Unser Kind that Hannah did not
seem fazed by these losses. “She tells me that we should not
think of sad things too much, that there is no point in being
saddened by them. That is typical of her great zest for life. . | .
She sees his death as something sad for me. She herself remains
untouched by it. She attended the funeral and wept, as she told
me, ‘because of the beautiful singing,’”

Did Hannah’s reaction merely reflect the innocence of 1
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year-old girl? Or was it the first signs of a life that unfurls
hought and thar appears to know that we can control the
“t of our thoughts—whether it be something sad (to be
ded) or music (much better)? Is it not the case that when I
deep in thought, I long for nothing? We rr)nght assume as
h after reading the reflections of Hannah’s mother: “She

Jias recently started thinking about her grandpa again, and she

aks about him with love and affection, but does she reajlly
miss him? T don’t think so.” Is thinking the only way to l'we
with the dead, to keep from losing them and to dezfl with grief?
We will find a trace of this precocious circumvention of death

in a thought that longed for nothing: in the implicit debate
chat Hannah Arendt would later conduct with Heidegger's

“being-toward-death.” Without shying away frOfn l}er heart-
breaking distress, Hannah created new ways of thinking about
the common ground of the appearance: bonds with other peo-

, sharing, and action.
PltaThau; resgpite lasted only a year, however, and with World
War One and with the young gitl’s sexual development, trou-
bles soon began. Hannah was no longer happy, Unser Kind
informs us: her teeth were crooked, which required braces that
she found unpleasant; her written work was not up to her abil-
ities; and she was even less adept at her oral performance—
which says it all! An exceptionally sensitive girl with a wry sense
of humor, Hannah was prone to fits of anger. To these traits
were added a series of recurring minor illnesses: fevers, nose-
bleeds, sore throats, and headaches. Puberty was clearly on its
way, and Hannah had still not decided to be as robust as her
father. As Martha said, “like her father.” That will come!

An innocuous remark made by this eight-year-old girl (we

~ are now in 1914) points to her developing identification with

men: “If a child were born to us now, it wouldn’t know its
father,” Hannah said to her mother. Strange words indeed!
Beneath the desire to know where children come from and to
recognize one’s parents in the same way one is recognized by
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them, these words reveal the proximity between the two wop,
as well as the desire they shared for the absent man—a desire
have this man, to be this man. Hannah’s words also evince |
concerns about her place between the two of them: if we had
child, who would be the father? Since Paul and Max are dey
where is the man? Who is the man? You? Me? A stranger? D,
he exist? Who might know him and who will ever know f
sure? Who could provide us (me) with a child? Youw M
Nobody? Tfa child came to us now, he wouldr't know his fathe
Who is the father? An intense rapport that “included” a m
was developing berween the two women, so much so thar

1927, the mother-daughter “couple” celebrated the twenty-fifthy
anniversary of Martha and Paul. At that time, Hannah was

twenty years old and a doctoral candidate at Heidelberg.

In 1920, Martha got remarried to Martin Beerwald, a busi-
nessman, a widower, and a father of two daughters, Clara and-

Eva. From all accounts, Hannah’s relationship with her step-
family, and with her stepfather in particular, was stormy. She
shielded herself by embarking on “spontanecous outings,” per-
haps creating an adolescent version of a life in which desire
was intertwined with friendship. She became a close friend of

Anne Mendelssohn’s (a descendant of the composer Felix

Mendelssohn, who was the grandson of Moses Mendelssohn,
the leader of the social and cultural emancipation of Jews dur-

ing the Enlightenment), who herself was the girlfriend of Ernst

Grumbach. Five years older than she, Grumbach was enrolled
in Heidegger's course, and he relayed to Hannah his enthusi-
asm for the brilliant professor from Marburg. It was Anna who,
a few years later, presented her friend Hannah wich a rare edi-
tion of the works of Rahel Varnhagen, whose “life” Arendr
would subsequently write.

In the meantime, Hannah’s intellectual virtuosity and eru-
dition amazed her many friends. She quarreled with one of her
secondary school teachers, however, and then got herself
expelled. As always, her mother protected her; the unruly stu-
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Jd have to sit for her final examinati.on, the Aéfz'tw; as
lled candidate. She passed with flying colors in 1924
nen_{?b fore the rest of her class) and was awarded a gold
F?r © o the effigy of Duke Albert I of Prussia. After
.bcar;ngAHenst ein, Hannah became the girlfriend of
! _I_eft C[))rach which became a news event in the commu-
= Ggun;lich_,,in another tribute to life—made her seem
0 irable and fulfilled. Under the approving eye of her
e eslfhom Hannah Arendt declared in her interview with
Oﬁlsljf;:be a person who personified a “specifically Jewish
.

humanity,” was capable of “standing outside of all so‘cial' cori;
octions,” and displayed a “complete absence of prejudlci.
:?:}iall return to the Arendtian notion of the “WOI.'IdICSSHf:SS l.of
the Jewish people, who were deprived of any t"?ffltOfY O.f EO‘(“‘
“ical concepts and who compensated for this lack with “an

unusual warmth” that nevertheless threatened to disappear
afrer the founding of the State of Israel.' .
In Berlin, the theology student, an ardent folllov:er od
Kierkegaard, threw herself breathlessly onto an apotia: [ ha
some misgivings only as to how one deals with this [Fheology]
if one is Jewish . . . how one proceeds. I had no idea, you
know.”'" At that point she decided to lend he.r car {0 every-
thing interesting about philosophy that was belng said in the
nation’s universities, which is how she wound up in Marb}lrg
with Heidegger. “The rumor about Heidegger put it quite 51m:f
ply: Thinking has come to life again; the cultural treasures }:
the past, believed to be dead, are being made to speak, in the
course of which it turns out that they propose things altogether
different from the familiar, worn-out t_riviaiities they had been
presumed to say. There exists a teacher; one can perlllaps I(?arn
to think. . . . The idea of a passionate thinking, in which think-
ing and aliveness become one, takes us somewha.t aback. . . f
This passionate thinking, which rises out of the simple fact o
being-born-in-the-world . . . can no more have a final goal . ..

than can life itself.”1?
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Enthusiastic and full of life, Hannah, nicknamed “the grée
woman’ after the pretty green dresses she often wore, fell in loy
with the professor who, for his part, was passionately attracte
by her beauty and by the depth of her thinking. Their clandes
tine romance began in February 1924; Hannah was eightee
years old and Heidegger thirty-five. The recently published cor
respondence between Arendt and Heidegger complements Elz
bieta Ettinger's controversial book on their relationship and -
allows us to reconstruct the strength of their bond, which was
surpassed only by its inherent impossibility. Heidegger, who |
was the father of two sons and who was married to Elfriede, a
dynamic woman with Nazi convictions as well as some “feri-
nist” ones, had no intention of getting a divorce. Still, the pro-
fessor was taken by an intense passion, as shown in the follow-
ing excerpt from a May 13, 1925, letter he wrote to Arendt:

'ea by the complexity of their relationship. Wounded
ver proud, the young scholar defended herself as best she
d, shiclding herself behind a slew of friends a.nd lovers:
ns Jonas, a Zionist; Erwin Loewenson, an essayist and an
- ressionist writer; Benno von Wiese, who would become a
tional-Socialist and, after the war, an esteemed professor of
Ge’fman literature at the University of Bonn; -al_qd Giinther
Stern, whom she would marry in 1929. Hilr}self a ?tudent of
Heidegger’s, Stern was preparing a doctoral disser_tatlon on the
philosophy of music that would earn him the disapproval of

Theodor Adorno before the rise of National-Socialism proved

:.fatal to his academic career. ‘

Heidegger pretended not to understand that this defensive
strategy was a plaintive plea for his undivided love, a love he was
in no position to indulge. The budding philosopher began to
revel in the melancholia that she had already expressed in poems
like “Dieam,” “Weariness,” and “Adieu” that reflected her rela-
tionship with Ernst Grumbach. In 1925 Hannah sent Heidegger
a self-portrait, Die Schatten [The shadows], which was followed
with more poems the next year. Written in the third person and
employing the Heideggerian lexicon, Hannah's verse was
intended ro assuage her anguish and her feelings of being alien-
ated and foreign to the world [Fremedheir], as well as her bitter
awareness of her own uniqueness [Absonderlichkeiz]. Hannah’s
anguish was fierce and her fears relendess: the “fear of reality
overcame the defenseless creature—this senseless, groundless
empty fear before whose blind gaze everything becomes like
nothing, which means madness, joylessness, disaster, annihila-
tion, , . . An almost matter-of-fact expectancy of some brutality.
... Unless she tried in docile devotion to cling to it, pale and col-
orless and with the hidden uncanniness [ Unbeimlichkeiz] of pass-
ing shadows.” That uncanniness was scarcely abated by the
coquettishness of a lover who feared thar her love story would
make others think that she had become “uglier and more com-
mon, even to the point of being dull and licentious.”'*

This time T am ar a loss for words. All I can do is cry, and
I find it hard to stop. I cannot tell you why—and while
waiting hopelessly to understand, the reason for my tears
disappears in the expression of your gratitude and your
faith.

And I think of your victory when you act like a saint,
when you open yourself to me completely. Your face
hardens from the inner force of an expiation (Sihne) that
your existence has endured.

My love, how do you do it? And how do you maintain
so much respect and dignity?

Life is drawn to respect (Ebrfurcht) and lends it its
grandeur.!3

With the ceremonial codes of their clandestine meetings,
and with Hannah’s distancing herself by going to Heidelberg,
where, for obvious social and non-ontological reasons, she
wrote her dissertation under the direction of Katl Jaspers, a
friend and correspondent of Heidegger’s, she became over-
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The project of writing Rahel Varnhagen’s life came at just
the right moment. By projecting herself onto this biography
and by recounting the life of another disappointed lover, an -

assimilated Jewess who wound up as a “conscious pariah” who
eventually returned to her roots, Hannah Arendt appears to

have accomplished a cathartic, even auto-analytic, act. At the -
same time, Arendt, under the influence of Kurt Blumenfeld

and her other Zionist friends, became aware of the gravity of
the situation in Germany, and she eventually joined the side of
the resistance. She participated in underground railroad rescue
operations in Berlin, provided assistance to the Communists in
the spring of 1933, accepted a mission from the German Zion-
ist Association, got arrested by the police and then miracu-
lously escaped, and then finally left Germany with her mother
in August 1933 to take refuge in France.

Heidegger took over the rectorship of Freiburg University in
the spring of 1933, after his Social Democratic predecessor was
dismissed for refusing to post a notice forbidding Jews from
teaching at the university. Heidegger believed he was saving the
culture by transferring to the Narional-Socialist project and the
cult of the people this “rescuing of Being” that was the initial
thrust of his philosophical mediration.

Hannah had married in 1929, and her relationship with
Martin ended in 1930.'> “I think I understand that you will not
be coming to see me,” she wrote him in 1928. “The path you
have shown me has proved to be longer and more difficult than
Lexpected. It would require an entire life, a long life.” Hannah
declared herself ready to set forth on this solitary path because
it appeared to her to be “the only way 2 Lve.” For Arendt, liv-
ing meant loving Heidegger: “I would have lost my right to
love had I'lost the love I have for yow.” Without signing the let-
ter with her usual Deine Hannab, she wrote: “And God willing,
I shall love you even more upon my death.”i6

Hannah Arendt kept her promise, the meaning of which
would change with the passing of rime. She first went down 2
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1 of combat and political reflection that had nothing in
mmon with Heidegger's philosophical work. Later, tOWflrd
- end of her life, she returned to his fundamental medita-
415 with an intimacy that was vigilant, perhaps ironic, and no

doubt divergent, an intimacy that led her to posit 2 Veritab‘le
~Jeconstruction of Being. One might ask whether a ce‘rt:'nn
“feminine dependency, in the sense of a sublimared passivity,
:did not quietly accompany this trajectory. After the war,
.+ Arendt got as far away as she could from Heidegger,!” whom
& she blamed for Husserl's being fired from Freiburg Univer-

sity—a misperception that Jaspers would later correct in a let-

ter to her.!® It was important for Arendt to let Jaspers know
that she completely disavowed Heidegger's personality and
that Heidegger showed no interest in her work as a woman:
“[Heidegger]| should have resigned. However foolish he may
have been, he was capable of understanding that. . . . I can’t but
regard Heidegger as a potential murderer. . . . Nothing but
inane lies with what I think is a clearly pathological streak.”?
“All my life I've pulled the wool over his eyes, so to speak,
always acted as if none of that existed and as if I couldn’t count
to three, unless it was in the interpretation of his own works,
Then he was always very pleased when it turned our that I
could count to three and sometimes even to four. Then T sud-
denly felt this deception was becoming just too boring, and so
[ got a rap on the nose. [ was very angry for a moment, but I'm
not any longer. I feel instead that I somehow deserved what I
got, that is, both for having deceived him and for suddenly
having put an end to it.”*

Even so, Arendt went to visit Heidegger in 1950 and again in
1952. They started up a correspondence, and, from 1967 until
her death in 1975, Arendt went to Germany each year to meet
with him. The letters from Heidegger that have been preserved
show him to be moved and oddly seduced by the relationship
he encouraged between Hannah Arendt and Elfriede Heideg-
cer. his wife. After recalline the role his wife Elfviede olaved in



LIFE AS A NARRATIVE / 19

18 / LIFE AS A NARRATIVE

...Ve“. ou noticed the brownish color of a freshly ploughed
.. - h'y in the moonlight? Everything has been completed
dbat Ii;g can happen. I want your brown dress to remain
mb{;hfof me of the moment we saw ea(.:h other agaijgél
¢ this symbol to become ever more meamng_ful fo: us.”"
a?n 969 Arendt wrote “Martin Heidegger at Eighty, an arti}-
hat glorifies “the wind that blows ‘through Heldeggeirs
hi king” as well as the dangers it entails, bu_t whose praise
arely conceals the compromises that s.uch thuzlskers as Plato
nd Heidegger make with tyrants ancl' dictators.” As the years
ent by, Arendt strove to defend Heidegger and to ma}ke his
work known in the United States, repel.led thi: atta.cks dl.rected
dgainst him, and crafted her own work in conjunction with 'the
work of her master. “It is a work that owes almost everythmg
" to you,” she wrote him on the subject of The Human Condi-
* tiom, and she wrote the following on a separate sheet of paper
that she never sent: “De vita active | This book is dedicated to
no one. / How could I dedicate it to you, / you who are so c%ear
to me / and to whom I remain faithful / and unfaithful, / ‘w1thf
out ever stopping loving you?”*® And without ever ceasing to
wonder about the “fox’s . . . trap.”¥

“Faithful and unfaithful.” That is precisely how we find
Hannah all throughout our reading of her intellectual experi-
ence. Belying the solitude of Dasein, Arendr’s writings offer a
way of thinking about life-and-action that might appear mod-
est as compared with the glory of developing Being. Tl_le
Arendtian adventure remains no less ambitious, however, in
light of the impasses that faced the “professional thir?ker” and
her “work” when they sought to confront the plurality of the
world.

But for the moment we are back in 1933. The life of the
young philosopher was intertwined with the history of her
people and of the peoples of the twentieth century, though not
to the point where Hannah had stopped leading the existence
of a desirous woman who articulated her passions. Subtly con-

the construction of his work space [ Hiirte] and referring to thy
recent presumed/desired harmony between the two wome
Heidegger wrote Arendt on February 8, 1950, “I hope that in
future, the harmony we have achieved will adopt the wargy
hues of the wooden walls of this room. I am pleased to know
that your thoughts will be making their way to this worksho
as well as to the mountains and pastures around it.”?!

One month later, on March 19, 1950, Heidegger reminjsced
abour his first visit with Hannah after the war: “I knew it when
I found myself in your presence on February 6, and T used the
informal ‘you’ with you. I knew that it was the beginning of'a
new era for us and that we were pressuring ourselves to cloak
everything about our love in the strictest confidence. Were I to
tell you that the love that I have for my wife has only recently
found its way, it would be only because of your loyalty, your
faith in our relationship, and your love.”

Heidegger wenton to urge Hannah to try to get closer to his
wife: “I need her love, which has lasted all these years but
which has continued to grow. I need your love, which remains
mysteriously rooted in its beginnings. And I would also like my
heart to foster a secret friendship with your husband, who has
become your partner during these difficult years.” To this
ménage a quatre were added some clichés about the German
countryside: “Hannah, when your city rears you away from me
too forcefully, think of the immense pine trees that grace the
tops of the snow-covered mountains we can see basking in the
crisp midday air.”??

From that point on, the green dress would become a brown
one. On April 12, 1950, the lover who sought to remain fajth-
ful focused uncannily on the symbolism of this brown color as
well as of its earthy overtones by associating their reunions in
Freiburg with the first time they met, rwenty-five years earlier,
in Marburg: “When we saw each other again for the first time
and you approached me wearing your prettiest dress, I had the
impression that you had traveled the twenty-five years. Han-
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fessed through the passions of Rahel and propelled by an
extraordinary mix of denial and sublimation, Arendt’s passion
would later inform her meditation on what she termed “the
human condition.” Arendrs experience as an intellectua
proves, quite simply, to be an examined life—a life uprooted
from biology through lzbor, work, and, in particular, action. Yet
it was also a life that harbored the superior form of human exis-
tence that is varied and incomplete thinking, provided such
thinking is shared with a diverse and contradictory world. Ag
she would write in The Life of the Mind, “The worldliness of
living things means that there is no subject that is not also an
object and appears as such to somebody else, who guarantees
its ‘objective’ reality. . . . Plurality is the law of the carth.”
Arendt met Heinrich Bliicher (1899-1970) in Paris in early
spring 1936. We can imagine what she thought of him by read-
ing her sketch of Rosa Luxembourg’s partner, Leo Jogisches:
“He was definitely masculini generis, which was of considerable
importance to [Rosa Luxembourg]. . . . In marriage, it is not
always easy to tell the partners’ thoughts apart.” Difficult to
pigeonhole, Bliicher was at various points a Communist, a
Spartacist, a would-be revolutionary, a friend of Kurt Blumen-
feld’s, and a believer in Zionism even though he wasn’t Jewish.
In any event, his biographers have all agreed to call him an
anarchist. Married two times before he married Hannah, a self-
taught man deeply educated in the prevailing political and
artistic culture of the day, this Drahezieher [string-puller, pup-
peteer]-—which is how he liked to describe his profession on
his German identity papers—would later become a philosophy
professor in the United States. Though Bliicher—*“masculini
generis'—was able to finesse Hannalt's political education by
persuading her to read Marx and Lenin, his most important
contribution, as evidenced by the correspondence between the
two lovers and soon-to-be spouses, was to give her emotional
stability and to help her devote all her efforts to thinking while
still remaining in contact with the outside world.?! Was the
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bohemian puppetcer able to stike a chord with the exuberant

fittle girl as she was before her father passed away? Unser Kind

recounts that Hannah was given a marionette theater for her
sixth birthday. The little girl invented a drama that was so com-
plicated and emotional that she could no longer go on and

burst into tears,
Among the many tricks he had up his sleeve, Heinrich

" Blicher (hadn’t Bliicher once been an assistant to Fritz Frankel,

the Adlerian psychoanalyst?) prided himself on his ability to
cure a depressed hysterical woman without recourse to any sort
of psychoanalytic interpretation. The woman was unable to
Jeave her bed, so Bliicher simply doused it with kerosene and
set it on fire. Just as effectively, Bliicher successfully cured Han-
nah’s notorious early morning melancholic moods, which had
a way of upsetting her mother. He paid no attention to Han-
nah’s bouts of depression and would go right back to bed, slip-
ping easily into a peaceful sleep. Hannah was using illness as a
way to blackmail her mother, and Bliicher was not duped. Of
course, as we know, Arendt had nothing but scorn for psycho-
analysis. .

Interned at the camp of Gurs among “foreigners of German
origin,” Arendt managed to escape five weeks later, and then
went on to marry Bliicher, her second husband, in 1940. The
figure of the absent man, whose “shadow” had tainted Han-
nah’s childhood and adolescence with so much sadness, had
finally returned. Strange and foreign, a non-Jew, a German,
and a proletarian: was Bliicher’s identity not a perfect way for
him to avoid stifling her and instead to nurture her own viril-
ity and true femininity?

“Ever since I was a little girl, I have always known that love
was the only thing that could give the feeling of truly existing,
And I was always so afraid that it would overwhelm me. When
I met you, I finally stopped being afraid. . . . Tt still seems
impossible for me to experience ‘true love’ without losing my
identity. . . . But in truth, I have only had an identity since I
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i;ldependent and free, Bliicher and Arend.t enjoyed a rela-
gghip based on a sexual and intellectual independence as
vell as on the powerful rapport that they shgr.ecl. Th'ey bot'h
were able to overlool whatever dangers and.dtfﬁculnes their
<lationship entailed. Still, Bliicher’s affairs with other women
wounded Hannah's fidelity, although in the end she managed
& overcome her feelings and to remember what really rr}at-:—
ered. Bliicher wrote, “My love, what a gift from the gods‘ itis
1o experience a feeling that seems so likely to last forever in its
. present form, that is, if it does not grow even stronger with
“ime.” And he added, “Another fundamental reason why I love
~you is that we have always shared the same opinions on the

" most weighty questions of life. There is no difference between
. ys. That is how it is and that is how it shall always be.”34

The exile made their rapport even stronger, and it justified
Hannahs need to protect herself within the “four walls” of
their relationship. “Stups, for the love of God, you are my four
walls,” She later told him, “Believe me, my love, women must
live inside a couple.”* And then Bliicher, who disliked writing,
crafted this lovely definition of the couple, a definition that is
tentative and ironic but that nevertheless rings true: “Like a
magic formula, here is my definition of the couple: the couple
multiples everything by two. This is a truly living formula, for
it, like life, is as serious as it is ironic. Who would ever want to
live a single life if he could live a life multiplied by two, and
who would ever believe that he could risk what such a iife.
wotild entail? . . . One thing is certain. Once people decide to
live together, separation breaks them in half. You have no idea,
and nor did I, about how much I miss you. This time I take no
joy in being alone. . . . The sort of solitude that we have prom-
ised to share and the sort of solitude in which we would like to
be joined against the world-—those are the kinds of solitude
that are founded implicitly on what is between two people.”*
It took Bliicher a long time to discover the affair between
Hannah and the sage from Todtnauberg, no doubt at some

found love. I finally realized what it means to be happy.” This
love and trust dispelled the archaic fear that had tormented
Hannah since the death of her father, a fear that her affair with
Heidegger, far from assuaging, had only intensified: “When [
met you, | could finally get rid of my childhood fear that was
still haunting me as an adult.” In a mixture of modesty and
. candor, Hannah Arendt revealed her sensual and personal
awakening, to which her lover responded, “Have I really shown
you what happiness is? Do I really make you happy in the same
way you make me happy? For you are my one true happiness,
so pethaps I have simply shown you something of yourself? Are
you becoming who you really are? I am too. So, my love, have
I' made the young girl you once were into a woman? How sweet
it is—I do not know how I did it, for it was through you that
[ finally became a man.” A year before, Bliicher made an affec-
tionate display of his regard for her: “Yes, of course you can ask
me what you ask of yourself, and you must treat me the same
way you treat yoursclf—except that you must treat yourself
even better; that is my goal ar least: to treat you better than you
treat yourself. . . . [ know what I have been given and I know
what sort of woman you are and are becoming and will be; let
me be the judge of you, for how could you ever know your-
self?” In response, she said, “When certain people have pro-
fessed their love to me but have found me cold, I have always
thought, ‘Do you have any idea about the danger your love
poses for me and would pose for me?”” And Bliicher, in
response, drew on the two sides of his wife: “And thus I see
both sides. As a person you are as free and independent as I
could imagine and as a wife you are as dependant as I could
ever wish.”> Despite her mother’s disapproval {or was it pre-
cisely because of that disapproval?), Hannah was satisfied: the
capricious Bliicher successfully became the lover, the friend,
the husband, the brother, and the father. Upon his death, Han-
nah wanted Bliicher, who was not Jewish, to have a funeral
service complete with the Hebrew Kaddish.
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point after World War Two when Heidegger was accused of
Nazism. Bliicher appears to have underestimared its intensity,
unless he saw in this assignment the strategy the “puppeteer”
needed for his couple to prosper, and for Hannah to resolve the
conflict with Heidegger’s thinking that she described as fol- :
lows: “I have clearly joined the ranks of those who for some -

time now have been attempting to dismantle metaphysics.”?

And yet her way of “joining” had nothing “joined” about it
No conformist, Hannah relied on a series of diverse actions to
assert herself by imposing her difference of thought and judg-
ment, particularly with respect to Heidegger. Arendt consid-
cred this quest for uniqueness to be the apogee of human life

(she traced it back to Duns Scotus, whom she was careful to -

laud in her own writings) without going so far as to shape it
into a clarton call for female difference.3

Arendt’s encounter with Bliicher ignited a passion for poli- -

tics and a taste for appearance, the cheerier side of Arendts per-
sonality since birth. Faced with the solitude of the philosophi-
cal sage who lost his way in history (Heidegger) and the
impetuousness of the bit actor who lost his way in politics
while charging ahead with the authenticity of a rebellious life
(Bliicher), Hannah had to choose one or the other or, at the
very least, to blend them both together. These companions in
body and spirit were also her creations, at least to the extent of
their being-for-her. Heinrich, the political science “professor,”
learned a great deal from his wife’s philosophical depth and
precision, and their correspondence testifies to this mutually
beneficial dialogue. In contrast, Heidegger's scant enthusiasm
for reading Arendts work—if not his outright resistance to
it—suggests that the “professional thinker” got nothing out of
his young student’s work. Their published correspondence
does, however, describe several political and intellectual
exchanges that occusred toward the end of their lives: Is it not
true that the sage of Todtnauberg cynically appropriated,
before the war, his mistresss social position in the face of

LIFE AS A NARRATIVE [ 25

<2 Is it not true that Arendt needed to l?e c‘lose. to Hei-
_or's thought so she could moor her' own thinking in a fun-
Jental tradition, to immerse herself in it and .then to emmerge
1> In any event, as in a Greek agora or as in one of those
catrical scenes in which the spectator WatCheS. a pl'ay but also

. s and participates in it while re-creating it, Hannah

=
ms;z‘:developed her original thought “between the two of

them —at 0 :
t in action.

éngagemen . |

i/[any of Arendt’s contemporaries spoke to her womanly

seductiveness; those from the New York salons mused about
the “Weimar flapper,” while others reacted as did Hans Jonas,
who admired that his friend could “enjoy the attentions that

nce as a protection against withdrawal and an

5 . .. «
" men reserve for women” while remaining “one of the greatest
Vi minds of the century.”® In Jonas’s eyes, Hannah was neither a

«“hinker” {(which would be tantamount to the, relationship
between the part and the whole) nor a “person” {an a_sexual
term), but a “woman.”* And yet Arendt would not opine on
the female condition unless she had to. Was she, as'was.often
said, more feminine than feminise? She did not believe it was
wise to support the “cause” of women.*' When j.-\rendt was
reminded that philosophy as a profession was practlc.ed mainly
by men, she simply responded, “it is entirely possible that a
woman will one day be a philosopher,” though she mad‘? sure
to clarify that she was not speaking about herself: the philoso-
phers did not see her as one of them, and she deﬁn.edflf‘:‘rsel_f as
2 “political theorist” or even a “political journalist.” “It just
doesn’t look good when a woman gives orders. Shfe shou_ld_ try
not to get into such a situation if she wants to remain femijr’nne.
... The problem itself played no role for me persor.lally, she
told those who persisted in their wish to hear her opine on the
struggle for women’s emancipation.

That said, Hannah was no more inclined to give orders than
to sake them. Indeed, this passive docility, which some people
would deem a “feminine” trait, was manifested during Fich-
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mannss trial in Jerusalem through his absence of thinking, al,
known as the “banality of evil.” Is this the vauly of pseudofen;
ininity that Arendt detected in the Nazi when she observeg
that Eichmann, though not completely lacking in intelli
was banally and shockingly devoid of thought? And when sk,
noted that he did not give the abject orders himself, but Was
happy simply to jot themn down and communicate them? Wag
Eichmann a sort of nonman, a sort of fake woman, a clown
“I read the transcript of his police investigation, thirty-si
hundred pages, read it, and read it very carefully, and I do nog
know how many times I laughed—laughed out loud! . .. Three
minutes before certain death, probably still would laugh, 4
If that is the case, however, how can we define a woman, if
she does not give orders, execute them, influence them, or obey
them? “What is important for me js to understand. For me,
WrIting is a matter of seeking this understanding, part of the
process of understanding. . . . And if others understand—in-
the same sense that I have understood—thar gives me a sense-
of satisfaction, like feeling at home.”** The simplicity of this:
“comprehending” posture conceals a rich assortment of hidden :
meanings. The com-prehender waits, accepts, and welcomes;-
an open space, she allows herself to he used, she sets forth, she";:
is with (cum-, com-), a matrix of studied casualness (what Hej-
degger calls Gelassenbeid) thar allows itself to be fertilized. At -
the same time, the comprehender apprehends: she selects, tears -
down, molds, and transforms the clements; she appropriates
and re-creates them, Alongside others but accompanied by her
own selection, the comprehender is one who gives birth to a
meaning that harbors, in altered form, the meaning of other -
people. It then falls upon us to unrave] the process that turns
thought into action, that constructs and deconstructs. '
Would it be appropriate to speak of a body of work here? Of
course it would be. In academic and publishing circles, Hannah
Arendt is universally acknowledged to be the author of one of
this century’s most important bodies of work (though for now

J1d bracker the question of whether her work is political,
- hical, or feminine). Her biting style, economy, anq i'-’lu-
IOSOP Lih : enormous (though never exhaustive) erudition
: an:ii in }Ter writings have all been given their due. The rep-
Sp_laf_}’e 1d heterogeneity of her work, moreover, have provided
lpn.sfa?various experts of all persuasions. But in the. end, it is
b Oh se qualities are anchored in personal experience and
u tJ:Ifl ar?)und her that makes her writings appear to be les_s
- the Wof work than an action. On that front, Arendt’s undeni-
b:_i};?queneSs comes to the fore: i't is neither meticuflous Tr11}(:r
6ﬁiplete, and it does not place her chtscourse a}E)ove t}ﬁe r;y.' Se
':‘.‘(’;omprchender” seizes the opportunity, quesnonl:n the o ;110;}11 ‘;
converses with “authors,” whether known .or un OWI'l,
while interacting with other people and, in the first 11}1ls'talz1‘lce,
with herself. Trapped in this labyrinth of arguments, thinking
“may forgo sophisticated refinement, but only to reé?naFe mi)}ll'z
| effectively with memories of different pasts and to delve into

e of the world.

. .Cuze;;lziz;raph taken in the 1950s offc;,rs, in my view, the m.ost
unsettling image of “the comprehender” (fig. 4). The rflou'n;m'g
“tension (what Heidegger calls durchschaunen, wac/as?c/atzg eit)
-+ and the penetrating eyes lend her face a mascuhne. air and t:}iln
" ironic voracity. Her smile and her valiant expression, on the
* other hand, are lic up by a furtively pleasant demeanor that
- reveals as much confidence as understanding. And yet her matu-
~rity and her intellectual exploits have Pu.ShEd away the 1iweet
young girl with the long locks who, at eighteen years o a.ge,
seduced her Plato of Marburg (figs. 1 and 2). The smokmg
urchin herself, whose intense visage is seen addressing the aufh-
ence of 2 1944 New York City conference, had settled down with
a vengeance (fig. 3).

Hannah Arendt hated celebrity, but she never stopped cele-
brating appearance and spectacle. She would have had no
objection to our lingering over the traces of her appearances
that she lefr 1. Returnine 1o the earlier shotoeranh (fiec 4} we



FIGURE 3 Hannzh Arendt, New York,

1944

riGURE 4 Hannah Arendr abour 1950
(© Studio Fred Stein}




30 / LIFE AS A NARRATIVE LIPS A3 & NARRATIVE [ 3

come back to the eternal question: “What is a woman?”
[14 : )
merely a “girl-phallus,” the erection of a female model

h 3 . .
whets men’s phallic appetite—char the psychoanalysts dian possi _
" 0 given the highest grade.” Itis true that Arendt

out to be part of the seductive a “ i ' i

ppeal of the “pretty girl” of ¢ not be :

(fig. 1) and 1933 (fig. 2)? This scenario seems alj the more |i 3:3 Yt o prefer Augustine the philosopher to Augustine the
nded

because a seductress, particularly when she is thinking. s« a0, The three parts of her dissertation (“Love as Crav-
rarely devoid of androgynous ambiguities.” Or isg’she(-)} "'(‘)‘%rea‘ltor and Creature,” and “Social Life”) are structured
buxom fnother of our dreams, a form of magic that abates. : pers's notions: Arendt searches for a systematic
predominantly oral frustrations? Even if we manage to see d1 m in Augustine’s work, even if such a paradigm is far
of Hannah in this first clich, sh i piil.l':ﬁ.-. gd from Augustine’s religious intentions. She does not
avoided the second. Or, in the end, is she the “comprehend mf}f:z force his work into a system per se, but Heideggerian
e Zifﬁinology is already quite present. The theologians are dis-
ap'pointed and taken aback. 7 .

" Years later, Arendt wrote Jaspers that she was surprised to
find traces of herself in this remote work.*® Indeed, her first
- piece of abstract, purely philosophical writing secks to ques-
" Gon—at the heart of the transcendental bond of Christian
love—the diverse bond that unites people in the world. The
aims of her later work begin to take shape here: the ther?ne of
life, presented through the theme of love, struct.ures thI_:S inau-
gural text and allows us to reread Augustine in the light of
Arendt’s subsequent body of thought.

Arendt uses several terms to denote the concept of love in
Saint Augustine’s work: love, desive (with its two variaftions,
craving and libido), charity, and covetousness all form, in he?r
' view, a true “constellation of love” that asserts that the conduit

of this nomenclature is desire: “Desire has the function of

procuring the ‘good’ from which happiness will result. The
trouble with the wrong desire, the love of the world, is not so
much that man does not love God as that he does not stay in
himself but [by virtue of having dismissed God] has gone out
of himself as well.” The various forms of love are distinguished
only by their divergent objects, though love is always coexten-

sive with life: it is the “postulated and claimed reality of a

humnan life.”% But what is life? Arendt will direct all her efforts,

e violence t the text. . . . Through philosophical
.tK ideas the author wants to justify her freedom from
; ibilities, which also attract her. . . . Can unfor-

>

being?>—beats a retreat and, of the two sexes, only the male

overcomes the spectacle with imprudence i
through her psychic bisexuality, i '
at the end of the 1950s sho
There, we find not a mask o
woman with a man’s world,
unconscious

ws the signs of a peak in virility,
f deception aimed at integrating ;

nor do we encounter simply thy
o truth of a repressed homosexuyal. Rather,
€ necessary path toward this thought-into-acts,

conte i i
mplated action that, for Arendet, is tantamount to life. -

LOVE ACCORDING TO SAINT AUGUSTINE

Hannah Arendr defended her
Saint Augustine,”

tion written by her
his student “has th

doctoral dissertation, “Love and
on November 28, 1928.% The cool evalua-

thesis director, Karl Jaspers, concluded that

¢ ability to spot the essentials. Sh '
! . She h '
simply gathered together everything that Augus “bot

el tine says about

.. In the quorations some errors anpear. . The remphd
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by way of the variants of love according to Augustine, toy
answering that question.

For Augustine the Christian, life, the “supreme good,”
“life that cannot be lost”—an everlasting life without death
without an end. The beate vivere, the absolute “good,” then
nothing less than the “eternity” thar lies beyond our existen

Life in God. And although this supreme Good is situate
side humankind, it challenges what exists per se because exis
tence is always already familiar with what exists through retrg
spective recollection. (On this score, Arendt the philosophe
emphasizes the way Plato is reworked into the heart of Augus
tine’s thought.) This tension, unique to the life of the being
divides the good into two parts, finiteness and eternity, wit
love being the sign of the division as well as its potential fo

This thought process suggests a splitting, if not a dialectic
of life: an absolute exteriority of eternal Being, on the one
hand, and the introduction of that exteriority into the interi-
ority of he who loves, on the other. A life of love, then, is a Life.
God, who is Love, thus becomes He who identifies living with
eternal Being. Accordingly, we can reach God only if we live
with love, But how?

