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Abstract 

Hannah	 Arendt’s	 distinction	 between	 public	 and	 private	 rests	 upon	 a	 distinction	

between	 freedom	 and	 necessity	 that	 many	 have	 argued	 is	 ontological	 and	 thus	

immutable.	 This	 essay	 disputes	 that	 interpretation	 by	 discussing	 the	 tentative	

foundations	of	Arendt’s	work	on	history	and	the	human	condition,	in	order	to	argue	

that	 this	distinction	 stems	not	 from	a	phenomenological	 essentialism	but	 rather	 a	

meditation	 on	 historical	 forms	 of	 living‐together	 that	 explicitly	 rejects	 notions	 of	

human	nature	and	causality	 in	history.	This	tentativeness	stems	from	what	Arendt	

regarded	 as	 the	 disastrous	 tendency	 of	 philosophy	 to	 systematize	 the	 chaos	 and	

disorder	of	human	affairs,	 so	 that	Arendt	claims	 that	 the	role	of	political	 theory	 is	

not	to	preclude	or	supersede	political	debate	and	deliberation,	but	rather	to	“think	

what	we	are	doing.”	This	interpretation	of	Arendt’s	thought	is	supported	by	her	shift	

towards	 the	Roman	 republic	 and	praise	of	 grassroots	political	 councils,	 as	well	 as	

her	 notions	 of	 understanding	 and	 judgment	 as	 they	 are	 reflected	 in	 her	writings.	

Ultimately	it	is	shown	that	freedom	and	necessity	in	human	affairs	are	not	absolute	

categories	beyond	amendment,	but	two	halves	of	a	fluid	distinction	that	is	only	valid	

in	an	inevitably	tentative	and	incomplete	hindsight.	This	has	significant	implications	

both	for	contemporary	interpretations	of	Arendt’s	thought	and	for	the	politicization	

of	social	issues.  
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Introduction: Hannah and the Serpent 
	

Everything	I	did	and	everything	I	wrote	–	all	that	is	tentative.1	
—	Hannah	Arendt,	1972	

	
	

Timaeus,	 in	 the	 Platonic	 dialogue	 that	 bears	 his	 name,	 describes	 the	 first	 living	

creature	in	the	universe	as	an	immortal,	senseless,	circular,	self‐devouring	being.	“It	

needed	no	eyes,	since	there	was	nothing	visible	left	outside	it;	nor	did	it	need	ears,	

since	there	was	nothing	audible	there,	either...	It	supplied	its	own	waste	for	its	food.	

Anything	 that	 it	 did	 or	 experienced	 it	 was	 designed	 to	 do	 or	 experience	 within	

itself.”2	 This	 creature,	 known	 elsewhere	 in	 the	 ancient	 Mediterranean	 as	 the	

Ouroboros,	 the	mythical	serpent	 that	continually	devours	and	regenerates	 its	own	

tail,	 has	 endured	 in	Western	 thought	 as	 a	 symbol	 of	 unity	 and	 perfection.3	 Yet	 in	

another	sense	the	self‐sufficiency	and	ceaseless	consumption	of	 the	self‐devouring	

serpent	also	signifies	the	futility	of	tautology.	

G.	 K.	 Chesterton,	 in	 The	 Everlasting	 Man,	 describes	 the	 Ouroboros	 as	 an	

emblem	 of	 the	 senseless	 and	 self‐defeating	 character	 of	modern	 philosophy.	 “The	

temptation	of	the	philosophers,”	he	says,	“is	simplicity	rather	than	subtlety.	They	are	

always	 attracted	 by	 insane	 simplifications,	 as	 men	 poised	 above	 abysses	 are	

fascinated	by	death	and	nothingness	and	the	empty	air.”	He	argues	that	this	ancient	

symbol	“really	is	a	curve	that	in	one	sense	includes	everything,	and	in	another	sense	

comes	to	nothing.	In	that	sense	it	does	confess,	or	rather	boast,	that	all	argument	is	

an	argument	in	a	circle.”4		

Chesterton’s	 diagnosis,	 issued	 in	 the	 interwar	 years,	 applies	 no	 less	 to	 the	

political	 ideologies	 that	would	threaten	to	consume	the	world	 in	 the	decades	after	
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his	 death.	 Nazism	 and	 Stalinism	 purported	 to	 comprehend	 the	 totality	 of	 human	

existence	 in	 terms	 of	 inevitable	 social	 and	 economic	 processes	 that	 swept	

individuals	along	 like	pieces	of	 flotsam	upon	the	waves	of	history	or	nature.	Unity	

was	achieved	through	movement	and	Party,	perfection	through	ideology	and	terror,	

immortality	through	millennial	madness	and	permanent	revolution.	These	regimes	

devoured	 human	 beings	 by	 the	 millions	 to	 achieve	 that	 glorious	 future	 when	

humanity	 would	 be	 a	 single,	 perfect,	 homogenous	 machine;	 when	 difference,	

deviance,	 and	 dissent	would	 be	 forever	 purged	 from	 the	 Earth;	when	 Leader	 and	

Leviathan	would	be	Ouroboros	embodied	and	personified.	

The	 existentialist	 philosopher	Martin	 Heidegger	 saw	 this	 project	 unfolding	

around	him	and	did	not	flinch,	for	his	belief	that	the	National	Socialist	project	was	a	

step	forward	in	realizing	his	philosophy	of	Being	extended	far	beyond	the	infamous	

rectorate	that	would	forever	taint	his	reputation.	Even	after	the	war	ended	and	the	

unspeakable	was	revealed,	Heidegger	never	seemed	to	acknowledge	the	enormity	of	

what	 had	 happened	 in	 the	 camps.5	 It	 is	 thus	 unsurprising	 that	 at	 least	 one	 of	

Heidegger’s	students	would	break	with	the	tradition	of	philosophy.	However,	unlike	

Chesterton,	who	claims	that	the	remedy	to	the	tautological	morbidity	of	philosophy	

is	 to	 appeal	 to	 the	 absolute	 and	 eternal	 truths	 of	 revelation	 as	 guideposts	 in	 a	

chaotic	world,	Hannah	Arendt	would	come	to	embrace	the	vicissitudes	of	the	world	

and	 find	 that	 salvation	 from	subjective	 solitude	 lies	not	 in	one’s	 relationship	with	

God	but	through	relationships	with	other	human	beings.	Thus	her	condemnation	of	

philosophy	 and	 theory	 of	 political	 freedom	 both	 stem	 ultimately	 from	 her	

observation	that	“men,	not	Man,	live	on	the	earth	and	inhabit	the	world.”6	
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Arendt	 saw	 that	 human	 plurality,	 something	 that	 the	 tradition	 of	 political	

philosophy	 from	 Plato	 to	Marx	 had	 always	 despised,	was	 endangered	 by	modern	

mass	movements,	 and	 so	 she	 turned	 away	 from	unity	 and	 perfection	 in	 favour	 of	

plurality	and	dilemma.7	She	 rejected	causal	 theories	of	nature	and	history	 to	 seek	

refuge	in	radical	departures,	fractious	uncertainty,	and	new	beginnings.	The	body	of	

thought	 that	 emerged	 from	 these	 investigations	 is	 in	many	ways	 utterly	 exotic	 to	

modern	 thought	 and	 experience,	 which	 all	 but	 holds	 the	 triad	 of	 democracy,	

liberalism,	and	 representation	as	axiomatic.	Arendt	argues	 that	 the	 freedoms	held	

by	most	citizens	of	representative	democracies	are	hollow:	human	beings	are	truly	

free	 only	 through	 action,	 which	 is	 performative	 and	 can	 only	 take	 place	within	 a	

public	space	of	appearances	where	the	actors	are	presumed	to	be	equal	yet	distinct.	