The identification between living and Being in God stands
in contrast to the present life that is so easy to neglect: only -
covetousness would grant exclusive importance to such a life.,
Just as the lover loses himself in the face of his beloved—
Arendt would later say that the lovers’ bond, like Christian
“goodness,” is “otherworldly”—present life is forgotten in the -
face of life.”! And yet the subject (the believer) rejoices in life
(in God: in summum esse) by loving it, and this rejoicing is pos-
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1-}, to the extent that the subject places his beatitude in

utside world where God . ‘ ' .

Temporally speaking, the outside world is nothfng .less than
.-ndissoiuble future of the past. The happy life is always

: ea‘a}, in the past, such that it is brought into the present o.nly

fol:igh the recollection. Accordingly, the role of .remembermg

3 ééntfal because it restores our access to beatitude. Arendt

'I1kéS to point out that Saint Augustine uses memory and rej‘oic-
mg to unite the blessed life, the present life, and remembering.
The happy life is a life that is projected beyond and towz‘lcrd the
future (that is, toward eternity) solely because of the “retro-

spective articulation of desire” that discovers it in the past (by

remembering). The attempt to reach the origin of earthly life
. 52

is at the foundation of every human aspiration.”® In other

- words, life is what saves being from a fate of rejection from
2

Being, and life is what links being, through rcc_ol.lectio.n or con-
fession [ricordari], with eternity as long as life is identified with
love. N

Although life does not abandon memory, it is a not a pure
remembering of the past. Rather, life, like desire, makes itself
known as an aspiration toward the happy life. Though
dependent on nature and even more so on “the One who
‘made me,” ” a life in love thus harbors a sort of independence:
it projects, surpasses, raises, and even desizes memory. “Henc.e,
transcending the faculties of perception, which we have in
common with the animals, and rising gradually ‘to Him who
made me,” I arrive at ‘the camps and vast palaces of memory,’”
wrote Augustine in a passage from Confessions 10:12 that
Arendt discusses.*?

Thus, through this return to Being that is the life of .love,
being is faced with a permanent everlasting, and it acquires a
permanent everlasting for itself: the human life cannot change
because its being is immutable.’® This very space shapes the
difference between the Christian view of life as a way to recon-
cile with the everlasting, on the one hand, and the contempo-
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rary view of the rebellious man, on the other, This rebelljs

d result, as Arendrt infers from Augustine, is a new
n ¥
return, this desire for rupture, renewal, or renatssance th

flife. As a beginning, birth gestures .toward whatlhas
fore (ante) and, going beyond‘lts end in death, the ov-
being announces the duration of time .to come (in
" in the everlasting). In other words, the birth of n"fan
e i e as well as a separation from Being, both of which

& ."ders tlmtionsx “Human life is viewed again as enclosed by
- emtelc(il Lrl:tsher tillan simultaneous with it. For continued life
e"r'. (;:ath corresponds to birth ‘after the \ivorld.’”w .
This new sense of life represents an important shi t.d fo
fonger eternal happiness or a recollection of Being of God in
the beatitude of the lover, life has becomi a process of gr/fe;—
tioning. Flanked by the “not-yet” and the alread.y—n.lore,. 1l ;
_given to birth goes beyond the world by quesuonmg itself.
Quaestio mihi Jactus sum—"T have become a qulesuon to
myself.”*® The Augustinian formula that AICl:ldt expfc;res e\}flerl
in The Life of the Mind depends on thc? experience o ow?,ft af
“"is born at the same time as are the will and the inner life o
~“*man.” This experience verges on Being [teﬂ.adere ess.%'] and, as an
outgrowth of this tension, the creature is consutu?ed one

 more time” after being created by the Creat.or. B.y going from
- Being to Being and from eternity to eternity, life does away
. with the significance of finitude.® . .

We see here that Arendt, in reading Augustine, wished to get
beyond the dichotomy between the obj.ecnve .and the sub);:—
tive and to moor human freedom not in an 1nt.erna1 psychic
disposition but in the very nature of hum‘an‘e}'mtence in the
world. The initium and the subsequent principium den“ote t‘he
presubjective determination that human freedon.n begfns
spontaneously,” as Kant puts it. It is. be.cause .there‘ is a begin-
ning that we can begin, and by beginning with birth, we are
destined for renewable births tantamount to acts of freedom.
Heidegger’s writings on the “worldhood” (?f Dasein foresha:i.ox.rv
Arendt’s reading of Augustine, as does his work on ?he ini-
tial.”8! Although Arendt is inspired by Heideoeer's notions, she

ideal of modification and of perpetual displacement. [y
Arendt’s reading, however, Augustine’s thought paved the way
for a conception of life as mobility, alterity, and alteration. Foy
Augustine, the creature contribures something quite specific to
the homeostasis of immutability sought by the happy life. Ts
the simultancous and eternal universe, the subject adds what
Arendt calls Augustine’s “deflecting the Christian conceptual
context.” By being born into a lasting simultaneity, man puts
into motion a temporal succession.

Another aspect of life is introduced here: 2 life that is not the.
cternal life, but one that comes to pass in and through birth
Bearer of life and borne by life, “birth” (which will be a recur.
ring theme in Arendrs writings), the life span between birth:
and death [¢ite), in the eternity of being, a world [ mundum)] in:
which life is revealed to be the product of our will: “Rather, it
is from the divine fabric [ fabrica Dei), from the pre-existing
creation, that man makes the world and makes himself part of
the world.”

This new definition of life is worthy of our attention: life "
constitutes the world. To the fact that the man born in Being-
lives in it and loves it is added another dimension: the dimen-
ston of beginning and doing. Beginning with the divine prin-
cipium, human initium involves births and actions. As such,
life transforms “creation” into the “world”—the creature
befriends the world, of course, but even more important, he
establishes it; he finds it already there [Znvenire], but at the
same time, he makes it what it is [ facere). This inventive split
is what gives rise to the possibility that the man-being can
question his own being,
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approaches both beginning and birth with a perspective mor,
akin to the perspective of Augustine’s loving Christianity, and
she diverges dramatically from the western European patriot:
ism that Heidegger professed in his later work. 62
Yet as innovative as it may have been as compared witk
ancient thought, Augustine’s introduction of the birth-death
sequence remains in some respects within the confines of ar
unequivocal endorsement of eternal Life, to the detriment of
the present life. Day-to-day life is of no real consequence in
the face of a reconciliation with the eternity of Being in beat-
itude. Leaving behind what she calls “the pre-Christian sphere
of Augustine’s thought,” and indebted to Neoplatonism as
well as to Greek autarky, the philosopher seeks to show that a
new form of Augustinian reasoning is under way, one that
gencrates a new logical train of thought that provides a place
for the Crearor.
No longer a cosmic being, but an Other of the creature even
though He behaves like a human, the Creator God chooses
through love, though He also demands and Jorbids. Accord-
ingly, the law places itself at the heart of man, like an author-
ity that poses questions and that thus rerurns to the question-
ing we have faced, so much so that the life that does not ask
itself questions, the routine life, is what appears in biblical
thought to be the “real sin” more than does ordinary desire.
Furthermore, if the law forbids the world (“Thou shalt not
covet”), God stands against life in the world, and concomi-
tantly, the creature in the world stands against God. The
authority of God is ever-present in this opposition: God is “the
ever-present authority that man keeps confronting on his way
through life.”63
Arendt enjoys pointing out that life is a conflict under the
biblical view of a Creator God. T would add that this idea of
opposition and revolt increasingly applies to modern man,
who draws from it not only the need to benefit from the goods
offered by this world (which will culminate in the seculariza-

4t Arendt often disdains in her later Wri'tings) bl:lt also
- culties to develop his ability to pose questions. This psy-
alm of questioning transmits rejoicing ‘and guarantees
- vl of the living being through its ability to represent,
Stfv:l that the subject can oppose authority or at least
Lo he boundaries of the Other. It is a rejoicing about love,
of.lzzf;ste, but a love that is conﬂictedi in all its fullness, a love
of support and rejecuon', of pain -and joy .
eud’s work gave voice to this conflict by revolutionizing

ur relacionship with meaning. In fact, in direct contrast to the
reconciliation of man in his isolation in the face': of God [coram
Deo esse] that we find in Augustinian I‘CCOHE.!CU-OI‘I, psychoana-
[tic anamnesis reveals that permanent conflictisa prec;ll_rsor of
psychic life. Saint Augusti.ne. had alrc?ady developedkt is pif;;_
ﬁ-_-.spective by grafting his biblical rea.dmg onto Gree auta;l .
- Unaware of Augustine’s work in this regar'd, Freud, who : )
* alluded to the Bible but who relied expliatiy. on the Oe;dlpal
tragedy, would later lend his ear to a c?ramatlc,. erecona_lable
| being. But Christian eschatology resusc:lt?tec.l th}s contfentlo.us—
ness only to ease it through the love of Life in life. This-eas-mg
was successful, thanks to a subtle arrangement berween 2 Llfe—
mimesis, or a similitude with Being, and a Life-gueszioning
from the standpoint of the interval between birth and death.
When Arendt examines this success, on the other han§l, she
comes back to an eminently modern question: the question of
the conflict and revolt endemic to the human condlt.mn,
framed as a psychic life and an absolute Life. At the same tl_mc:,
she traces the origins of that question to the core of_ Augustine’s
thought. Without delving into the psychoanalytic repercus-
sions of Augustines discovery, Arendt explored, toward tbfe end
of her life, what Saint Augustine considered to be the primary
faculty for human interiority focalized in this Way—willin6g4—
and she also contemplated how it could be deconstru.cted.
Finally, after birth and the conflict, it is the 1mmecilz.1tf;that,
for Aucustine. orovides the basis for the concept of “life” that
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Arendt will “dismantle” throughout her entire work. And
how can there be an immediate, an “other,” if the world is
bidden? In the first instance, the immediate is represented
our “forebears” with whom I am linked by birth [ cognatio), t
is, with the large family made up of Adam’s descendants, W
encounter here the theme of the concrete, historical life, 3
we delve into the socius by way of our filiation with Adam,
what interests the Augustinian man about the incrinsic split
his life between eternal Life and present life is not the sing
larity of Adam, but simply whar unites us all: our common g
and our common salvation in the life of Christ the Redeer,
I'am indifferent to the unique life of my neighbor because,
this life, what marters ro me is something else entirely: “
self-oblivion of craving would let man see his neighbor as w
as himself only from an absolute distance.” “For you love
him not what he is, but whar you wish that he may be.”
Augustine affirms, “vols 45 sis” [T wish that you were], the wis
addressed to the other implicating a concern not for individu
moral growth but for a tapture toward God [rpere ad Deyy;

ter to another lover, Elizabeth Blochmann, in 192766

Augustine’s “innovations,” particularly the way he adorn
life with historical possibilities that are interspersed with the
essence of beatitude, inspire Arendcs approval as well as her
uneasiness. Thus the passage of humans through birth [gener-
atione] evokes equality, plurality, descent, sinfulness, and
death—in 4 word, the totality of the “human race”—and it
shatters the autarky of the Greeks. In addition, the notion of 1
“neighbor” spawned from this human species acquires a new
meaning that had not been apparent before Saint Augustine:
the sinful equality of birth becomes a Freely chosen . . . coexis-
tence of people in their community,” which for each of us is harh

:C}(:‘I%Icl)rtlherworidly. Will the link between the “former society”
the
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i and newly restrictive.%” By way of the Bi.ble,
?hose?l CreatOr, Augustine proposes, in Arendt’s view,
.. 'fllliilfi;gein the world that is not merely th.t; life o.f 50?1(?-
<eated” in foreignness. Arendt engages in an implicit
."Cfea'm with Heidegger on this front, a conversation that
'ej:a:rlr(z: more pronounced in her. later. foriti'ngs. The idea
¢ of a familiar life that, through its or1§1ns in th:: gl:ne;gz-
&, POSES the question of the Other as a “new life,” thereby
,

1 the past death, and
emorating the furthest reaches of the past,

svietas] and this Other be possible? Impossible? Expresse.d.not
: oflr‘l?m;nonymity of “one,” but in the mutual love [diligere
the

: : _ X
suvicend] that dissolves reciprocal dependence?

" For centuries, Catholic theology would follow the path laid

o t by Augustine, a path that Arendt would later describe and
fi:velZp in a way all her own. Though a stranger to the world,
man continues to live in it; familiar and equal to the other, man

can join the world only if he does away with the old life in the

ife i i “ iety” of life becomes
" name of a new Life in Christ. The “new society” of life

a possibility, but only in suftering (b.y' exa_ggerating o;.r .belon,clg-
ing to the Body of Christ) and in isolation (Fhe other m;are y
performs the function of a “passage” to our dlfect and so 1tat§y
relationship with God). Lived in th1s_ way, life pern;icné.:n l);
changes man and is a cause for concern, in part because li <13 itse

and its progeny are endangered, but a_iso becavjse people can
nevertheless be saved by grace, by the intermediary of % comT-
mon concern for the immediate in a life of love: volo uz sis Thlsf
life-alteration, this life-split, as renewed by our 1:eachng 0

Arendt, proves vulnerable to promisgs.and to historical occngr—
rences as long as it does not neglect important c?nccelrns. .‘ v
emphasizing the “nexus” formed by the hul.nan life’s be:).ngu;lg
both to the “human race” and to a “new being-together” in the
life of love, the young student paved the way for her subseql_lent
political thought. In all her work, Arendt would bf)l‘l‘?W not;)ns
from Christian philosophy but unknown to antiquity such as
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: . »59
P :» wp . » uoht process itself is a natural process.”™ At th.G sa.me
the “promise” and forgiveness” thar she would use as an e thought p lect the relentlessness of scientists
. . : not negle )
ence and a political hypothesis. ine, Arendt doe.s b f;zm'ma [ laborans under the guise of
. . . SRR mpnr o :
It is thus tempting to see this youthful ook and the wy ho-ensure the trit : F hat contains no refezence to the Qther.
. X . Sy 1 ell that co .
reveals Augustine’s concept of life not only as an elaboratio ife sacred unto 1ts rd trends with a “specifically
X : Arendt contrasts these waywa it | between
? life. That expression stands for the “interva
human’ hre. ) h a space can be represented
‘irth and death,” provided that such asp
it

by a narrative and can be shared with other people. Such turns
pyan

suffering she gave voice to in her 1925 “Shadows”) bur also ;
foundation for her Jager reflections. In fact, although the dis

! ing of Augustine,

Y . I ' : isi refine her youthful readmg
about the sociohistorical causes of totalitarianism,58 she wo of phrase exqulslteiy h bse yuent political experiences as a

. . w : . er su .
come back to the logical processes of life, termed the humge - ; reading finessed y“Th hi e(}c characteristic of this specifi-
.. » . . S ; : € cC .
condition,” to pur forth 4 hierarchy of Ways to articulyg © female phllostP her arance and disappearance consti-
human experiences: iz activa on the one hand, ~ cally human life, Wh.osi ap EZ is itself always full of events which
: . . . = at i ,

#va on the other, and within p74 activa, three types of actiy; - tute worldly events, is t blish a biographys it is of
labor, work, and actiog : ultimately can be told as a story, esta 5¢ that Aristotfe said

3 :] . ‘ - - - . .. . e frOm mere goe that

By focusing on the life of thinking while taking issue wit this life, bios as distinguished

it i ind of praxis.””” Thus the possibility
the metaphysical tradition that elevates the reflective life oy, that it somehox.zv- is :L -kida r(l)d Seath A s
! t we can envision bir , .
Eﬁim within time and that we can speak about them w1t}£ it.he
Other by sharing with other people—in a w}(:rd, th.::ﬁposm ility
—is at the heart of the specific, nonan-
that we can tell a story—is at t :
imalistic, and nonphysiological nature of }}uman jlﬂf:l.l By
implicitly referring to Nietzsche, who saw in .the }\:71 b-.t(i-
power” a desire for life, and to Heidegger, who guided the biol-

that action itself ensyres life. At the same time, 7he Humy,
Condition wholly denounces the notion of “life” as the ultim
nihilistic value. Arend¢ violently denounces the vital
activism that triumphs over homy Jaber but that ultimage
entraps him in an automated way of knowing that “calculate

without “thinking,” Arendt, then, in response to the reflectio

. i be the “last meta-
on life that Saint Augustine deems to be “insignificant” whe - ogism of Nietzsche, Whg he C.Onjlj; Itii t}(DJoetic word, Arendt
It is not caughe up in the love of the besze vivere or the sum physician,” toward the ; erefnltyr tive. Challenging this quiet
mum esse, rails against the consumerism that overtakes humang  gave new lifc to the p rax1s'0 n-arkathe. oung political thinker
life when it forgers whar is lasting and durable, She denounce withdrawal fron? the poetic Work, | nafration 25 action aze the
the cult of the “individual life” and, in particular, the cylt o believed that action as narration EEI most “specifically human”
the “life of the species” that is held out to be the ultimate mod only things that canp artakfi o I:ich has Aristotelian origins,
ern good but that can ne longer lay dlaim to even the mos aspects of life. This conFeronf’l‘i];e the narrative, and politics.
humdrum aspirations toward immortality. The life “process’ forges mge‘ther the destinies 01 ir; essence of the work of art,
replaces immorality, and it s presented as a ﬁlndamen-tally The narracive governs tht? ever tho iccompanies the life of the
nihilistic valye Throughout this gradual paradigm shift, but as a historical narrative, it SlitiC al life in the noble (and,
that is ushered along by science and technology, Arendy points polis and transforms it into a po

« " e of the word
. . . : ks. “threatened” sens
directly to Marx, who rendered men natural by stipulating that since the Gree
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Hannah Arendt’s reflection then moved toward a third »
final stage. The meditation of the it activa, though not ab;
doned, moved to the background and straight to the hear¢
the reflection on the “life of the mind” that she illuminated)
“dismanting” it into its three components: thinking, williy
and judging. This process was already begun, however, in 7]
Human Condition. If it is true that we can disturb only wi
impunity the hierarchy of human activities (labor, wor
action; vita activalvita contemplativa), and that such disty
bances threaten both thinking and life by destroying eith
one, it becomes essential to preserve life by returning to th
permanent exploration of its split and alteradon, and of th
complex figures that ensue. A product of the intertwining
life and thought that characterizes Christian eschatology an
philosophy, Arendt drew a link between history and the decon
struction of the mind to show that life is not a “value” un;
itself, as humanist ideologies would have it, but something tha
is realized only if it constantly guestions meaning as well 3
action: “the revelatory character of action as well as the abili
to produce stories and become historical, which together form
the very source from which meaningfulness springs into an
illuminates human existence.””! ‘

Hannah Arendt’s many pronounced concerns about life
and-meaning authorize us to make some digressions whos
timeliness is far removed from the preoccupations of ou
author but whose significance is implicit in her line of ques
tioning.

Action, even as Arendt understands the term,” cannot by
itself guarantee a free and creative life, The resumption of the
“life of the mind,” on the other hand, is capable of providing
such a guarantee, as Arendr proved in her later writings.
Despite her hostility toward psychoanalysis (which she viewed
as an excessively scientific reduction of the “life of the mind” to
mere generalities”), she considered the psychic realm to be
open to the realm of other people, and she saw the world as a
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.which_ the life of the mind could link the demands of
o the demands of a meaning poised for endless ques-
. .~.——tW0 demands that Arendt held dear._No one would
nfl-lrgda that labor turns the employees of the society of the
3;:;6 i}i’ltO robots. The work of art itself has disintegrated
“the baseness and minimalism of non-sense and nonmean-
And political action, far from being a path toward what
ndt calls “disclosure,” has been reduced to the mockery and
mptiness of marketing gurus susceptible to influence and cor-
ption. [n other respects, scientific, philosophical, and psy-
choanalytic inquiries—the multidisciplinary approach that
Arendt adopted with little fanfare and in her own style, Ehou.g'h
without laying claims to “pure philosophy” but rather “politi-
cal theory” or even “political journalism®—have shaped the
“life of the mind” as a diverse complexity of logical processes

that produce multifaceted representations. These processes

affect more than merely thinking, willing, and judging, which

~ they do attempt to explore as carefully as they can. The lp?ural—

ity in question allows these logical categories or capacities to

give rise to the untapped reserves of what can be sensed and
represented.

The narrative, the ability to put a biography into words,

“thus becomes as necessary as it is problematic and as dangerous
‘as it is heterogeneous. With the exception of her article on

Kafka’s metaphysical conflicts and an essay on Natalic Sarraute,

Arendt the philosopher did not delve into the style of modern

" literature with its crises, conflicts, and discoveries. The classic

narrative, which was Arendt’s implicit point of reference, has
now been damaged. Through such a narrative, a writing in
search of rejoicing and demystification seeks to record the
human condition. Like an expansion of Arendt’s “narrative,”
when it is not an explosion of such, such writing explores and
renews the psychic realm and, while using the recollection as a
basis for examining the retrospective bond between man and
meaning, between the creatyre and the eternal, and between
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the subject and Being, it exposes and puts into practice
incessant tendency toward conflict: a revolr, Life as a revgly
actualized in the nonthought of writing.” It also seeks to 2o
within the permanent questioning of recollections, pleasurs
certainties, and identities, a questioning that underlies the psy.
choanalytic experience despite its worldly trappings.

Are we capable of envisioning other strains of discourse a;
action that would be the modern figures of mutability, of t
perpetual outburst of meaning and the senses that Arend
sought?

With the exception of Arendr in her reading of Saint Augys
tine, no one else, in modern times, has reflected upon birch as
A constant succession of new beginnings for a unique story, an
unusual narrative, or a biography.” In the realm in whid]
Nietzsche spoke of the “Bternal Return” that i not monoto.
nous repetition but “the highest possible form of affirmation,’
Arendt, in line with biblical, evangelical, and Augustinian tra:
dition, maintains a scansion: each birth is the “miracle” of this
teviving, threatening, and promising “Eternal Return.”’6 Ope
could subject this cyclical incantation that accompanies the
theme of birth in Arendt’s writings to her own remarks on the
idea of the Nictzschean “Erernal Return”: “What makes [the

affirming wonder [thaumazein], which once, for Plato, was the
beginning of philosophy.””7

And yet, with humanity poised to program births and to
alter genotypes, thereby shifting the dangers of innovation to-

an automatism, the question is transformed into something

clse: is it still possible to leave room for the flash of a surprise:
or for the grace of a beginning? Is it still possible to love the .

“specifically human” life outside the vicalist race for progress

and success? Can we still parse this headlong rush by our shock .
or concern, by the potential and promise of this “miracle of
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at sometimes runs the risk of being a humdrum or ill-
event (an illness, a handicap, or stupidity) but. that,
ugh its status as an “event,” serves as the ultu‘nate, if not
ly, way to revive our questioning the me:am.ng of every
Or has life as an event and a source of questlfmmg becorlne
-tmoded because it has been secured, standardized, and triv-
lized by technology? . ’

Precisely because there are births—the fr}nts of men’s and
omen’s freedom to love one another, to thlink, a%nd to judge
efore they become products of genetic engincering—we are

able to enjoy the possibilities of will and freedom. Qur free-

dom is not (or at least not solely) a psychic construction, but
the result of our own existence, of being born: Znétium, or what
Heidegger calls a “thrown«Being—in-the—world..” Arenfit retorts
that our freedom results from starting something entirely new
within the confines of the “frailty of human affairs™: “The very

* capacity for beginning is rooted in natality, and by no means in
© creativity, not in a gift but in the fact that human bemgs., new
 men, again and again appear in the world by virtue (')f .blrth. I
- am quite aware that the argument even in the Augustinian ver-
“ sion is somehow opaque, that it seems to tell us no more than
- that we are doomed to be fice by virtue of being born.” But

Arendt is not content simply to detach the will from all psy-

chological decision making by ensuring that the will depends

on birth, which is itself distanced from any attempt at plan-
ning because it emerges within the tension of love. When

 Arendt returns to a later work of Heidegger’s, she inscribes will

with death, not as the future of life, bur as the internal and
intimate dimension of its occurrence, “sheltered” and “con-
cealed” in the experience of the biography understood to be a
“realm.””® She also quotes a few lines from Goethe: “The Erer-
nal ‘Works and stirs in all / For all must into Nothing fall / If it
will persist in Being,””

Thus the intersection between this borrowing and revising
olives rise to Arendi’s concentan of e and Rirth ek odhe conc
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not as biological experimentation but as the ultimate expetieng,
of renewable meaning, A woman who bore no children, Are
bequeathed to us a modern version of the Judeo-Christ
affection for the love of life through her constant drumbea
the “miracle of birth” that combines the risks of beginning ag,
the freedom of men to love one another, to think, and to judge
Arendt left us with this thought so we might share it, and
can count on its being so shared, particularly by other women
regardless of whether or not they are “philosophers” or “politj
cal theorists.” Indeed, the relative freedom of women toda;
allows them to contemplate their motherhood more easily
than ever before. The ordeal of motherhood in the VEry pres
ence of the newborn to whom a woman bequeaths her being
far from tulfilling her, leaves her vulnerable and weakened
This ordeal links the mother to her child through an extraor
dinary bond that has no other analog in human existence; 2
bond that results not from a desire for an object (or a subject)
but from a love for the Other. Maternal love could be seen ag
the dawning of the bond with the Other, 2 bond that the lover
and the mystic will come to rediscover and that will be
explored primarily by the mother as long as she resists using
her sexual partner to settle scores with her own mother. This
Other is not chosen, moreover, but is “ordinary.”® It is in no
way superior, but simply new, beginning dramatically and
often tragically and sharing our encounter with death, That

ordeal, if it is susceptible to the contemplation that Arendt

invites us to undertake, could transform the women of the.
future into the guardians of the very possibility of life.

We should try, then, to understand the word “life” as Arendt
did. It is not a “survival of the species” (which we have learned:

is possible with women as well as without them, in light of sci
entific achievements that multiply ruses and other forms of

cloning). Rather, life is like 2 love for the ordinary person or for
the neighbor, a love thar is just as fragile as [ am in the face of _

death and that, through my love as a woman-mother, con-
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v reinvents the infinite meaning of the diverse lives that
live gives me in return, . )

Thanks to contraception and abortion as well as to the tech-
ues of artificial insemination, women today are pfotecte‘d
frsm'a fate of fertility or sterility. Women can alsol reahz.e their
- ronal goals as full participants in a rlnodern age 1{1 which the
E‘uﬁian condition is dominated by science aI‘:ld Shlellde(fl from
ianscendental [aws. And yert this immersion ina scientific era
Jdoes not preclude—indeed, it fosters—the dem.fe.to procreate
.d to be a mother. Even if this acute, even agol?lz‘mg, desuff to
be a mother often resembles a will t.o p(?ssess, it is susceptible
analysis and is capable of embodying, in the context of what

are now desanctified human affairs, the concern for tl?e Other
that lurks in the love for the other—-wa love that bc?gms anew
with each birth and that, through the father, redlsco-vers in
- maternal anguish its sense of perpetual questioning. This ques-
‘tioning does not bear on an eternity or on a transce%ldental
- summum esse but on the infinite meaning of what remains well
" within our grasp, my all-other, my all-the-same, the ordinary
.'::. one. Within these psychic folds of maternal love shines the

ultimate brilliance of the sacred that bomo religiosus succeeds in
transmitting to Aome laborans, which devours him in turn. To

< mansform the nascent being into a speaking and thinking
| being, the maternal psyche takes the form of a passageway
* between zozand bios, between physiology and biography, and
 between nature and spirit. In this way, the legacy bequeathed

by the Judeo-Christian tradition can be preserved, brought to
light, and modernized—that is, if women manage to live it and

o think it through.

To the extent that psychoanalysis questions a diverse su}‘)—
ject—drive and meaning, unconscious and conscious, s?matlc
and symbolic—it finds itself along the same frontier and it helps
keep open, both parallel to the maternal journey and apart from
it, the question of life as meaning and meaning as life. It is by

uneﬁrfh;hﬂ' fhP I"I.QV(‘}"Ii(' F['ln(‘f{nhiﬂﬂ' I’EF PQ{'}'\ iﬂf‘l“}'l(’{”ﬁl 1N TI’IP
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face of birth and death, by analyzing the structures and the ¢
mas of the family triangle, and by knowing the way in wh;
that uiangle affects the psychic sexuality and unique though
processes of each subject that analysts can preserve our destj
of making sense in perpetuating the human species.
Maternal love for the ordinary life—and not the progress g
vitalist technology that can engulf this love or, on the contry )
the backward-looking rejection of this progress on the part o
conservative religions that are vociferously probirth—is in 3
position to guarantee our human conditon as beings con.
cerned with the meaning of being there. From this perspective;
and taking into account the threats faced by this life (a life that
some people venture to reproduce through technology in “tota]
freedom” and that others mandate through religion and thys
grant no freedom), we could predict that life, as Arendt under
stood the term, is cither a feminine life or nothing at all. Of
course, psychic bisexuality, which psychoanalysis sees in every-
one, allows us to posit that 2 man could assume femininity of
that sort, or even experience maternity defined as a tension
present in the love between zo0¢and bios. And this situation will
endure until technology has eliminated the threat of death—
but will that ever be possible?

In the shadows of the Holocaust, it is worth noting that it
was a woman, a Jewish woman, Hannah Arendt, who took the

initiative in reopening the question of birth by breathing new

meaning into the freedom of being. And therein lies the bril- :
liance of her genius, whose very core touches on the crisis of

modern culture along with its ultimate fate of life or death,
THE MEANING OF AN EXAMPLE:
RAHEL VARNHAGEN

Though a great fan of the “recounted life” and of the bz'os—gmphy,
Hannah Arendt wrote neither an autobiography nor a novel.
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yva single text from her carly days, Rahel Varnhagen: ]j/ae Life
Jewess, comes close to the sort of narratic.)n to which .tb.e
: (.)s:.opher_political thinker accorded, like Aris_to.tle, the privi-

. of fulfilling “lite” in its dignity of “action.” With the excep-
__egf?i__of the final two chapters, which she added in 1938, Arendt
;pieted this work in 1933, that is, after she comp[e:ted her dis-
cation on Saint Augustine but before she left Berhg later thz.m
ei:l.r. Her book would not be published until 1958, w1t1t1 a dedi-
ation, “To Anne, since 1921,” and a preface that danﬁe’d_ the
iithor’s intentions without truly revealing their full rneanmgf81
What interested me solely was to narrate the story of Rahel’s life
s she herself might have told it.”®*This telling declaration intro-

duces a work that is dense, out of the ordinary, and peppered
with many details that Rahel had revealed in her letters and
diaries and that the author often repeats without citing them as

such, intermixing them with philosophical reflections on the
emotional life of a woman, on the difficulty of being a Jew (and,
in particular, a Jewess), on spiritual life, and on social and polit-

- jcal choices and constraints. Far from empathizing with her

heroine, Arendt appears to be settling scores with Rahel, a being
held dear, an alter ego that Hannah herself could never be

.  although it threatened her, an alter ego that she dislodged of any

compassionate depth with a relentless severity that was as ruth-

" less as it was insightful.

The kaleidoscope of this writing could not be called a
confession or a “romantic autobiography,” even given the
broadly diverse forms of this protean genre today. Rather,
Arendt’s book is an enacted example: the “special case” of
Rahel is maneuvered, even manipulated, by the author in the
name of a staging or screenplay that lets us see the marriage
as well as the breakups that takes place between the heroine
and the playwright.

Arendt’s example, in the Kantian sense of the word, is one
she will return to in her later writings: not a “case study” that
luminates an abstract point. bur an individial ar an event
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: reme manifestation of action but al§9 as tk.le
" :.th? SUEP alm for those who decline to participate in
.Ospltatl:le rie happy to stand back and observe so that
g and Wff ; :{l candid judgment of their own. In that sense,
'lghto f;ilething in common with Kant, who admired
& h;d SZCIBIOI’S of revolutionaries more than tbe revolu-
. o clves, and whose insightful sympathies turned
o thlﬁlmsolutic’)n into “a phenomenon not to be forgotten,
ekt ds, that made it a public event of world-histor-
3 ‘Ot}liff:[rcz:;e ’Hence: What constituted the appropriate
: SIgn .

11 p 1 tors put
al (4] hi 2 cular event were not the ac

i T TS iyl b
llC Ic >

that stimulates the imagination. “The cxample is the par
lar that contains in itself, or is supposed to contain, a corj
or a general rule [hence, Saint Francis, Jesus of Nazareth
Napoleon]. The validity of this example [i.c., Napoleon]
be restricted to those who possess the particular experienc
Napoleon, either as his contemporaries or as the heirs to th
particular historical tradition. Most concepts in the histor
and political sciences are of this restricted nature; they hy
their origin in some particular historical incident, and we the
proceed to make it ‘exemplary,’ to see in the particular what
valid for more than one case.”®3 Rahel’s life, which becomes: i
these terms, an “example,” is transformed into a veritable laf
oratory of Arendt’s political thought that shapes her fury
concepts in the face of this “particularity” whose “historical tra
dition” she shares.
The laboratory is also a spectacle in which Arendr the pup
peteer pulls the wires, although this time she does not get 3
fustered as she did when she was a six-year-old girl. Arendt, g
exceptionally talented actress, reminded her contemporaries o
the famous actress Sarah Bernhardt and of Proust’s Berma:
magnificent stage diva,” “a chthonic goddess, or a fiery one
rather than the airy kind,” even in her lectures she made the
drama of the mind and the dynamics of thought appear visible
to the eye: “Watching her talk to an audience wag like sceing
the motions of the mind made visible in action and gesture,”4
For Hannah, then, the spectacle was important, bur for her:
heroine, it was all-consuming, focused as she was on social vis-
ibility and recognition: “She carried about with her the outra- -
geous conviction of being herself the ‘battlefield’; that being
herself nothing but the scene of action, she in reality provided
the essential connection between disparate events. . . . She did
not herself want to become entangled again; she wanted to be
the immutable soil which absorbs everything into itself.”85
In addition to her innate predisposition, Arendt had incel-
lectual reasons to love the stage. She saw the “Gppesramee® oo

1 iming spectators.” o
tg:[‘alrficslzllrc]?ht:1%1bev:atvvef:1r1 making something visible and par-

jpating in it from a distance is preciflelly \;riljteiraf;zst i(t)};i
judgment of Arendt .the blo.grapher;fsyc ;acige o tim wion
though real and persistent, is stor inate A
olitical essay. The author deme.s any identi c;mon b
ragonist who clearly exerts an 1nﬂL‘1€nce on EIII‘; atns the dis
credits the introspective genre (W’hlc'h she attnh utes, ich o1
- without citation, to Rahel alone), .In its place, sk ci en:li: oy
* interpretative style of a psychologist turn.ed SOZIO ogist. "
~ In sum, this Zifz is of a strange genre indee » One o v&}'l
“she will never return, but one that, from the beginning, s OV};::
© Arendt to be a theoretician outside the norm. Ir} contrast tofril ‘
ideal thinker of which Heidegger, at the beginning of one od i
" courses on Aristotle, said, “He was born, he worked, an e
died,” thereby suggesting that philosophers must minimi _
themselves for the sake of philosophyf Arendt, in this examl
ple” taken from Rahel and an abreaction of }.mf oxy?bll)efso}rllzr
_ judgment, presents a theater of thought tbat is invisible 1;1.0
later writings but that is shown by The Ly% of a ]fwmbto uje n);
a fertile logical process that will un('ierhe Arends ;u seq o
“work. And we should keep in mind that Arendt, in .
Human Condition, wrote the following about her favc;lri.te
senrer “The theater is the political art par excellence; only there




TIVE [ 53
52 / LIFE AS A NARRATIVE LIEE AS A NARRA ’

o umbrella.” ("What am I doing? Nothing, I

:Wltilout . onme.’) ... All that remained for her to
etting life rain Zp( mouthpiece’ for experience, to verbalize
o 10 bccomed This could be accomplished by introspec-
ver hap_Penzn'e’S own story again and again. . . . ‘But to
" YtzZi?:i:;f the assignment.” To live life as if it were 2 work
et

But why did Arendr choose Rahel? A daughter of 2 jewel
and the product of a Jewish social niche that was well offy
out being truly affluent, Rahe] Levin (1771-1833) was ble:
with neither beauty nor grace. She lived comfortably, hep , r as she was to
ting from the philo-Semitism of Frederic I of Prussia, byt That could have served as -Rai;fls (;fdlzzeeaf;d androgynous
was eventually confronted with the hostility of the bourgeoiy; body the cult of.the exceptioﬂh » C?&relzl de ’judged to be the
and the nobility. Indeed, ever since the new regime came i ] antic pers,t(;nahg;i gsizlretd aiwith her contemporaries.”

- o t error that € ibution to the
at least some sort of aspiration to cquality as a complement ¢ gﬂjough Arendt describes her b(;l()k a::;c:;:ffthe destruc-
its nationalism, rekindled 2 latent anti-Semitism. Passionay, tory of Jews in Germany fmm; (;_?-Z Es rise to power, she
about literature and philosophy although she herself Was not . tion of Jewishness that prece.de d iif: that emerges from her
writer, Rahe] managed to sustain, in her garret on the Jig rains traces of the.plea fora C.ler)Cte tion of love. Arende
issertation on Saint Augustines concep

: : « erson’ more
tiHating romantic salons, a salon frequented by the Humbo] contrasts Rahel with the nfnd to ;31:. t}::r (;:Viinp;oses on the
brothers, Friedrich Schlegel, Friedrich Gentz, Pastor Scle seriously, rather than.tbe life and 1s rZai destiny” between
macher, Prince Louis-Ferdinand of Russia and his mistre .ir_ldividual.” Arendt”tries t(c)“seculre a}ier:zl il 1 “IF e
Pauline Wiesel, the classicist Friedrich—August Wolf, Jean P4 “an individual’s life” and “intellectual a

bl e nbsm el of e G
man Jews, it must be remem perec Hhat ! : namely, the
ceeded in getting the great poet to write her a letter accepiin the complex probiern nf ’flSSlmlialilOI.l tlzuffizind soci);l i
her invitation to pay her a visit. In addition to her salon manner in which assimilation to the in ly in the history of an
was well known for her letters and diaries, some of which he - of the environment WOIk? out concrej c)irestin 7ed
husband published in 1834 in a three-volume set entitled Fi  individual's life, thu.s shaping ap erﬁon choloyical details that
Buch des Andenkens Jur ihre Freunde (The book of memories). Although she crjoys r evealing e P?Zns A;gendt never dis-
At once fascinating and irritating, Rahel Levin devoted her- punctuated her heroine’s ‘vanoust Pisimn;an whom she finds
self at first to a passion for [ife that she experienced as a sort of cusses the pathology of this emcl)t-lon Not once, in fact, does
secular mystic would. Shifting between an emotional sensibil- so appealing and yet 50 feptiaive. or pairanoia- When
ity and the loss of the self in 4 lover’s abandon, she glorified Arendt mention hystet’"ia, cleprf:ssloclll , complaint about her
pain, and sometimes nature, along with patriotic pursuits. Arendt recounts Ranels oft—repeitel oo irereesic i e
Toward the end of her existence, she would retury to her Jew- “infamous birth,” Sil(_f interprets Rahels hist:)ry from the per-
ish origins that she had previously disparaged: “Her whole cyes with Romanticism and German ’

.o
. . . - . i cimilation
effort was ro expose herself to life so that it could strike her ‘like ehertive of o failed o
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On that score, Arendt adopts the notions of pariah and p;
venu, as well as conscious pariah and unconscious patiah, whi,
she learned from Kurt Blumenfeld but which originate wj

Bernard Lazare (1865-1903).' Lazare, a legal adviser to the Drey.

tus family, a friend of Péguy, and the author of Anti-Semitism; |,
History and Its Causes, attributed the rebirth of French ant
Semitism to “the triumph of the secular state over the Christ _
state. The Church held the Jews and the heretics responsible f
its defeat . . . and it began by attacking Israel. . .. Democracy h
allowed anti-Semitism to grow withour protest,”

Latet, in an important study entitled “Herzl and Lazare,
Arendr endorsed Lazare’s point of view.” What Lazare calls th
conscious pariah, “the carrier of a hidden tradition that is nug
tured by the pride and grandeur of the persecuted,” must abag
don the prerogatives of the schlemiel who takes refuge in natur
and art, must reject the “parvenu” as a “filth” thar “poisons,” an,

must rely on revolt to defend an oppressed people and i
nation.” Bolstered by this insight, Arendt pushes psychology

aside and, though she still does not avoid the traps of denials
projections, and predominantly involuntary or unconsciou:

confessions, sets out by way of Rahel to surpass her own psychic

upheaval and to develop a political body of thought that is
rooted in experience. When all is said and done, then, Arendcs
book provides a veritable Aistory of her political thinking in the
ctymological sense of the word, a word whose root, as Arends
likes to point out, is in the Greek #sz0r: he who judges even as he
latches on, like a sensitive spectator, to exemplary events.

The evolution of her work explains why Arendt, even fong

after the war, was relentless in her efforts o convince the Ger-

man courts that The Life of a Jewess was a dissertation thar she
wrote so she would be qualified to teach at the university. She

brought an action for damages against the West German gov-

ernment, alleging that she had almost finished her dissertation

before she left Germany in 1933, but that she had been unable :

to defend it because of the hostility on the part of the academic

the sal
pations O
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ity of the day toward women, particularly Jewish
. Xllzhti’ugh her petition was backed by Jaspers (who had

¢ written her a letter that judged the book harshly and
e

en discouraged her from publishing it in German®™), as
Y

i by Benno von Wiese, and although she claimed that he)r
; fady been praised by Heidegger and Dibclius, Arendt’s

forts at first led nowhere. In the end, though, she gota favor.—
ébio verdict from the court in November 1971. Dee}:’ned. quali-
E ; 10 teach as of July 1, 1933, she was awarded restitution for
e

ary she would have earned since that time. ‘These machi-

nly call attention to the symptomatic aspects of her

ork, all the while rooting it even more passionately in her
3

. h : )
bl(iig*;tpre);ent English edition of the book shows that Arendt

-.touched up her protagonist a bit. Although she corrected the
 errors of August Varnhagen, who cut out whole sentences and

i is wife’ ake
who hid the Jewish names of his wife’s correspondents to m

' her writings more “respectable,” Arendt herself adopted.a sort
“of “husband’s role” by making edits of her own.*® In particular,

she overlooked the fact that Rahel remained loyal to he'r new-
found Christian faith even though she came to terms with her
Jewish roots shortly before her death. Hannah Arevndt, fo‘r }.161"
part, would not really question her initial‘interest in Chn‘stlan
theology, which she had pushed aside dun”ng the war, until shflzc
wrote the penetrating pages of “Willing,” the second part o
The Life of the Mind? With Rahel, Han‘nah felt pressed to
denounce assimilation from the perspective of two tempta-
tions: Catholicism and Enlightenment universalifm. How. can
she conduct herself as a citizen without betraying Judaism?
Does being a woman and a Jew mean that you do notP lose
yourself but that you also do not lose your own people? But
must you detach yourself from Enlightenmer}t cultur.e, from
romantically inspired philosophy, from your intefest in Ge.r-
many, and from yourself? Hannah Arendr achieved this renais-
sance by lovinely cutting into the flesh of another woman.
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At the same time, it is as if Rahel and Hannah set forth,
the first nine chapters of the book, to highlight the experien
of life—the individual life of a woman in love. Rahel’s birth..
a Jew as well as the rejection that it incited take a backsear ;
the trials and tribulations of love. She wallows in chose tribul:
tions, so much so that the reader wonders if her social status’
the only determinant of the borderline states they enta

Rahel’s biographer does not fail to notice this and remarks

“Rahel’s struggle against the faces, above all against the fact o
having been born a Jew, very rapidly became a struggle againg
hetself.” Despite her “faulty relationship [with other] people,
a personality split between “treatment and judgment, ‘befor

and after,” the decision taken behind the back of the persor |

concerned,” a tendency toward presumptuous interferenc
when it is not the likes of suicide, Rahel is appealing because o
her lucidity and because of the exceptional vivaciousness of he
mind.”® Wasn't she the first to judge herself even more hashl

than did her detractors, naively and without any trace of insin
cerity?

And yet Rahel’s lack of sangfroid and self-control irritated
her biographer, who did not hold back in making some serious-
digs at her heroine’s expense. Similarly, when Arendst states that
Rahel lived “without ties,” that her “freedom from ties was.
expressed in a senseless, objectless talent,” and that she lacked :
any “fixation upon a particular historically conditioned
world,” she is internalizing the pejorative image of Jews that”

depicts them as awkward and adaprable, parvenus or mendi-
cants (schrorrer) who know “neither models nor tradition.”
Rahel’s “lack of style, disorder, and wanton delight in paradox”
irritated Arendt, even though her “originality is genuine” and

her “mania” remarkable. What a shame, though, that she -

“needs a whole life to form every opinion.”®

Far from being wholly negative, the characteristics of the
conscious pariah, who is deprived of any consolation, proves to
be a formidable source of inspiration for the culture of truth

LIEE AS A NARRATIVE [/ §7

dividuation that Rahel was more familiar with t.haf were
Hmantics, who came to her salon to learn about it. “Rahel
40 home in the world to which she coulc! retreat from fate;
had nothing to oppose t her destiny; hence . there
ained nothing for her but to ‘tell the truth,j t’clbear Wltne.SS,
gather in ‘the splendid harvest of‘ despair.”” The Jewish
Jjon, and Rahel’s salon in particulat, is s-hapecli as an externhal
cial realm far removed from convention; 1t.plays to the
ctists desire to be outside the world and outside tradition.

“hat illusion enraptures Rahel, who believes that her guests

uthenticate her even though in truth they are utterly indiff_er—
'.Ent w0 her. “[She] shiclded herself against [death] by [remain-
: ng in] contact with many people.

»100

By flecing to Paris after her breakup with Finckenstein,

. Rahel was able to describe what a surprising pl::asur(? it was to
‘feel foreign by virtue of depersonalizatior.l: Fo.re1gnne'ss. is
good.” Yet it is Hannah who adds the following, without c1t%ng
Rahel: “to submerge, to be no one, to have no name, nothing
- that serves as a reminder; and thus to experiment, to try out, to
sec what things can still give pleasure.” Arendt goes on to add
. the following unusual remark (applicable to both women?)
-~ about children: “The company of children also has the advan-

tage of having almost nothing human about it.” Such ‘relati(.)ns
ate a rapture rooted in relentless suffering, a rapture in W’th'h
“people did not matter, but only what happened o th‘er'n, their
suffering, their living and dying. To know abour this living and
dying of theirs was enough for her; for herself s'he wanted noth-
ing more, neither suffering nor joy. [That is what she haFi
resolved.]”'®" Although the notion of resolution recalls H.Cl-
degger’s “decision” or “resolution” [ Entscheidung, Enischlossm/afzt] ,
the psychological context surrounding Arendt’s “example” of
Rahel suggests psychoanalytic reasoning more than_ ont?lo.gy.‘
Rahel’s biographer made a penetrating analysis of dissociation
in the hysterical personality, one that may be Iike?ed to what
woman analysts of the era were beginning to discuss: what
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Joan Riviere called “the masquerade” and what Helene Deyy,
called “as-if personalities,”102 Imperceptibly tinged with

already distant memories of Arendt’s “shadows,” Rahel’s m;
passions and failures in love wove through her turbulent p:
the Swede Karl Gustav von Brickman; Wilhelm von Burgsdg
and David Veit; Count von Finckenstein (her fiancé from 7
until 1800); Friedrich Gentz; then the handsome Spanish s
retary of legation Don Raphael d'Urquijo (also her fiance, fig
1801 to 1802); Alexander von Marwitz; and finally Varnhage

the “beggar by the wayside,” as he called himself, whom
would marry in 1814. :

s remarks, which Arende copied directly into her
en;ZOHate with some letters from Heidegger to Hannah,
ﬁbed by Elzbieta Ectinger: “The letters he wrote her that
e ed with lyricism, letters whose turns of phrase,
ro:gling kitsch, contained awkward de:sciriptions of a
o oassion, must have left Hannah suspicious and con-
[?;bf:mt the desire he had for her. Heideggers language
. % s the discomfort he experienced when his reason gave
etf?Y assion. His first letters were measured and sophisti-
.a}"fdmeapch word chosen with great care. His subsequent let-
a-rtj :)n the other hand, are noteworthy for their conven'tional
seﬁt,imentaiity, if not questionable taste. :Fhey speak in the
Levin's salon. In the end, he realized this himself and withdr, -.u_l'}bridied language of emotion.” Doesn' Hfmnah appe;r
dddly close to Rahel, considering her extraford.lnary depend-
ence on her lover after she decided to leave him in order.Fo love
him even more strongly: “I would have lost the right to live had
lost the love I feel for you” (April 22, 1928)21%
Although Arendt’s correspondence with Bliicher as well as
her own notes show that between 1950 and 1953 she 'caug}it ori
to Heidegger’s attempts to manipulate her, calling him a fox
“and a “liar,”7 and although Bliicher himself called Heidegger
‘a Hosenmatzdeutscher [little-boy-in-first-pants Ger@an], Han-
nah’s dependence on her professor-lover persevered in the form
‘of an intellectual passion. Did she not write that 7he Humdﬂ
Condition was a book that “owed almost everything to him, in
“every way ?1% And yer it was in the context of this loyalty that
Arendt affirmed her difference—a difference with regard to
thinking. She did so, however, without being able to avoi‘d
emotional actings-out, such as when she took a sample of Hei-
degger’s handwriting to ask a handwriting analyst ‘Whether he
was married (in other words, how could he be with another
woman?) and whether Heidegger was “homosexual.”!% In the
1930s, through the example of Rahel, Hannah insisted that 1:16
was, though she was speaking of Gentz: “Not for a moment did

he want her and her onlv: what he wanted was 4 cifiarion a

depended on a man, on men, and on the “theater of ‘life
general.” Indeed, “since Finckenstein’s love had made her
specific person without a specific world and without specific
patterns, outlined only by love . . . she was thrown back into
the despair and hopelessness out of which she had come,”103

On Rahel’s relationship with Genrz, Arends had the follow
ing to say: “He had only the alternative of officially loving he
or officially denying her. . . . It contained, after all, anothe
chance for reality, . . . a chance to have everything anyhow, i
the world’s despite. He would have been able to oppose to real
ity a second reality so strange, so unique, so complete within
itself, that the true world could scarcely have surpassed it.”104",
But he didn't do it, any more than Heidegger did.

And yer Gentz was not oblivious to the extraordinary bond
they shared: “What we two together know, no mortal soul can :
even guess. I reproach myself bitterly now for not having, that -
time, insisted upon enjoying what you called ‘thar trifle” -
Something so new, so extraordinary, as a physical relationship
between people whose inner selves are reversed in each other,
cannot possibly have existed yer.”105
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connection, a ‘relationship whose [ike there have perhapg
been many in the world ™ “He” wanted her “understang;
and would have “given up everything for her’-—fy; that we
have meant “giving up his place in the world,” and he co
nt. In the Rahel-Gentz couple, on the other hand, W
another aspect of the Hannah—Heidegger couple: althgy
“he” is a “party” to the real and to g clear-headedness tha
more than just mere empathy, “she” cannot keep herself ;,

always waiiting to change the world: she is what Geng, cal]
“anarchjc,”110

- cerned for him as for herself.” Rahel’s b.ic.)grapher
gqncem drogynous identification and nobiliary fa_n—
2 b alI)l Wi%);spread in “assimilated” Jews but resis-
e o ;/Iarwitz is radically different from her: and
Marwm.’ustify himself; he displays his “contempt’ and
- Il,eed mdft hones in on this “disgust.” In Whar s Metd—
M Heidegger identifies Being with repulslc?n.
| (1929%1 n the other hand, is rebellious, she lays claim
et Rahelé Oand to “equal human rights.” The amused
r ::Ellortohelp gloating as Arendt pokes fun ati .the tlvivfz
| i i I ve a
With Urquijo, the foreigner who provided Rahel wigy . She really digs into Mlarwnz,r \:l;:l stnv'ezv ;Jh e 2 lf
“human shelter,” Rahe] was exposed to a cylt of nudity 3 i< “more r}rllute d imi d;:r;::t iz Z SS " t,h;e _spirit» consan
e O itz i oo worried
Passion. But that world was intended only 1o help her abandy £ his mistress to Gb(i-d! In(ieeetd;li\fig:ltzi Ills S;n:;t o
.b'?ut aWEn;aEeiotZie Ium;.her concerns with God. “I v‘vho
Eﬁ;ﬁc.theeGod to whom you refer me. . . . Shaﬂl I bc:i ex1i;d
er the
mar in front of his circle of friends, all the more because Rahe without being dea(.i?” 1r11(;1a1:sI 13; despondent Rahe ué
éusuc :::l}t’e :fil;rab(lici)?f:i)n: Rahel, one who is “full of rebellion
anﬁ“ fi?l oig) fear” and one who is predifposed to such bald pliz:
tensions as the following: “I am as unique as the grea;elst EV "
‘nomenon on this earth.” And yet tha.t Rahel is ;-ﬂso“capa le, e
the wisdom of age, of sharply criticizing heF life experéenth )
‘which, she acknowledges, amounted 0 tr1c.kery. ?r fo tmely
‘mask a false personality? “Ilied. The [oveliest lie, therlfe 0 ad he)rf
great passion.” Rahel distances herselfz ,from }.1€r. iS ; a;r;w e
being, consumed with anxious, “gh-ostly fanta‘sms.h he saw her
+- life from outside as a mere game, like someth”mg s Z ’ah <
lived. . . . Her life became a narrative to her.. Aren IS- zerc}on ‘
. manages to metabolize the tragedies of her 'hfe by. ;.i ymhg on 2
sort of self-analysis stimulated by the narrative lucidity tha he
held dear and that would be facﬂitat#::d by her own c;;lrcuder
stances, such as her correspondence with Rebecca Friedlan

oblivious of individual differences; in their view Rahel was g
more than a passionate person who “imitates” o excess and
foolishness. She is at once “paradoxical [and] inexplicable.”
Much later, in Arendys letters with Jaspers, during the time he
was her thesis director, Arendt ironically remarks upon her
own tendency to “exaggerate” “Its the hature of thought to'
txaggerate. . . . Besides, reality has taken things to such great.
extremes in our century that we can say without hesitation thar.
reality is ‘exaggerated.’ 11! In the end, who s exaggerating;-
Hannah or Rahel? _
One last flame fired hey up: Alexander von Marwirz, A dis '_
tinguished Junker, disappointed wich society, well established -
in his social class bur concerned abour having to 'belong to the
real world, von Marwitz is able neither to live nor to commit
suicide. Of course, Rahel projected her mw. 1 1
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[ﬂifferenccs] could be included in the defelopment ofa
;hip_”llé Having dispelled her “shadows, a new Arend:
2 wizard of friendship who, despite her “fits of anger

g:'s’clency to exaggerate,” was considered to be a great
tef; a1l those who knew her. | | o

nhagen made some headway into d1pl.om.at1c circles,
ng at the embassy as a secretary-J.ouf:nahst m.an.ler.a in
h everyone was stricken with a patriotic and assgm ation-
farvor. Beginning in 1810 Rahel changed both her first name

Karl August Varnhagen, born in 1785 and fourteen 'y
Rahel’s junior, played a decisive role not only in her assim
tion but also in the evolution thar incited her rebellion. T
“beggar by the wayside” professed to her his boundless ent]
siasm, and he discovered the meaning of his life by witness
the life of his wife. An Enlightenment figure like Genez (
without his high standing), and a humble man like Finck
stein (but without his nobility), Varnhagen aspired only
“serve [her] as if [she] were a Greek classic.” Arendt scoffs Qb Fricderike Robert, like her
“the preposterousness of making himself the prophet o her last name and became 4. and then had herself
woman,” and she does not hide her scorn for a hushand wh er who had had h}ms.elf baptulzle » an A: tehat point she
“priestly fidelity” made him “chained to his wife like a priest baptized in I?I4 and 'marr'led\y arl; ag(;n;ron Ense. And thus
his idol.” Varnhagen made Rahel into “the anecdote on whi ame Antotnette Fnederlltie arndage o not. became a
he fed all his life” and “saw her only as a tremendous curiog; pariah, SOTetimeS conscl()tl)l > and somz from us ,that is the
. . . the third glory of the Jewish nation” after Christ and Spi truc parvent. T}{e Jew must be extlrpa'tfﬁﬁfe were L;prooted in
oza. It is just too much, for the biographer prefers a man w ed truth, and it must_be dc'on;' e\,fequ :,]d e
is a man and who fulfills his role as such, And yet Arendt al e process.”!” By reading Fl; e f;: adhering to such a
lays bare the manipulations of the gencrous husband, a thre lation, Rabel found some valid reasons [ the aria%l who lays
that Rahel should have pushed away and left behind. Althog th, and she aba.ndoned th(? arrogagce ohe < 51:; e
Rahel never truly loves him, she convinces herself that Var m o cxtraordinary experiences utns(:i ated theY.becamc

hagen is “her only reliable friend” and thar he “understand he extent that the Jews becl:)ame .eina pares .

her. It is enough to snatch away from her biographer the ated. What (fmﬂd she do ahout 11;'b hat her biographer
sumptuous lines on the human force of understanding tha She ﬁrsr_deade(.i e nener ) g;le would let herself
beyond its effect on individual people, opens the doors to t led “finding an individual waﬁ out. T
marvelous palaces of “language” and “friendship.” “If th c carried along by somcone Wdo W actionsjthat never-
appeal fails, if the other refuses to listen to reason, the up.” _Througlil her social an pat?otic with the German
remains nothing human, only the eternal differentness an, less failed to integrate her .c;mfp et ?me her melancholia
incomprehensible otherness of inorganic substances. We ¢ gtion, Rahel was a_ble to iet asiae olr a”t ithout shying away
love alienness with the complex tenderness that lovely form ﬂ_d to take on the ilkes 01.6 a Persona 12‘1l l Wﬁnal st

exrort from us. We can turn away from the alien with thar utte from the fact th_at her rejection Wﬁs re Yn im;eterate pariah,
indifference or total disgust we reserve for abortive products o -.The s.uperﬁaal parvent kne]:v . ‘}Tasbiunt of Arendt’s sar-
nature. Bur that cannot prevent the abortive appeal from react hich did not spare her frorrcll eing b fe world peace initiated
ing back upon ourselves, from transforming ourselves into casm, particularly :vhen she breanlls 0. am hea]it to call upon
product of nature and debasing rationality to a mere quality. y the female sex: “T have sucha plan in );j with war.”117
... Thanks to .. . the human communication provided bv lan ! European women to refuse ever to go along *
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1 Rahel’s feelings of being excluded were exacer-
hog%he growing hostility of the ruling class and other
' ;hc eventually came back to her origins. Her char?ge
1 js particularly apparent in her corre.spondence with
Wiesel, the mistress of Louis-Ferdinand, who fre-
od her salon on the Jigerstrasse. A woman of easy
ne._:'Pauline tried to seduce Varnhagen herself. Rahd took
f;fense, but was rather amused by Paulinf%’s fresh{less,
1 she deemed proof of her nonconformist leanings.
; dt interpreted this display of female attachment as
I’s desire to remain a pariah while accepting that she was
wvenu. Increasingly panicked by her assimilation, Mme
nette Friederike Varnhagen von Ense asked herself,
an onc get entirely away from whar one truly is? e Afte:r
“the much-praised freedom o_f the outcast as against socll-
was rarely more than complete freedom to feel despair

r being nothing . . . not a sister, not a sweetheart, not a
' »119

We remain perplexed in the face of the biographer’s mo
harshness; she feels not the least bit of sympathy for this
nist pioneer. After all, is Rahel’s feminist and pacifist nag,
really so appalling? But that is not the path that intes
Arendt, and even if she pokes fun at the precocious Europe,
she still awaits impatiently the parvenu’s rebellion agaf
Judaism. :

Rahel owed her rebellion to two precious confidar
Rebecca Friedlander and Pauline Wiesel. Between 1805 4
1810, the mediocre novelist Rebecca Friedlander received
lecters from Rahel, who was pleased finally to have someone
confide in and to share her “curiosity” with someone who kp
how to “eavesdrop” on her: “Is it not worthwhile, if only oug
curiosity, to live one’s life through and to cavesdrop on sorry
and joy?” Along the way, as Rahel came to take refuge in wi
ing, she discovered the force of Goethe’s poetry and geni
Goethe’s own Judaism is never mentioned, even though it w
through a woman of his people that Rahel experienced for k
self the force of his words, before she rediscovered in Goeth
verbal magic the veritable assimilation of poetry and life
she could appropriate it for herself without any hesitatio
“That is exactly as my [sic] life seems to me. . . . His wor
freed her from the mute spell of mere happening. And her ab
ity to speak provided her with an asylum in the world.” Is “sh
Rahel or Hannah? Rahel thus devoured Goethe’s Wilke
Meister and interpreted it to be an important source of stim
lation for getting rid of her originality to become “a hum:
among humans,” tantamount to being German, or rather
parvenu. Arendt suggests on this score that Goethe’s role in ¢
history of the Jewish people was to facilitate the Jews' entry
into German culture under the guise of the cultivated Jew. It
will be pointed out later thar “the cult of Goethe initiated :
Rahel . .. produced a sort of mythology of the parvenu . . . the
lusion . . . that one can escape his Jewish destiny be becom-
ing famous, as Goethe did.”!!8

ife, not even a citizen.
n this psychosociological portrait, Arendt overplays her
and as a well-meaning confidante. She does not deprive her-
If of the pleasure of psychoanalyzing her heroine by dec?din%
Rahel’s dreams in a strange chapter entitled “Day and Night.
ow odd to include such an intimate section in a thesis aimed
‘qualification.” All the protagonist’s dreams represent thinly
eiled acts of sexualized exclusion and humiliation. Arendt
_érprets the dreams to be 2 refuge in a nocturnal universe.
‘hey protect Rahel from exclusion but, more important, reveal
he conflicts that she pretends to have smoothed over in her
day-to-day existence, which is made up of deceptions and
ompromises. “Thus the continuity of the day was constantly
challenged by the night.”!*

- Remarking upon a dream about a white animal, half-sheep
and half-goat, Arendt makes an effort to transplant the words
‘Rahel emits as she “called this loving datling my pet,” a pet who,
in reality, was Finckenstein. These words bear an uncanny
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resemblance to some poems from Hannah’s own youth,
in Selt-Contemplation” and “The Shadows.”12!

Behind the symbol of duplicity (half-sheep, half-goar).
lover’s bestial appearance suggests that lovers are in fact exdly
from humanity—another theme dear to Arendr the Augyy
ian, who places love outside the world. And the painful re
tions of this dream express an intolerable tension, as we I
from our improvisatory analyst’s insightful diagnosis.!?2 :

- Another dream stages a new rejection scenario: Rahel:
herself pushed from the top of a rampart by all the citizen
Athens.'” Aren't the Athenians the model citizenry for Arend
and for the idol of the post-Romantics in whose eyes the Gg;
announced the essence of their Germanism? It would be
to conceive of a dream more foreign to the Jews. And in ano
dream, Rahel is sleeping between Bettina Brentano and M
the mother of God. Is Rahel finally accepted by the mothe
all Christians? Indifferent to the sexual (or, in this case, hom
sexual) meaning of dreams, Arend sees only the relentless pres
ence of an attractive yet threatening universe of goyim to whic
the dreamer so painfully aspires, though to no avail. '

By “becoming ultimately incapable of grasping generalitie
recognizing relationships, or taking an interest in anything by
ther] own person,” Rahel the parvenu nevertheless preserv
too many of the parials faults—as well as too many of his goo
qualities —such as an awareness of the falsity of her situatiot

which spares her from becoming a simple parvenu who find
herself completely taken in. Once Rahel acknowledges th
“bankruptcy of life,” she learns to compensate for the prevar
cation of the parvenu through a “view of the whole.”1%¢ Is
autobiographical narrative in the form of a “view of the whole
the only available cure for the masquerade that she constantl
stages and manipulates?

Arendt believes as much, with the caveat that we not forge
Rahel’s birth. Taking refuge in assimilation “had been a despe
ate attempt at rebirth” even though “it was not possible to b

“ond time.”'? Arendt returns here o the Augusti.n‘ian
Birth, but for the first time she casts it as a‘ definition
<wish being. As she later put it, Arendt considered l'ier-
‘ot by virtue of her belonging to a religion, bur “by
“] have always regarded my Jewishness as one of the
putable factual data of my life, ar.id I. have never had the
o change or disclaim facts of t-hlS kmd: Thf:‘re' is such a
£ as basic gratitucie for everythmiztGhat is as it is; 1.1 .. _for
gs that are physei and not nomo.”'*® And “ye:t, f(;)’ owing
dts work on Saint Augustine, the term “birth,” which
Ji uses here to indicate Rahel’s Jewishness, is incapaF)le of
ing limited to a piece of biological d:th.a, even one that is rec-
aized and that deserves such recognition. The same reading
teveal a prepolitical attitude that the philosopher adopts,
hough at the same time she considers it to be a.setback a:.1d a
rely temporary solution. Nor is birth a pure given of Being;
ather, it exposes newness at the heart of a plurality to be forever
iscovered and reconsidered. We realize here that Arendr uses
he theme of birth as manifested in Rahel to recast fundamen-
otions of ontology into both political sociology and a poet-
of narration, with psychology (or psychoanalysis) lurking in
shameful “shadow” of this intellectual adjustment.
Arendt’s approach to birth becomes more explicit toward the
{of her biography of Rahel. Indeed, once life became one
th Rahel’s enemies, “it was transformed into an unending
uécéssion of insults.” Arendt flushes out of every assimilation
h “trap of assimilating anti-Semitism. In her view, Enlighten-
ment universalism can cause the Jew to abandon “the historical
ctuality of [his] entire people” and “the aid of other Jews” and
o fade away into the “sphere indicated for me by nature” before
realizing that he has “tumbled from these sublime heights into
the hands of enemies who rejoiced in having for once caught a
_.v_s:fholly isolated Jew, a Jew as such, as it were, an abstract Jew
without social or historical relationships. They could treat this
ew as the very essence of Jewishness.” Arendt then goes on to
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cumstance into a personal, individual problem only for persg
who for whatever reason equivocally wanted ‘to be Jews and
the same time to not be Jews’ (as the contemporary liberal ¢h
ologian H. E. G. Paulus once brilliantly phrased it). 4s 4 pe
sonal problem the Jewish question was tusoluble 127 k

What was she to do? Arendt approves of—and exaggerates.
Rahel’s return to her origins, and she praises Rahel for acknoy
edging to Pauline Wiesel her overwhelming insubordinatig
“[You should not] be ashamed of your Jewish birth and of th
nation whose misfortunes and defects you know all the begt
because of it; you must not abandon them for fear of people
saying that you still have some Jewishness about you!” Embra,

cult of German patriotism, and her German friendships
instead, she concludes with Rahels letter to Heine in which she

communicates with assurance “the history of a bankruptcy and

a rebellious spirit.” In a 1952 letter to Jaspers, who criticized the
“distortions” and “errors” Arendt made with respect to her hero-
ine, Arendr explains that her book “was written from the per-
spective of a Zionist critique of assimilation,”128 :

In the final analysis, and in conjunction with the political
lens that forms the undeniable backdrop of her book, Arends,
as she accompanies Rahel, is working throueh the hveteria of 4

ife

Berma who could have
- fion, Perhaps Hannah was a uld
Fﬂec;mtf;e rfc::ie Sf Rahel. Following this self-analysis in the
-l" i any of Rahel, Arendt became the Berma of the concept.
;Z;ngoodbye to the “professional thinkers”!
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- ot to dispose of it or even to analyze it but to tras-
= ay of “living well” in the sense of the Arls'—

t .mtzi ah‘:t she so enjeys evoking. We can safely call this
- 1d:;l:'tlimation, particularly because Arendt turned her
erny 2

) . » “hesis.” A narrative that is
_ « tion” and a “thesis.
hel into & quahﬁca

-~ .. and shared with other people served as an ess.en.tial

gx_n.gtlze his metamorphosis. Thanks to this appropriation
édiat(.)f fO; t Jewess at the peak of the Romantic era, another
e o 1 and a theoretician could be experienced ef.nd
(.)fsz(lec‘i;V Otrlilzugh this time within the context of political
ribed,

ARENDT AND ARISTOTLE!
A DEFENSE OF NARRATION

The missing link between Arendts early work 3n.d l;lz izlfl:
brated writings on tomlital"rial;rli.srn1 m;}; :ihf;uir: rei;lalcd con
ception of human life as a political ac - i reveled o s
“through the language of a story and of history. Before T

: it';t:rpgreting herglater political texts, we would b; weli :;f)vrcfctllz{
turning our attention to the apparent defense of nar fon thar
infuses all her writings. Pausing here for a morment ?ml e
- us better able to appreciate the ethical and philosophical am

tion of those later texts, which in turn may help clear iphiiz
many problems and ambiguities that her commentator.

ick to point out. .
be?vs ?n?ll:ictl:ﬂ tli: story of our life, the:n-, before.we C;ijIl ascilc);*
meaning to it. Arendt praises Rahels ability to“spm a tale, w "
is what enables her heroine to avoid both t}'le pure continuan
of life” and “oblivion,” and “to fit herself [instead] int? hlstcl:lry,
i cna har o etle mortion of historv.” Is the philosopher
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defending the work of art here? Not exactly. After lauding the
of narration, Arendr ignores it, not only because Rahel’s ns;
tive accounts—“pitiful trivialities>—are the result of a “desp
ing game” but also, and more fundamentally in light of Are
later thinking on the subject, because the narrative alone, hy
ever brilliant it may be, is incapable of savinga life. Actionis wh,
Arendt advocates, thereby giving a taste of what was to come:
The Human Condition: “From such impoverishment, too, op
solidarity with certain others afforded salvation. . . . It did ng
suffice to be an example; it was tiecessary to have been an exagy
ple for the sake of someone else.”'?? Narration matters,
action is what ultimately prevails, provided that it is a narrate
action. Harkening back to Aristotle’s position in Nichomachez;
Ethics and the Poetics, Arendt discusses Heidegger’s Platonism;

Arendt’s critics are quick to contrast her Aristoteljanism an
Kantism with Heidegger's Platonism, that is, when those samy
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sbjects” that are “used” as a means to an '“ef1d.” Reiﬁcajon
glitarianism already play a role in a poze'm 'understoo asf
. On the other hand, the heart of the polis, in Fhe sense: 0
- o f appearance” or a “public space,” sees an action
: ‘acet}i)at if pot a fabrication but the “greatest ach%evemtent
oM )h human beings are capable.” Rooted in the Aristotelian
e f energeia [actuality], the term “Praxis” applies to all
at do not pursue an end [azeles] and that leave no

«

stion O
civities th

1k behind [par’ autas erga} but that “exhaust their full mean-
or ergal
V:!_. in the performance itself.”'?"

%fhe polis, which is modeled in Arendt’s view after Homer,

Herodotus, and Thucydides, is the ideal space for action. as she
ﬁhderstands the term. This polis is not an act}ml .10cat1g)n, as
was the Roman city-state with its .lega.l uncierpu.mmgs(,1 u;aai{n
*organization-of the people as ‘1‘t arises out o‘f actmi ::r; s{;1 -
ing together” that can emerge almost any time and anyw.

“as long as “T appear to others as others appear to me.”dTlhehpol;Z
is thus the locus of the in—between,‘ a political mo e that A
“founded on nothing less than “action and speech,' F};oug
“never one without the other.'* What sort O.f sPeech is it?