People	within	this	realm	discuss	issues	of	public	significance,	and	in	doing	so	come	

to	reveal	themselves	in	their	full	individuality,	transcending	the	socioeconomic	roles	

and	 conditions	 from	which	 they	 emerge,	 and	 attaining	 a	 measure	 of	 immortality	

through	 the	stories	 that	are	 told	about	 them	after	 they	die.	The	world	beyond	 the	

political	realm	is	determined	largely	by	biological	needs	or	 instrumental	concerns,	

which	produce	disastrous	consequences	when	they	intrude	upon	political	life.		

Arendt’s	distinction	between	the	public	and	private	realms,	which	many	have	

argued	rests	upon	a	distinction	between	 freedom	and	necessity	 that	 is	ontological	

and	thus	 immutable,	has	frequently	drawn	derision	from	critics	who	accuse	her	of	

promoting	 a	 return	 to	 the	 classism,	 patriarchy,	 and	 vainglory	 of	 ancient	Athenian	

politics.8	On	the	other	hand	there	is	a	radically	egalitarian	streak,	particularly	in	her	

unabashed	 praise	 of	 modern	 grassroots	 political	 movements,	 that	 is	 difficult	 to	
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reconcile	 with	 the	 Athenian	 model.	 Margaret	 Canovan	 declares	 that	 this	

contradiction	cuts	to	the	core	of	Arendt’s	work,9	while	Seyla	Benhabib	argues	that	it	

reflects	 Arendt’s	 divided	 loyalties,	 for	 “while	 Hannah	 Arendt,	 the	 stateless	 and	

persecuted	Jew	is	 the	philosophical	and	political	modernist,	Arendt,	 the	student	of	

Martin	 Heidegger,	 is	 the	 antimodernist	 Grecophile	 theorist	 of	 the	 polis	 and	 of	 an	

original	experience	of	praxis.”10	

However,	 this	 contradiction	 between	 Arendt’s	 modern	 egalitarianism	 and	

antiquated	elitism	rests	 largely	upon	a	distinction	between	 freedom	and	necessity	

that	 has	 been	misunderstood	 and	misconstrued,	 for	 it	 is	 my	 contention	 that	 this	

distinction	 is	 more	 permeable	 than	 commonly	 recognized.	 Arendt’s	 method	 does	

not	involve	descending	from	the	lofty	heights	of	“phenomenological	essentialism”11	

to	dissect	the	past	with	immutable	distinctions,	but	rather	involves	a	meditation	on	

the	 human	 condition	 and	 historical	 forms	 of	 living‐together.	 To	 appropriate	 an	

analogy	popular	in	evolutionary	biology,	the	grand	edifice	of	Arendt’s	thought	is	not	

laid	down	from	above	by	a	skyhook,	but	built	up	from	the	ground	with	a	crane,	so	

that	it	must	remain	continually	grounded	in	human	history	and	experience.	

This	 tentativeness	 stems	 from	 what	 Arendt	 regarded	 as	 the	 limitations	 of	

philosophy	 in	 understanding	 and	 systematizing	 the	 chaos	 and	 disorder	 of	 human	

affairs.	 Arendt	 disdained	 to	 call	 herself	 a	 philosopher,	 due	 to	 the	 tradition’s	

burdensome	 legacy	 of	 enmity	 with	 politics,	 and	 preferred	 instead	 the	 label	 of	

“political	 theorist.”12	 She	 claims	 that	 the	 proper	 role	 of	 political	 theory	 is	 not	 to	

preclude	or	 supersede	political	debate	and	deliberation,	but	 rather	 to	 “think	what	

we	are	doing.”13	Arendt	does	not	create	a	grand	narrative	 that	establishes	ancient	
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Athens	 as	 the	 pinnacle	 of	 political	 life,	 but	 rather	 indicates	 that	 the	 experience	 of	

freedom	 is	 shaped	 by	 political	 actors	 and	 their	 historical	 and	 material	

circumstances.	

The	 first	 chapter	 of	 this	 essay	will	 trace	 Arendt’s	 concept	 of	 tentativeness	

through	 the	 foundations	 of	 her	 political	 thought.	 Her	 accounts	 of	 the	 human	

condition	 and	 history	 both	 stem	 from	 a	 rejection	 of	 essentialist	 or	 causal	

interpretations	 of	 human	 affairs,	 so	 that	 she	 rejects	 causality	 in	 favour	 of	

contingency;	 articulates	 a	unique	approach	 to	history	 as	 storytelling;	 and	outlines	

her	notions	of	natality,	worldliness,	and	plurality	in	terms	that	are	intelligible	only	

in	 tentative	 and	mutable	 terms.	 Arendt’s	 concept	 of	 the	 vita	 activa,	 or	 active	 life,	

involves	modes	of	human	activity	that	correspond	to	certain	elements	of	the	human	

condition	 and	 are	 realized	 through	 particular	 mindsets	 and	 orientations	 towards	

the	world.	

In	 the	 second	 chapter,	we	will	 examine	 how	 these	 concepts	 are	 developed	

through	 Arendt’s	 meditation	 upon	 historical	 instances	 of	 freedom,	 namely	 the	

Athenian	polis,	the	Roman	republic,	and	modern	grassroots	councils.	In	the	decades	

since	 Arendt’s	 death	 there	 has	 been	 a	 growing	 recognition	 that	 Arendt’s	 thought	

does	not	centre	exclusively	upon	Athenian	thought	and	concepts,	so	that	her	debt	to	

Roman	 thought	and	grassroots	experience	has	been	more	widely	discussed.14	The	

remarkable	 achievements	 of	 the	 Romans	 in	 drawing	 foundation,	 legislation,	 and	

external	 affairs	 into	 the	 public	 sphere	 will	 be	 discussed.	 The	 chapter	 will	 also	

articulate	 the	 tension	 between	 the	 egalitarian	 and	 elitist	 sides	 of	 Arendt’s	 work,	

particularly	 in	 light	of	Arendt’s	claims	that	the	social	realm	threatens	to	submerge	
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human	 distinctiveness	 within	 consumptive	 conformity	 at	 the	 same	 moment	 that	

wretched	 poverty	 and	 interminable	 labor	 have	 reached	 their	 nadir	 in	 human	

history,	 and	 yet	 that	 proletarian	 democratic	 movements	 have	 proven	 to	 be	 the	

greatest	promise	for	modern	politics.	