Loyal to Heidegger’s teachings, AIE‘:‘Ildt insists that poetry,f
whose material is language, is perhaps “the most huinan o of
the arts. . . . Condensed” and transformed into men?orff,
poetry actualizes the essence of language. And yet poetry is also
_the “least worldly” of the arts; it stands apart from tl:lf: in-
between.'3* How is this poetic speech able to emerge 1:1 the
polis so thar it might describe the virtuosity of its heroes?

Phronésis, which means practical wisdom, pru-dence, or
judging insight—as distinguished from soph'z'a, whlclri meansf
theoretical wisdom-—is what inserts speech into the \j‘V’Cb 0
relationships.”'** But we must first find a discourse, fl le%1s, t?at
can respond to the question, Who are you? a question 1dmp }11(:—
itly addressed to each newcomer that forces: him to consider his
actions as well as his words.'® Such a discourse will be t.he
province of the narrative, an invented story that accompanies

critics are not attributing her alleged political irrationality
the influence of Heidegger’s political thought. Both of thes
disparate and schematic readings have been disputed.!30 Iy
truth, Arendr subscribes to the Heideggerian strategy of decon-
struction [Abbau] and repetition of metaphysics, to the Hei:
deggerian themes of disclosure (Erschlossenheit], unveiling
[ Unverborgenheit], and publicness [ Offenzlichkeit], and to his
emphasis on finitude, contingency, and the otherworldly as
structures inherent in human freedom. At the same time, she
takes these concepts out of their existential contexr and trans-
poses them into a political one. All the while, Arendt’s rercad-
ing of Aristotle and Kant, which complements her familiarity
with Nietzsche and Heidegger, was the very motor behind her
project of appropriation and transposition.

Arendt’s reading of Atistotle’s Nichomachean Ethics in The
Human Condition causes her to distinguish pozesis, the activity
of production, from praxis, the activity of action. Arendt down-
plays the limitations inherent in the production of works of art:
“works” or “products” “reify” the Auidity of human exnerience
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distinguishes her theory from formalist narrative theori
well as from the narrative theory of Paul Ricoeur. 136 0
Arende implicitly acknowledges the disconne.ct betwee
true story and an invented one, and the theoretician hiw}:ee
the particularity of this endeavor as it emerged in thg 5
model of the city-state. The Homeric Aérds, though : Gf
god, connoted his own distinctiveness, but it wasg “ ol
than [that of which] every free man was capable.” Theno 0'
appearance in the polis invites each person to di-spla aipic¢
inal courage” that is nothing less than the “willin Zes i
and speak,” to leave behind a private sanctuary, to ;gxpozetfc;'
self ti)I ;);:her pe.oplf.s, and, in their presence, to “risk the disélo
sure. ” Therein lies the first political condition for the “dig
cl'os.ure : to manifest who I am, not wharam. Then, in th %S
nistic ordeal of competition, the “whe [T am]” is i’tted . a'g'q
other. people and uses that very rivalry to prove itE statu?gam's'
as this stature is not measured based on the motivari . J'us
results of action, it resides not in victory, but in © .y ?’
[megethos].'® In the end, it is a uni lJ tical qucai,
[ quely political question
ccause the heart of the web of human relationships is wher

g

we shal W i W] i
[ define what is uncommon, what is extraordinary and
2

5 he
what is grear and radi /
lant——ia megala kai la i '
. mpra, in
of Democritus.”13? g Fheord

W I
¢ must acknowledge that the actor himself, no matter how

heroic his exploits themselves may be, cannot constit '
derful action. Action is wonderful only if it is 1'11@1110&\[;:1e “:I?ci
where should we search for memory? The spectators ;e the
ones who “accomplish” history, thanks to a thoughr that f f
Iow§ the act. This accomplishment takes place through Ol.-
lection, without which there is simply nothing to recogu IC;O'-
not the actors but the spectators (provided that the  capa.
b.Ie of thinking and recollecting) who make the pol; e prodie,

T . h polis a produc-

xlstence” th
modern culture a

and to ques
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s right to the heart of Arendt’s notion: for a
e a recounted story, two related events must
First, there needs to be an in-berween that leads the way
oriory and testimony- Second, the type of narrative must
oriined by an in-between that provides the logic of
otization as a means of detachment from lived experience
¢ facto. Only when both conditions occur can the “hap-
ng” be curned into “shared thought” through the articula-

»”

brings U
story to becom:

Arendt returns to this “dimension of the depth of human
: at is memory when she stigmatizes the crisis of
s being the “risk of forgetting™ “The tragedy
. when it turned out that there was no mind to inherit
tion, to think about and to remember. The point of
he matter is that the ‘completion,’ which indeed every enacted
vent must have in the minds of those who then are to tell the
tory and to convey its meaning, eluded them; and without
his thinking completion after the act, without the articulation

complished by remembrance, there simply was no story left

¢gan .

hat could be told.”'%

Having thus acknowledged the disconnect between the
acted story and the narrated story, Arendt does not believe

that the essential feature of narration can be found in the fab-
 tication of a coherence within the narrative or in the art of
spinning a tale. She is not unaware of this “formal” or “for-
malist” aspect of Aristotle’s theory: what is beautiful does in
“fact demand greatness Umegethos] as well as the uniting of the
- disparare parts [ zaxis]. 14! But she spends lictle time on the tech-
" nical structure of the narrative, focusing her attention instead

on Nichomachean Ethics. In Arendt’s view, the most important
thing in the narrative-testimony is to recognize the “moment
of accomplishment” and to “identify the agent” of the story.**2

The art of the narrative resides in the power to condense the
m the gen-

w 1 P s o

action into an exemplary space, in removing it fro
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can turn to Achilles, whose exploits were short lived, for
example of great narration. The shortness of the narration it
favors disclosure because the “wheo” emerges, as Heracljtyg
it, in an oracular manner: the oracles “neither reveal nor
in words, but give manifest signs.”'%3 The sign is condeng
incomplete, and atomized: it gives rise to the infinite actior
interpretation.

Thar still leaves the dangers intrinsic to speech, whig|
“hardens” or “reifies” the fuidity of signs and which ar ary
moment can root the energeia of this action and jcs narratiy,
[muthos| in the finjtude of 4 character, when it is not in th
notion that is “produced” by such and such an “author.” Iy
truth, history owes its very existence to humans, but it is noj
“made” by them, according to Arendt and Plato. 4 If we gel
too wrapped up in the coherence of a plot, we forget thar the
main goal of plot is to disclose.™®> Disclosure has two impor.
tant characteristics: the beginning as it is ordered by eacl

ex post facto.

A narrative of this sort, one that is formulated in the web of
human relationships and thar is fated to the political in-
between, is fundamentally bound up with action. It can man-.
ifest that essential logical process only if it becomes action:
itself. In other words, such a narrative must expose itself and:
actas if it were “drama” or “theater” and as if it were “playing a-
role.” Only then can muthos remain energeia. If narrative is to
become a means of disclosure and not simply remain stuck in
reification, it must be acted out. Opposing the static mimesis,

Arendr reclaims the gestural theater as the modus operandi of
the ideal narrative.

From the archaic era through the Catholic liturgy, this

enacted narrative—also known as living speech—has informed
the quest for a political realm consisting of unique features that -
can be shared with other people. But Hannah Arendk is the one

who revived this agenda as a political project at the heart af tha
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~ risis of culture: “The specific revelatory quality of
= (;151 cech, the implicit manifestation of the agent and
. .-; fis SS(I)) indissolubly tied to the livin.g ﬂL}lX of acting a}r11d
- that it can be represented and ‘reiﬁed' only throhug a
ez_imgepetition, the imitation or mimesis which according to
nao

Agistotle prevails in all arts but is actually appropriate only to
fisto

drama, whose very name {from the: Gre(?k .verl.) dm?, o
C’ indicates that play-acting actually is ::.ln imitation o arct—
- )’:‘?6 Acting, seeing, recollecting, reaching the recollection
rough the narrative are all steps along the royal path to the

Jisclosure of the “who,” which adds up to a veritable politics of
isc

2
= epation i ndt’s work. .
arration in Are | ) o
i siders to be essenti
The narrator’s gaze, which Arendt con

‘o narration as she rereads Aristotle, and which .could be
e ed “theatrical” or “political,” is not the same thu’?g as the
ji?: astonishment of the philosopher confronrtli?lg the
“ annamable, which invariably turns out to be deathil ei gaze
"is neither the bios thearétikos of pure thoughF nor t he ) 1.tar);
disclosure of pure poetry, but the contemplatmfl of the agnon

. put into words in the city-state. In an exctapuonaﬂy 01 sct}rle
- passage in Aristotle that has already been d1scu.ss:edlat eng n;
.~ Arendt sees a communal realm made up of political concer

that are in some ways pre- or posttheoretical, a realm th}jt
. . .

admires neither man himself nor the mortal being 'b}.lt t147

capacity of the narrated action to immortalize the living.

" Arendt remarks, “The famous passage in Aristotle, ‘Consider-

ing human affairs, one must not.. .. cons.ider man as‘ he 1sband
not consider what is mortal in mortal things, but thll.lkl a ou;
them [only] to the extent that they_hav.e the. [.)OSSIbll‘llfy 0

immortalizing,” occurs very properly in his pohﬁtlcal Wl;nn;;rls.
For the polis was for the Greeks, as the res pu[alzm’ was for td e
Romans, first of all their guarantee against th‘e .fuuhty of in 1(—1
vidual life, the space protected against this futility and reserve

- - »148
for the relative permanence, if not immortality, of mortals.. N

M [{4 » ln
R e e o Tioad bo hecamine 9 Swho? that acte wit
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. .-Pohticafsphere of human life transpose.d in.to art. B‘y ?e
< token, it is the only ar Who.se sole _subje;:t is man 1;1 t }112
iionship to others.” This notion be.h.es the vision o

.r of poetic speech to disclose, a vision %‘ue.ndt_encou.n—
LN hz works of Heidegger: “However, thinking is poetiz-
; nr;hinking says what the truth of Being dictates; it is the

. et . . . . »151

manifested in mimesis, which, according to Aristotle (an gmal dictare. Thinking 1§ pn.mordlal poetr); S
Yet Arendt is not engaging in some sort of naive e
'stotlé in'order to restore a putative 0r1gmal pur{ty. rea : er
Nietzsche and Heidegger who is attentive to their squ:§551V§
dismantlings” of metaphysics, Arendt returns to phronésis an
narrated action only to respond to questions tl.mt the rw;
n already posed abour action, its freedom, ar.ld its prafl:lnl;:
fimitations. In the wake of her predec‘essc‘Jrs and in a way zllj l e;
own, Arendt’s goal was to find respite in a world capable o
eing shared with other people. . ’ .
- Solitary and withdrawn, the philosopher’s ecstatic Dic, tung
shows Being sheltering its nothingness thr011:gh a solitary deci-
‘sion [Entscheidung, Entschlossenbeit], retains what already
exists, and anticipates the future with a nod toward thfs pres;:lnt
[Augenblick]. Arendt, on the other hand, err}pha?51:zesl t jt
action is impossible in isolation. Only the sovercign is isolated,
“and an innovative actor is not necessarily a sovereign. At once
‘an agent and a recipient, the hero is inn'ovatlve ann_(_i take:s ini-
- tiative. New, infinite, and unforeseen, action adast itself in the
“heart of plurality, and, inversely, enables pl:ur._al‘lty to ensure
eudaimonia, this “blessedness” or rather this ‘lw{ng .vx.rell that
accompanies each man throughout life but that is visible only
to others. Thanks to myth and drama and to tragedy and com-
edy, in the realm of the polis, the hero 'is the one \tho sets Eﬂ
example by summing up all his life in a single def:d, 50 tl‘lat ;ff
story of the act comes to its end together with life itself,
Action and life thus depend on the narrator, who h:'J.S a pas-
sionate drive “to show [himself] in measuring up against oth-

the political realm, and only then by crafting a memorable
rative. :

Why does speech that recounts action enjoy such a p
leged role? First, because it js in action, in the sense of aca
ity for beginnings, that the human condition of individy,

plot.” ¥ Whereas for Plato, mimesis allows itself to be trappe
like a slave to appearances, and whereas 7je Sophist rejects “t;
plot” or muthos as being infantile, Aristotle, in considering th
tragedy, discovers a unique mimesis praseis, % The character
of a tragedy are not reified as such because the members of the
choir, who “do not imitate,” devise a commentary about th
characters that responds to hubris {excessive pride) through
Phronésis [wisdom]. Further, the “composition or writing of ¢

sented, and thus acted out, as theater. All these actions endow
language with the movement of life and with public wisdo
As Aristotle put ir, “Itagedy is not an imitation of men but
actions and of life. It is in action that happiness and unhapp
ness are found, and the end we aim a¢ is 2 kind of activity, no
a quality; in accordance with thejr characters men are of suc
and such a quality, in accordance with their actions they ar
fortunate or the reverse, Consequently, it is not for the purpos
of presenting their characrers that the agents engage in action
but rather it is for the sake of their actions that they take on th
characters they have. Thus what happens, thar is, the plog, is
the end for which 2 tragedy exists, and the end or purpose i
the most important thing of all.” The prototype of this disclo-
sure through action is, as we haye seen, the “drama” that takes
“what is acted out” and puts it into words. Arendt summarizes
her reading of Aristotle in these already cited remarks: “This is
also why the theater is the palicieal oo o oo LRSS
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and action and occupied the world of the prepolitical, Aris
tle, whom Arendt follows in this instance, advocates the “gi.
ing of words and deeds,”™? which in turn increases
chances for everybody to distinguish himself, to show in de
and word who he was in his unique distinctness.” Aren;
would later suggest that the political narrative was, during i
age of Pericles, the only way to construct an “organized remem
brance” as “a remedy for the futility of action and speech,”15
Arendt’s reconsideration of Nichomachean Fthics and
Poetics can be read only in the context of Heidegger’s earl;
reading of Aristotle, one that gave rise to his 1924 course ¢
Plato’s Sophist—a course that counted a young Hannah Arend;
among its members. It has often been noted that Heidegger, b
reading Aristotle, learned to contrast Husserl’s primacy of co
sciousness with the primacy of practical existence and thus to.
found the study of existential analytics (the first part of funda:
mental ontology). It is less well known thar Heidegger’s read-
ing betrays metamorphoses, exaggerations, and obliterations of
certain essential features of Aristotle’s thought,!ss Heidegger.
appears, for example, to absorb Aristotle’s distincrion betwee
poiesis and praxis (between fabrication and action). The differ-:
ence that he establishes between Umwelt and Wels could be
read to mirror Aristotle’s separation (between the public env
ronment, the impersonality of the “they,” preoccupation, prov
ident circumspection, Wazx [in light of what?], on the one:
hand; and the domain of Being, the self, the concern, the res=:
olution, Worumwillen [in view of itself, or of nothing], on the
other). Whereas the world of specific discovery thart surrounds:
potesis is the techné [expertise] evoked by herstellen [to pro-:
duce, to fabricate] and enlivened by a specific clairvoyance or:
prakitsche Umsicht, praxis is an end by itself. That is also the.
case with Dasein: “Das Dasein existiert umwillen seiner” For.
Aristotle, however, clairvoyance, tailored to praxis, is a phroné-
sss [discernment, prudence, or judging insight]. Therein lies
the origin of Heidegger’s modification: the absent phronésisis

acéd by sophia, in the sense of a vic:w t’?ward Being and not
4 the “web of human relationships. . .
: th, for purposes of Aristotle’s debate with Plato, saphia
; Hube’ applied to the frailty of human affairs, which,
'cz:;e they cannot be encapsulated by a solid body of knov_vl-
eg_e, require an intellectual, emotional, and m'lor_al cegaac;t.y
. is the province of each person, not of sPec1al1sts. ophia
3t1 s through varied deliberations within the space of
df':'\fe Orznce known as the polis. Although Aristotle emphasizes
agf e;reeminence of the examined life, which is th:z onl)T o'ne
:zﬂat displays “something within him that is divine,” he distin-
-_guishcs between sophia, theoretical wisdom, and prudeflce,
IWhich is indispensable to “the affairs of men ar.xd [to] thmg_s
uthat can be the object of deliberation.”*® Th_e object Sf phroné-
s is not only the universals but also the silngulars since the
thing to be done is an ultimate particular thing . . . which can-
‘ot be apprehended by Scientific Know'lec_ige, lz)ut f)nl-y by p;r—
eption.”’?” Is this not the same phronésis [).uc.lgmg lnslg,l’ltl that
Arendt scrutinizes through Kant’s “aesthetic judgment, Whl.Ch
she, like the German philosopher, will use at the end of her life
as the basis for a political philosophy?'?® o
Phronéin [thinking soundly] indicates, “in an ir_1d1s.solubly
‘intellectual, emotional, and moral sense, sounc'l t%unkmg and
appropriate discernment.”'>® Aware of its own lllmlts, a hum;n
quality that can be contrasted with the nﬁag’szs of the.go S,
phronésis is particularly apparent in tragedy.! In. fact, wisdom
 acknowledges that tragedy, as a catastrophe., ar1ses.when the
powerful simply conflict,’®! thus exaggerating the.lr featur.es
when it would more prudent to observe the mesots 11.1herent in
phronsis and to forbid everyone from declaring hllT.ESle the
master and imposing a dogmatic point of view. In tl?ls sense,
the representation of tragedy is indispensable to putfhc life, to
a bios politikos in which speech stages conﬂlcts'wnh an eye
toward resolving them in the public realm and with a spirit of

eauality

=
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Arendt invokes the tragedians when she wishes to show ]
a conflict is implacable, particularly the conflict between ;
“thinking Self” and the “real Selt,” bios thesrétikos and b
politikos, and when she finds it necessary to maintain the ¢g
flict as such without any artificial resolutions or specious en
ings. Richard III, the Shakespearcan sovereign, thus displays
“conscience,” a capacity for “critical thinking,” only afier ¢
crime—following the example of Socrates, who, though a fé In R b ith the occupational authorities,
ventadmirer of public life, did not “meet the other fellow” wh emporary Wl.th his bout Will f Plato’s Republic. Even if
made him “examine things” uncil he had returned to his hopy Heidegger claims o be a follower Ok that Aristotle’s Being is
in solitude.'®? But if Socrates had been obliged to refuse degger was not wronghto }r&efntartelian ontology thus tends
occupy any public office so he could devote himself entirely nodeled on a bellng and that r1csi 0Ven i he was wght 10 warn
his role as a goading thinker, he would have had to destroy th o be confused with theology, ?2 - the sense of a phusis and of
doxa and to align himself with an Oedipus who was “left with gainst an oncology of the Wﬁr hm ight revive the totality of
out any doxa, in its manifold meanings of opinion, splendg presence and constancy so t ath e 'mbg e weie e will
fame, and a world of one’s own,”163 Similarly, Arendr delve emporality—based not on %.um du lurality of Aristotle’s
into Oedipus ar Colonnus and expounds upon Sophocles’ doi remaiped attuncd e .the o ljt 2t;.ri—”cli‘r:s’course: the myth, the
ble-sided message. On the one hand, the tragic fAaw deprive - praxis as well as to its innate mCO1 ¢ It is not only a solipsistic
the hero of the “world” and leaves him to ponder the nonbe ~story, and the traﬁged)f- The enh res;l but also a transposition
ing, the “not to be born,” as well as the risk of returning to it unification of action in tho.u%:ht On-ﬁ eplace bygnésij.even in
On the other hand, from the mouth of Thescys emerge word: of the solipsism o.f the sophci.? lat ‘;’Ilddfep - v’;ill consider the
that help us endure the burden of life: “It was the polis, the the public d(.)m'am. Accordingly, . g%urality hat remains
space of men’s free deeds and living words, which could endow public domain itself not as a t.ernporan):ipm stical passion: the
life with splendor.” As Aristotle put it, “for what appears to all; to be perfected but as 2 urzlanlmouse identiyfy the thinking of
this we call Being.”164 In Aristotle’s footsteps, and in appropti- passion of the peop le. An Onze " ard a coercive “scientific”
ating the Being that appears to us all, Arendt concludes that Being with praxis, we are veee z)w-to—da action of the peo-
the space of appearance has the potential to be a political realm commitment ar%d toa voluntanstl day y fofthe depth and the
made up of diverse actions and exchanges. !¢ : ple. The total disregard fOF P lL}llra 1tyda_m alization turns it by def-
With Heidegger, on the other hand, the resolution of Heetingness that ch.aracterlze ’ %t;l t;i)u ht and. in the worst
Dasein is private; it operates beyond the domain of public nition int? a specles Oi_c tyrar?rucws Evef afcer t};.e Kehre, Hei-
opinion, far removed from the comprehension of other people . case scenario, a dictatorial zcuon.d e shirtics. and
and the indulgence that characterize phronésis. The Gewissen' ' degger’s reversal,. or turna -?ut, hl.l algif not political, conse-
[the conscience] is an intimate form of knowledge through.f . even after su—ffermg the p_hl ‘IJSOIP fu:r };avin abandoned mera-
which Dasein in its power-to-be belongs only to itself, By sup- © quences ch 1.115 erri)rs, particularly 00 - ifdined - continue
pressing plurality, Dasesn hones in on the encounter betweer physical “science,” Heidegger was n.

one with the self, in a “resolved assumption.of cbeing—
31 c;th’ ” that éncompasses Gewissen. At that point Dm;m
o es that haven for unique intelligibility, tl}at pedfestal_ or
# ¢ of Being that is known as metaphysics. Th'xs scien-
scienc sults from the removal of internal plurality fror.n
__._bclﬂfs r;/gmﬁe’;z's and from the promotion of ?kltoruc
: .fs_tolz eas the authentic experience of action or praxis.

: ol.lgfazt, from Was ist Metaphysik? (1929) to his writings con-
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assimilating action and thought, inasmuch as thought “cq
sponds initially” to language: “Thinking is the most fun,
mental characteristic of acting.”'%” Loyal to the Platonism ¢

he nevertheless “dismantles” in his Nierzsche, Heidegger p

emphasizes the distinction between the power of Platonic id
and their tyrannical latency that comes to the fore when ¢
thinker applies them whilc acting in a political capacity, a)
the opening up of “authority” that Aristotle—thar oth
philosopher of “ways of life [i0i]” and “one of the most cq
sistent and least self-contradictory grear thinkers”—was
first to consider. For Aristotle, it was an “authority” thar __
otion of “domination” but on the notio
of 2 “nature” made up of “differences.”** We must not for
then, that the discourse that belongs to this other authog;
that Arendt strives to restore beyond

modern secularism
quite simply, the narrative.

Arendt had with her former professor from Marburg, oft
without mentioning his name and while adopting an arguably
“ironic” tone, but also to sce their interplay in the Platon
sense of a dialogue or a displacement that is in no way
Voltairian mockery, a display of scorn, or a caricature. And yer
Arendt, who decried Heidegger’s refusal to read her books or

with Plato rather than hold trye views with his opponents.”!%:

At the same time, her affinity for thought and for Plato endure
in the importance she gives to theoria, which is what enable

men to remove themselves from the cycle of birth and death,-

and, by aligning themselves with praxis, to leave behind th
tutility of everyday affairs and +o Aol - 1o s o

ispostn

Jnce

: ;ggifﬂ with the result that she essentially affirmed that
philosop
‘g‘uage 1 taphor provides the ‘abstract,” imageless thought with
, Tl'le m’f’oE drawn from the world of appearances whose func-
. s’ stablish the reality of our concepts’ and thus undo,
“0_2 l\zfizsret Ot;e withdrawal from the world of apieaflalnces gla;
g , iti ivities,” thereby illustratin
is the precondition of mental activities, ) Hustratiog
# ” based on “common
:"con'cept”s It{};ioilggho:xggtﬁzs&genﬂa Lezster (which Heidegger
fi(z;lcllfsed in }Irfxis course on The Sophist) but esp}imali-}; i(;: et};fjf
~ Aristotle of the Poetics, Arendt grants metaphord t (-; peréonc?hng
+ transforming thinking into a phenomenonn:afd o ; conaling
it with “perception” and “common sense. X etcalphid,1 ik
" can be “overwhelming” and even dangerou§ ut : p dlows
 “the world of appearances [to insert] itself into thought q
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£ this conquest of thought or of bios thedrétikos anI:l
of t oug . posas
gd igrating the contributions of Heidegger's work,

. ] en - . . Ore

. ks to reveal its “fallacies” and, significantly, to rest
e i ich its man-
e ality of action—as well as some ways in Whl-ch ;
" i i totle.

: Pl' be disseminated—Dby referring to Aris

e Cmd ion on action and the narrative reveals that
L . o .

' s meditation nd t ‘
'.Ajendt Homeric universe indispensable for craftmg
found O e hos-fable by honoring

ion of the life of language as muznos- v "

P e f a hero such as Achilles, and as a drama, by
: 170

_excellence o : rama, by
i attention to the inherent energy of speec
. i me
s n also inspired her to consider metaphor at so
io

hical concepts at first, and all forms of human lan—.
n the end, refocus the mind on the world of the senses:

g
h

h()[]‘( d SCNSOI ia a“(l (]iViS’ )
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unspeakable [zr7éton] wonder and what Aristotle ¢
speechless [anen logou] one. On the contrary, the only apps
priate metaphor for the “disalienated” life of the mind is
sensation of being alive. On that score, Arendt quotes this we
known passage from Aristotle’s Metaphysics. “The thinkig
activity [energeia that has its end in itself] is life,”173 :
Arendt intersperses her rereading of Aristotle with freque
references to Saint Augustine in an effort to formulate 3
indelible bond between the deed and the word, a bond tl;
culminates, above and beyond the poetic word, in the suprer
“revelation” of the “uniqueness” that makes human plurali
into the “paradoxical plurality of unique beings”: “With wor
and deed we insert ourselves into the human world, and th
insertion is like a second birth, in which we confirm and tak
upon ourselves the naked fact of our original physical appear
ance.”!”* Ac that point, Arendt transforms the gravity of Hej ‘ d " but instead
degger’s Being-toward-death, which finesses the asceticism ¢ close relation berween phllOSOPhY‘ and. poetry 0 o ddle:
the self into the disclosure of language, into a series, more radj veers toward “something he has‘ said HOWh_ere ”e;:,Uadn he;
ant than desolate, of ephemeral strangers who fade away onls “thinking must poetize on the riddle of B@ng. o e;r €
when they are dismissed by the unforeseen births of newcom: terminology, is it an enigma—drama, an emgma—“r}farratwe. q
ers: “Human action, like all strictly political phenomena, i - Still, unlike her master, Arer'lcit”rehes on the ar;ﬁus V\cflO:i s
bound up with human plurality, which is one of the funda “of Pericles in the Funeral Oratlo_n as”reported by : Tlcy taes
mental conditions of human life insofar as it rests on the fact - to praise the “scene” and the “Wlm.ess that Fhe pofhsh shapes 1ri
of natality, through which the human world is constantly the glory of the hero thrO}Igh the intermediary of the n:ielmod
invaded by strangers, newcomers whose actions and reactions rable narrative, such that ‘t}‘mse v'vhc:’ forced every (Sie?;_ ane .&‘;
cannot be foreseen by those who are already there and are * to become the scene of their daring” have no need for delt”l‘;;
going to leave in a short while,”175 .. * Homer [or for] anyone clse who knows how. © tumdwor .
We can now understand more easily why Arendt is such 4 “Menss life together in the form'o.f Fhe PO{“ seerze to ;ssurcci
supporter of the historical narrative (the memory of human  that the most futile of human activities, action and s;‘)eecd »and
plurality in Herodotus and Thucydides, personal confession in the least tangjble and most epheme'ral of man-made Ii rz uCtS’e
Saint Augustine), as the historical narrative joins word and. the deeds and siories which are their outcome, would becom
deed. The narrative is a memory of action that is itself a per- imperishable.” 150 e i betweety
petually renewed birth and strangeness and that acquires its We can now understand the im}?hut d’l ogue CYZV;he
ontological potential from the very fact of our birch. Heideg- Arendt and the above passage from Heid?ggers coulrse on 181
ger's Sein und Zeit, on the other hand, makes only a sinole refe Reversal” thar assimilates thoueht. action. and laneuace.

ce to myth, to the fable of Care (via Caius Julius Hyginuts,
iten in Rome during the age of Augustus‘ afld commumc;
éa'by Herder to Goethe, who 1n.cluded it in the se-cor1176
aﬁf;f): as well as declaring Thucydides to be sul?erﬁaa.l.

faving asserted that not only_w?’r.ds_but grammar in particu-
a'r“are unable to grasp the “entity” in its Bem%r, Heideggfli COE_
ads that only the “complexity of concepts™ and thfi arsh-
ess of our expression” can provide a rem”edy. The phllosoPher
'}6cates them in the “ontological sections of“Plato aL_nd Ar1s‘to-
+le, which he compares favorably with the “narrative section
from Thucydides™ “We can then.see the_altogeth_er unprcflece-
dented character of these formulations wl.nch were imposed on
the Greeks by their philosophers.. B It is one thing to give a
report in which we tell about entities, but anot%ler to grasp en;—
ties in their Being.”'”” Arendt notes that. Heuieg_ger, after his
“reversal,” “seems no longer interested in stressing the very
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s Affair. The Arenduan art of citation extracted
. i Search of Lost Time one of the “superimpositions” that
tive, and not language itself (althoy h : “2dored, one that targets the assimilated Jew bur other
. anguage. is the pach a5 well—including French society as a whole—through

nnately poli ansﬁjous phrase: “The question is not, as for Hamlet, to be
¢ to be, but to belong or not to belong.”**? Through her
terpretation of Proust, Arendt asserts that the secularization
of “Judaism” into “Jewishness” entails abandoning “identity”
to be”) in favor of “belonging” (“to belong™), and she shows
ounted o ohe that this transformation had tragic consequences for European
ws in the twentieth century and that it culminated in the
olocaust: “Jewish origin, without religious and political con-
station, became everywhere a psychological quality, was

changed into ‘Jewishness,’ and from then on could be consid-
»183

n th trinsically polit =
harrative, it turns our the “initial” j Y o o Thron
, 1al™ is whittled away ingo

estrangemen infini
g t that pervades the infinjte nature of narratiop, -

.red only in the categories of virtue or vice.
An immense photograph of Franz Katka adorned Arendt
d Bliicher’s New York apartment at 95 Morningside Drive.
afka is represented, in Arendt’s thinking, by a parable,
“He,” which describes the “time sensation of the thinking
ego,” the “batcleground where the forces of past and future
e wi _ “clash with each other.” Arendrt first draws attention to the
o e;s ;?;E:tz;rs :}f:iusrory and “extreme parsimony of Kafka's language” by linking Kafkas
: I contem- parable to Nietzsche’s allegory of the “now” [Augenblick]—
them her friends Randall Jarrel] and which is itself represented by a gateway between two paths.
i and Robert Lowell, as well She then turns to Heidegger’s interpretation of the image,
“according to which the view of the “now” is granted not to a
“beholder but to “the one who Aimselfis the now.”'8% Arendt-
tO narrativy . : ian reading is constructed as a true literary mosaic that inter-
- prowess o stylistic SmgUIaﬂW’ but to - lays storief from Kafka, Nietzsche, Heidigger%and Arendt
condense the. - herself. The philosopher does more than observe, however, for
she also becomes the “battlefield” for thoughts and for the his-
tory of her century in her language.
In an earlier study on Kafka (1944), Arendt began by prais-
ing the author’s “absence of style” and his “absence of love for

THE
TALE QOF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

Marcel Proust—whom Arendt read with both
pa.sswn—-took Swann, Charlys
p:amted 2 portrait of the intrinsical
tism that infused the French salons

patience and".
and the Guermantes and -
ly anti-Semitic philo-Semi-
in the vears before amd 6.
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critic obviously abhors “all manner of experimentation ;
affectation,” her rather simplistic study of Kafka’s writ
makes two important observations, %5 First, she affirms ¢}
“what is wrong with the world in which Kafka’s heroes a

| caught is precisely its deificartion, its pretense of representip;
divine necessity”: can evil, then, be “divine”? More significan
and more in line with a literary perspective, is Arendcs inte
pretation of Kafka’s hero: he may “lack all the many superfly
ous detailed characteristics which together make up a real jng
vidual,” but he is more than the simple reflection of a bureq
cratic universe in which society functions as a machine thar th
hero struggles to destroy. In Arendt’s view, Kafla does not preg
ent realistic characters—made famous by the bourgeo;
novel—but “models.” It is not their “reality” thar interests ¢
writer, but their “truth,” which is “the product of thinkin

: in for his “bad luck” and his “gift Of thinking P‘gm.“fﬂy’:
enjam adoxes that drove him to suicide; and Isak Dine
mu.g-h plzlren Blixen (one of the rare women who-—along
ahashalie Sarraute and Rosa Luxembourg—found favor
.._h Eri;dt’s pen in these “dark times”)."* : inds us of
l’t'- :1d the man’s name Isak Dinesen (which reminds us f)
chin h taken in the 1950s of a boyish Arendt) h.1d
-PhOE,Ograpwhose life was not without similarities to the life
reh the;l;l who chose her as her subject. Karen Blixen was
the Wolier of an emancipated mother (a suffragette, as
- c}ljuiras not—but then didn’t Martha know Rosa Luxem-
Mart 92)1 and a father who died too young (Karen was fen years
bourg.h eas Hannah was seven when Paul Arendt died). The
i ‘IN eifnarried a man who had syphilis (like Hannah’s father)
-H:eres;s;fered the terrible effects of that disease herszif (;0 par
a - : ent itania,
rather than of mere sense experience.”® Kafka, who is more o ‘allel in Hannah's life). Karen-T331§: rV:}il: gre of gublic life.
a thinker than a naturalist novelist because he thinks what b believed that women \Zere- PHS::utZd c(l)etestefl people who took
feels, sketched our models for thinking where the reade She hated the trap of writing I_;l b, she loved to laugh: by
expects to find characters. themselves too ”serIOLlSIY- leed [il n; s’he chose not just any
In reading the Autobiography of Stefn Zweig, adopting “Tsak” as her p}sleu ° yns ,in Hebrew “the one who
theorist returned to the story she had recounted i man’s name but a word }:t) at meaa veritable twin when Arendt
‘Rahel: the drama of an assimilated Jew who hoped to overcome laughs.” A mere a“aloj‘?’ ifom;:;,‘m” (like Rahel’s? like Han-
his ambiguous status and to distinguish himself as a celebrity recalls that it was a _gmgfl ¢r d impossible Denys Finch-Hat-
in Viennese society—only to endure in the end the humilia- nah’s?) for the ux*.iclassxﬁa eand 1 fE)F e Lifo s ol as br
tion of rejection. Zweig’s rejection forced him to confront the ton that determined the course i(t)e Titania was unable to put
reality of the Jewish people, but because he was incapable of | desire to parrate and. thin ;10 (‘1’" iostl everything, and only then
political engagement, this “exile from the paradise of cultural - her life together untll_s ¢ ords. Our wily reader discov-
enjoyments”—as Zweig described himself—could contem- could she put eVerYthmgSft}? ‘:fazﬂde- was in love—as Shake-
plate only the quier despair of suicide, Zweig provided us with ered, however, thaF her : he ethin ore than the head of an
an incomparable demonstration thar “frong the ‘disgrace’ of speare would have It_WI_t. o uld iot be a good idea to force
being a Jew there is but one escape——to fight for the honor of ass. A WOI‘d.tO the reader: 1}11: wo women. And. yet a sort of
the Jewish people as a whole,”187 the comparison berween t desc:it::; attention to one of Isak
The Arendtian pantheon of contemporary storytellers was twin emerges when Arendc dr

he musica Ei] £ i ju eﬂ
h) ab o aIld. D.Il eIl’ i ca that COLlld ] St as wi
- y Iltlal thOU. htS, an ld. . .
I : Ny N . ) “ N l ° l © : ei ° lf-:.ssen i T e ]I s e A e AT 17T
t s1 l “ Str ti()f.l” that Characterized hic ercla. Yo7 1. | I {
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can never be fully alive; ‘lack of imagination’ prevents peop
from ‘existing,””® Hannah elaborates upon Dinesen’s idea
it is true, as her ‘philosophy’ suggests, that no one has g Jj
worth thinking about whose life story cannot be told, do
not then follow that life could be, even ought to be, lived g
story, that what one has to do in life is to make the story com
true?”'” The epigraph of the chapter “Action” in The Hum,
Condition comes from Dinesen: “All sorrows can be borne:
you put them into a story or tell a story about them.” Froy
Rahel to Titania, the pattern is complete: at the time Hanp,
wrote the article (in 1968), she already knew that her own [if
would become a real story as well as a recounted one,
Blixen-Dinesen’s lover was the sort of man who rejected thy
world. Arendt considered extremists—whether conservative
ot revolutionaries, thinkers or criminals—rto be united in thej
common refusal to accept the world. The reader recall
Arendt’s philosophical master, the former Nazi and the solitary
poet. Meanwhile, the nonconformist storyteller neijthe
accepts nor rejects the political life but is happy merely to b
acting through speech. Bur what traps are laid in this enacted
narration. And those pitfalls are Just as fascinating to our
philosopher, who concludes her study of Dinesen with an
extended recapitulation of her stories. Elsewhere, Arendt

1 ed.” she wrote in The Origins of lotalitarianism, cit-
ke, Semitic pamphlets of sinister memory." She
.'-_the anpon her analysis and concluded by suggesting
:nff . fozialism of artistic elites—avant-gardes like t}_lose

iy ; ghaus movement—gave rise to a cult of technique
n.-the . mity. In her view, the elites scorned the “grandeur

angn};oclaimed by Robespicrre, and they were prepared

man ice. the “destruction of civilization,” for the sake
o Pj; ,“respectability.” To the elites’ “desire for the
.f-__dzg;}; 0%—‘ hypocrisy” might be added an “aversio’fl to the
.nfn itism of the liberals™: thus a “fictitious world” for the
:;lti)esfsmmasses is born out of the elites’ “lack of a sense o.f real-
.19 Arendt’s analysis is no doubt perfuncFor)i, but it is not
t}i’.thout relevance to the field of “human affaxg; o s
Kipling and his origin myth, Lawrflnce o rﬁ E?nzluding
“English Self, Barres, Maurras, and ot ers;i a:s we ncluding
- the oft-mentioned Péguy) complete Aren s u'mverT -
“ative references: the true “origins” of her Origins of Totalitar
' 95

]
W;ils:;lalie Sarraute was the only contemporary author tff
whom Arendt devoted a complete study. Arendt found he:frslc?1
seduced by a narrative that departed from the canons ff) t (;
classical novel to “crack open the ‘smooth and hfrd surface Zl
“these traditional characters” and to succumb to “psychologic
vivisection.”'% Arendt acknowledged that Sl:kf: preferred .Sa}rl’
raute’s tropisms abouc this “inner life” to the ripples thatl ‘miig 5
spread out from the psychoanalytical couch. Arendt de }11g te
in the cruelty and irony with which Sfrraute explored the cat-
astrophic interiority of the selfish “I™: eachnword be‘comes a
“weapon” when it is not a “commonpla‘m expression or 3
cliché. Mecanwhile, the family and society brf?ak up an
descend into the futlity of multiple inc.:arnauons of the
“They.” And the most insignificant “Théy” is none ’other tha'n
the so-called intellectuals. Once again, A‘rendt. s .emalyslsf
engaves with narrative, only to bypass technique in favor o

ture: “If I were a literary critic, T should go on from here to talk
about the all-important part the sky plays in Brecht’s poerns,
and especially in his few, very beautiful love poems.” ! But
Arendt is neither a Sheherazade nor a literary critic: she is
“nothing but” the embodiment of political vigilance——one
who was the first to take notice of none other than Louis-Fer-
dinand Céline.

Arendt was indeed one of the first critics to discuss Céline,
whom she believed exemplified an “alliance between the mob
and the elite.”’” Céline’s thesis “containfed] exactly the ideo-
logical imagination that the more rational French antisemitism
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ht be worried by Arendt’s Lukdcs-style sociology that
v her to declare of Kafka, a bit too hastily, that “style in any
through its own magic, is a way of avoiding the truch”;*®
+o 2NNOUNCE that the complex destiny of the classical novel
could only “presuppose the decline of the citizen” as understood
Kant or the French Revolution; or to propose that, in the
embrace its radical disenchantment. In its place h face of a world ml.a.i by”hidden“p overs, Kafka Wanted. no,,thing
rather save the “common world” and s aﬁ)kl :; i Wogj Jse than “to be a citizen” and a n.mmber ofa comn.mruty: O.ur
though the antinovelist’s bircer tales reveal the d nls b sved Kafka is supposed to “frighten” to the point of inspir-
human communities, Ten years before she ivrup 121ty of su ¢ cabalistic interpretations,' even“s‘at.anic”theology, when in
Kants Political Philosophy, Arendt encountered ; . m:um fact he dreamt only of becoming a “citizen.” "
on the subject of “taste,” which Kant Csre‘ d arzautes barl We might further regret that Arendt did not recognize the
foundation for social ties 17 By Arende Pr:grrzl;f ) to bel th ne d for rebellion—an intrz)apsychic need but a historical one as
on an optimistic Kantian note: against the false “Tzeco’r’lihl-ld - _ell-—-th:ilt led the century’s avant-garde to an unprecedented
may nevertheless exist a possible “We,” a valid comm):;n' e_r reevaluation of narrative seructures, of the word and the self.
reader and author, so fragile and yet so strong 1ty o This need fO.I' rex;olt was accompan.wd not only by melancho‘ly
Finally, Arendt broached the subject of Brec.ht She ad i ~and “desolation, as Arendt expla.med, but 'alsc') ]:'JY psychosis.
Brecht’s melancholy genius, but she warned & air-l Z a rmre‘ : And these borderline states (expe.nenced by individuals as well
tation that the irresponsibility endogenousg t B T 2 by the "mob’) were cxp ressed.m the work of an E_Lutho.r such
philosophers?) could be at all politically rele © POCT-S (1{ ¢ Céline, who proved to be their most representative witness,
adepr at thinking but are incapable of};u p i;am;j'p Octs are if not the most prudent or the most clearheaded. Art, and in
work sanctions whar Arendt calls the oo i Hf;’i-Sb Uﬁce. the Earticuiar the art of narrative, has a hlst?ry that‘doc?s not repeat
poets and artists,” they need not seek the public chavior ast !_:Jr.oblems and old solutions. To.days narrative is more akin
Although poets deserve our aid and forgiveni . tlcls approva 0 clinical protocol than to moral Jucilgm.ent. It is up o us to
so gravely that they must bear their el Ioaci ofe}éuicljn'ai --_d_._iscc_)ver the causes and the fate of this history, not to stigma-
responsibility, 198 . tize it
Wafbome szydraml;}tlii;;;z C;;_Sifg 2 d th‘ise burdens, whic - But that is not what really interests Arendt, who seeks the
of talent itself y G 15 1o less than the deat ptimal solution to the “frailty of human affairs.” Through this
We might fault Arendr for failig . . ."Political lens, narrative art is subordi.nated to the just act t_hat
g to grasp that the poeti it may or may not illuminate. The illustration of just action
-_may even consume narrative art: aesthetic privilege and great-
“ness of the work simply are not enough to make Arendt forget
the Aristotelian ideal of hou heneka: the ideal of a life that is

mystical vision i : -
Y » poetic language of this sort can translate the both beautiful and good
7 In Arendts view the artist and the modern artist 1n partic-

disclosing social mechanisms—and, here, the psych .
comedy. There is a “ 71 i it
om moment of truth” in Sarraute in which
chasﬂof two subconversations generates a “metamorphosig”
the ee'nrtg glimpse of an unsustainable revolt. Arendt ﬁ;l
that this “moment of truth” has a dramatic quality thy
u I I :
hn-lqlle th contemporary literature. Even so, and even thoy
. .

18 "Age of Suspicion” amuses her greatly, she hesitareg:

g
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<ol life can resist its own aestheticization, can be con-
- an “activity” (praxis) that cannot be reduced to its
qﬁ:f” [posésis], and can allow itself to be shared by the irre-
ble plurality of human beings. ' A
1’1 other words, art is not necessarily the essence of nation :
eticism, which in turn is presumed to be the essence o
tern politics. A certain cult of poetry and myth, -deplo-ygig
genius of 2 national language, may seem to lezid invariably
aational aestheticism. But Arendt “dismantles” this thcsls.

v focusing on narrative and the novel,.j‘hendt demolrf_strates
‘parrative can partake in another pohtlcs—thfa politics of a
emory that is opened, renewed, and shan.ed, which she calls a
fe of the “who.” Thar the narrator (Céline or Brecl‘lt)‘ may
peak true or false is another problem altogethfar, but it is one
at does not undermine the structural poFentlal of narrative:
s potential to be a political action, unlimited and qehlscent,
at is offered up to the judging discernment of the nzer-esse.
Throughout her life, Arendt remained a fervent read.er of
poetry,” but she was always drawn most to the: narrative: 2
_narrative inextricably linked with action, which in the end is
“always political. We should keep in mind th.at Hannah Arendt
wrote poetry herself, notably during th(? difficule CplS‘OdCS of
er youth, in the ordeals of passion, and in the depression that
followed it.” Arendt’s poetic experience was undorilbtedly one
art self-preservation and one part self-destruction. Poetry
ocked her into the very state of “desolation” that she was so
‘prone to criticize—and that she tried to defeat—when she ana-
lyzed the solipsistic writing of Rahel Varnhagen anc% Whel'.l shi
later ironized the “melancholia” of the “philosophical tribe.
Yet Arendt’s adherence to narrative should not be deemed a
" denial of poetry. Although she obviously never explored the
- complexities of style or prosody, she recognized that poetry was
~ intrinsic to the narrated word: how could poetry be brutally
separated from narrative when, according to Arendt, the pro-
tatvaical Sornrd” far the “dead? ¢ Hamere?

ular, is the quintessential Aomo Jaber: a deeply mediocre
of humanity who embodies the modern tendency to re
contemporary works as opportunities for commercializy
and consumerism. Taken to its logical extreme, might ng
greatest work be, for Arendt, a nonwork—a work not wrj
a work that has not taken the trouble to “reify” itself intg
“product”? Socrates dedicated himself to the endless search
true judgment in a perpetual interrogation of the self ap
other people, without neglecting a polis in which dispary
opinions and lives could conflict. Arendt cannot cr
Socrates—that anti-Plato, stinging gadfly, birthing midw;
paralyzing torpedo-fish—with being the source of “the opp;
sition of truth and opinion . . . certainly the most anti-Socr
conclusion that Plato drew from Socrates’ trial,”202 Far fro
being a benefactor of the city, even though he believed virg
could be taught, Socrates left to the historian an example
thinking in motion, of a bios thearétikos whose permanen
questioning should always challenge “public affairs” them
selves:** “The meaning of what Socrates was doing lay in 1,
activiy itself. Ot to put it differently: To think and to be full
alive are the same, and this implies that thinking must alway
begin afresh,”204
In Arendt’s vision of the “narrated life” as 2 “quest” for share
able meaning, she has no interest in a total or totalizing work
But neither does she yearn for the creation of political spa
that might in itself be an “artwork,” a “collective artwor
Imagining the essence of politics in terms of a welcoming phe
nomenality, a place of pure appearance free from the scheme;
of domination, would amount to an aestheticization tha
would run counter to Arendts thinking 2% The aesthetic reifi-
cation of politics observed in National-Socialism does not
reveal the nonpolitical essence of politics, as some might sug-
gest, but rather the death of politics. For Arendt, political life
may be inseparable from the narrative that makes ics conflicts
visible to éach spectator [dokei mioil. but anlv tm the aomm s clons
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Nor, it would seem, did Arendt subscribe to Adorno’s
known proposition that “to write a poem after Auschwitz js
baric.” Her rejection of that notion owes nothing to her
fessed aversion to the philosopher himself.2* For Arendt, in fa
it is only by summoning the imaginary, including throug
poetic deployment of narrative, that we are capable of think;
about horror. At the same time, Arendt would not have endorg
Primo Levi’s contrary view, which asserts that poetry alone ¢
descend to the depths of the hell of incarceration.2'0 [ evis d
tribe betrays too much of the tragic desolation and irrepara
disenchantment with human plurality that in the end led 1o
suicide. Arendt, who also suffered from melancholy and w
struggled with its temptations, rightly proposed the possibi
for transforming hubris and morbid obsession into the Dhrong
of narrated action: an action constantly renewed and strang,
and for those very reasons resurrecting.?!! Poetry’s functionin
though different from the elaborative activity of story or histo
confirms “the everlasting glory of the English language.”

Can narrative—myth, tragedy, or history—ever hope
escape the traps put in its path? Narrative might ignore the wi
dom of professional philosophers and the utilitarianism of as
makers, but only if it is able to maintain the tension betwee
bios theoretikos and bios politikos without retreating into ar
speculation, without taking delight in the banality of the vi
process, and without destroying one with the other. Where ar
they, those gadfly narratives that sting but thar also generate
new life? They might turn out to be the Arendtian experienc
itself: the plurality and paradoxes of a process that has nev
stopped questioning itself. :

It is thus through the narrative itself, and not through some
particular understanding, analysis, or rationalization of tha _
narrative, that Arendt believes we will be able to contemplate .
the horror of the Holocaust. The only possible “reflection” o
hell is the “fearful imagination” of those who can relay thei
- memory of Auschwitz.?'? Arendt keeps her distance from an

osophy of irrationality: she d(.ffends narra}tive. as rationality
( arge freed from the constraints of a qulbbhn‘g re’:’ison. ]
have never, since a child, doubted that God exists, Aren -t
her friend Alfred Kazin (who had recommended h;:lra Ori-
' of Totalitarianism o the publisher Harcourt Brac:f:). And
Ler insistence on the narrated action @d the. actlng r}a}rra—
- reveals, in the end, a rare atheism t.hat is devoid o? Iuhﬂlsm(i
ondt advances this atheism subtly, .With a nod to Aristotle an
_s.appreciation for the logos-phronésis, the field of il;man pr?:f
éyond the nous reserved as a retreat for the gods. “Logos asd is
tinguished from mousis not divine.”?!4 What Hannah Aren tis
& oted to is this nondivine, living word that transforms the life

ind into the life of politics.

'Ofg(}/izlrll—i;zllegger found Iz,ompelling is altogether d.ifferent.
Although in 1938 the “official” vers.ion” c?f his }?hﬂoso.phy
Affirmed that “there is nothing to being,” in the “Contribu-
tions to Philosophy” (written between 1936 ar.1d 1928 and never
published), Heidegger professed a differer_lt view: Let us h:cwe
the courage for the direct word. . . . Being is the..trembli;%
of Godding. [Das Seyn ist die Erzz'tterm_zg ‘des Goterns).
Though she always remains in close proximity to her master,
the student keeps her distance. o

* And what about the woman? With or without Isak-"flta_ma
Dinesen-Blixen? Another mythic tale, from the long list that
Arendt invokes, recounts the well-known story of OrpheL}s and
| urydice. The man of imagination, musician-poet-thinker,
fails to wrest his dead beloved from the grasp of hell—for when
he arrives in the land of the living and turns back around
toward her, she vanishes. Arendt’s analysis, which involvei
thinking, but also creating “the fictitious chara‘cters of a' story,
requires a desensing.?'® The creative imagination manipulates
~ the elements of the visible world, but only after those elem.ents
have been desensed, evaporated, killed—in a word, disap-
peared, like Eurydice’s body, from the perceptions of sense and
sight.
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Does Arendt-Orpheus demolish Hannah-Eurydice?
commentary does not give the reader the impression that
author identifies with a sacrificed Burydice, nor that she regy
Orpheuss productive imagination. Perhaps it is because
only way to save the elements of the sensory realm, and to i
with, femininity, is to make Eurydice into an Orpheus whe
capable of recounting the story of desensing. Only in this w
through a narration of this sort, can the story of desens;
somehow become sensitive to each of the participants in ¢
action. To accomplish this eminently political act, we mj
operate from two sides at the same time, and we must posse
of course, a healthy dose of reflective wisdom, but especially
political phronésis.

In that sense, Eurydice, the sensory realm, and feminini
do not evaporate under the pen of our politically minded na
rator. Instead, they make a comeback, less as “concepts” th
as recurring metaphors that organize her thinking and that
express its presuppositions and turning points: the origin,
condition, and natality. In Arendt’s writings, those metapho
reflect the tension between the itz activa and the vita contem
plativa as well as the sensing-desensing process that makes
woman into a thinker of genius. 3

In the end, though, because no label truly applies to Arendt
energy or to the anxiety that motivated her never-ending pro
ect of deconstruction, “genius” suits her no better than an
other term. She has already stated her objection: the phenom
enon of genius, which was unknown to the ancients and whic
was invented by the Renaissance, is the ultimate justificatio
for homo faber. Frustrated by the idea that he might vanish int
what he produces and thus what eradicates the “who,” moder
man searches for something that might transcend both hi
trade and its object. And so he finds himself reifying tha
longed-for transcendence into a manufactured “genius™: “Th
idolization of genius harbors the same degradation of th
human person as the other tenets in commercial society.” Exi

. . , .
§"! What remains, then, is Arendt’s energy, which

informs us that “the essence of who somebody is
f' 53217

‘..geniu

senly fied by himsel
L reifie imse .
£;ttzzzhe once i};lvoked a philosophy of a life fufliy fived: “1
; 1}’ Allow the greatest men to philosophize about life. . . . One

<t want to live the weightiest problems through the body and
. mind.” In her own way, Hannah Arenc%t was perl.laps the
ply twentieth-century philosopher to actualize this ph1lqsophy
£ life, an expressly political philosophy that she expenen;ed
rough the lens of her “status” as both a woman and a Jew. Her
sork as a political thinker shows this to be the case, as does he.r
oAlection on the narrated life or, rather, on a nfmauve that is
ential to life, as at once its precursor and its 'double. As
Arendr and Aristotle have told us, there is no life without Poh—
tics, and as Arendt and Augustine have informed us, there is no
ife [ bios] without a rebirth in and through narrative.
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TO BE JEWISH

Hannah Arendt owes her fame to 7he Origins of Totalitarian-
4sm, a work of political anthropology that endeavors to retrace
the crystallization of an absolute evil: the notion, put into prac-
ce in the twentieth century, that humanity is superfluous. By
relying on economics, political science, sociology, and even
social psychology, and by drawing from literature and philoso-
phy, Arendt recounts an era of history made up of individual
~and collective stories. “Facts” are conveyed through the imagi-
nary and then exploited by the most deadly ideology human-
ity has ever known—an ideology that eventually declares that
some people are superfluous. Is it just soze people or, under the
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g ly to be coherent but is founded upon a moral
"tent'Slm}lji is nothing less than the love of other pt’:ople),
e Ii . k into a work of unparalleled testimony. Today,
lace b O?‘H of hindsight, and without ignoring th-e rele-
e ben}f' torical analyses in Arendt’s book or the-wgor of
ceof t‘he 1sets which have met with both criticism and
rn"Off’llS[ t;r; bt;ok was first published, it appears tlilat the
.S? e t ortant feature lies in the art of recoufltmg the
Lo 1mII:tu,ry. The Origins of Totalitarianism is shaged
a0 O'fst }(13; ;:dividual and collective stories interspersed with
serie

ho finds herself still grap-
the personal story of the ilarrator, who fin

pressure of utilitarianism and automation, are we z// supe
ous in the end? Arends unabashedly fears the latter.

Arendt’s goal of uncarthing
horror is held in check by her i
“causality” is » concept foreign to history and political scie
Arendt simply lays our the “elements,” which “become orj;

of events if and when they crystallize into fixed and deﬁ_'
forms. Then, and only then,

ward. The event illuminates its own past
deduced from jt.”! The author realizes, then, thar the “cryst
lization” she discovers at the core of such events when she lgg
into the past for portentous “elements” is essential} _
fary process. Didn't Stendhal describe the beginnings of J
as a “crystallization” Arendt also reveals her intent to unc

ol ith crystallization. o
Phr‘l%‘gtworg ‘Tew’ never came up when I was a small chﬂdl;
tecalled Arendt in an interview. Raised by her mi)ther toh e
‘. ;letely a-religious,” Arendt was “enlightened aboEst ;r
o i-Semitic remarks she
.wish 1 i ly because of the anti
Strauss had just ublished 7he Elemensa Structures of K Jewish u‘tlenuty only be e e e
s o, heard children making in the stree mothe onsc v
' i defend herself rather than to
O e erned, on the other
' in shame. Martha was more conc , e ot
:::j{ 1:bmut the anti-Semitic remarks made bcjif' Hzinnlahs hiil;
, : ¢ Id to get up immediately, leave
school teachers: “I was to R
, come home, and report ever).zt ing d
C_lf:}’iz;) zould then write a certified letter in protest, and Han
o 5
hool.
d be granted a day off from sc )
na}llt‘:;oit ezogugh to say that Arendc’s was a secular, nonffeh
iti ish 1 ity: I do not define myself as
definition of Jewish identity: . mys
so(r);lzone who is part of a religion, but I assume- my 1;16:1-1t1t1yi bty
i d I write—we write——formal let-
defending myself all alone, an : formal lev
i I believe—we believe—that it is p
ters of complaint because factt s pos
| j injusti famous exchange with Sc
ble to judge injustices. In a
..? lle o E scandal that erupted over her reportage on‘ the
Eichmann doubts about a putatively
Eichmann trial, Arendt revealed her cou,f out & pucarively
: i igi ertain
a personal cruth (the truth of a Jew who escaped the Holocaust) - secular rejection of religion on the part of ¢

. | ( QeQ r-1 eyt . .‘ : F‘- I’\ ,r' +1h =y PR IR A I IS [ PN dn S | 1.
. ' ElIld II. OIOUS i - . (]F i a ~ e Oa
g a5 Dogs fh] }‘\ Sy o Y

rmined by its own implic
tions, political choices, and personal judgments, which iy ¢
first instance are not moral but which stem from a whole ho
of factors. Arendt takes issue with all forms of “engagement”

can judge action impartially, which is the only way a judgmen

can be transformed into an action.’ Arendt’s ins;
relationship and her passion for truth, which for her was bo
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people are our God. Avoiding such an approach, Ay, che absolute need to think, on the one hand, and show-
otered a unique perspective on the question: while rejec oncern for the particular, on the other—a struggle thar
nihilism, she rethought the religious tradition (*believiy nates the complexity and tensions that drove her and
God”) by constantly questioning transcendence, In A; i ie also been interpreted as ambiguous beliefs on her
o that was the only way for each petson to be respecteg e Ian the end, Arendt was less interested in intellectual

reborn within the confines of a diverse political commyn;, - than in remaining loyal to the essence of the life o f e
“ d that consists of combining the abrasive force of sol.ztary
' i oning (speaking the truth) and the great.er community of
parents’ education and her mother tongue. To that convicg; udgment (doing justice for her people with}n the bounds of
' anity). The by-product of all this is a I'ElldlCal e.stran'ge.ment
pokes holes in the various sanctuaries of 1Flent1tles or
roups but that Arendt adopted without abam.ionmg her own
i jentities and group affiliations. She was convinced she could

have considered to be a simple 257 that every being trangfy; jeserve them as they are and, by doing justice to .th em, that
phe could make them even more just—though certainly not by
' ' ccommodating” them. Although this strain of her thought

the assimilated Jews and their falsely philo-Semitic assimilag ‘does not expressly refer to the Hebraic tradition with which
of reveling in so they could more readily pursue the ingry, yrendt in any event does not appear to have been too famii%a.r,
it is inextricably linked to the essence of Judaism as the politi-
al theotist defined it when she spoke of Judah Magnes: “The

ppreciation and judgment, Arendt considers Jewishness to] fian simply cannot be replaced. He was an unusual mix of typ-

a “political problem”; “T Just noticed your question again abo .'.'ically American common sense and integrity along with a gen-
whether 'm a German of a Jew. To be perfectly honest, it dog ine, half-religious Jewish passion for justice.”® These words suit
't matter to me in the least on 2 personal and individual ey Arendt just as well,

ety Ll hways speak only in the name of the Jew - On that front, two anecdotes illustrate the tension and

she wrote Jaspers. Arend reiterated this position later op: “Bii ‘demands of the Arendtian experience. In Arendcs first postwar
now, belonging 1o Judaism had become my own problem, an letter to Heidegger (February 9, 1950), she wrotc, “ have never
# own problem was political. p ucely political!”® ' felt like a German woman, and for a long time I have no longer

o mercless as she Was with the enemics of the Jewish pe felt like a Jewish woman. I feel like what [ really am-—a maiden
ple, Arendt was no more generous with her own kind, a5 1 from afar.™° Ein Miidchen aus des Fremde [The maiden from
Eichmann affair proved beyond cavil, In fact, if it is true th afar] is the title of a Schiller poem that Heinrich Bliicher used

s Judge only from the inner world of public realm and on to refer to his wife.!! Heidegger himself wrote Hannah a poem
g e n the cempany of other people judging ~on the same subject.!? The second anecdote is a Jewish story.
o tbinking.” And when we think, we are “nowhere,” Th - In response to the order from the sultan Saladin to “Come for-

1+ F KT 312

crux of Arendr’s intellectua] adventure teeters between raia 1T moar 14 w1
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struggled to ensure that it would be recognized politicalis and the only kind of love I know of and believe in is
political ¢.of Persons.”18
0 < core, then, love, which distances itself from the good
as the bad qualities of the person who is loved, destroys
‘perween that relates us to others while separating us
- hem; love is “unworldly,” “not only apolitical but antipo-
perhaps the most powerful of all antipolitical buman
-ices.”? Accordingly, Jewishness, which Arendt, as we have
st seen, considers to be a political problem and thus what else
«is in the world, cannot be approached in terms of “love,”
b:u't..simpl}’ of “friendship” and “respect.”
Did this generous humanise fail to love herself? How should
neerpret the following words, taken once again from her
.ame response to Scholem: “I cannot love myself or anything
+hich T know is part and parcel of my own person.” Even if we
cept that the “facts” of a Jewish birth are “part and parcel of
y own person’ and that the complex “person” has roots in

{

tle,
JZ sh.e undersftood that the examined life enjoys the h
r];; ce in Fhe city-state, not to forge together a};ome l
ore easily governable people under the authoriry pfa )
of 2

ter I
‘Ta;n(s) flgﬁzfif:; fﬁizl; leeanslj “ever); one,” is derived from he
e . ios theoretikos is fundamentally 5 |
e Wa_f;n a-e Illllf;i?%a;t’ which means “leaving the compan);' ac‘né
ol t}i agtoes on to translate these abstractions 1
e g s hi Were germane to the realities of hey da
whern ot zot to settle down too permanently apy,
o aymOb epznd on any nation, for it can chang
e o o 1am a blind instrument of ruin.”16
the wperponse o e olem, WhO. criticized her for failing to lovi
people” [ Abavat Yisrael ], she retorted, “I found

puzzling that you should write T regard you wholly asa d
-a dau

 this fact, but particulatly in friendship, respect, and philia poli-
- ils toward other people, was Arendt not implicitly acknowl-
edging a tendency toward reveling in “self-hatred”??°
never pretended to be anything else or to be _ Several incidents suggest that she was not. In 1932-33, for
than Tam, and I have never ever, felt te 0 "€ 1 any way oth ‘example, Arendt wrote Heidegger a letter that infuriated him,
mpted in that directio, 4 letter in which the word “Jew” was used for the first time, first
by her and then by him. Were the rumors true, Hannah
wanted to know, that he excluded Jews from his seminars,
ignored his Jewish colleagues, and refused to direct the disser-
tations of Jewish students—in sum, that he was acting like an
Sihould be wary of it so we can maintai . anti-Semite? Heidegger responded with indignation: not only
tiality that makes it possible to 3 on the Homeric impar - did he love her, a Jew, but he regularly granted extraordinary
Greek§ as well those of the barballj’fzgc Te thﬁ eprits“ of the ' favors to Jews as well. Was this not a sarcastic way of acknowl-
never m my life ‘loved” any people or, 11111: she adds', edging that he “clearly distinguished between Germans and
Gem?an people, nor the French, ner t}(io CCUW:" neither the German Jews”?2! We can only speculate about Hannah’s reac-
working class or anything of that,sort I - fm erlcan: nor the tion to this ambivalent letter, given her intense idealization of
1 indeed love ‘only’ my her master, but “it is conceivable that Heidegger’s ambivalent
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letter to her . . . sealed Arendr’s decision to leave Germy

: France, he passed through Montauban. The two lovers
ern )
August 1933.722

; united after having lost afl hopes of seeing eac%l
thus‘ reAfter a stay in Lisbon, Arendt and Bliicher set sail
'..;..a‘ia;:rk where they arrived in May 1941. One );lear liter,
» , inati at those

as a secretary in the offices of the Agricultu L CY: carned about the extermination li:zur_nps and t

. d at Gurs had been sent to Auschwitz. "

" York with her mother, Martha Beerwald, and her
Iﬂ NewHeinrich Bliicher, Hannah Arendt assumed the role
S'band,f he household. She learned English and found Worl‘c;
head cfl by Salo Baron, a Jewish historian at Columblla

i h: began to work on a study of the Dreyfus affair.
e ;cr way when she was hired as a columnist for the

Fk Caﬂ;en uage newspaper Aufbau, the news bulletin o.f the
. ermalrl—(f‘;,llugb that was run by Manfred George. She published
. rmriZnt articles in Aufban, including “The Jewish .Army—[;
mpoB inning of a Jewish Politics?” and “Can the ]ewmh-.A{'a
- o Be Solved?” These reflections on the Palest‘mfan
ues_t“;n (which would soon became the Israeli-Palestinian
'ﬁZEEZn) laid the foundation f(lJr the rﬁeﬂections thgt would

i 1 g1 itarianism.
I'-ﬂmmate ;ilarjzy: i:g?;’zfz;ztjist ideas, which were inspired
1-bf?ui?r];llumenf,eld, the dedicatee of The Origins of Emltztf}::;
anism, grew out of positions taken by Judah Magnes a he
Biltmore Conference. Arendt rejected Manfred (?eorge.s pr i
osal for a Jewish Commonwealth that would give n;mo rz
‘status to the Palestinian Arabs, but she also condemned a p

i . e
osal for relocating Arab populations because it would requir
25

p}

Aliyah, where she became the secrétaire générale of the
office. She went to Palestine in 1934, and although she:
enthusiastic about the Opportunities it presented to Jewish
tlers, she was opposed 1o whar she later termed “Palestine-
tered Zionism.”? After returning to Paris, she immersed
self in French culryre, political as well as literary. She too
particular interest in Proust, Clausewitz, and Simenon, and.
met Russian intellectuals including the famous philosop
Nicolas Berdyaev. She also became friends with the group
leftist German intellectruals, including the Cohn-Beng
whose younger son she would contact in 1968. Arendr was p
ticularly fond of Walter Benjamin and Heinrich Bliicher.
When the French government decided to intern male G
man nationals, Bliicher was ordered to Ieport t a camp f
Pprestataires (who worked for the French military) in Vil
malard, near Orléans. Exhausted and ill, he was released fio
the camp through the effores of some “well-placed friends
The lovers were married in January 1940. In May, Arendt, wh
went by “Mme Stern” afier her first marriage but who kept he
maiden name afier her second marriage to emphasize her Jew _
ish origins, was called to appear at the Vélodrome d’Hiver fo] alled for a binational state in
lowing an announcement by the gouverncur Zénéral of Paris And yet, when Judah Magnf.:s - tus and which would
She was then sent (o the camp of Gurs, which had been usc which the Jews would have n?momg Stf;i?ated with an Anglo-
since 1939 for Spanish refugees and for members of the Int ‘be incorporated into a feder?.tlol'l.an ) ding in its place
American union, Arendt resisted it, recommending n betSVeen
thirds of the internees left the camp of Gurs. Hannah fled and a Palestinian entity that would make no distinctio

: d-
i o : - - ' . She thought thar an Arab fe
then decided to join her friends in Montauban, As chance the majority and th‘ii::::t{m . fﬂ B » Qho

[ . . »
fascist organization.

would have 16, Whlle Blu(:her Wwas Wﬁ.ndeﬂng around sour eratton weiild: he
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ehe‘.’ed presented a viable political opposition to a powerful
~wish Authority. After the 1947 U.N. resolution to partition
Palestine (which contravened the proposal of Andrei
Gromyko, the Soviet Union’s representative to the United
“Nétions, to form a binational state), Magnes accepred the State
of Tstrael without abandoning his dream of Jewish-Arab coop-
.ration. In the May 1948 issue of Commentary Arende pub-
ished an article well received by Magnes entitled “To Save the
Jewish Homeland: There Is Still Time.” Her essay denounced
the dangerous bias of the prevailing discourse propagated by
“the new state. Arendt took on the anti-Americanism and the
©«hildishly” pro-Soviet leanings of the new state, and she
 spared neither the “cynicism” and “racist chauvinism” inherent
" in the idea of a “master race” nor the “mass unanimity [that] is
ot the result of agreement, but an expression of fanaticism
and hysteria” and that is pledged “not to conquest but to sui-
ide.”” The dramatic, even mocking, tone of these remarks
and the brutality of her unsubtle and undiplomatic attacks
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s1t;r of Chicago, and elsewhere,
01944 Arendi began to Prepare a “Tep,

;exj'l ]?eﬂjamm while Pubﬁshing B dmanuscripts by W

crofem. is Ii ernard |, : .
m. In this literary environment, the aj;f:[re, 'K&ﬂia, a incited virulent critiques of her piece, as evidenced by Ben
CIMiC stryck Halperns reply in the August 1948 issue of Jewish Frontier.

Halpern’s rejoinder foreshadowed the violent reaction Arendt
would experience upon the publication of her book on the
Fichmann trial: he accused her of having an “enfint terrible
~complex,” of writing a text that was no more than “outrageous
“scandal-mongering . . . for the sole (sub-conscious) purpose of
discrediting such conventionally, and hence disconcertingly
" ‘successful’ Jewish figures as Herzl, Weizmann, and Ben Gurion,”
- and so forth.?®

The accused stuck to her guns. On the one hand, she con-
sidered the creation of the Jewish state to be indispensable in
counteracting the absence of politics that she believed charac-
terized the Jewish tradition: a “worldlessness,” as she would
later call it, that, as a result of its exile and then of its status as
a pariah, acquired personal qualities of justice, generosity, and
mutual aid Bt that neclected the need for a4 “enace of ammear.