The	final	chapter	outlines	the	malleability	of	Arendt’s	fundamental	concepts	

and	the	permeability	of	her	distinctions.	The	key	issue	is	whether	Arendt’s	concepts	

of	 freedom	and	necessity	 describe	 an	 unbridgeable	 abyss	 based	 on	 an	 immutable	

ontology,	 a	 close	 interrelationship	 that	 is	 implicitly	 bridged,	 or	 a	 permeable	 and	

tentative	 distinction.	 I	 will	 argue	 that	 the	 third	 interpretation	 is	 supported	 by	

Arendt’s	conversations	with	her	critics;	the	political	innovations	of	the	Romans;	and	

the	astounding	accomplishments	of	the	democratic	council	movements	in	the	United	

States	and	Europe.	Furthermore,	this	approach	to	Arendt’s	distinctions	corresponds	

with	 her	 concepts	 of	 understanding	 and	 judgment,	 sheds	 new	 light	 upon	 her	

disastrous	foray	into	racial	politics	with	the	essay	“Reflections	on	Little	Rock,”	and	

indicates	the	importance	of	tentativeness	and	humility	in	forming	opinions.	

Arendt’s	key	insight	is	that	collapsing	the	personal	with	the	political	destroys	

an	 important	 distinction	 that	 has	 the	 twofold	 effect	 of	 preventing	 the	 intimate	

details	of	one’s	life	from	being	thrown	into	the	public	light	and	preserving	political	

affairs	from	the	destructive	influences	of	social	conformity	and	economic	necessity.	

But	 this	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 this	 distinction	 is	 immutable.	 The	 permeability	 of	 the	

distinction	between	public	and	private	indicates	that	both	realms	have	a	particular	

integrity,	but	also	 that	 subject	matter	 can	pass	 through	 the	 conceptual	membrane	

that	 separates	 them.	This	metaphor	 is	 also	meant	 to	 indicate	 that	 this	membrane	
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can	be	ruptured	so	that	both	realms	become	indistinguishable,	which	is	what	Arendt	

regards	as	the	modern	phenomenon	of	the	social.	Freedom	and	necessity	in	human	

affairs	 are	 not	 absolute	 categories	 beyond	 amendment,	 but	 two	 halves	 of	 a	 fluid	

distinction	that	is	only	valid	in	an	inevitably	tentative	and	incomplete	hindsight.	
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I. Beyond Nature and History: Arendt’s Anthropology 

Hannah	Arendt	spent	most	of	her	adult	life	struggling	to	comprehend	the	enormities	

of	 the	 twentieth	century	 in	 terms	of	 its	historical	antecedents	and	 its	 implications	

for	human	 life.	With	her	departure	 from	philosophy	 in	 the	 light	of	 the	Holocaust’s	

horrible	 novelty,	 and	her	 choice	 to	 “understand”	 rather	 than	merely	 “explain”	 the	

strange	 forces	 that	 had	 propelled	 her	 across	 the	 globe	 and	 committed	millions	 of	

fellow	Jews	to	the	ovens,	she	became	both	a	political	and	historical	 thinker.	 In	 the	

words	of	Richard	H.	King,	Arendt	“could	not	think	politically	without	history;	nor	did	

history	make	sense	without	political	 thinking....	 she	 thought	against	history,	not	 in	

order	 to	 reverse	 or	 deny	 it,	 but	 to	 remind	 us	 that	 the	 given	 was	 never	 the	 last	

word.”1	

Arendt’s	 theory	 of	 politics	 emerges	 from	 a	 meditation	 on	 the	 specifically	

human	forms	of	living‐together	that	have	appeared	throughout	Western	history,	so	

that	her	notions	of	the	human	condition,	history,	and	the	vita	activa	are	incomplete	

unless	 considered	 together.	 This	 chapter	 commences	 with	 the	 elements	 of	 the	

human	condition	relevant	to	our	discussion,	moves	through	Arendt’s	understanding	

of	 history	 through	 storytelling	 and	 contingency,	 and	 concludes	with	 the	 essential	

details	of	the	vita	activa,	or	active	life,	which	has	political	action	at	its	apex.	Arendt’s	

account	of	performative,	spontaneous,	intersubjective	political	action	rests	upon	the	

complex	 relationships	 between	 the	 elements	 of	 the	 human	 condition,	 which	

continually	shift	according	to	historical	circumstances	and	the	words	and	deeds	of	

human	beings.	
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1.1. Conditions Of Politics: Natality, Worldliness, And Plurality 
 
Arendt	explicitly	rejects	the	notion	of	divining	the	ontological	essence	of	humanity	

because	 she	 doubts	 that	 humans	will	 ever	 be	 able	 to	 accomplish	 the	 feat	 of	 self‐

knowledge.	 Instead,	 she	 proposes	 to	 outline	 a	 phenomenology	 of	 the	 human	

condition,	which	is	not	the	same	as	human	nature	because	its	elements	do	not	define	

and	 condition	 us	 absolutely.	 Although	 humans	 are	 endowed	 with	 permanent	

capacities	for	thought	and	action,	we	are	continually	shaping,	and	being	shaped	by,	

the	world	that	we	occupy.2	

The	human	 condition	 stems	 from	our	 unique	 relationship	with	 the	 endless	

cyclical	repetition	and	recurrence	that	characterize	terrestrial	existence.	As	organic	

beings	we	are	 immersed	 in	 these	processes,	but	as	 conscious	beings	we	also	have	

the	 ability	 to	 subvert	 and	 transcend	 them;	 for	 humans,	 who	 create	 an	 artifice	 in	

which	 they	can	 live	 together,	birth	and	death	are	 “not	simple	natural	occurrences,	

but	 are	 related	 to	 a	world	 into	which	 single	 individuals,	 unique,	 unexchangeable,	

and	unrepeatable	entities,	appear	and	from	which	they	depart.”3	The	elements	of	the	

human	condition	most	pertinent	 to	Arendt’s	understanding	of	history	 and	politics	

are	natality,	worldliness,	and	plurality.	

Natality	 refers	 to	 the	 continual	 process	 of	 reproduction	 and	 birth	 through	

which	humans	are	continually	entering	and	being	introduced	to	the	world.	Birth	is	

miraculous	and	arbitrary,	Arendt	says,	because	

it	 is	 in	 the	nature	of	a	beginning	 to	carry	with	 itself	a	measure	of	complete	
arbitrariness.	Not	only	is	it	not	bound	into	a	reliable	chain	of	cause	and	effect,	
a	 chain	 in	 which	 each	 effect	 immediately	 turns	 into	 the	 cause	 of	 future	
developments,	the	beginning	has,	as	it	were,	nothing	whatsoever	to	hold	on	
to;	it	is	as	though	it	came	out	of	nowhere	in	time	and	space.4	
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Human	beings	are	born	into	the	world	as	newcomers	and	strangers	whose	reactions	

to	their	environment	cannot	be	anticipated.	

Worldliness	 is	 the	 human	 experience	 of	 a	 common	 artifice	 that	 possesses	

“durability	and	relative	permanence”	and	ensures	 that	each	human	 life	 is	unique.5	

The	world	for	Arendt	means	those	objects,	structures,	and	institutions	that	human	

beings	create	and	maintain	in	order	to	make	a	home	for	themselves	on	this	planet.	

“To	 live	 together	 in	 the	 world,”	 Arendt	 says,	 “means	 essentially	 that	 a	 world	 of	

things	is	between	those	who	have	it	in	common,	as	a	table	is	located	between	those	

who	sit	around	it;	the	world,	like	every	in‐between,	relates	and	separates	men	at	the	

same	 time.”6	Within	 this	world	 is	 a	 tangled	web	 of	 relationships	 into	which	 each	

human	being	must	enter	upon	their	birth.	This	setting,	both	material	and	relational,	

gives	rise	to	the	distinct	situations	and	perspectives	of	each	human	being.	