Be;;nos, and Jacques Marita-in).
- Whl:}el c;;x;ter:eof nterest profoundly influenced th
Israeh—_Palesn-ni . p;r;d for her Origing of Totalitarianicy, h
o S . ebate, the current seage of America Wz{ rh
Pty Cotjlropean CUIEP:H'C with its benefigs and bEm i
A ! Isltai;ﬂy a.ddmg to her OUtput on the “pyleq.
remained o e | s;ajeh—Palestinian) question, apd 1618—:
resperend g, e '1alogue with Judah Maep S
guess politica] party, the Tkhud Pargr ifr}l'A}rlenh

, which s




2 / SurERFLUG
Us
HUMANITY SUPERFLUOUS HUMANITY / 113

iseful contrast very early on: she found the Americans to be
olitically independent but socially conformist.*2 She had con-
- cerns about the anti-Communism of the Republican Party, but
“also about the blindness of the Left, which called itself anti-
“Gpalinist but then failed to disavow Communism as a viable
“political-economic option and to denounce its totalitarian
" roots. She also took issue with the Left’s failure to oppose the

Ia;;plied tc: her by critics who compared her to those whe
aborated” with the Nazis, she believed it was extremely 1'nr1pC

tant ¢ K i !
O encourage “cooperation” with the English and ¢

refuge in )
threfteﬂiﬂzpZ;;?)z?;?;nmﬁgaz a?;biﬁiﬂon ag;tinst “the sol [otalitarian'ele.mlents of the .Ame.rican. system itself (the con-
Morocco down 1o the Indian oo » Wil;n; of people f-ro: formity of individuals who identify with t.hmr work 'ar'ld who
ality and her total absence of realise or o] er extreme rano'x:} seck success above all else, the overf:lmlahams on publicity, anf{
already turned jngo what she woyld IaICrZOTaCY’ Arendt ha; so forth). On the other .hand, s.he criticized t%le El‘u'opean Left's
t0 Scholem: T dop; fit. .. Lam g eclare herself to ) allegiance to Comm%u_nst parties al?d 1o nat.mnai.;sr.n as well as
_ M independent. I do por belong jts systematic opposition to American anti-Stalinism. In her

view; all these positions missed the subtleties of international
politics, and they automatically transformed many European
intellectuals into “fellow travelers.” Her analyses—which were
supported by her reading of works by Eugen Kogon ( 7he The-
ory and Practice of Hell), David Rousset ( The Other Kingdom
and Les Jours de notre mort), and an anonymous writer from the
Russian camps (7The Dark Side of the Moon, with a preface by
T. S. Eliot)—led Arendt to the hypothesis that Nazism and
Communism were two sides of the same coin. Arendt was
moving toward a new idea: the two sides of totalitarianism that
- both led to the same phenomenon—the concentration
* camps—and to the same disdain for human life.33 This vision,
which remains controversial even today, shows Arendt’s to be a
brave, independent mind that hunted down fascism in all jts
forms and that has inspired nonconformists of all stripes ever
since. Eo

Arendr’s concerns about American society did not stem
solely from McCarthyism and from the virulent anti-Commu-
nism campaigns that outraged Bliicher. She also railed against
racism against blacks, which she saw as the counterpart to the

anri—ng;f;Cm thoer e o d o M e e

great confidence in Lessing’

. gs Sflbftdené o :
o IdeOIOgY’ no pllbhc op 7 tor Whlch, I
be a substityte, 29

. tIrr; nlcggzdshe dld not shy away from advocating yet anothe
€d position. After the Israel;

entrench government passed

Nationality Law that excluded a large majority of Araﬁs li\erin

Arendt’s host country,

was not igr] i
I sPared the vigilant observations of its new citizen.
mbued with European o

customs and cultyre ' :
the freedmme ohooe & . o , but mpressed hv
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I3 . - » 3 . . M 1 ] z.nj‘o ﬂ)m[im?’iﬂﬂ—
Reflections on Little Rock.”* Arendr’s essay reiterated pog oping crystallization that underlies Tﬁe Orgr of pasran
) : . urope tha
tons she had already taken in Origins and The Human Cond jom: a fascinating Europe and a repe l:;Lint dp : e
. . R i k : i i , and a Lurope
#ion, but because her ideas were recast into concrete terms th -~ would never leave behind in her thinking p

Wete contemporaneous with a pressing current event, her essa | she would encounter again during a trip she madedb;twi;:
. August 1949 and March 1950. Gerl.nanc)‘r clearly cause erPh.—
tnost pain, as suggested in her ajtlcle What Is EXIS;ean-d i
osophy?” where Arendt mocks “the real ccimedy 0 thel eg-
“ger’s itinerary in tracing out “exact parallels b?t\'nreer’i’ ¢ cof-
- duct of the philosopher and “German romanticism. The vit-
them from spilling over into the private and political realms : rolic nature of this “parallelism” suggests tf.:lat it is mbno way
where they could become destructive. She denounced the mjs - haphazard, for it hints at anothfer comparison, 0;6 .ebtw;en
cegenarion laws, but she warned against enforced school ing - Hannah and Rahel the Romantic. Heidegger is esErl e-& a;
- being the last {one would hope!? of the wonderfully gifte
Romantics, along the lines of a Friedrich Sch‘le{gc‘ei or an Ada.\m
Miiller, someone “whose complete irresponsibility was .attrit;;
uted partly to the delusion of genius, partly to desperation. .
To this rigid and grandiloquent egot%sm, which she accuses 1(1)
neglecting men and their community, Arendt contrasts the
work of Jaspers, who from that point on became her mentor in

pathetic” and “callous,” labels that would be applied to he
once again upon the publication of her book on the Eichman;
trial. The main point of Arendt’s argument was to advocate

children to feel “pride,” which she defined as “that untaught
and natural feeling of identity with whatever we happen to be
by accident of birth,”? and which she ‘distinguished from
racial, ethnic, or national pride. All her arguments still hol
sway today, particularly in the debate in France about a “ne;
matters moral.

risk of eradicating them too quickly in the name of universal In his book 7he Guilt of the German {’ea]?le. (194’?'), Jasp;rs
ism. But few critics appreciated the genuinely nonconformis - asserts that “the criminal is alwa).rs the individual bllltst at
value of her positions, which were considered at the time o b “each citizen finds himself jointly liable for the acts of t e State
to which he belongs.” At the same time, Jaspers behevled in nei-
“ther a “collective moral culpability” nor a “collective meta-
fundamental themes, Arendr continued to be an atrentive physical culpability.” These remarks, which were poorly glgnder—
“stood at the time, invited suspicion and even slander.‘ The
discussion between Jaspers and Thomas Mann heightened the
tension and further complicated the debate. And yet the Ger-
man novelist, a celebrated anti-Nazi who left Germany volul.rl—
tarily once Hitler rose to power, declared in 1945 .that. he (.hd
not seek to divide Germany in two but to “show solidarity with
the German calamity.” Although Arendr and Bliicher were
“very much in agreement” with Jaspers, they wanted the next

German conctitution to imeliide a nravican oliaranfesino that

assassination in the New York Review of Books, and she analyzed
the repercussions of the Arab-Isralj conflict in several articles
and interviews.** Her irritation with America, though it did
not erase the positive image she still carried from her readings
of Jefferson and de "Tocqueville, drove her so far as to consider,
during the Vietnam War, repatriating to Switzerland or rein
stating her German citizenship!?

But it was Europe that remained at the heart of the deve
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any Jew, no matter where he was born, could “become a j;
zen of this republic, enjoying all rights of citizenship, solely ¢
the basis of his Jewish nationality and without ceasing to be
Jew.” At the same time, Arendt wrote Jaspers later that ye
that she, unlike Jaspers's wife, “never felt myself, either spont,
neously or at my own insistence, to ‘be a2 German. Wh
remains is the language.”!

THE EXAMPLE OF FRANCE

More than England (which nevertheless warranted extensi
treatment because of Disraeli the “potent wizard” and becau
Arendt had much sympathy for its two-party system), Fran
is the country that enjoys the most privileged role in the cry
tallization described in Origins of Totalitarianism.® Tarnin
her attention toward the old continent that generated th
absolute horror, Arendt claimed to be “homesick” only for
France, and once a year on May 8, she always cracked open
borttle of champagne with “Monsieur,” as she affectionatel
called Bliicher, to celebrate the day that Paris was liberated. For
better or for worse, France is the “nation par excellence”
France, whose language Arendt spoke, and its “authors,” who
she cited liberally—Bernard Lazare, Péguy, Clemenceau, Zola;
Proust, and Céline, along with such neo-Catholics as Maurra
Barrés, Bernanos, Gabriel Marcel, Raissa and Jacques Mar
tain—became her unavoidable landmarks as she retraced the:
crystallization of anti-Semitism in the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries.
With the Dreyfus affair marking the beginning of modern:
anti-Semitism, Arendt cites Roger Martin du Gard in the epi-
graph to “Antisemitism,” the first part of Arendt’s Origins:
“This is a remarkable century which opened with the Revolu-
tion and ended with the Affairt Perhaps it will be called the

centlitry af rithhich 2 Nar crirmricti ol A remds fasmore 2 e m

to anti-Semitl
ore surprisin

'pcrha

unl . - .
cnthusiastically received by the entire Left-wing press, which
SETVC
ments . . -
Marx.” 44
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d the clergy; who tried to outdo each other in their devotion
an

sm during the Dreyfus affair. What is much
g—and what is one of Arendt’s more original, or
ps more candid, showings—is her attack on the French

oft. Arendt reminds us that in 1845, fifty years before the

affair, Toussenel published Les fuifs, Rois de I'Epogue, which

cashed a flood of insults against the Rothschilds and was

. « .
d as 2 mouthpiece for a lower middle class whose “senti-
were not very different from those of the young

The nonbelicvers versus the believers: Arendt does not fail to

point out that this Franco-French debate was used as fodder for
* anti-Semitism. “French anti-Semitism . .

. is as much older
than its European counterparts as is French emancipation of
the Jews, which dates back to the end of tht‘: eighteenth cen-
tury. The representatives of the Age‘ Qf Enlightenment who
prepared the French Revolution despised the Jews as a matter
of course; they saw in them the backwards remnants of the
Dark Ages, and they hated them as the financial agents of the
aristocracy. The only articulate friends of the Jews in France
were conscrvative writers who denounced anti-Jewish attitudes
15 ‘one of the favorite theses of the eighteenth century. ™% This
quotation is from Joseph de Maistre, whom Arendt supports,
in this particular instance, against Charles Fourier. Ad‘optmg
de Tocqueville’s historical analysis, Arendt enjoys exposing the
rising tide of French anti-Semitism, from the Comte de
Boulainvilliers, a freethinker and antinationalist who prepared
his country for civil war by pitting the Franks, who considered
themselves noble warriors of Germanic origin, against the
Gauls—and who was an unlikely promoter, before the English
as well as the Germans themselves, of the idée fixe of German
superiority-—to Arthur de Gobineau and his Ineguality of

Human Races (1853); and to Valéry, whom Arendt criticizes in
A Frmsntn fmse hacrime cianed  Snm cane w"ﬁexmn ”3. Call bV mli'
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itary officers and others to adopt a new set of solutions for tk
hundred thousand Jews living in France at that time.*

:th Rousseau. Montesquieu was also the object of Arendt’s
rention when she contrasted him with the American “tran-
cendentalists” and when she joyously cited the following
cerpt from The Spirit of the Laws. “Man, this flexible being,
who submits himself in society to the thoughts and impres-
ions of his fellow-men, is equally capable of knowing his own
‘narure when it is shown to him as it is and of losing it to the
"point where he has no realization that he is robbed of ie.”!
And what can be said about poor Voltaire, who merits only
asingle ironic mention (is it because he was considered an anti-
“Semite?)? Did he not, following Lucretius, heap scorn on the
eminently human predisposition for desiring to see (and thus
w0 know, speculate, and appear) by dismissing it as a cheap
curiosity that man shares with monkeys and young dogs?>®
That is, unless this attack on the famous satirist is another one
of those double-edged swords so pleasing to Arendt, who uses
Voltaire to mock the “fallacies” of a few humorless “profes-
sional thinkers” caught up in a certain Augenblick [the now] if
not a durchschauen [looking through, piercing, penetrating] or
even in a certain “conflict with the occupation authorities™
They are “specialists” who are content to “sec” by thinking
rather than by living the life of the mind in the “space of polit-
ical appearances,” a space that, incidentally, is as Greek as it is
French. _

More subtly, however, Arendt denounces the secularization
“and universalism of the rights of man as the hidden source of-—
if it is not the principal French contribution to—modern anti-
Semitism. Although she recognizes the “perplexities of the
Rights of Man,” she elaborates upon Burke’s critique of the
notion: in the name of universality, the ideology of the rights
of man is a paradox because it reduces the “person” to a
“human being in general”—“without a profession, without cit-
izenship, [and] without an opinion.” This ideology therefore
deprives individuals of their political community, which is the
only “common world” in which they can express themselves.

Even so, Arendt points out exceptions to this anti-Semit
parade. In addition to Zola, whom she warmly praises,
Arendt mentions Diderot as the only Enlightenment philos
pher who was not hostile to the Jews: the author of the arti¢
“Tuif” in the Encyclopédie is said to have recognized in the Je
“a useful link between Europeans of different nationalities
On the German side, Arendt mentions the insightful Wilhelm
von Humboldt, who remarked that the Jews risked losing their
universality upon being changed into Frenchmen, as well a8

‘Nietzsche, who referred to the Jew as the “good European” and
who thus avoided “the pitfalls of cheap philosemitism or
patronizing ‘progressive’ attitudes.”*® '

Throughout all Arendt’s writings, various patches of French
culture are closely examined or merely evoked in passing, rang-
ing from Pascal, Fontenelle, and Fustel de Coulanges to Jean:
Pierre Vernant on the Greeks and the Romans; from Georges
Sorel to the sociology of Alain Touraine, and passing through
the philosophers Henri Frenay, Bertrand de Jouvenel, Jean
Wahl, Malraux, and finally Camus, whom Arendr prefers to
Sartre.

A more than honorable place is accorded to the “great Mon-
tesquieu” and to his “divine writings”: was he not the one who
realized that the reason tyranny is the only regime that selft
destructs is that it rests on isolation and not on participation in
the public realm so dear to Aristotle?®” Arendt points out that.
at least ten years before the French Revolution, Montesquicu's
Spirit of the Laws broached the subject of the constitution o
political freedom, with the word “constitution” in no way
implying a negative limit on power but a “grand temple of fed
eral liberty” that must be based on “the foundation and correc
distribution of power.”*® That conception of politics explain
the predominant role Montesquieu played in the American
Revolution. whereas the French Revolution remained enthralled
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As result, they lose all significance and thus lose their right
Universalism eradicates historically constructed religious an
political differences and hierarchies and thus provides a path t
a universe made up of natural differences, a universe governe
by the brutal findings of the private sphere (differences in inte
ligence, color, and so forth), and not by the bonds of justic
interwoven with time in the “space of appearance.” Tf ¢,
species man is all that we have, the species does not contaj
politically constituted individuals but natural specimens suc
as Negroes and Jews.”?

This excessively naturalist interpretation of the rights o
man is also the ill-fated legacy of the Enlightenment, althoug
its origins go back, as Arendt tries to show in The Human Con
dition, to the very essence of the human being or at least to th
central role the human being plays in Western metaphysics

That is why Arendt concludes her section on imperialism by
stating that while civilization is not threatened from the out-
side, the conditions of the savage “from its own midst” produce.
the barbarity, already underway today, of a “global, universally

interrelated civilization,”>*

Beyond Enlightenment universalism, and beyond even the
totalitarian regimes that provided a home for twentieth-cen-
tury imperialism, the reality of globalization in the beginning
of this third millennium is the most plausible target of Arendrs
apocalyptic words. And yet the violence of this critique of uni-
versalism will be superseded, or at least held in check, by
Arendts return in her later work to Kantian thought and to the
notion that an “enlarged mentality” and 2 humanity thar pos-
sesses “common sense” and “cosmo-politics” provide the only
possible foundations for judgment and the only viable criteria
for just political action.”® In like manner, her exploration of
Christian thought, which reaffirms, along with Saint Augus-
tine, the dignity of each man as he is born, is a sort of political
reading of Chuistianity in which the rights of man are a legacy
to be shared and an impassable apotheosis.>¢
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© Arendt was strangely unaware of the complexity of the

French Enlightenment; she forced its various tenets_(mat(fial-
s, sensualist, libertine, and so forth) under therrubncs of “sec-
‘larization” and “universalism.” In her discussion of thef buf—
-geoning philosophy of the eighteenth century, her focus is pri-
‘marily, if not exclusively, on the French Revolution of 1789. In
fact, in her subsequent and sometimes ambiguous Ox Re?rolu-
sion (1963), what she admires most of all is the constitutional
spirit of the American Revolution, which was founded on the

biblical covenant of the Protestants. These well-to-do property
- owners, who were ready and willing to federate, were able to
develop a contractual, moral, and ultrajuridical society. Arendt
admired John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, unmistakable
heroes and political thinkers above anything else. She was more
ceticent, on the other hand, about the French Revolution,
which she described as being motivated by a Rousseauesque,
sentimentalist, and debased enthusiasm that was trapped in the
centralism of the Jacobins and that degenerated during the Ter-
ror. With a more generous spirit, she also praised the cult of

“public” happiness extolled by Abbé Siéyes and Saint-Just. On

that fronrt, Arendt noted the way the French revolutionaries

recognized the “people” and “misery,” and she emphasized the
invention of new forms of political life by the ephemeral “sec-
tions” and “clubs,” which were soon destroyed by Robespierre’s
revolutionary apparatus that substituted the sacred unity of the

- people or the nation for God or the king. The reader of Ox

Revolution has the impression that Arendt never stopped
debating with herself: is it possible in the end that what char-
acterized the French Revolution was the fragile resurgence of
political debate in the public realm and those popular, even
ephemeral, initiatives of a deliberative citizenry as well as the
permanence of the revolution, and not its institutional sacral-
ization? Who can know for sure?

France clearly intrigued Arendt with its taste for the perir
bonheur, that inimitable “charm.” Was she merely drawn to the



122 / SUPERFLUOUS HUMANITY SUPERFLUOUS HUMANITY / 123

flders of Zion” has a “ludicrous story,” this past cannot

Jain why “the totalitarian claim to global ruIe,. to be exer-
P alb members and methods of a secret society, should
1?6_d] gecome an attractive political goal at all” in the twenti-
j:}?rc‘?entl.lry. The philosopher shows tha‘t modern anti-Sem%—
i, contrary to conventional wisdom, is the .product ctf nei-
or traditional nationalism nor the conflict w1_th the. 1:el1g10us
5d spiritual values of the past. Instead, ant1—Se.rn1tism has
-own in proportion as the nation-states have declined anc% as
the Jews have become assimilated.” Arendt even dares to wn.t(z

- the wake of the Holocaust, that some ie\‘rvs concerned wit
the survival of their people were prone to “hit on the consoling
dea that anti-Semitism, after all, might be an excellent means
for keeping the people together.”® | |
As a backdrop to her belief in the necessity of founding a
: jewish state as the only cure for this absolute evil, {Xrendt 'S?ts
“up one of her main points: that t(l‘lf: lack of ]ew1s.h. poligis
layed a role in this crystallization: “The lack of pohtlcalf abil-
ity and judgment have been caused by the very nature o ]f?w—
ish history, the history of a people without a government, with-
‘out a country, and without a language. Jewish hlStOI‘).f offers the
extraordinary spectacle of a people unique in this respect,
_which began its history with a well-defined concept of }‘nsmry
“and an almost conscious resolution to achieve a well-circum-
cribed plan on earth and then, without giving up tl:iGS concept,
avoided all political action for two thousand years.”' ‘
" How did the nation-states create anti-Semitism out of this
“worldlessness? Going as far back as the seventeenth.ciantury,
Arendt points out that the expansion of economic aceivity a:nd
its concomitant need for capital led at first to the emancipation
of the Jews. The system gave rise to legal and political equality,
which was first accorded to individuals, and then to isolated
communities, and then to the Jews as 2 whole. The court Jews
financed the transaction of the state, bur the nai;ion-state pre-
ferred that the Jews remain a small distinct group and that they

decline of the aristocratic “greatness” of yesteryear and its q
reduction to the irresistible enchantment of an entire peop
Charm is “the world’s last, most purely humane corner,”
course, but “it does not constitute a public realm” becaus:
remains essentially private.’” At the very least, it is a questi
that deserves to be asked. It would have been interesting
turn Arendts question back to her: What if these French %
ments,” these public and private “small things”—resolute
private yet displayed in public because they need the very pu
lic that made them possible—were among those rare elemep;
that are capable of communicating in the modern world t
deliberative and enchanted mind, the ewdaimonia of the Gree
polis so appreciated by our heroine? And what if this occurred
in a way that was different from, but perhaps more effecti
than, the legalism of the Puritans whom Arendt was alrea V.
beginning to criticize for the manipulation of their politicians
and their media, manipulations that are increasingly apparerit
today to the point of discrediting and destroying the enire
democratic system?

“In the contest thar divides the world today and in which
much is at stake, those will probably win who understand re
olution,” she adds, as if she were not certain that she had said
everything important about the revolution and its pleasures i
light of her remarks on the limitations of centralism, of the c
of the nation, and of the supreme Being that once embodie
French-styled universalism.58

)

WHAT IS MODERN ANTI-SEMITISM?

It appears that Arendt was the first person to distinguis
between pretotalitarian anti-Semitism and totalitarian ant
Semitism. Although the history of Christianity is tainted by
both a hatred toward the people of the Bible, who are consid
cred deicidal, and the pogroms, and although the “Protocols o
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not become integrated with the class-based society, T
for their part, had an ingerest in Surviving as a separate
and did not participate in the burgeoning capitalis; enter,
{and so the Rothschilds, who shunned the key positiong 5
capitalist society, set their sights on the world of fi
instead). After the revolution, the states summoned the J
central and western Europe, who entrusted chejr assets ¢
eral Jewish bankers. Made up of a unique family, byt g;
among five nationalities, the House of Rothschild enjoye

monopoly on the issuance of government loans. The R,
schilds made it easier to acc

ith a hateful liberal anti-Semitism directed
g them ™ i ith the nobles and who
Jews, who were affiliated with the who
e ’ - - .
. idered to be encmies of the bourgeoisie. The ro. e }(z
2 lful Jewish “banker” or “adviser” existed only unufl the
e I 1 or a
vsfr}g,'snrlarck and Rothschild, and it was replaced .
Pl i i )
¢ by the role of “communicator,” a role that Dlsl
omen ‘ .
—unied with much aplomb during the 1870s. Disra
Sy i alities” plucked from the
f those “exceptional personalities™ plu: 1
. i rn-
. . s and criticized by Arendt in her study of Rahe }\lfa
manti >
mal'lProclaiming himself to be a “chosen man of the chos :
i 1 n o
Disraeli lent his genius to the service of the Ql:1€€ o
- M ¥ a
{and, who took pride in her “exception Jew anffl \ins r‘illil
e i ies of Versailles
es.5% Around the time of the peace treaties 0;
s made their last appearance as advisers in the person °
ew . - . . u _
Jlter Rathenau, the foreign minister of the Weimar Rep
p i ion-states
_Once the relationships between the various nation-sta
. I ny pur-
deteriorated, the role of adviser no longer served any pd
: i us
¢: as long as the aim of war was not peace or a m;) :
: : . . e
endi with the enemy but rather the extermu;:mon of t
ive !
o : . use.
1t importance, and the European Jew became an object of un perny, “the Jews could no longer be of any e
.: At the same time, the Jews, who continue | to be ad p
: . . " ' 1 f unable or unwilling to join the
ecause it was without political power. Arendy relies here on ¢ iribution and who were .
. i i e to be perceived as an
wotld of industrial production, cam
' italist development: “Jewish interests were felt to
bstacle to capitalist develop : et were e
in conflict with those sections of the popu ation fr
: ally have developed” because the
middle class could normally oped. because (e
ws “formed a middle class without fulfilling its p due
funeti i iti in Prussia at the trime
functions.” Anti-Semitism first flared up e time
fa ion from above” that no longer needed iin
f 2 “revolution from . e
' uali ,
elp from the Jews and that, by grantmf1 equality & che Jews
. 1 mancipa -
thade them cease to exist. In any event, this ¢ A p "
. L 0 were
erned only those wealthy Jewish grou];;ﬂs W, N
ith civic i inki ¢ of the Jews
ndowed with civic rights. By linking the fllt A
ipati er, the reform ins
fate of an emancipating state, hc?v.vev : reform insprec <
“lib d ari atic anti-Semitism, the likes of wi
tberal and aristocr

European cohesiveness 62

This phase reached its apogee at the end of the Nineteey
century, when expansionist imperialism began to underm;
the foundation of the nation-state, Jews who had forme
enjoyed a monopoly in government transactions were replaé
with businessmen who were more amenable to j '

to a concomitant decline in their wealth, I
semitism reached its climax when Jews h
public functions and their influence, an
ing but their wealth.” These powerless
losing their influence but not their fort
“parasites, 63

The court Jews had established relationships with the nobjl:

ity based on personal loyalties, and although they did not
insinuate themselves inrto political

excluded from i, Imperialism puc a st

n like manner, “anii
ad similarly lost thei
d were left with noth
groups, in the throes of
une, were deemed to be

life, neither were they.
op to these relationships;
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never been seen before. These anti-Semitic strains assimj onces of their own inherited concell‘)t‘s tlhfat t;l;ezrnlbe;?:s
the Jews en masse to the revolutionary ideals and to the ega 4re of the existence of the ]ews. ta: z; EH) ;;man .:cn tisemiiri hen
tarian state, and they assimilated the “powerful Jews” to chey were alreaciy. confronted wi ull-blow N
power of the state, 56 serious COMPETITOL on Fhe domestic Scer‘lelil en they were
¢ only unprepared to integrate the Jewis Issue o
ories, but actually afraid to touch the question at all.
‘Acainst the backdrop of this general politicoeconomic con—f
oxt, Arendt devoted part of her. study to tl}e p?eno;n;nond?d
of work (which produced “surplus value”) and, more gené France. That the Third Rep'ubhc was bereft o z;utth : Ot);ém_
ously, in Nietzsche's notion of the very luxury of life. The not keep people from attackmg'both th.e ]zw; an ti-Segm e
versity of the new anti-Semitic ideology, on the other hap inent. The socialists, WhO. had 1n1fernahze the :_; -Semitiom
: - sf the Enlightenment, waited until the%)reyfus T'lr > take
stand against anti-Semitic prop.aganda. In th.e egz;ll'tanan e
ology that was a product of Enlightenment Eln.iversl ism an "
the assimilation of the French Jews that'th1s ideo ogg perbm
“ted, Arendt detected a pernicious breeding grour.xd dOL a bur-
- geoning anti-Semitism that could not be exp‘lame c{ ;CE_
_nomic circumstances alone: the political equz?hty affor led by
- the republic would remain a mere abs-tracnon. were it not
accompanied by the recognition of a social equaliry.

The idea that the jews were superfluous—that there vy
not enough of them or that they were too nationalistic—;
beginning to take hold. Arendt would later suggest thar 1

then designated the group for extermination, as if the “supe;
fluous” could simply be eradicated. This burgeoning sociohis
torical crystallization assigned the Jews the role of scapegoats i
the logic of horror, even if other peoples or groups could hay
occupied that role just as well and even if the intricacies'o
Arendt’s analysis reconstruct a process much more compley
than the mere irrational designation of an expiatory victim. -

The first financial scandals that shook Germany,

A
and France were caused, in Arendr’s view, by an overprodu How did things get so out of .han(%? T}ie ] e‘}:r ltj }?ilt;;:i
tion of petty capital in which the Jews served only as midd] gnorance”’! brought on a novel siuation: mafn differing cir-
men.*”” The petite bourgeoisie, however, who were gravely ime confronted man .“fltho‘i;zthe protection f)t cralle s
damaged because the scandals caused them to lose all their sa cumstances and conditions.””* In society as i y was,

ocial differences were no Jonger coded according to the _reh—
“gious values of yesteryear; even worse, they were out_nght
denied by political egalitarianism. But although thes‘e differ-
ences did not evaporate completely, the ogly real difference
with the past was that they now functioned in a)state of nature
 without any protection. Accordingly, the Jews’ only options
were to remove themselves from the national arena while pre-
: erving their uniqueness, on the one hand, or to .assouate
themselves with it without ever being seen as anything more
“than an intruder, on the other. Pariah or parvenu: that was the
“dilemma put forth by Bernard Lazare,” a dilemma that Arendt

anti-Semiric parties, which in reality were supranaticnal mov
ments.* In response to the growing number of national pa
ties, these movements claimed to represent the entire nation
if they were a mystical unity fending off a “Jewified” state, an
they immediately latched on to a supranational structure, Th
Jews’ situation in Europe, on the other hand, which could eas
ily have provided fodder for socialist federalism, was no
exploited in that way because “socialises Were so concerne
with class struggle and so neglectful of the political conse
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. dr did not complete this task hersellf, .bilt she sug-
0 ' t it is because she includes it in the POl_m"
how Tmporctla?of causality that she outlines in SWEEPIng
O e that the third part of Origins, “Totalitarian-
* § micc t ierln ortant remarks about the psychology of
akesha ti:taiigrianism made into fanatics. But Arendt
asse ! aclelving into the complexity of the pro.blem,
3 ﬁ’Orilrlls a fruitful line of inquiry today. If we resist the
= e feguard of religions, with their focus on admon-
tons! 5‘:11 gand consolation, how can our individual _and
'er.lt, g; 1 F’res avoid the trap of melancholic destruction,
il(?}:twe f-‘S‘l m, or tyrannical paranoia? The absence of a psy-
anic fan.atru:lst hgopolog}’ is clear here, and the least we can say
bana_lYt-lc ?t it is currently being developed—but Arendt
e 8 2 rs not to see why it even matters. Instead, h-er
riOuSlYlfiPI')mdmwing conclusions from the Dreyfu.s affair,
:n-tel.'esm o hasizing the only thing that remains per-
_'rtlculafj}’_ l‘ilzf’r-lpthe birth of the Zionist movement that
felrllﬁiyhe‘r’;il}f joined, as we have seen, with some resistance
6

had already confronted in her book on Rahel Varnhage, 0.
again, and this time by way of sociological argumenys;
denounced the secular assimilation that, in her View,jf
tined to transform religion (Judaism) into 4 psychologiey
(Jewishness), a move that would entajl more disastioyg,

piece, the most msightful of all on this point, Hlusery
Arendt’s analysis of the sociological and, one might say,
chological crystallization that transforms economic and poli
cal elements into absolute evil. In the end, assimilationist 4

. 7
than the hatred and the national religious wars of the pas rid ambivalence.

tion of totalitarian evil whoge alchemy is elucidated by our hi
torian. More clandestine than before and invisible to the lei
of economics and histor » they entrench themselyes in th
opacity of “social factors” that poets and novelists have po
trayed with great alacrity: “Social factors . . - changed th
course that mere political antisemitism would have taken if leg
to iself, and which might have resulted in anti-Jewish legisla

3 q
g g ’ >

ous fanaticism without which antisemitism could hardly have
become the best slogan for organizing the masses.”75

That leaves us 1o explore the psychological components of
this “fanaticism,” which Arendt believes underlies “universal-



128 / SUPERFLUOUS HUMANITY SUPERFLUOUS HUMANITY / 129

Arendrt did not complete this task herself, but she sug-
osts how important it is because she includes it in the politi-
e"cémomic model of causality that she outlines in sweei:.;ing
ms. It is true that the third part of Origins, “Totalitarian-
» makes a few important remarks about the psychology of
,masses that totalitarianism made into fanatics. But Arendrt
ns from delving into the complexity of the problem,
hich remains a fruitful line of inquiry today. If we resist the
waditional safeguard of religions, with their focus on admon-
ishment, guilt, and consolation, how can our individual and
collective desires avoid the trap of melancholic destruction,
smanic fanaticism, or tyrannical paranoia? The absence of a psy-
choanalytic anthropology is clear here, and the least we can say
about it is that it is currently being developed-—but Arendt
curiously appears not to see why it even matters. Instead, her
interests lie in drawing conclusions from the Dreyfus affair,
particularly in emphasizing the only thing that remains per-
pecually “visible™: the birth of the Zionist movement that
Arendt herself joined, as we have seen, with some resistance

had already confronted in her book on Rahel Varnhagen. ¢
again, and this time by way of sociological arguments, Aren
denounced the secular assimilation thar, in her view, is d
tined to transform religion (Judaism) into a psychological y
(Jewishness), a move that would entail more disastrous co
quences than ever before: “Jews had been able to escape f;
Judaism into conversion; from Jewishness there was no €5¢at
... A vice can only be exterminated.””?