Arendt	argues	that	human	 life	and	consciousness	 is	 firmly	grounded	 in	this	

world	 of	 appearances,	 and	 rejects	 metaphysical	 and	 ideological	 distinctions	

between	essence	 and	existence,	 or	 reality	 and	 appearance,	 in	 the	 realm	of	 human	

affairs.	Humans	require	 the	presence	of	a	phenomenal	world	 to	continually	affirm	

their	 identities	and	existence,	as	Arendt	argues	 in	Life	of	 the	Mind:	 “We	are	of	 the	

world	 and	 not	 merely	 in	 it;	 we,	 too,	 are	 appearances	 by	 virtue	 of	 arriving	 and	

departing,	of	appearing	and	disappearing;	and	while	we	come	from	a	nowhere,	we	

arrive	well	 equipped	 to	 deal	with	whatever	 appears	 to	us	 and	 to	 take	part	 in	 the	

play	of	the	world.”7	Anything	that	lacks	appearance,	Arendt	says,	“comes	and	passes	

away	 like	 a	 dream,	 intimately	 and	 exclusively	 our	 own	 but	without	 reality.”8	 Our	
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inner	 selves	 are	 unformed,	 turbulent,	 and	 inscrutable,	 and	 it	 is	 only	 through	

engagement	with	the	world	that	we	can	attain	a	measure	of	self‐understanding.	

Finally,	plurality	is	the	human	condition	of	individuality,	interconnectedness,	

and	 perspectival	 uniqueness,	 “of	 living	 as	 a	 distinct	 and	 unique	 being	 among	

equals.”9	 One	 of	 the	 central	 features	 of	 this	 condition,	 Arendt	 says,	 is	 that	 each	

individual	has	a	different	viewpoint	on	the	common	world.	Plurality	stems	from	the	

potential	granted	by	natality,	but	its	appearance	is	only	possible	through	the	world	

that	exists	between	human	beings,	which	relates	and	separates	us:	

Human	 plurality...	 has	 the	 twofold	 character	 of	 equality	 and	 distinction.	 If	
men	 were	 not	 equal,	 they	 could	 neither	 understand	 each	 other	 and	 those	
who	came	before	them	nor	plan	for	the	future	and	foresee	the	needs	of	those	
who	 will	 come	 after	 them.	 If	 men	 were	 not	 distinct,	 each	 human	 being	
distinguished	 from	any	other	who	 is,	was,	or	ever	will	be,	 they	would	need	
neither	speech	nor	action	to	make	themselves	understood.10	
	

Arendt	 argues	 that	 the	 greatest	 failing	 of	 the	 Western	 tradition	 of	 political	

philosophy	was	that	it	“never	had	a	pure	concept	of	politics	and	could	not	have	had	

such	 a	 concept	 because	 it	 always	 spoke	 of	 Man	 and	 never	 dealt	 with	 human	

plurality.”11	She	attempts	to	redress	this	omission	through	her	historical	approach	

to	 political	 theory,	 which	 traces	 the	 spontaneous	 interplay	 of	 plurality,	 made	

possible	 by	 the	 inscrutable	 potential	 of	 natality,	 like	 tangled,	 interwoven	 threads	

that	 run	 through	 the	 worlds	 of	 centuries	 past.	 Her	 rejection	 of	 causality	 and	

explanatory	narrative	in	favour	of	contingency	and	storytelling	reflect	her	concern	

with	natality,	worldliness,	and	plurality	as	they	relate	to	individual	humans	who	live	

and	act	in	the	present	moment.	
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1.2. Arendt’s Historicity: Storytelling And Contingency 
	

The	past	is	never	dead.	It	is	not	even	past.1		
—	William	Faulkner	(1951)	

	
	

Arendt’s	rejection	of	ontological	and	essentialist	claims	to	human	truths	beyond	the	

world	of	appearances	entails	a	rejection	of	those	impersonal	and	inevitable	forces,	

either	of	nature	or	history,	that	supposedly	render	human	affairs	intelligible	under	

all‐encompassing	 and	 ironclad	 laws.	 Although	 the	 reduction	 of	 politics	 to	 a	

superstructure	 determined	 by	 social	 and	 economic	 forces	 is	 implicit	 in	 Marxist	

ideology	 and	 sociological	 methodology,	 Arendt	 argues	 that	 this	 idea	 has	 a	 much	

older	 pedigree:	 “That	 politics	 is	 nothing	 but	 a	 function	 of	 society...	 is	 among	 the	

axiomatic	assumptions	Marx	accepted	uncritically	 from	the	political	economists	of	

the	 modern	 age.”2	 These	 models	 exclude	 individual	 agency	 by	 describing	 human	

beings	 as	 the	 epiphenomena	 of	 social	 processes,	 and	 strive	 to	 be	 scientific	 by	

appropriating	the	language	of	the	natural	sciences.3	It	has	been	altogether	too	easy	

for	modern	 historians	 to	mistake	patterns	 for	meanings,	 Arendt	 says,	 so	 that	 “we	

have	seen	historians	freely	imposing	upon	the	maze	of	past	facts	almost	any	pattern	

they	wish,	 with	 the	 result	 that	 the	 ruin	 of	 the	 factual	 and	 particular	 through	 the	

seemingly	 higher	 validity	 of	 general	 ‘meanings’	 has	 even	 undermined	 the	 basic	

factual	structure	of	all	historical	process,	that	is,	chronology.”4	

With	 this	 in	 mind,	 Arendt	 undertakes	 an	 approach	 to	 history	 that	 rejects	

causality	 in	 the	 realm	 of	 human	 affairs	 and	 strives	 towards	 an	 impartiality	

embedded	within	 the	perspectives	 of	 those	who	 enacted	 and	witnessed	 historical	

events.	 The	 elements	 of	 natality,	 worldliness,	 and	 plurality	 are	 all	 implicit	 in	 an	
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approach	that	possesses	particular	and	revealing	affinities	to	the	methods	of	Homer,	

Herodotus,	Thucydides,	Alexis	de	Tocqueville,	and	Walter	Benjamin.	

Arendt	 initially	 concealed	 the	 “rather	 unusual	 approach”5	 to	 history	 and	

political	 theory	that	she	employed	in	The	Origins	of	Totalitarianism,	due	at	 least	 in	

part	 to	 her	 personal	 disdain	 for	 methodological	 discussion.6	 Nonetheless	 she	

recognized	early	in	the	project	that	this	problem	of	causality	struck	the	very	core	of	

her	 work,	 and	 continually	 struggled	 to	 express	 these	 considerations	 within	 the	

book’s	often	tortuous	and	arcane	structure.7	However,	a	widespread	misreading	of	

Origins	that	resulted	from	this	reticence	spurred	Arendt	to	discuss	the	foundations	

of	her	historical	method	in	the	years	following	the	book’s	publication.	