In Arendt’s view, it was not only the decline of the natio
state bur also the abandonment of religion that paved the v
for the cold rationality and exterminationist tendencies’
modern anti-Semitism, to the extent that it played the rols
an ersatz religion and orchestrated fantasies withour the ro
tive protections offered by religious codes. Proust’s mast
piece, the most insightful of all on this point, illustrates
Arendt’s analysis of the sociological and, one might say, ps
chological crystallization thar transforms economic and poli
cal elements into absolute evil. In the end, assimilationist up
versalism and enlightened philo-Semitism are more dangerous

than the hatred and the national religious wars of the pa and ambivalence.”®

Those elements are the essential beginnings of the crystalliz

tion of totalitarian evil whose alchemy is elucidated by our hi

torian. More clandestine than before and invisible to the le IMPERIALISM . . . AND TOTALITARIANISM

of economics and history, they entrench themselves in t
opacity of “social factors” that poets and novelists have po
trayed with great alactity: “Social factors . . . changed ¢
course that mere political antisemitism would have taken if le
to itself, and which might have resulted in anti-Jewish legis!
tion and even mass expulsion but hardly in wholesale extermi:
nation.” And as Arendr also points out, “social ‘philosemitis
always ended by adding to political antisemitism that myster
ous fanaticism without which antisemitism could hardly have
become the best slogan for organizing the masses.””s

The nation-state, of which France, in Arendt’s view, is the
example ‘par excellence,” is an autonomous structure that has
existed since the French Revolution, that solidified during the
“nineteenth century, and that has created a new variety of social
being.”” As it is the product of several centuries of monarchy
“and enlightened despotism, the structure and consequences of
- the state are ambiguous. By proclaiming the universal rights of
man while considering itself to be sovereign, that is, to be
bound by no universal law, the French nation-state, Arendt
informs us, has revealed its inherent paradoxes ever since the
time of the Revolution: the French nation replaced “man” with

That leaves us to explore the psychological components o
this “fanaticism,” which Arendt believes underlies “universal
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C . . . . i ideology that
the “citizen” as early as in the 1798 Declaration of the Right cendt, for her part, analyzes racism as an i g})lr

] ) ) ) . ; eteentn-cen-
Man and passed laws against foreigners before going up agyj 'p'rOPEdY claims to be a science anc% that uses nl? -
the aristocracy during the Terror.”8 ' Darwinism to deny the solidarity and equality that form

. ry en; . _ o
o . . . ton. Racism is
The “perversion” that the Romantics would later intrody basis for the Christian humanity of the nat
into the idea and the practice of the nation, moreover, culy

.é of the figures that characterize the decline of the humanist
nated in an identification of the nation-state with a “narig

o
ncept of the “nation” in favor of the “record of patriotism
soul” or with a sort of “supreme individual.” By bind;

) ) i w81 in indif-
st would be the Nazis’ “racial nationalism.”®! A certain indif-
together the centrifugal forces produced in such a society, p,

ence toward the excluded, the marginalized, and the dis-
ticularly through the class struggle that has been downplay, carded members of every social class; the eroticism of the dregs
ever since, nationalism, which provides the only link betwe

. J’.
of society; the admiration for what is “fundamental”; and the
o L D : . is “deep” in this crystalliza-
individuals and their nation-state, protects against “the cop steraction to what is “deep” all played a role in ¥
quences of its social atomization and, at the same time guara

tion of the archaic, the tribal, and the instinctual into an ide-
tees the possibility of remaining in a state of atomization,””

ology that dominated Europe, particularly Germany.®* 3
In Arendt’s view, Hobbes and his Zeviathan (1651) provide Arendt draws an important distinction here between politi-
the precursor and the justification for the tyranny of the

- @, . . 2
al nationalism of the French variety and “tribal nationalism,
nation-state. With rampant overaccumulation and overpro:

which is mystical and inherently totalitarian. She asserts that a
' : itali inistrati ion- X ed jself
duction taking place, capitalism was already under way. M powerful administration of the nation-state “entrench
would later analyze it and reveal its superfluity as a law of th

“like a parasite” in the body politic of Fhe French nation, but
“surplus value” that provides a basis for “capital” as well as for that the French people “never committed the fatal error of
“man’s exploitation of other men”—a phenomenon that h allowing it to rule the country—even though the consequence
culminated, one might add, in the “virtual” economy of th has been that nobody rules it. The French 3tmOSP}f‘3fe of go‘."
new world order that characterized the end of the twentieth “ernment-has become one of inefﬁcienc.:y. and).) ;;CX&UOIIS; but it
century. For the time being, the “superfluity” that drives has not created an aura of pseudomysticflsm. ‘
Arendt is manifested only as a dehumanization of social bond In central Europe and the former Soviet gnlon, on the. other
in favor of an uninhibited, even solicited, violence in huma ‘hand, “masses who had not the slightest idea of patriz and
relationships: the one who accumulates the most through th

atriotism, not the vaguest idea of responsibility for a com-
' ‘ . ins itall. imi ity,” ; history to
help of the tyrannical Leviathan-state is the one who wins ital “mon, limited community,” and who were forced by ry
In Arendt’s view, Hobbes theorized the social bond amon

- migrate and to uproot themselves, latched on.to a tribal nation-
“animals” who are devoid of any moral precepts, “cleansed o alism that defied legal and political organization as well a5 gov-
[Christian] hypocrisy,” and wholly unscrupulous.®® Once w ernments and parliaments in order to .demand a traditional
assume that people need to manage the accumulation of sur community devoted to God.** Pan-Slavism and pan-German-
pluses, tyranny as a sort of political behavior become

ism thus developed into religious movements as well as pan-
inevitable. Without becoming an apologist for tyranny,

movements that had to forgo the option of colonial expansion
. - . . ' : ntries. The
Hobbes predicts the likelihood of exterminating forms of vio that was provided to the western European cou

lence, including those grounded in racial doctrines,

“national soul,” which was presumed to be innately divine, was
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hostile to the nation-state: it counted on popular deman
turned the Jews into its main target soon thereafter,
Through what Arendt calls a “perversion of religion, >
mystical tribal nationalism was idenrified with the chosen p,
ple: the Jews turned out to be the perfect model for a pay
without a state and without perceptible institutions that
new mystical nationalists tried to imitate and used to figh¢
the death. “Guided by their own ridiculous superstition,
leaders of the pan-movemens found thar Little hidden cog j
the mechanics of Jewish piety that made a compete revers;
and perversion possible, so that chosenness was no longer ¢
myth for an ultimate realization of the ideal of a comme
humanity-—buc for its final destruction.”®
Two-party rule in England, on the other hand, enjoy,
Arendt’s blessing, as do the “Rights of Englishmen” that she

along with Disraeli, “the potent wizard,” appears to prefer o
the French “Rights of Man.”%6 Eyen though Arendt was fully
aware that English nationalism is based on what Burke called
the “entailed inberitance derived to us from our forefathers,”
as well as on the racist supremacy of the white man thag
exploits the theories of Darwin and that culminates in the
cult of the colonial hero (such as Lawrence of Arabia), in the
end she concludes thar the two-party system in England
maintains the desired functioning of the nation-state.57 It

guards against the excesses of patriotism and racism that run
rampant in the ideology and “movements” on the continent,
Accordingly, even though England experienced the harsh
effects of unemployment more than other countries did, it
never dissociated “men,” in the sense of independent meta-
physical entities, from the state, which exploited them and
which they would try to destroy. In the two-party system,
only one party identified tentatively with the state, whereas
the other party, the opposition party, subjected the first one
to a degree of control whose effectiveness was enhanced by
the certainty thar it would remain in power. In other words,
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osition itself is what preserved the integrity of the
Ocppackage. The political logic behind two-party rule prei—
:hd dpany possibility of a single-party dictatorship and nul-
; ; the antiparliamentarian and antistatist movements that
i !
nting among the masses. |
_6;? f:hr?seanal}iis, Arendt could have added the observations
0

made in On Revelution concerning the role of Protestant
e

- { Puritan religion in maintaining the British social pact as Z?
an _ . : X
~ dissoluble political pact in the sense that it manifested Go
..1n

11 here on earth.®® In a similar vein, one could point out tha}t
I . - . » 1-
ortain features of orthodox Christianity, which underest

nates the uniqueness of the individ}lal -ats‘wel_l as;:i the 1n§1vzlc}:
qal’s political independence a.nd which is 1.nchne to su orsed
-'nate the individual to a mystical 'commuruty, were Er;inspo d
onto totalitarian Communist 1deolc?gy. ThO:e e ementsf
could have buttressed Arendt’s analysis o.f the exflergexz:.e 0

mass society” and the “loneliness” endemic to Soviet totalitar-

lanism.

i I 1ali ic
In this way, the history of imperialism—as an econom

. development and as a form of secul_arization, universalism,
assimilationism, colonialism, and racism--Jed the European
nation-states to a decline manifested most clearly by the w;n;
ing of parliamentarian regimes, tkie grov::th of movements t z;
came to replace them, and the “status” of minority groups,

which belied the principle of equality before the state. All these

developments paved the way for the deadly institutions of the
itari imes.

mt':;lillt: r\iiilicr)igs movements, which wished to exist abow‘a thf;
fray of parties as well as social classes, embarked on a nationa

reconstitution that was hostile to discredited political institu-
tions and then announced their plans for a suPranitlc;nil,
European, and even worldwide mission. The };.)auﬁsr.nl ? t. Z
Right and the Left that remained Steadfjast during H%t lc:rs ris

to power, the hypocritical reactions durms the Munic . 2:11'1515,
and finally the collaboration with the Nazis were all evidence
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of the deep crisis brewing in the party system.®? The crisis v
dramatically exposed in the German-Russian nonaggtressio
pact, which reacted to the disintegration of national politics Iy
eﬁ;hibiting the “resilient unity of fascist and Communjs
movements.”” In truth, neither the members of these move
ments nor their leaders were troubled in any way by thes,
spectacular reversals of fortune even though they wep,
uprooted from their national identity and also deprived ¢

fact that immigration seriously undermines national homg.
geneity. In the space of a few years, France became a country
that was totally dependent on foreign labor.%! The social and
political status quo, which was perceived as an admission that
parliament had lost its power, incited a fear and a panic that
overcame and surpassed the fear of the Nazis o the Commu-
nists.” To these sociopolitical causes, Arends wisely adds

analyses in the third part of Origins (“Totalitarianism®) thar:

describe more explicitly the psychology of the masses as well

as the methods used by the various movements to control:
them, such as propaganda and, once the masses gained power, -

the police. The effectiveness of these movements and their

attendant methods penetrated deep into postwar society, as’

Arendt warned: “The movements have survived the last war
and are today [in 1951] the only ‘parties’ which have remained

alive and meaningful to their adherents,”? It is possible that -
the waning of movements as faux religions and the waning of -

the totalitarian strains that lurk within them became a reality
only upon the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. Did that mark
the end of imperialism? Or at least of jts totalitarian strains?
Probably so. We will see later in this book that Arendt’s analy-
sis of the human condition, an analysis that is no longer his-
torical but historicizing, far from disarming our vigilance,
incites us to note the harhac - cida 0% g - 5 o
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gon,” and “movements” under those appearances, both new
2

nd old, that may appear innocuous at first blush.
In the end, the European nations’ readiness to believe that

they had solved the minority problem played no small role in

the hideous “crystallization” of “superfluity.” The first Heim‘at—

lpse or apatrides, the category created by the peace treaties,

“were for the most part Jews who came from the succession

states and were unable or unwilling to place thems’(’zlzes under

the new minority protection of the stateless people.”* We now
know the results of that system: the Jews, who were at first a
minority unrecognized in Germany and then a state.less people
whom the nation-state evicted from its borders, in the end
were gathered together in the concentration camps. }?efore that
point, however, and beginning with the peace treaties of 1919
and 1920, minorities and refugees had attached them'selves to
the newly established states that were created in the image of
the nation-state. Hannah Arendt, who was herself a stateless
woman before she became an American citizen in 1951, the
same year that Origins of Totalitarianism was published, was
convinced that the inability of the nation-states to treat the
aparrides like lawful persons and the effort to deprive them of
the legal status accorded to citizens destroyed the very essence
of the nation-state, which is founded on equality before the
law. The minority problem, which eventually culminates in an
“anarchic mass of over- and underprivileged individuals,” con-
tributed to the crystallization of totalitarianism.”

Arendt’s reflections cannot help but remind us of the
“migratory flux” occurring today and of the status of undocu-
mented aliens. If those problems remain unresolved by the
political, economic, and legal measures enacted by the nation-
states and the European Community, they may very WC.H lefld
to crystallizations comparable to those incited.by minofity
groups before World War II. Arendt’s apocalyptic insight has
lost none of its urgency.

r v 71 1 1e 1 4 Fal
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ical science, Arendt paints a striking picture: human beip;
“rejected” for good from their familiar haunts and from ¢k

-nd depression.”® Science is forcefully mobilized to fabricate
hese ideologies, which are emancipated “through certain
iethods of demonstration,” “independent of all experience,”
nd founded on the “tyranny of logicality” that is implacable
“and that culminates in a coherence that in reality does not
exist.”? In sum, the universe of the ideology that Arendt probes
s tantamount to madness. The masses of atomized individuals
become caught inside this world after they lose their “common
sense” because of the destruction of the political realm and
ander the weight of the manipulations to which totalitarian
regimes subject them: a legalistic aberration in Germany and a
self-critically confessional aberration in the former Soviet
Union that the “organization” puts into the hands of the

memories, removed from their own soil and thus ungrounde
are the favorite target of once-promising fantasies that prove
be deadly strains of fanaticism. The breaking up of nationa]
political, and religious bonds through the rise of movemen
and “statelessness” lent mid-twentieth-century Europe an odg
sort of humanity. Throngs of people who remained apatheti
and indifferent to the duties and responsibilities of citizenshi'p
and who were drawn to a life geared exclusively toward com:
mercial success or failure lost all their personal will and amb;:
tion, Forming “one great unorganized, structureless mass of
turious individuals” for whom “the source of all the worries
“masses.”

The sole party and its satellite organizations, which Arendt
calls “fellow-travelers,” enlist the population in every phase of
its life, the very possibility of persuasion having been tempered
from the beginning by constraint and coercion.”®® Arendt cre-
ates a veritable anthropology, even a political psychology, of
totalitarian massification by describing the destruction of the
psychic space of humans under totalitarian regimes, proof of
which may be found in the fact that when movements lose
their power, their formerly fanatical supporters immediately
stop believing in the dogma and throw themselves instead into
the quest for another promising fiction.!®

A highly perceptive analyst and a close reader of Alexandre
Koyré, Arende described totalitarian movements as being
“secret societies established in broad daylight.”!%* By imitating
the apparatus of secret societies without ever trying to keep
their own goals a secret, these movements, just like secret soci-
eties, suppress dissenting opinions and seek “to safeguard the
fictitious world through consistent lying,” as manifested, for
example, in the Nazis' “racial selection,” the Bolsheviks' “dicta-
torship of the proletariat,” and the infallibility of the leader

combined in various groups with an incredulous rank-and-

and cares which make human life troublesome and anguished
was gone,” this sort of humanity displayed the “lack of self:
interest of masses who are quite prepared to sacrifice them:
selves,””6

The propaganda of Nazi and Communist movements,”
beginning with their inception and to an extreme degree when*
they exert power, ably targets this sort of humanity, whose
members are attracted (as noted by de Tocqueville, whom
Arendt cites liberally) to “absolutist systems which represent all
the events of history as depending upon the great first causes
linked by the chain of fatality, and which, as it were, suppress
men from the history of the human race.” To socialist and
nationalist ideologies already eviscerated of their utilitarian
content, totalitarian propaganda adds the rhetoric of an “infal-
lible prediction” and thus combines scientificism and
prophetism (“everything follows comprehensibly and even
compulsorily once the first premise is accepted”). In this sense;
propaganda fabricates an ideological nonreality that neverthe-
less adorns itself with the entire artifice of logical consistency:
unknown to “common sense,” “ideological supersense” con-
structs a supposedly coherent world that proves to be a para-
noid delusion that seeks to compensate for social atomization
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file."®> The most effective fiction, shared by the two totalita
ian regimes in different ways but on parallel tracks, was the
invention of a worldwide Jewish conspiracy.!® From the “fam.
ily tree"—a “means . . . [of rationalizing] the essentially futilé
feelings of self-importance and hysterical security” of the atom.
ized masses—to the rediscovery of the “Protocols of the Elders
of Zion,” Nazi propaganda proceeded by negatively identify:
ing with an enemy slated for death while at the same time imj:
tating him with a hateful fascination. In that sense, the Proto-
cols’ saying, “Everything that benefits the Jewish people is
morally right and sacred,” becomes, for the Nazis, “Right is
what is good for the German people.”’% '

Terror and the police, the two pillars of these regimes, bring-
all their powers to bear as they put the finishing touches on the
work of destruction. The traditional police would proceed
through “provocations” in order to manufacture guilty parties;
The secret service of the totalitarian police, on the other hand,’
did not identify the Jews in Germany and the older classes of
Soviet Russia as “suspects” but simply declared them to be such
by labeling them with the cliché of the “objective enemy,”
which varied according to the whims of the prevailing climate
of the day. Arendt analyzes on many levels the purges that
sought to destroy people as well as their infrastructure, the
splitting of the power-laden organizations (the state and the
party), the psychology of the double agent, the conspiracy of
the outsider, the various medical experiments, the overwhelm-
ing discrust, and the proliferation of departments that
destroyed the sense of responsibility and competence. In so
doing, she embraces collective psychology without being afraid
to employ the psychoanalytic terminology that she otherwise
rejects (she uses the terms “hysteria” and “perversion,” and she
comes close to the notion of the unconscious: “To be sure;
totalitarian dictators do not consciously embark upon the road
to insanity”).%

How are the two totalitarian regimes different from each
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other? Without abandoning her customary humor that she dis-
plays throughout this survey of horror, Arendt takes a stab at
several “narrative themes.” Thus Hitler’s “final solution” would

" be the equivalent of the commandment, “Thou shalt kill,” and

one could decode Stalin’s orders as “Thou shalt bear false testi-
mony.”lw In another context, she points out, tongue-in-cheek,
that because the totalitarian man is incapable of trust, “Stalin
trusted only one man and that was Hitler.”'% The czarist
regime and Russia’s economic and political impediments do
not hold Arendt’s interest, nor does she associate Stalinism
with the ideas of Lenin that preceded it and, in many respects,
that articulated it.!% Preoccupied with the similarities between
the two totalitarian regimes, Arendt did not hone her analysis
of their differences. In her preface from 1966—71, however, she
did remark upon the signs of change in the Soviet Union; with-
out predicting an end to the regime, she noted that the rebirth
of arts and letters during the last decade, and the fact thac dis-
sidents like Andrei Sinyavski and Yuli Daniel could be tried in
court, showed that “we deal here no longer with total domina-
tion.” !0 . _

By invoking the events of history, Arendt also examines the
essential destiny of humanity in order to diagnose the worst
offenses of totalitarianism as being none other than the eradi-
cation of the human being. The process was set in motion by
the fabrication of soulless men “who can no longer be psycho-
logically understood” because their psyche is destroyed before -
their bodies are destroyed: “only the fearful imagination,” like
Solzynitsin’s, “can afford to keep thinking about horrors.” !

~ The process then culminated “naturally” (Arendt scoffs at
attempts to reduce humanity to a “nature” deprived of “mean-
ing”) in the concentration camps, “laboratories where changes
in human nature are tested.” 2 It is a sinister path from Hades
to purgatory and then back to hell: from the ghetto to the
gulags and then the Nazi camps. These are artifices “outside of
life and death,” economically futile and even harmful, origi-
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nating in “another planet” in which “the human masses se4]
off in them are treated as if they no longer existed.”!3 T
juridical personhood of the deportees was destroyed when the
were mixed in with the other prisoners; their moral persopn
hood was destroyed by destroying the bonds of human sqf
darity. The concentration camp “embodies” hell:!** “Here ¢
night has fallen on the future.”'?® Is it because “one” has log
faith in the final judgment? Because “one” is no longer con
sumed with hope and fear? Transcendentalist historians and
political scientists will ask Arendt to elaborate upon thoes
points.

Arendt rails against an even more dramatic occurrence: th
“organized oblivion” rampant in the camps that erased every
trace of the deportees by pretending that the victims had never:
existed and that “robbed death of its meaning as the end of 2
fulfilled life.”!*¢ But the true horror began with the enactment:
of a cold and systematic destruction based on the principle that
men are beasts.'"” This historical naturalism, which captivated:
Darwin and Marx and which seeks to “stabilize” men and to
secure their “nature” in order to free the forces of nature and
history and thus to “manage them more efficiently,” culmi-:
nates in something no less dramatic than the reduction of man.
to “One Man of gigantic dimensions.” This sort of scientific
and technocratic vision of humanity deprives the individual of
his space: the interdiction against any form of movement or
communication with the outside world invariably entails the
destruction of “the space between men as it is hedged in by
laws” and “the living space of freedom.”!!#

The metamorphosis of men into “nature” serves to trans-
form them into “living cadavers” because the “nature” of man
is “human” only to the extent that it gives him “the possibility -
of becoming something highly unnatural, that is, 2 man.”'"
Spontaneity, with its characteristic unpredictability, which is
the image of the capacity to begin that is bequeathed to us by
birth, is what allows man to act out his unnaturalness, his
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essential estrangement from nature. And this human essence,
which Arendt endorses in spite of her historicism, brings her
back to her thesis on Saint Augustine by way of an impassioned
plea for the respect of both emerging life and thinking. In that

* ense, Arendt presents us with an unexpected equivalence that

she would later elucidate in The Life of the Mind. Thus in the
wake of the terror of the totalitarian regimes that destroy
thinking and life, it is politically paramount—because it is
philosophically indispensable—to insist on freedom, which
Arendt identifies with birth: “This freedom . . . is identical
with the fact that men are being born and that therefore each
of them 7sa new beginning, begins, in a sense, the world anew.”
Terror, on the contrary, eliminates “the very source of freedom
which is given with the fact of the birth of man and resides in
his capacity to make a new beginning.”"*"-

“To begin”: that is what guarantees spontaneous uniqueness.
A “common space”: that is the precondition for a politics that
can be shared. By suppressing our internal ability to begin, and
by destroying the common space in which we can move and
which is the political space, totalitarian terror, “lest anybody
ever start thinking,” ultimately targets the human quality par
excellence that is thinking, which is synonymous with birth
and rebirth: thinking is “the freest and purest of all human
activities.” %!

We should keep this reflection in mind, as it will guide the
political theorist’s discussion of the Eichmann trial. Arendt is
moving toward a definition of thinking that is not reasoning
(thereby alluding to Kant’s distinction between Verstand and
Vernunfi): thinking is not content with mere evidence, with
internal consistency and truisms that have no need for other
people or the world, that “[do not] reveal anything,” and that
constitute the object of the logico-positivism in question,
which becomes an unconscious partner of desolation.!* The
totalitarian world is an antiworld because it is a world in which
thought falls into a progressively narrower path that destroys
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the political space; it is a world of loneliness, of uprooting, an
of the emergence of mass groups, as suggested in the play ¢
words [seul/sof] inherent in the French word désolation
which combines “melancholy” and “being deprived of soil ¢

bLINY

space.” “What we call isolation in the political sphere, is calle

loneliness in the sphere of social intercourse.”'?* On the othe
hand, “only because we have common sense, that is, on}
because not one man, but men in the plural inhabit the ear
can we trust our immediate sensual experience.”!?*

And yet sharing is not the only possible or effective guar
antor of free thinking. The supreme quality of sharing
demands an ability to engage in a dialogue with the self in th
midst of a fertile solitude such as the solitude of a philosophe
as distinct from Epictetus’s “lonely man” [eremos).'?® In truch,
never are we less alone than when we are engaged in a dialogue
with ourselves. At the same time, and although Arendt vigor-
ously defends the demanding solitude of the thinker that is
threatened by modernity, she also warns of its hidden danger
of desolation that may be realized if the thinker inadvertently
finds himself losing the gift of friendship. Our ever-alert critic
of totalitarian imperialism thus lays out several “fallacies”
endemic to philosophy: is she suggesting that the limit expe-
riences of the philosophers, verging on melancholy or psy
chosis, were an experimental form—as if in a microcosm of a
laboratory—of the impending desolation of the rootless:
masses who pave the way for totalitarianism? We are:
reminded, for example, of Hegel's solitude as he whimsically-:
declared, “Nobody has understood me except one; and he also
misunderstood.” And we are also reminded of Nietzsches
painful split as expressed and resisted by his Zarathustra
“Noon was, when One became Two.” Arendr concludes by
noting that “man loses trust in himself as the partner of his
thoughts.”1%¢ :

Arendr thus suggests that the philosophy that developed dur
ing the crystallization of totalitarianism in the nineteenth and-
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wwentieth centuries explored with unparalleled brazenness the

ntidote to totalitarianism known as thinking. That said, she
" Jlso acknowledged the risks of melancholia and psychosis
- pecause they operate close to the boundary of a stabilized delir-
um. Is the “professional thinker” a willing precursor of the
- rotalitarian instincts of the present and the past? Or on the

other hand, does he display a symptom that allows him to con-

template those instincts more effectively? Before returning to

this fundamental question that she had just uncovered, Arendt
concludes her essay on totalitarianism by rereading Saint
Augustine through a political lens: to the “end in history” she
contrasts a “new beginning”: “Politically, [the new beginning] is
identical with man’s freedom. Initium ut esset homo creatus est—
‘hat a beginning be made man was created” said Augustine.”
Before this beginning becomes a political event, it is harbored
in each new birth. The third section of Arendt’s essay, “Totali-
tarianism,” ends with a plea for renewed human uniqueness
whose very last words are “every man”—“every man” against
tetror, against the mass groups and extermination that stemmed
from the idea and practice of human “superfluity.”*

THE BANALITY OF EVIL

It has been said that Arendt denied that evil existed, that she
did not believe in it, and that she trivialized it.'*® And yet the
development of her thought shows that from the time she
wrote The Origins of Totalitarianism, she posited that radical
evil, though clearly not an original sin, is a historically and
politically “crystallized” way to reduce men to a mere “super-
fluity,” with the effect that it annihilates their spontaneity and
thinking and encourages them to destroy mercilessly a segment
of humanity. Arendt believed in the existence of an “incalcula-
ble evil that men are capable of bringing about,” as she wrote
in an essav entitled “Oreanized Guilt and Universal Responsi-
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bility.”1% She associated this radical evil with what Kant calle
“absolute evil,” although she also criticized Kant for trying
make absolute evil intelligible to the extent that he attribute
it to a “perverted ill will.”13 Arendt maintained, for her part
that totalitarianism ultimately escapes human comprehensioy
because its horror, beyond its anti-Semitism alone, is in the
realm of the unreal. 3! Only the “fearful imagination” of those

who have not suffered the desperate terror but who have been':
“aroused” by the “reports” they have heard and by the “series of -
remembered events” are capable of “dwelling on horrors,”132 .
Beginning in the 1950s, when she first begin thinking about -
Auschwitz, the political theorist identified radical evil, as we -
have seen, with what she would later call the “banality of evil>

because whether it is manifested in a rotalitarian system or an
Eichmann, radical evil always entails the destruction of think-
ing (a destruction that is surreptitious, generalized, impercep-
tible, and thus banal, though it is also scandalous), which pre-
figures the scandalous annihilation of life. Tt is clear, then, that
one would have to be operating in bad faith or be completely
unfamiliar with Arendt’s earlier texts to claim that she some-
how exonerated or trivialized Eichmann’s crimes.

Otto Adolf Eichmann was the former chicf of the Gestapo’s
Jewish Office, which in 1943 was the only operation still
engtossed in the task of “climinating the Jewish adversary.”
Eichmann was captured in a Buenos Aires suburb on May 11,

1960, extradited to Israel, and put on trial in Jerusalem in 1961,

Arendt proposed herself as a trial reporter to 7he New Yorker.
Because she had missed the Nuremberg Trials, she thought that
“to attend this trial is somehow, I feel, an obligation I owe my
past.”'%* And as she told Mary McCarthy, “T wrote this book
in.a curious state of euphoria.”'3 In 1963 the five articles pub-
lished in The New Yorkerwere reprinted in a book entitled Eich-
mann in ferusalern, but the controversy surrounding her work
had already begun and would only intensify as time went on.
Many people criticized Arendt for her “Mippant” tone. hiir
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cheir main target was three major themes of her book: first, her

accusation that the Ben-Gurion government as well as Gideon

- Hausner, Eichmann’s prosecutor, put on a show trial to be used
a5 propaganda; second, her criticisms of the European Jewish

councils [Judenrite] for having participated in the deportation
and, eventually, in the extermination of those who shared their
faith; and third, her portraying Adolf Eichmann in a way that

‘downplayed his criminal personality and focused on an

abstract construction for which he served as the intellecrual
proofz the “banality of evil” In Gershom Scholem’s view,
Arendt lacked what he called Herzenstakt, or sympathy. Many
vituperative articles appeared that twisted Arendt’s thinking
around and accused her of anti-Semitism. The most dramatic
and widely publicized of these events, in the opinion of Elisa-
beth Young-Bruehl, was a speech by Hausner and Nathan
Goldmann, who was at that time the president of the World
Zionist Organization, on the eve of the book’s publication by
Viking Press. Goldmann told an audience of nearly one thou-
sand people that “Hannah Arendt had accused European Jews
of lerting themselves be slaughtered by the Nazis and of dis-
playing ‘cowardice and lack of will to resist.””'* With the
exception of a few positive letters that were written almost
exclusively by young people and a warm welcome by some
Columbia University students on July 23, 1963, the campaign
of attacks against her, which reached the point of slander,
lasted three years.!*® The attacks even penetrated the mind of
her old friend Kurt Blumenfeld. Hospitalized with illness, Blu-
mentfeld had not read her New Yorker articles but appears to
have been influenced by close associates of his who misrepre-
sented Arendt’s work to him. Right before Blumenfeld’s death
in May 1963, Arendt went to see him in Israel, but she was
apparently unable to convince him completely of the validity
of her position. In France, Le Nouvel Observatenr published on

October 26, 1966, a letter signed by prominent Jewish intellec-
tuafs entitled “Tc Hanrmah Arendr 4 Nasi2? (o woieh e mace
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ing of time and with the restoration of the complex memory gf

the Holocaust—which owes much to Arendt’s book, its con.
troversy as well as its content—have we learned to read Fio:
mann in Jerusalem more objectively,?

In response to her critics, Arendt defended herself by argy-
ing that her tone, hardly flippant, reflected an anger cormen:
surate with the gravity of the problem, even though she
reserved her right to use irony and not just pathos to broach
the subject of evil. Arendt also admitted that because of a lack
of information or a hasty judgment on her part, she had neg-
lected to point out that the participation of Jewish councils in
the Holocaust was gradual and that “it was difficult indeed to
understand when the moment had come to cross a line which
never should have been crossed.” Although she offered over-
whelming proof of betrayal (on the part of Kastner in
Budapest, for example), her accusation against Rabbi Leo
Baeck, whom she described in the first edition of her book as
being a “Jewish Fiihrer,” incited so many objections that she
retracted her remarks, although she declined to endorse the
mystique of suffering that the leader of the Berlin Jews thought
was inherent in the status of the chosen people.

Contrary to the words her enemies have put in her mouth,
Arendt never found fault with the Jewish people as a whole for
having submitted to extermination, and she emphasized that
“no non-Jewish group or people had behaved differently.”138
But she also insisted to Scholem that “wrong done by my own

people naturally grieves me more than wrong done by other -

people.”™ To the Jewish establishment that experienced her
works as a profanation of the Name [chillul haschem] even
though it was merely what Josef Maier, her friend from the
Aufbau days, called a “report,” Arendt replied, “You have mis-
understood me.” Finally, the historian considered the problem
of the judenrite [Jewish councils] (to which, it has been

pointed out, she devoted only ten pages out of a three-hun-. -

dred-page book) to have been widely known among the Jewish
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community, but she also believed that the community decided
it was necessary to guard the councils as a sort of family secret,
particularly because some of the people responsible for the
councils still occupied scattered positions of political power.
Since 1944, moreover, Arendt had paid homage to the resist-
ance movement in the Warsaw ghetto because it put an end to
the pariah status of the Jewish people and because it brought
back the glory and honor that had been lost since the Macch-
abean era. Despite the violence of the attacks against her and
the few subsequent modifications she made to her position,
Arendt never backed away from her fundamental conclusion:
“The whole truth [many critics took issue with this peremp-
tory phrase that sounded exhaustive and unequivocal] was that
if the Jewish people had really been unorganized and leaderless,
there would have been chaos and plenty of misery, but the total
number of victims would hardly have been between four and a
half and six million people.”'*

Among the targets of the attacks against Arendt, her main
thesis on the “banality of evil,” as embodied by Eichmann, was
no doubt the most difficult to dispose of. The political theorist
makes herself into a narrator here and recounts the biography
of an ordinary German, “neither feeble-minded nor indoctri-
nated nor cynical.” This “average,” “normal” person upset her
during the entire trial because he proved himself “perfectly
incapable of telling right from wrong.”!#! Arendt notes sarcas-
tically his “heroic fight against the German language” as well as
his trite phrases and bureaucratic vernacular: “he was gen-
uinely incapable of uttering a single sentence that was not a
cliché.”14? Alongside the itinerary of this displaced man who
found potential recognition and a promising career in
National-Socialism, alongside his fascination with the “ideal-
ism” of the Zionists, and alongside the “good conscience” of a
German who thought he could adhere to Protestant or Kant-
ian moralism by obeying the orders of his superiors, Arendt
adds some seemingly innocuous observations that some of her
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readers must have found particularly shocking. She points oyt
for example, that Eichmann refused to read Nabokov’s Lofizg
which an Israeli police officer offered him to make him mor
relaxed, because he considered the book to be “unwholesome.”
In the eyes of our journalist, this was the ultimate proof, if on
were even needed, that Fichmann completely lacked spon
taneity and thus lacked freedom and a capacity for independ
ent thinking. “The longer one listened to him, the more obvi

ous it became that his inability to speak was closely connected

with an inability to think, namely, to think from the stand:

point of somebody else. No communication was possible with -
him, not because he lied but because he was surrounded by the .

most reliable of all safeguards against the words and the pres-

ence of others, and hence against reality as such.”'*? Eichmann
had the “horrible gift for consoling himself with clichés,” and '
until his death, he was content with emitting fixed expressions,.
like a discourse handed down to him from above, as if he was

repeating words that were ready-made or that came right out
of the mouths of his superiors. In the face of so much inau-
thenticity and obedience, those who followed the trial had in

their minds the question “of whether the accused had a con
144

science.”

It is possible that Arendt’s observations about the accused’s
lack of thinking were influenced by the philosophical work of
her contemporaries on the relationship between language and
thought, a body of work that was beginning to dominate the
1960s. Her observations were no intellectual speculation, how-
ever. The “reporting” in The New Yorker was a “live” reenact-

ment of the troubling human phenomenon that Arendt had

analyzed in her Origins as being a “crystallization” of the
sociopolitical conditions of Nazi totalitarianism: the eradica-
tion of thinking in human beings, their ceasing to think for
themselves, and their willingness to obey superiors who gave
them orders. Eichmann gave her the opportunity to prove that
because the vast majority of those who enacted Nazism were
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not sadistic monsters or inveterate torturers, they shared this
bhanal—because it was widespread and because it was often
deemed innocuous—condition of renouncing personal judg-
ment. '

“Banality” is therefore not the same as “innocence.” The
story of Eichmann is in no way the tale of an innocent man:
Arendt supports the death penalty because the law is intended
to punish the crimes that the man has committed, and not the
person incapable of distinguishing between good and evil.
What is more, Arendt does not believe in collective guile
because she fears the transformation of justice and morality
into propaganda. The goal of her analysis of Eichmann is to
question the individual conscience rather than to stigmatize
the collective crimes that risk swallowing up the individual
conscience.'”® But Arendt, along with others, wanted Eich-
mann to be brought before an international court, because “the
crime against the Jews was also a crime against mankind.” And
she concludes that her book teaches “the lesson of the fear-
some, word-and-thought-defying banality of evil.”%

In other words, Eichmann is a concrete example of the
manipulation of humanity that is the hallmark of totalitarian-
ism: without being stupid per se, Eichmann exhibited “sheer
thoughtlessness.” Did he belong to the class of criminals
described in Dostoevsky’s Journals as “eternally unrepentant . .
. and who cannot afford to face reality because his crime has
become part and parcel of it”? Even more troubling is this
seemingly less dramatic statement from Arendt, who finds
banality to be all the more frightening: neither perverse nor
sadistic, “frighteningly normal” people, in perfectly good con-
science, commit crimes on a whole new scale. Incapable of
judging, they take it upon themselves “to determine who
should and who should not inhabit the world,” and we can
imagine that, in the near future, the demands of automation
will cause certain “determiners,” they too incapable of judg-
ment, to seck to “exterminate all those whose intelligence quo-
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tient is below a certain level.”'¥” Do powerful Eichmanns [jg
dormant in the “winners” of a hypertechnological society?
4 g
Does this conception of evil exclude sadism and perverte
P

evil? Arendt was not unaware chat many Nazis had a penchany

for perversion and that to the “rational” use of Gestapo torture
tactics was added an “irrational, sadistic type” that manifested

the “blind bestiality of the SA.” But beyond this “concession of

the regime to its criminal and abnormal elements,”4 what
concerns Arendt even more is the “kind of Pontius Pilate feel-
ing” that was shared by the vast majority of Nazis and their col-

laborators: “Who was he [Eichmann] to judge?”'%® That sort of
perversion, which in Arendt’s eyes is the most troubling of -

them all, implies a perversion of the moral imperative and of
its underlying judgment: it is a “distortion” of Kane: “His guilt

came from his obedience, and obedience is praised as a

virtue.”130

Even so, although Arendst recognizes that sadism has a sex-

ual component, she rejects Freuds conception of a radical -

sadism that depends on the death drive, and she attempts to
show that violence is neither “bestial” nor “irrational.” She has
recently been criticized, in some respects appropriately, for
having underestimated this aspect of Nazi barbarism.!5!

In the first place, by rejecting the Manichean or Gnostic
doctrine that holds that the battle between good and evil
appears in the cosmos and in each man, which is the same doc-
trine that underlies Freud’s dualism between FEros and
Thanatos (the life drive and the death drive), the philoso-
pher—political theorist appears to endorse the Platonic and
then Christian notion of unthinkable evil.'? In The Life of the
Mind she goes into more detail about the philosophical prob-
lem of evil, pointing out that Plato’s wondering admiration
(thaumazein] concerns only the good and the beautiful and has
no place for evil. In the end, hideous things and ugly deeds
serve only to make us retreat out of fear, as they do in Plato’s
Parmenides.'> The Christian tradition merely carries this rea-

SUPERFLUOUS HUMANITY [ I51

soning one step further by asserting that there is no such thing
as-a bad creation, that Lucifer is a fallen angel and not a being
created evil, and that evil is merely a privation of the good; in
sum, that tradition saw no metaphysical reality in evil. In other
texts, however, Arendt distances herself from the philosophical
rradition whose variants go back to Hegel and Marx, who
believed that “evil is no more than a privative modus of the
good, that good can come out of evil; that . . . evil is but a tem-
porary manifestation of a still-hidden good.”* From that
standpoint we can understand Arendc’s resistance to dialectical
philosophy and to the “power of negation” to bring about
something “positive” (the good, freedom, and so forth). In fact,
Arendt criticizes this Hegelian vision, which she believes runs
the risk of justifying the cynicism of “negative means” that lead
to “positive ends” and which she detects in the reasoning of the
Zionists (she believes that using our enesmies for our own sal-
vation is “the ‘original sin’ of Zionism”).*>

In her later writings, Arendt appears to forgo any further
contemplation of evil and to adopt instead the view held by
Heidegger, who reinterpreted Plato by claiming that Being and
Nothingness are so close to each other that Being is included
in Nothingness: “Nobody can think Being without at the same
time thinking nothingness, or think Meaning without think-
ing futility, vanity, meaninglessness.”'>® The striking role that
Heidegger assigns death as a “shelter” for Being and this shel-
tering of Being in Nothingness are both accompanied by an
unequivocal affirmation that consents to existence, so much so
that they appear to be the very precondition of thinking
[denken], without which thanking [danken] would be impossi-
ble." At no point, however, does Arendt subscribe o the
notion that death is the muse of philosophy, if not the only
indispensable condition for thought, which is a notion that can
be easily inferred from Plato and Heidegger.!>® Without deny-
ing the caesura of death, Arendt ceaselessly returns to birth, as
we have seen, by searching in Kant, in Spinoza, or in Niet-
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zsche’s “Erernal Return” for a way of thinking about joy, admi.

ration, and amor fati, “the highest possible formula of affirma-
tion.”1%?