As	mentioned	previously,	Arendt	understands	the	human	condition	as	being	

embedded	within	larger	natural	processes	which	are	cyclical	and	impersonal.	From	

the	products	of	nature,	human	beings	create	a	more	durable	world	for	themselves	in	

which	 history	 can	 occur.	 Arendt	 describes	 history	 as	 the	 record	 of	 those	 “single	

instances,	deeds	or	events	[that]	interrupt	the	circular	movement	of	daily	life,	in	the	

same	sense	that	the	rectilinear	bios	of	the	mortals	interrupts	the	circular	movement	

of	biological	 life.”8	The	purpose	of	history,	as	its	father	Herodotus	understood	it,	 is	

“to	preserve	that	which	owes	its	existence	to	men...	lest	it	be	obliterated	by	time,	and	

to	bestow	upon	 the	 glorious,	wondrous	deeds	of	Greeks	 and	barbarians	 sufficient	

praise	 to	 assure	 their	 remembrance	 by	 posterity	 and	 thus	make	 their	 glory	 shine	

through	 the	 centuries.”9	 The	 subject	matter	 of	 history	 is	 the	 extraordinary,	 while	

ordinary	life,	propelled	by	the	imperatives	of	survival	and	self‐interest,	provides	the	

setting	in	which	individual	action	is	possible.	Thus	history	for	Arendt	is	the	series	of	
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individual	actions	and	events	 that	disrupt	 the	processes	of	 everyday	 living,	 rather	

than	a	cascading	series	of	causal	explanations	 that	make	events	wholly	 intelligible	

through	the	various	catechisms	of	modern	methods	of	historical	inquiry.	

Natality	and	worldliness	are	implicit	in	Arendt’s	approach	to	the	question	of	

historical	causality	insofar	as	human	beings	are	conditioned	by	the	world	that	they	

occupy	but	are	still	capable	of	new	and	spontaneous	beginnings.	Arendt	argues	that	

the	 tendency	 of	 modern	 historiography	 and	 social	 sciences	 to	 explain	 events	

entirely	 through	 the	 prism	 of	 prior	 conditions	 risks	 excusing	 the	 actions	 of	

individuals	 by	 construing	 them	as	 being	nothing	more	 than	 the	products	 of	 those	

conditions.	However,	 	 the	passage	of	 time	 in	human	affairs	 is	more	disjointed	and	

uncertain	 than	 conventional	 narratives	 can	 express.	 She	 claims	 in	 “Understanding	

and	 Politics”	 that	 causality	 is	 an	 “alien	 and	 falsifying	 category	 in	 the	 historical	

sciences....	 [The	 past]	 comes	 into	 being	 only	 with	 the	 event	 itself.	 Only	 when	

something	irrevocable	has	happened	can	we	even	try	to	trace	its	history	backward.	

The	event	illuminates	its	own	past;	it	can	never	be	deduced	from	it.”10	Arendt	does	

not	dismiss	the	role	of	circumstance,	but	argues	that	this	should	be	seen	“in	a	light	

provided	by	 the	event	 itself,”	 rather	 than	 imagining	 it	 to	possess	 “an	 independent	

existence	 of	 which	 the	 event	 would	 be	 only	 the	 more	 or	 less	 accidental	 though	

adequate	 expression.”11	 This	 spurs	 her	 singular	 aphorism	 that	 “history	 is	 a	 story	

which	 has	 many	 beginnings	 but	 no	 end,”12	 which	 is	 to	 say	 that	 the	 vast	 human	

potential	made	possible	by	the	condition	of	natality	 is	continually	swept	forth	into	

the	future,	with	strange	new	occurrences	continually	emerging	and	being	shaped	by	

the	world	in	which	they	appear.	
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Arendt’s	 antipathy	 to	 causality	 in	 human	 affairs	 led	 her	 to	 describe	 her	

method	 as	 giving	 “a	 historical	 account	 of	 the	 elements	 which	 crystallized	 into	

totalitarianism,”	 rather	 than	 an	 illumination	 of	 totalitarianism	 as	 an	 inevitable	

phenomenon	that	grew	from	an	inexorable	historical	process.13	Arendt	writes	in	her	

reply	to	Eric	Voegelin	that	she	strives	to	“proceed	from	facts	and	events	instead	of	

intellectual	affinities	and	influences”	and	argues	that	the	essence	of	totalitarianism	

did	not	exist	prior	 to	 its	coming	into	being.14	As	Benhabib	argues,	Arendt	employs	

unusual	 phrases	 such	 as	 “elements”	 and	 “crystallization”	 because,	 much	 like	

historian	Walter	Benjamin,	she	wants	“to	break	the	chain	of	narrative	continuity,	to	

shatter	chronology	as	the	natural	structure	of	narrative,	to	stress	 fragmentariness,	

historical	dead	ends,	failures	and	ruptures.”15	

This	 fragmentary	 approach	 to	 history	 explains	 to	 some	 extent	 Arendt’s	

propensity	to	define	key	words	and	phrases	in	a	peculiar,	idiosyncratic	fashion,	for	

this	 emerges	 from	 her	 continued	mediation	with	 the	 present	 remnants	 of	 human	

history	and	understanding.	Thus	much	of	her	work	involves	tortuous	genealogies	of	

words	and	ideas.	In	response	to	C.B.	Macpherson’s	needling	that	she	engages	in	the	

unusual	practice	“of	taking	a	word	that	has	perhaps	more	than	one	meaning	in	the	

ordinary	understanding	and	giving	 it	 a	 very	 special	meaning	and	 then	proceeding	

from	 there	 to	 reach	 striking,	 paradoxical	 conclusions,”	 Arendt	 replies	 that	 her	

approach	 involves	 focusing	 upon	 the	 “disclosing	 quality”	 of	 a	 word,	 which	 has	

“always	an	historical	background.”16	For	instance,	Arendt	relies	on	an	etymological	

approach	to	make	a	distinction	between	labor	and	work	that	possesses	no	basis	in	

the	 Western	 philosophic	 tradition	 but	 resides	 in	 the	 distinctions	 that	 have	 been	
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preserved	in	everyday	language,17	and	dedicates	the	first	chapter	of	On	Revolution	to	

describing	the	convoluted	development	of	the	eponymous	noun.18	She	refers	to	this	

method	as	“pearl	fishing,”19	in	reference	to	a	line	from	Shakespeare’s	The	Tempest,	

because	 she	would	 dive	 beneath	 the	 surface	 of	 the	 present	 to	 find	 historical	 and	

linguistic	fragments	whose	nature	and	significance	have	mutated	over	time.	

Arendt’s	method	also	has	significant	parallels	to	that	of	Tocqueville,	who	also	

condemns	 theories	 that	 centre	 upon	 either	 the	 immutable	 laws	 or	 the	 chaotic	

accidents	 that	 supposedly	 define	 history.	 Instead,	 as	 Bernard	 Crick	 argues,	

Tocqueville	and	Arendt	believe	that	“nothing	can	happen	without	antecedent	social	

conditions	 changing	 and	 giving	 an	 opportunity,	 but	 nothing	 actually	 happens	

without	 the	actions	of	men.”20	Arendt	argues	 that	while	 the	world	of	 appearances	

provides	 the	 setting	 and	 establishes	 the	 relationships	 in	 which	 the	 fact	 of	 each	

human	being’s	birth	can	attain	significance,	“each	event	in	human	history	reveals	an	

unexpected	 landscape	 of	 human	 deeds,	 sufferings,	 and	 new	 possibilities	 which	

together	 transcend	the	sum	total	of	all	willed	 intentions	and	the	significance	of	all	

origins.”21	

One	of	the	most	 important	aims	of	Arendt’s	“old	fashioned	storytelling”22	 is	

to	represent	the	multiplicity	of	perspectives	that	are	made	possible	by	the	condition	

of	 plurality.	 This	 approach,	 which	 Disch	 calls	 “situated	 impartiality,”	 involves	

attempting	 to	 understand	 events	 through	 the	 plurality	 of	 perspectives	 that	

constitute	it	as	a	public	occurrence.	This	provides	a	critical	vantage	point	that	does	

not	stand	outside	history,	 like	an	Archimedean	lever	whose	fulcrum	is	beyond	this	

world,	but	within	and	between	the	perspectives	of	the	people	who	experienced	the	
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event.23	 Archimedean	 history,	 with	 its	 goal	 of	 abstract	 objectivity,	 has	 frequently	

proved	 unable	 to	 relate	 to	 human	 interests,	 while	 Arendt’s	 approach	 achieves	

impartiality	 through	 a	 limited	 withdrawal	 that	 bears	 individual	 perspectives	 and	

experiences	in	mind.24	

This	approach	to	history	is	in	some	ways	inspired	by	the	examples	of	Homer	

and	 Thucydides,	 who	 weave	 representations	 of	 historical	 events	 in	 ways	 that	

recognize	the	perspectives	of	multiple	actors	and	parties.	Homer’s	narrative,	which	

tells	 the	 story	 of	 both	Hector	 and	Achilles,	 is	 unprecedented	 in	 its	 impartiality	 to	

history,	as	the	story	of	the	vanquished	is	told	alongside	the	glories	of	the	victors;25	

the	events	in	and	of	themselves,	rather	than	their	eventual	outcome,	are	preserved	

in	the	narrative.	

Arendt’s	affinity	to	Thucydides	stems	from	her	deep	concern	with	retrieving	

the	perspectives	of	multiple	actors	in	order	to	represent	the	events	as	they	occurred	

in	all	their	fractious	uncertainty.	She	argues	that	the	Greeks	had	discovered	in	their	

political	conversations	“that	the	world	we	have	in	common	is	usually	regarded	from	

an	 infinite	number	of	different	standpoints,	 to	which	correspond	the	most	diverse	

points	 of	 view,”	 and	 that	 Thucydides’	 project	 is	 to	 capture	 these	 various	

perspectives,	 which	 were	 often	 mutually	 incompatible.26	 Disch	 observes	 that	

Thucydides	undertakes	“an	artistic	(though	not	fictional)	creation	of	plurality	by	his	

representation	of	speeches	from	the	multiple,	divergent	perspectives	that	constitute	

the	public	realm.”27	Thucydides,	although	not	impartial	in	the	conventional	sense	of	

dispassionate	 objectivity,	 fosters	 impartiality	 by	 imagining	 the	 perspectives	 of	

different	actors,	and	“Arendt	seems	to	have	viewed	Thucydides	as	she	did	herself,	as	
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a	political	theorist	from	whom	the	question	of	historical	objectivity	is	an	irrelevant	

methodological	debate.	The	task	of	the	political	theorist	is	not	to	report	objectively	

but	 to	 tell	 a	 story	 that	 engages	 the	 critical	 faculties	 of	 the	 audience.”28	 This	 is	

because	ambiguity	in	a	story	allows	multiple	interpretations	and	indefinite	debate,	

whereas	critical	arguments	or	witness	testimonials	are	damaged	by	ambiguity	and	

uncertainty;	 their	 function	 is	 to	 produce	 singular	 conclusions	 from	 complex	

events.29	 Modern	 historiography	 often	 attempts	 to	 strip	 the	 ambiguity	 and	

reinterpretability	from	stories	in	the	interest	of	explaining	events	as	nothing	but	the	

epiphenomena	 of	 underlying	 social	 forces.30	 This	 is	 a	 dangerous	 conceit	 that	

shatters	 the	 power	 and	 meaning	 of	 stories	 with	 its	 pretensions	 to	 pure	

understanding.	

The	endless	 interpretability	of	 stories,	 and	 their	emotional	and	 imaginative	

resonance,	 means	 that	 “storytelling	 both	 situates	 our	 theories	 in	 the	 experiences	

from	 which	 they	 came	 and	 engages	 an	 audience	 in	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 critical	

thinking	than	an	argument	does.”31	Arendt	argues	that	through	continually	engaging	

and	being	aware	of	the	facts	and	stories	of	history,	we	can	achieve	a	small	measure	

of	 a	 historical	 understanding	 that	 transcends	 knowledge	 and	 grants	 it	meaning,32	

which	is	why	the	Greeks	placed	so	much	emphasis	on	remembrance,	the	task	of	the	

poet	and	historiographer.33	The	judgments	and	conclusions	of	the	political	theorist	

rest	upon	these	various	perspectives.	

However,	Arendt	says,	this	process	of	understanding	“is	unending	and	cannot	

produce	final	results.	It	is	the	specifically	human	way	of	being	alive;	for	every	single	

person	needs	to	be	reconciled	to	a	world	into	which	he	was	born	a	stranger	and	in	
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which,	 to	 the	 extent	 of	 his	 uniqueness,	 he	 always	 remains	 a	 stranger.”34	 Human	

beings	 can	 never	 fully	 understand	 history	 because	 current	 events	 always	 impose	

strange	 and	 unanticipated	 significance	 to	 the	 events	 of	 the	 past.	 The	 notion	 that	

history	has	a	“dustbin”	is	misleading	because	in	some	sense	the	dust	never	actually	

settles,	 for	 as	 time	 slides	 forward	 and	 the	 shape	 of	 the	 past	 assumes	 new	

significance,	our	previous	understanding	falls	like	sand	between	our	fingers	and	we	

must	 constantly	 grasp	 in	 our	 search	 for	 that	 pure	 understanding	 that	 inevitably	

eludes	us.		

Arendt’s	 retreat	 from	ontology	and	 causality	 into	 the	human	condition	and	

historical	 contingency	 produces	 the	 bedrock	 of	 her	 theoretical	 understanding,	

which	 in	 turn	 underlies	 her	 theory	 of	 human	 activity	 and	 political	 freedom.	 This	

paradox,	that	her	bedrock	is	actually	quicksand,	is	redeemed	by	the	human	capacity	

for	new	beginnings	and	surprising	innovations	in	the	realms	of	thought	and	action.	

The	fact	that	Arendt’s	distinctions	and	judgments	straddle	the	topsy‐turvy	parade	of	

particulars	 that	 abound	 in	 this	world,	 instead	 of	 resting	 upon	 abstract	 categories	

that	hail	from	another	world,	is	often	concealed	beneath	the	categorical	judgments	

and	essentialist	language	in	her	completed	works	that	have	outraged	her	detractors	

and	 baffled	 her	 supporters.	 However,	 the	 tentative	 and	 elastic	 quality	 of	 Arendt’s	

thought,	which	must	make	room	for	the	spectacular	possibilities	of	contingency	that	

stem	from	natality,	worldliness,	and	plurality,	should	be	borne	in	mind	as	we	move	

on	 to	 the	 final	 section	 of	 this	 chapter,	 which	 outlines	 the	 components	 of	 the	 vita	

activa:	labor,	work,	and	action. 