We can detect a trace of this “affirmation” in Arendrs
writings when she defines fare as a postulation and an accept-
ance of the good, in this case within the Jewish tradition. In
a letter to one of her students, Arendt thus mentioned the
thircy-six righteous men whose identities are known to no
one, [east of all themselves, and for the sake of whom God

does not destroy the world.'® She also evokes the Hebrew -

Kaddish, the death prayer that says nothing but “Holy is His
Name” as a sign of the “silent, all-embracing genius of con-
sent,”16!
is indeed my opinion now that evil is never ‘radical,” thar it
Y
is only extreme, and that it possesses neither depth nor any
demonic dimension. It can overgrow and lay waste the whole
world preciscly because it spreads like a fungus on the sur-

face. It is ‘thought-defying,” as I said, because thought tries

to reach some depth, to go to the roots, and the moment it
concerns itself with evil, it is frustrated because there is noth-
ing. That is its ‘banalicy.” Only the good has depth and can
be radical,”1¢?

Arendt is thus of the view that if these various aspects of
Western tradition are able to make evil into an abstraction,
they can offer us the sheer advantage of preserving the possi-
bility of thinking itself. Believing in the good means more than
justan adherence to thought, for it also manifests our very faith
in thinking, Such faith adheres to thinking to the extent that it
wishes to preserve the best of what thar tradition has to offer
us: not “values,” which even at their best can lead to noxious
behavior if we apply them without thinking, but the ability to
question each value as a fundamental characteristic of think-
ing. Still, a philosophical rejection of radical evil is in some
ways tempered by the affirmation that Being is “concealed” in
Nothingness, which suggests that “Being withdraws into

In a similar vein is Arendt’s response to Scholem: “It
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iself” and chat the “oblivien of Being belongs to the self-veil-
ing essence of Being.” As a result, Dasein, which is itself “shel-
rered in its concealment,” finds a place only in errancy: to err
and error. Even though it is in the privileged moments that
rake place from one epoch to the next, “Being qua Truth breaks
into the continuum of error.” %3 '

Let us be specific here about the highly personal way in
which Arendt appropriates Heidegger’s thought. First, the
errancyferror of Dasein means that thinking is not tantamount
to true action, as Plato and the early Heidegger believe: “think-
ing and acting do not coincide, . . . to act is to err, to go
astray.” % Arendt rehabilitated this Heideggerian tenet dating
from the time of his “reversal,” for it is an essential element in
obviating, in the face of a society of work and massification, the
need to think “beyond” the “interval between birth and deach”
that gives rise to the “life process” and that is nothing less than
“being-toward-death”: “death as the shelter for the essence of
human existence.”'®® Arendt does not stop there, however,
Once she accepts this need for thinking, she suggests that given
her original affirmation of this joy, which will serve as t_he foun-
dation of her own faith and which she defines as being a non-
religious joy, it is important not to limit thinking to its solitude
but to guide it toward the goal of developing into judgment. In
the political space of appearances and of sharing with other
people, to think about the good is not to do good. It is not nec-
essary to “engage” or to be a “militant,” but rather to reconnect
the universal with the particular, to evaluate, and to choose.
That is what totalitarianism has destroyed. Going beyond the
totalitarian brand of politics that Arendt so violently attacks,
her stand on the evil of the century is really quite basic. If she
seeks to preserve the otherworldliness of philosophy, it is not
so that it can disappear into oblivion in an unnamable,
affected, and even potentially tyrannical solipsism, but to
infuse the dialogue of thinking into the very political space in
which thinking is used as a means for distinguishing between
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good and evil. Eichmann would later force her, putting aside’
what she considered to be the cura posterior of a Jew engaged in
the history of her people, to pursue philosophically the path

from thinking to judgment in The Life of the Mind.

FAITH AND REVOLUTION . . . IN SOCIETY,
THAT SANCTIFIED HEARTH

The work of Hannah Arendr suggests that the loss of religious :

reference points and the secularization of European society,

together with the growth of technology, were the primary rea-
sons behind the crystallization of totalitarianism. The impor-
tant school of political thought directed by Waldemar Gurian
(and of which Eric Voegelin was a member) was of the view
that totalitarianism resulted from modern atheism rather than
from a sociohistorical process.’® In Voegelin’s view, fascism
and Communism stemmed from a “spiritual disease of agnos-
ticism” and from an “immanentist sectarianism {that devel-
oped] since the high Middle Ages” and that reached its peak in
the eighteenth century. Voegelin also posited that the real rift
was not between the liberals (as in the political Left) and the

totalitarians, but “between the religious and philosophical -

transcendentalists on the one side, and the liberal and totali-

tarian immanentist sectarians on the other side.”'®” Voegelin -

tried to ascribe this position to Arendt as well.

Arendt’s response to Voegelin begins by clarifying her con-
ception of a “human nature,” the existence of which she
appears to endorse as she considers it to have been destroyed by
totalitarianism. From the outset, however, she rejects essential-

ism: “This essence, in my opinion, did not exist before it had .
.. come into being.” Avoiding the abstract debate between
“essence” and “existence,” Arendr asserts that human nature is
manifested in concrete historical realities. That notion would
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become her thesis in 7he Human Condition (1958), which she
completed less than ten years after Origins of Totalitarianism
(1951). By going back to the dawn of civilization, Arendt
describes the way the concrete sociohistorical organization of
human activities and space facilitated the rise of human beings
as well as the impasses that they have faced. “Historically, we
know human nature only to the extent that it has an existence,”
she responds to the transcendentalists. Without denying that a
strain of atheism played a role in ending ethics, Arendt main-
tains that the totalitarian phenomenon is unique and that no
other prior event, whether in the Middle Ages or during the
eighteenth century; could be properly deemed “totalitarian.”'®
Arendt is also careful to distinguish her philosophical inquiry
from any sort of religious position by associating the political
use of the “divine” with the same pernicious nihilism that it
believes it is counteracting: “Those who conclude from the
frightening events of our times that we have got to go back to
religion and faith for political reasons seem to me to show just
as much lack of faith in God as their opponents.”1¢?

Arendt’s remarks recall Nietzsche’s and Heidegger's opposi-
tion to the utilitarianism intrinsic to the “value” of God. Sim-
ilarly, The Human Condition can be read as a sociohistorical
demonstration of the metaphysics and “errancy” that are
aiways already in Dasein. Didn’t Arendt lovingly dedicate her
book to Heidegger, “to whom I remained both faithful and
unfaithful”#17¢

And yet her unfaithfulness is precisely what carried her for-
ward. The author not only returned to the pre-Socratic uni-
verse by consulting literary and historiographic testimonies
about the Age of Pericles, and even earlier eras, in an effort to
reconstruct this Greek “model” in a way that is not a facile nos-
talgia but also hypothesized about the premetaphysical world.
Even more unfaithfully, in fact, she also believed that the amor-
phous mass of totalitarian regimes is not a preordained fate of
the “ones” to which Dasein would be condemned as soon as it
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abandoned its solitary model to integrate with other people.
Arendt believes in “common interests” or, as Cicero would put

it, “common ‘consent’”: esse can become inter-esse, or interest.
Inter-est is a “between men,” at once the foundation and the
aim, the antithesis not only of totalitarianism bur also of solip-
sistic isolation and transcendental utilitarianism.'”!

Ignored when it was first published in France, The Human
Condition lionizes the public realm as the Other of transcen-
dence because it realizes—at great risk—the immortality thar
defines human nature. Arendt’s reasoning can be laid out as
follows. Because “human nature” is coextensive with thinking,
it is inherently antinatural. And to the extent that thinking, as
a way for mortals to perceive eternity (in the pre-Socratic and
biblical tradition)}, is not reduced to a “calculus of conse-
quences,” it discloses what is unknown in the world of the
senses (that is, it discloses Being in appearance). It is because
we are mortal and because we believe we are mortal that we are
able to contemplate eternity. What defines thinking as a dis-
closure is the fact that it contemplates mortality and Being,

The Greeks' bios thearétikos—or the medieval vita contempla-

tiva, which is a highly imperfect way of translating the wonder
of the Greek sage—guaranteed this activity of thought.

In response to the aporia of mortals contemplating eternity,

those mortals, as living beings, strive for immorrality in time.
Their efforts are manifested in ways that are always imperfect
and that are generally futile or fragile: labor, work, and action.
Bios politikos—which is always translated imperfectly as vita
activa, the counterpart to vita contemplativa—realizes this
effort for the animal laborans, for homo faber, and for political
praxis. The animal laborans wears himself out through his
maintenance activities in a direct connection with nature: an
interminable “labor,” with no chance of standing the test of
time, is what ensures the survival of the animal laborans
because it provides for his consumption, which, in the end, is
what consumes him. Homo faber, on the other hand, produces
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[poicin] objects or “creations” that endure, defy nature, and
create a “world.” Yet although this world fabricates and com-
mercializes, it is merely an exchange among property owners, a
rransaction involving values and moneys. Homo faber believes
that he has conquered everyone before he realizes that he has
been recast as the animal laborans because he shares the same
goal as his predecessor: to reproduce the life process. It is only
in political action, in the sense of sharing and recollecting the
hero’s “exploits” (what the Greeks called aréze and the Romans
virtus), that men, through their ability to give shape to a story
or to history, are able to survive not only as a species, but as a
plurality of “whos™ as well. It would be fair to call this praxis a
miracle: based on “action” as a “beginning,” it manifests within
the polis the human condition of natality through the splendor
of the act and the uniqueness of the word.)”* Even so, political
action, as Arendr understands the term, finds itself gobbled up
today by our new conception of politics, one that was entirely
unfamiliar to the ancient Greeks: politics as a “process” that
governs the world of nature and the whole of humanity.

This state of affairs ensues from the scientific discovery of
our mortality, which, though it undermines the foundations of
religion, particularly Christianity; is still paired with a search
for immortality. In fact, even if secularization, as Arendt
reminds us, “meant nothing more or less than that men once
more had become mortals,” it does not preclude a certain quest
for immortality that still remains at the heart of political com-
munities. More concretely, “a strictly human and earthly per-
manence in this world” or the “potential immortality of
mankind,” which culminates in Hegel's philosophy of history
as “one uninterrupted development of the Spirit,” is tanta-
mount to a secularization that revives antiquity by countering
Christianity."”? And yet the political communities in which a
history of this sort would tend to be manifested descend into a
“fabrication,” into a “process” (whether a natural process, a his-
torical process, or the process of meaning itself, or into a “mass-
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society [that] is nothing more than that kind of organized liv-
ing.”174 Put another way, the moderns do not transform such g
history into a new religion, as is often suggested; rather, they
try to reenact the cult of “liv[ing] in a community [sundzén]”
that was so dear to the Greeks.!” '
Still, to seek immorrtality through a life limited by the inter-
val between birth and death is no small paradox, as recognized
by Aristotle and as explored in all its fullness!”*—from its lim-
itations to its opportunities—by Arendt, all the more because
labor, work, and action encroach upon one another and evolve
as one while breaking down hierarchies and increasing the risks:
of reification inherent in cach of them. Is it not the case that
the political (and particularly Marxist) vision of history, as if to
put an end to this process, also suggests that “man makes his--
tory,” thereby reducing history to a utilitarian object, a fabri-
cated product, or a “creation” that ignores the vagaries of |
human interaction as well as the dangers of freedom, spon-
taneity, and uniqueness? “Nobody is the author or producer of
his own life story. . . . Somebody began it and is its subject in
the twofold sense of the word, namely, its actor and sufferer,
but nobody is its author.”'77 '
Even more important, is it not the case that the modern
conception of a secularized immortality, reduced to the earthly
domain that is “history made by men,” also disrupts the very
faculty of thought? In fact, can any thought disclosure or reve-
lation still exist if an increasingly automated labor turns the -
body onto itself and deprives the laborer of the world, if the
work is reduced to merchandise whose only significance is the
price it extracts to maintain the life process of the manufac-
turer, and if political action is no longer engaged in by people
able to restore its memory and outline but rather by engineers
that “manufacture” it? In sum, are we still able to think if it is
really true that we lost the “common world” and the public
realm szricto sensu at the very moment we lost sight of the tran-
scendence that inspired us to aim for an extraterrestrial, virtual
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immortality? To remain even remotely in touch with this
“world” that both brings us together and keeps us from getting
in each other’s way, Arends, though a fierce critic of psychol-
ogy, proposes theological solutions that would implement a
strongly political and ontological strain of psychology: forgive-
ness and the promise. At the same time, however, she paints a
troubling, and sometimes apocalyptic, picture of a human con-
dition that contains within itself the risks of its own eradica-
tion, a human condition that from the outset is in danger—if
not of losing itself, at least of betraying that which defines is
very nature; thinking alongside the public realm.

Evil begins by abolishing the ancient Greek boundary
[horoi] between the “private” or “one’s own” [idion], which is
centered on the household [0ékia], and the “public” or “com-
mon” [koinon} space of the agora. For the ancient Greeks, the
private realm is sacred because it sustains life. To do so, how-

_ever, it harbors labor and procreation—slaves and women, in

other words—and invariably finds itself subjected to inequal-
ity and to the tyranny of necessity and of arbitrary power. The
agora, on the other hand, is the locus of the appearance and of
publicness, a space in which the citizen displays himself amid
the publicness of free men, welcomes the excellence and mar-
vels of other people, and secures the memory of us all. Once
the needs of production surpass the limits of the family and
encroach upen the city-state itself, the ensuing flow of house-
hold concerns [oikid] into the public realm erases the bound-
ary between the private and the public, which puts various
sorts of freedom in jeopardy.!”® At that point, public activities
are conceptualized according to the model of familial relation-
ships: the “economy” {from oikia: “household”) is what eats
away at the polis and transforms it into a “society.” The
medieval professional guilds and confiéries were companies
[cum-panis| of a familial sort——the family was absorbed into
social organizations, and the advent of society was accompa-
nied by a decline in the family itself. The result was that the
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private was ejected into the intimate, on the one hand, and thy
politico-public freedom was restricted, if not abolished, o th
other hand. In fact, whereas in the polis the goal was to yg
political action to dominate the instinct of conservation ap,
the biological process, the “society” that replaced it “exclude;
the possibility of action, which formerly was excluded from thi
household.”7? “Society equalizes [and] normalizes” 1o ¢
point where “the most social form of government” is “bureay
cracy.” ™ Arendr’s demonization of soclety reaches its peak j

her critique of the state, whose decline “had been preceded by

a withering away of the public realm” and was “transforme

into a nation-wide ‘housekeeping.’”'®! By the same token
ping y ,

Arendt does not spare the conservative economists who hope

to fix society by privatizing it: their goal is ultimately futile,”
Arendt believes, because in a society made up of employees, the
state is no longer the public’s guarantor but quite simply the -
hostage of “society” in the sense of a familial economy sub- -

sumed under our needs of life. 182

Faced with the “private” and even with the “sacred” that it *
harbors (because both realms engulf the “public” in the form

of the “social”), Arendt becomes a very shrewd reader of
Machiavelli. We recall that the formidable prince rises up

against the church’s participation in current affairs more than
against the corruptness of the prelates. In the eyes of the mas- -
ter politician, nothing is more reprehensible than the religious -
domination of the secular domain, for such domination even-

tually effaces the division between the public and the private,
As an alternative, the prince proposes the following: “either the
public realm corrupted the religious body and thereby became
itself corrupt, or the religious body remained uncorrupt and
destroyed the public realm altogether.” In 2 word, to seek to
preserve the ancient boundary between public and private,
Machiavelli, in an apparently cynical move, teaches that we
should “not be good” because “goodness” (in its purest form in
Christian thought) is not “of this world.” His conception of
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. . w“ » ..
olicics also explains his mistrust of “reformed” religions,

which are even more dangerous than the ?t{lfr l.dnd becausle
they tell us to be good and “not ‘to resist evil, Wltill gtile result
that “wicked rulers do as much evil as the_y ;?’lease. Arendt
responds with applause! Our “Machmvelha‘n reader suggests,
sotto voce, that the priest, as well as the phi}osopher, does not
blend together thinking and acting or praying and governing

. - L) 184
but preserves their differences and tensions.

We cannot help but admire Arendt’s bold cr‘i‘tique of a :sohci—
ety” subjected to an economy, given that “the social ;s
become such a political cliché for the Right as V%.’Cﬂ as the Left.
We also find it tempting to link Arendr’s diatribe against Fhe
social with the psychoanalytic distinction berween need, which
Jinks the subject to the archaic realm and its de.pen:ience on th’e:
mother (which Arendt refers to as the vitalist houschold,
“economy,” and “society), and desire, which a.ffords the dan-
gerous freedom of bonds with other peopie”(whlch she calls the
“space of appearance” and “political action”). ‘ |

A more thoughtful political anthropology mlghF o'bject,
however, that the “economy” of the household [e7kia] is not
limited merely to ensuring survival, and to the simple world of
the animal laborans and his painful and servile lab?rs tbat
metabolize nature in order to make the body last. By mirroring
its own etymology (“ruse” or “negotiation”), moreover, the
term “economy’ meant, in late antiquity, in the G‘(‘)spels‘, .ancj
in the Byzantine era, “plan,” “exemption,” and t.rzfnsmor%
between the invisible universe (the divine) and the ZISIble um;
verse (the human). Is it not true that the term ec?nomy
would later be used to indicate the representation of icons .of

God: oikonomia-eikon?'® The busy houschold and the bodies
of women and slaves it contains were not—and still afe’,not—
destined merely for an unhappy life of labor (“trava'ﬂ, fror'n
tripalium, “torture”). In fact, it is possible that the azkm.am’f'mz
that characterizes women and slaves is a ruse and a negotiation
with immortality; an oikonomia that is different from a politi-
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cal outburst, of course, but that stll allows for a soft
approach to the invisible, The economy of icons [eikin] Was
believed to be a divine incantation, which is how representy.
tion came to be accepted in the Christian world, Alongside
narration and action, images increasingly emerged as the priy:
ileged domain of the divine presence in the political realfy
itself. Taken on its own terms, as a simple “economy” or “icon
the representation that characterized the beginning of th_e.‘
Christian era remained, it is true, stubbornly caught in the
Byzantine world, and it eventually had to be replaced by the.
Roman form of representation and then later by its more

overtly worldly and political Renaissance counterpart until the:
point where images finally became the principal face of mod-

ern politics—for better or for worse in a media-driven econ-

omy—even though by then they had lost their “cconomic”
bond with invisible eternity.

The point of this digression on the economy and the icon is

to emphasize the limitations of Arendt’s diatribe against a soci-

ety that is consumed by the economy and that therefore .

destroys the freedom of the polis. Other limitations also
emerge in her approach to the body as well as in her lack of

attention to psychic life and intimacy, which she considers to -

be hybrid relics of subjectivism and the loss of transcendence.

Preoccupied by her project concerning political freedom and
by her ancient Greek models, the political theorist managed to

neglect the plural and possible economies of prepolitical free-

dom that disclose “the social” and that are precisely what inter-

est us today. Is it not the case that the dismantling of the
“purely political” and the development of its attendant free-
doms and of civil society are integral parts of the “dismantling
of metaphysics” to which Arendt contributed? In thar respect,
“the social,” which the philosopher denounced so strongly,
may still not have revealed all the freedoms that lurk inside it

Arendes respectful but radical debate with Marx provides

another glimpse of her vigilant insureence aoainct the carmio,
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flabor and production. Arendt credits Marx with discovering

the “productivity” of labor: human energy i.s not cxhz;us.ted by
the production of what is necessary to sub-smt; instead, 1tbpn?—
.duccs “surpluses.” Through the intervention of the He Esm
qradition that underlies the th-inkllng of Marxe.—who, rad ef
. than indicting labor associated it Tth reproducuon.—gro t;zt
tivity, considered a “surplus value,” is for.ever recognize ;13 h
which constantly reinvigorates prodt'lctlon anfi accn.lmgl ation.
And yet Marx, who uncovered the direct relationship e“twee?
labor and reproduction and who defined labor as “men’s

metabolism with nature,” dissociates labor from the work a.nd
from the way it enables us to reach the .world, human 'I‘)h.,ll‘ahty;
and political freedom.'®® By delving into the aeuyrierzme of
Marxian thought, which idolizes “labor . an-d_ the “laborer,
Arendt unearths the pernicious underpinnings t.hat' d_rove
Marxism toward the absence of freedom an.d totahtanan-ism’;
In Arendt’s view, the end result of the “consistent naturalism
that underlies the conception of labor in Marx—v'vhom Engells
called “the Darwin of history”'®’~—culminates in a s:tate” in
which “everything has become an object for consumption,” as
with the animal laborans: say goodbye to homo ﬁzbe:, and isp;—
clally to political praxis. The “work” itsel.f beco_mes labor,” the
“individual” disappears into “the gigantic sub](-act“ of ti?e acicu;?
mulation process,”'# and the animal laborans is d-epm:.d 0
a private place of his own to hide because Marx assigns him to
a communitarian society in which every producer, mcludm.g
the intellectual, is a “servant.” By likening the hum:%n. condi-
tion to a sort of laborer while secking to avoid exglmtmg that
laborer, Marx gets caught up in paradoxes: he is forced. to
describe Communism as an abolition of labor t‘hat va:could brmg
about a mythical leisure society—an ess'ei.lt_lal}?:3 ; u.rorld(lfss
society of “hobbies” and strictly private activides. Fixate on
the animal laborans and on the socialized mdwlc‘lual who resists
the political and the singular, the Ma}'x1st universe remains,
von in e tdealized dream of Communism. a truncated system
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tI.l&t lost any opportunity it may have had to respect the ing
vidual or to create a shared realm. 1%

Throughout history, while labor and subsistence have coﬁ
sumed the work of art, the technology that has mastered thy

life‘ process has increasingly come to dominate the human con.-'.
dition, including its political elements. The realm of politic's.f.
has forgotten its ancient Greek destiny of celebrating what is::
great through the energy of the living act and the word
Instead, politics is now content stmply to assess motives anci-

results. What modernity calls “the judgment of history” hal

lows victors, bur not the actuality [energeia] of greaness:
[ megethos). Technology, as the ultimate overseer of the survival -

of the species, transforms the Platonic and Christian mistrust
of the splendid space of appearance into a Puritanism of sorts
and reduces politics to administrative intrigue. Science, on the
other hand, has brilliantly conquered the universe,J but it
remains adrift from human relationships.

All the same, Arendt’s version of Heidegger's Gestel], which
?eaves litcde room for human activity to reconnect with think-
ing as a form of disclosure, seeks neither a resistance to tech-
nology nor a reinstatement of religious values. In her view, the
only possible remedy is to change our relationship to time. In
fact, all of Arendt’s proposed solutions modify temporaiity,

beginning with birth as a paradigm of the reconstructive ini-

tatives offered by forgiveness and the promise,

On a more stricty political front, Arend; believes that revo- .

lu.tion plays the role of a ruprure that shatters the process of
reification inherent in the modern human condition and
annognces—always temporarily—an ongoing renewal. As an
experiment in  freedom and an experience  completely
unkn9wn to the ancient Greeks and Romans, revolution is “che
experience of man’s faculty to begin something new.” Even
more important, the “bombast of newness” that is the revolu-
tonary rupture is not an insurrection by one group against
another, but a demand of happiness for all: “The revolutionary

spi

o build a new house where freedom can dwell, is unprece-
~dented and unequaled in all prior history.””! Revolution
enables thought, which is solitary by definition, to return to
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rit of the last centuries, that is, the eagerness to liberate and

the public realm and action. On that point, Arendt cites Mal-
raux: “As Malraux once remarked in L’Zspoir, revolution came
to play ‘the role which once was played by eternal life’: it ‘saves
those that make it 19

[s the search for political renewal, that is, for a secularized
humanity, tantamount to what was once knows as transcen-
dence? Arendt comes close to thinking as much, although with
the caveat that revolution does not seek to adopt the form of a
centralized institution, which could only become an arm of the
Terror that distorts “the most pronounced political ambition
of the people.”'?® The basic flaw of the French Revolution,
Arendt suggests, was that it believed that its innovative spirit
could take hold in an institution despite the fact that it was
unable “to find its appropriate institution.”*** While aspiring
to construct an eternally terrestrial city-state, the republic
manifested, in ArendCs view, a “conviction [that] was so un-
Christian” because “in this republic . . . there was no space
reserved, no room left for the exercise of precisely those quali-
ties which had been instrumental in building it” and because it
“has perverted all vircues into social values.”"** As a result, pol-
itics had become a trade and a profession, whereas republican
centralism laid bare the “lack of public spaces to which the

people at large would have entrance.”**

Even so, this critique of French Jacobinism, which Arendt
compares unfavorably with the federalist constitutionalism of
the American Revolution, in no way detracts from the fervent
attention she pays to revolutionary temporality—though not
to its violence, which she rejects in a move that would result in
a no less violent rejection of the modern Left, from Sartre o

Mao and even the student protests in May 1968. Those protests
10T mnre emmme indiloence on her nart however. becatse of
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their moral preoccupations and playful tone. Arendt sent
message of sympathy to Daniel Cohn-Bendit in memory of hg,
friendship with the young student’s parents.'””” She even We;
io far as to articulate the following hope for intellecrual rebels:

The really new and potentially revolutionary class in socie; :

will consist of intellectuals, and their potential power, as 1
unrealized, is very great, perhaps too great for the goody':tf
rx?ankjnd.” At the same time, Arendt did not hesitate to asso!
ciate all left-wing movements with a destructive force thereb‘:
stubbornly refusing to see the way those movements e,vincedi
desire for renewal and renaissance. Instead, Arendt saw only 2
paﬂic.{ rejoinder to the technological violence that is rampantyin
asociety paralyzed by atomic bombs and that is unbalanced b
the constant weakening of political power."® It thus comes a};
no surprise that the American and European Left, particularl :
in Germany, found Arendt’s views to be wholly reactionary. Ir):
truth, though, Hannah Arendts radical focus on the mc;raI
front racher than the political one dissatisfied all the establish-
ment groups, from the Left to the classic liberals. She would.
not allow herself to be classified as “empathetic”; at most she
saw herself as being perhaps a bit out of the ordinary. Her atti-
tude was disturbing. But was it also empowering?

Ar.endt’s sympathies remained drawn to the revolutions of
the cighteenth century, with their expression of renewal, joy,
an.d public happiness. In that sense, although she criticizeéi th;
third-world utopias and the naively antilibertarian infatuations
Sf th‘e New Left, and although she declined to vouch for either
“capxtalism” or “Communism,” Arendr admired the endurin
people’s utopias” that consist of the “council .systems” tha%
have been organized spontaneously in every revolution but
that have also been smothered by the parties and the bureau-
cracy. Were the council systems not “the single alternative that-
hafi CVCI: e’t};ggagd in history, and [that] has reappeared time
and again”; oming from Arendt, who is i
a “conservative” thinker, this statement is su;);;iesr;ncglf{sgftei:z
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. cannot understand Arendts political thought if one forgets
thar the reason she involved herself in the political realm was
" (o expand and refine moral philosophy and ethics.

This tribute to revolutionary renewal also reveals the mark of

Heideggers reading of the Anaximander fragment, which
Arendt reinterprets. After Heidegger had his “reversal,” he

abandoned the “History of Being” [Seinsgeschichte] that is
enacted behind the back of acting men 2% At the same time,
Heidegger-continued to believe in transitional moments during
which “a kind of history” takes on an ontological difference. 2!
The continuum of time is broken up into different eras in such
a way that the errancy of beings produces privileged moments
of transition from one epoch to the next.*** At such moments,
“Being qua Truth breaks into the continuum of error, and the
‘epochal essence of Being lays claim to the ccstatic nature of Da-
sein. 73 Treedom, then, is merely the time of the breakup, a
freedom-scansion: just like the appearance of freedom accord-
ing to Saint Augustine’s Cizy of God, an appearance that emerges
in the briefest moments of beginnings. Arendt reshapes this
“ccstatic nature,”2** however, and, by returning to its ontologi-
cal expréssion, she is eventually able to grant it a political sig-
nificance that resonates with the wonderment and happiness
[eudaimonia) of free citizens during the Age of Pericles as cele-
brated by Aristotle: “The joys of public happiness and the
responsibilities for- public business would then become the
share of those few from all walks of life who have a taste for pub-

lic freedom and cannot be ‘happy’ without it.”* _

All the same, and putting aside the fact that “the revolutions
of the modern age appear like gigantic attempts to repair these
foundations, to renew the broken thread of tradition, and to
restore, through founding new political bodies, what for so
many centuries had endowed the affairs of men with some
measure of dignity and greatness,” this “salvation,” in its purest
Western form, descends into restoration or tyranny.*” In the
end, the freedom-revolution is merely an “abyss,”” a simple
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“hiatus” between liberation and the constitution of liberty ¢

O.HF Western tradition®8—which is known to be the only trat
lelOﬂ that makes freedom the very reason for politics ¢
exist—disguised by defining the new as an Improvement
the old. Mistrustful, in sum, of revolutions
rehabilitate the meaning of the dangerous rupture that Sain
Augustine modeled on the only affirmative mode eve
known—“birth”—by grounding ontologically the politic
philosophy that she strives to extend. And it was in expressing

neither positive nor negative, but radically critical and, ;
respect to the public realm of his time, completely revolutgon-
ary. But it was also an articude that rematned indebted to the
world. ... We can apply what Lessing once said about the mag
of genius in two of his finest lines of verse. . . | “What moves
him, moves. What pleases him, pleases. His felicitous raste jg
the world’s taste,’ 7209
. The attachment to political energeia (in the sense of “acrual-
ity”) as well as to the “joy” of the world endemic to it, served
as the primary force behind Arendr’s interest in Catholicism,
Qutside the realm of a religiousness that she did not indulge in
1t was the energeia and the endaimoniz of “living Well”—undisj :
f:overable in any form of production but only in pure actual-
tty—that she came so close to admiring in Pope John XXIII.
Indeed, while vacationing in Rome during the summer of 1963.
following the publication of her book on the Eichmann trial,
Arendt wrote an essay on the heels of the Pope’s funeral. The :
o?server described him as a man with 2 good sense of humor
with a “quasi-Voltairian mind” that was capable of tripping up,
a diplomat who wanted to embarrass him by showing him a
photograph of a naked woman: “Roncall; looked at the picture
and returned it to Mr. N. with the remark, ‘Mrs. N., T sup-
pose?”” Arendt believed that the Pope spoke

£C -
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words” on his deathbed: “Every day is a good day to be born,

»210

every day is a good day to die.

The unusually casual style of these minor Arendtian tales
confirms that she did not adhere to a particular religion,'ideol—
ogy or political vision but to the joy of the human condition.
It is a joy that, despite the reifications she denounces that have
appeared in human society since the beginning of time and

* that have become incfeasingly menacing in modern history,

allowed her to praise the uniqueness of revolutionary begin-
nings no less than in the simplicity of each life, each birth, each
death, and each day.

When Jaspers posed the following question: “Hasn’t Jahwe
faded too far out of sight [in your Origins of Totalitarianism|?”
Arendt responded, “No more than I've been able to find one to
my own demand from the final chapter. On the personal level,
I make my way through life with a kind of {childish? because
unquestioned) trust in God (as distinguished from faith, which
always thinks it knows and therefore has to cope with doubts
and paradoxes). . . . All traditional religion as such, whether
Jewish or Christian, holds nothing whatsoever for me any-
more. . . . Evil has proved to be more radical than expected. . .
. The greatest evils or radical evil has nothing to do anymore
with such humanly understandable, sinful motives. . . . This
happens as soon as all unpredictability, which, in human
beings, is the equivalent of spontaneity, is eliminated.”?!
Arendt preserved for herself, during her entire life and
throughout a body of work that never stopped beginning
anew, a confidence in the unpredictability that may well have
been the most successful—and the most trying—manifesta-
tion of her “faith . . . in humankind.” In that sense, Hannah
Arendt was without a doubt a woman of God—and of a cer-
tain God that she would eventually call, as did Kant, Men-
schenverstand: a “humanity” adorned with “judgment.”




THINKING, WILLING, AND JUDGING

1)

THE “wHO  AND THE BODY

It is impossible to appreciate the originality of Arendt’s concept
of political action without understanding that she considers
such action to be an actualization of 2 “who”—a hypothetical,
hazardous actualization that is dedicated to hope rather than
founded upon an implausible law. Although the current state
of liberalism and technology condemns to failure any action
that pretends to alter alienation, reification, or “inspection,”
Arendd’s personal and political experience inspires political
actions to direct their attention as well as their criticisms
toward the space of a modern world seen from the perspective
of an appropriation of a fundamental ontology that is centered
on the “essence of man” and to see within themselves the
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beginnings of the “who.” Thinking, willing, and judging guid
Arendt toward some reflections that appear philosophical by
t%lat in fact dismantle philosophy as well as politics itself, reflec
tions that lay out a new, and specifically Arendtian, approach
to freedom. The aporias of the “who” and the “body” will lea,
us into what Arendt deemed to be the final deconstruction g
metaphysics: the rewriting in The Life of the Mind of the oppo
sition between philosophy and politics.

“Who are we?” as opposed to “what are we?”: that is the rey.
clation whose inherent tension enlivens Arendc’s political and
philosophical work. Before Arendr came Heidegger's “ Who I
Daseini” In contrast to solitary reflection, however, Arendt
moors the acts and words that reveal the “who” in the plurality
of the world. Did Arendt “anthropologize” fundamental ontol-
ogy in the manner of her reading of Kant, which some have
criticized as being “abusively sociological”?! '

Arendr’s thinking recurns to and evaluares the Heideggerian
revolution. The “who” is extracted from the transcendental life |
of consciousness that is the locus of Husserl’s €go; it opens up
to beings as well co itself, and it achieves its own being through..
excess: it is through “sight” [Sichs] that Dasein appropriates
Being. By doing away with intraworldly preoccupations and by
replacing them with “care” [Sorge], moreover, Duasein moves..
toward its most characteristic possibility: its own finitude. The
anxiety of Daseirn’s being in the world reveals its own mortality
as its defining potentiality-of-being. This revelation, which
Arendt in no way undermines, is at the very heart of her dis-
tnction in 7he Human Condition between “who” and “what.”

' “W%xat” someone is can be reduced to social appearance and
biological attributes, Even though a person’s “qualities, gifts,
t:@dents, and shortcomings” may make him unique, those par-
ticularitics reflect “what” he is, in the sense of a specimen that
¥oses itself in the anonymity of the species or in life as the term
1s commonly understood, that is, as a biological life from
which humans must extricate themselves in order to achieve
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their own specificity. “Who” someone is, on the other hand, is
the separate being, the Greek daiman that “appears so clearly
and unmistakably to others” but that “remains hidden from
the person himself.”?

Although the “who” acts in the space of appearance, it does
not become entrenched in the fixation of vision alone or in
poetic utterances, nor does it become reified in life in the sense
of zd¢ or social utilitarianism. In Arendt’s estimation, however,
neither is it a solitary self. When Heidegger traces the tran-
scendent movement that draws the entity toward Being, he
describes it as an excess [ Uberschuss] that culminates in a purg-
ing of the Sefbst (“the self in the sense of ipse”), “an authentic
potentiality-for-being-Self,” and an “intimate knowing.” The
Selbst welds together the phenomenon and the logos, and the
only disposition it allows for is an anxious one symptomatic of
pure uncanniness [ Unheimlich}, radical forlornness that coin-
cides with the fact of being thrown into the world.* Withour
abandoning the excess of the “who” that is revealed to its own
being, Arendt locates this transcendence in action and in
speech with other people. The “who” is a hidden self, but it is
hidden more from the person than from the memory of other
people. The “who” as “someone’s life” thus appears to be essen-
tial, but only in the narrow sense of the word: as an essence that
is actualized within the time of the plurality specific to other
people. If the “foreign girl” whom Hannah Arendt always
remained could rel