  



20 
 

1.3. The Vita Activa 
	
Freedom	 for	 Arendt	 is	 not	 impunity	 from	 oppression,	 nor	 is	 it	 membership	 in	 a	

society	that	exercises	control	over	its	own	affairs,	so	that	Arendt’s	notion	of	freedom	

is	 in	 many	 respects	 alien	 to	 the	 Western	 philosophical	 tradition’s	 positive	 and	

negative	 liberties.35	 Philosophy,	 which	 attempts	 to	 systematize	 reality	 and	

understand	everything	 in	 terms	of	 cause	and	effect,	 is	uncomfortable	with	human	

spontaneity	 and	 unpredictability.36	 Thus	 the	 tradition	 of	 political	 philosophy	 has	

understood	 human	 plurality	 as	 a	 problem	 to	 be	 solved	 through	 such	 devices	 as	

sovereignty,	representation,	the	general	will,	majority	rule,	and	class	struggle,	which	

are	then	seen	as	essential,	univocal	elements	of	politics.	Arendt	presents	freedom	as	

the	 apex	 of	 a	 hierarchy	 of	 human	 activities	 that	 are	 distinguished	 on	 the	 basis	 of	

how	human	beings	relate	to	the	world	and	each	other.	

Arendt	presents	the	vita	activa	in	contradistinction	to	the	vita	contemplativa,	

the	exploration	of	those	inner	mental,	emotional,	and	spiritual	realms	that	have	no	

worldly	appearance,	which	is	“an	experience	of	sheer	activity	without	any	physical	

or	bodily	obstacles.”37	The	vita	activa	comprises	those	human	activities	that	have	an	

outward	appearance	and	can	be	perceived	by	others.	Each	of	the	three	modes	of	the	

vita	 activa	 –	 labor,	 work,	 and	 action	 –	 corresponds	 to	 particular	 elements	 of	 the	

human	condition.	Labor	perpetuates	biological	existence,	work	fabricates	a	common	

world,	 and	 action	 realizes	 both	 natality	 and	 plurality	 through	 engagement	 in	

spontaneous	and	self‐revelatory	politics.	These	modes	of	activity	entail	(and	tend	to	

engender)	particular	mindsets	and	orientations	towards	the	world.	
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Labor	corresponds	 to	 the	condition	of	 life	 itself,	and	 is	generally	defined	as	

“that	 range	 of	 activities	 which	 man	 cannot	 avoid	 if	 he	 is	 to	 stay	 alive	 and	 to	

perpetuate	his	species.”	Labor	is	both	necessary	and	futile	because	its	products	are	

consumed	 as	 soon	 as	 they	 are	 produced;	 it	 leaves	 nothing	 behind.	 Arendt	 holds	

labor	in	the	lowest	regard,	for	“to	labor	meant	to	be	enslaved	by	necessity,	and	this	

enslavement	was	inherent	in	the	conditions	of	human	life.”38	Labor	is	automatic	and	

requires	 no	 thought	 or	 craftsmanship;	 in	 this	 mode	 of	 existence,	 the	 human	 as	

laborer,	or	animal	laborans,	is	immersed	in	the	processes	of	survival.	In	the	modern	

world,	most	humans	reside	in	wholly	unnatural	surroundings,	but	the	sense	of	being	

submerged	in	one’s	environment,	a	cog	within	a	process	beyond	oneself,	remains	as	

true	 in	 factories	 and	 cubicles	 as	 it	 does	 on	 farms	 and	 hunting	 grounds.	 Animal	

laborans,	unable	to	stand	apart	from	the	environment,	is	unable	to	achieve	a	human	

identity.39	The	mentality	engendered	by	labor,	as	Hanna	Pitkin	argues,	centres	upon	

“the	 conviction	 that	 we	 are	 the	 helpless	 products	 of	 causal	 forces,	 historical	 or	

social,	which	leave	us	no	choice	or	capacity	for	initiative.”40	

Unlike	 labor,	 work	 is	 unnatural,	 as	 it	 involves	 transforming	 nature	 into	 a	

durable	artifice.	Work	creates	a	world	of	objects,	ranging	from	everyday	objects	to	

artworks,	that	offers	a	measure	of	permanence	that	cannot	be	found	in	the	cyclical	

creation	 and	 consumption	 inherent	 to	 labor.	 These	 objects	 “give	 rise	 to	 the	

familiarity	 of	 the	 world,	 its	 customs	 and	 habits	 of	 intercourse	 between	men	 and	

things	as	well	as	between	men	and	men;”41	thus	work	involves	a	measure	of	human	

creativity	and	realizes	the	human	condition	of	worldliness.42	These	objects	come	to	
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constitute	an	in‐between	that	simultaneously	separates	and	relates	the	humans	that	

occupy	it.	

Yet	while	 the	 products	 of	work	 are	 distinctly	 human	 and	 not	 the	 result	 of	

natural	drives,	they	are	still	used	and	destroyed.	The	value	of	work	is	predicated	on	

strictly	 utilitarian	 criteria,	 as	 “everything	 is	 judged	 in	 terms	 of	 suitability	 and	

usefulness	 for	 the	desired	 end,	 and	 for	nothing	 else.”43	Ultimately,	 no	matter	how	

brilliant	or	inventive,	the	creator	remains	obscure	because	the	process	of	fabrication	

“has	no	more	meaning	than	is	revealed	in	the	finished	product	and	does	not	intend	

to	show	more	 than	 is	plainly	visible	at	 the	end	of	 the	production	process.”44	Thus	

work	 engenders	 a	 technical	 mindset	 that	 reduces	 everything	 within	 its	 scope,	

including	 human	 beings	 and	 relationships,	 to	 objects	 that	 can	 be	manipulated	 for	

particular	ends.	

Work	is	also	inevitably	a	product	of	isolation	due	to	the	nature	of	fabrication,	

which	is	an	individual	relationship	between	the	creator	and	the	object	in	which	the	

presence	of	others	 is	 irrelevant	or	even	counterproductive.45	According	 to	Arendt,	

the	only	public	space	for	the	worker,	or	homo	faber,	is	“the	exchange	market,	where	

he	can	show	the	products	of	his	hand	and	receive	the	esteem	which	is	due	him.”46	

But	 it	 is	only	with	reference	to	craftsmanship	 in	creating	the	end‐product	 that	 the	

worker	is	praised	and	known	to	others,	while	the	product	itself	can	be	incorporated	

into	the	human	world	of	affairs	and	become	subject	to	the	later	vagaries	of	use	and	

interpretation.	Thus,	Arendt	claims,	“man	is	never	exclusively	homo	faber,	[for]	even	

the	 fabricator	 remains	 at	 the	 same	 time	 an	 acting	 being,	 who	 starts	 processes	

wherever	he	goes	and	with	whatever	he	does.”47		
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Though	 the	 processes	 of	 survival	 and	 fabrication	 are	 necessary	 and	 often	

pleasurable,	 they	grant	no	greater	meaning	 to	human	 life.	The	human	condition	 is	

largely	characterized	by	a	sense	of	cosmic	tragedy,	since	the	world	is	indifferent	to	

human	 sentiments	 and	we	are	 inexorably	bound	up	 in	 the	 life	process.	By	merely	

living,	 working,	 behaving,	 thinking,	 or	 ruling,	 we	 are	 not	 faced	 with	 raw	

unpredictability,	and	are	denied	the	opportunity	to	develop	and	affirm	our	unique	

individuality;	 instead	 we	 fall	 into	 patterns	 along	 static	 lines,	 driven	 by	 common	

motivations	 and	 desires,	 shaped	 by	 cultural	 mores	 and	 customs,	 and	 judged	 by	

material	results	and	moral	standards.	

Action,	the	highest	mode	of	human	activity,	offers	human	beings	redemption	

from	 the	 futility	 of	mortality	 by	 realizing	 the	 conditions	 of	 natality	 and	 plurality.	

Human	beings	are	only	free	when	they	participate	in	politics,	which	Arendt	argues	is	

a	spontaneous,	intersubjective	activity	unfettered	by	the	dictates	of	instrumentality.	

Action	as	a	performance	requires	a	public	“space	of	appearances”	composed	of	equal	

yet	distinct	actors	in	order	to	be	achieved	and	sustained.	Political	action	breaks	the	

iron	 chains	 of	 causality	 that	 typically	 link	 our	 motives	 and	 deeds,	 and	 releases	

humans	 from	both	 the	 tyranny	 of	 objective	 truth	 and	 the	 desolation	 of	 individual	

subjectivity.	Through	debate	and	deliberation	on	public	affairs,	political	actors	form	

opinions	 through	 open	 discussion,	 find	 themselves	 immersed	 in	 a	 fragile,	 ever‐

shifting	 web	 of	 relationships,	 and	 transcend	 their	 social	 and	 biological	 roles	 to	

reveal	who	they	really	are.	

Political	action	redeems	human	existence	because,	unlike	labor	or	work,	it	is	

not	determined	by	the	demands	of	human	biology,	nor	does	it	approach	the	world	
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as	an	object	to	be	moulded	according	to	a	preconceived	plan.	As	Kateb	observes,	“all	

the	 other	 activities	 of	 life,	 with	 the	 ambiguous	 exceptions	 of	 thinking	

(understanding),	 and	 contemplation,	 are	 not	 free,	 but	 done	 in	 bondage	 to	 one	 or	

another	kind	of	master	or	done	 in	unredeemable	 futility	or	 impotence.”48	Political	

action	 offers	 the	 greatest	 possibility	 of	 new	beginnings	 and	 individual	 agency,	 for	

although	Arendt	argues	that	all	three	aspects	of	the	vita	activa	are	rooted	in	natality,	

“in	so	far	as	they	have	the	task	to	provide	and	preserve	the	world	for,	to	foresee	and	

reckon	 with,	 the	 constant	 influx	 of	 newcomers	 who	 are	 born	 into	 the	 world	 as	

strangers,”	 action	 because	 of	 its	 spontaneity	 and	 originality	 has	 the	 closest	

connection	with	 human	 natality.	 Political	 action	 is	 always	 a	 beginning	 because	 it	

introduces	 novelty	 into	 the	 world,	 for	 “the	 newcomer	 possesses	 the	 capacity	 of	

beginning	 something	 anew,	 that	 is,	 of	 acting.”	 It	 has	 the	 potential	 to	 disrupt	 the	

seemingly	 inexorable	 processes	 that	 would	 otherwise	 render	 human	 beings	 into	

superfluous	 conduits	 for	 history	 or	 nature,	 and	 thus	 Arendt	 argues	 that	 natality,	

rather	 than	 mortality,	 may	 be	 the	 “central	 category	 of	 political,	 as	 distinguished	

from	metaphysical,	thought.”49	

The	 condition	 of	 natality	 produces	 human	 beings	 who	 are	 capable	 of	

becoming	 zoon	 politikon,	 political	 animals,	 while	 the	 world	 and	 its	 myriad	

relationships	provide	the	setting	in	which	freedom	can	appear.	The	birth	of	a	child	

introduces	 something	 new	 into	 the	 world,	 but	 “there	 always	 was	 a	 world	 before	

their	 arrival	 and	 there	 always	 will	 be	 a	 world	 after	 their	 departure.”50	 In	 other	

words,	human	beings	are	not	born	into	a	vacuum,	but	are	thrown	into	a	tangled	web	

of	human	affairs	in	which	each	actor	affects	and	alters	the	actions	of	others.	Arendt	
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declares	that	“with	word	and	deed	we	insert	ourselves	 into	the	human	world,	and	

this	 insertion	 is	 like	a	second	birth,	 in	which	we	confirm	and	 take	upon	ourselves	

the	naked	fact	of	our	original	physical	appearance.	This	insertion	is	not	forced	upon	

us	by	necessity,	like	labor,	and	it	is	not	prompted	by	utility,	like	work.”51	

The	 presence	 of	 this	 fragile	 web	 of	 human	 affairs	 is	 necessary	 for	 politics	

because	 it	 allows	 for	 the	 realization	 of	 plurality	 and	 the	 observance	 and	

remembrance	of	self‐revelation.	It	is	the	result	of	action	and	speech,	“which	together	

constitute	the	fabric	of	human	relationships	and	affairs.	Left	to	themselves,	they	lack	

not	 only	 the	 tangibility	 of	 other	 things,	 but	 are	 even	 less	 durable	 and	more	 futile	

than	 what	 we	 produce	 for	 consumption.”52	 The	 reality	 of	 words	 and	 deeds	 thus	

“depends	entirely	upon	human	plurality,	upon	the	constant	presence	of	others	who	

can	see	and	hear	and	therefore	testify	to	their	existence.”53	Thus,	Arendt	says,	“the	

disclosure	of	the	‘Who’	through	speech,	and	the	setting	of	a	new	beginning	through	

action,	always	fall	into	an	already	existing	web	where	their	immediate	consequences	

can	 be	 felt.”54	 The	 complex	 and	 transitory	 nature	 of	 this	 web	 entails	 a	 twofold	

uncertainty,	 as	 the	actions	and	 reactions	of	other	 individuals	 cannot	be	predicted,	

nor	can	the	consequences	of	one’s	own	actions.55	Words	and	deeds	are	continually	

subjected	to	reinterpretation	in	light	of	new	consequences	that	often	arise	unbidden	

and	unanticipated.	

This	 complex	web	of	 human	affairs	 allows	 for	 the	 emergence	of	 a	 space	of	

appearances	 that	 is	 created	 by	 the	 presence	 of	 numerous	 potential	 actors.	 This	

space	of	appearances	is	“the	space	where	I	appear	to	others	as	others	appear	to	me,	

where	men	 exist	 not	merely	 like	 other	 living	 or	 inanimate	 things	 but	make	 their	
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appearance	 explicitly,”	 and	 “comes	 into	 being	 wherever	 men	 are	 together	 in	 the	

manner	 of	 speech	 and	 action,	 and	 therefore	 predates	 and	 precedes...	 the	 various	

forms	 in	 which	 the	 public	 realm	 can	 be	 organized.”56	 Public	 gatherings	 always	

present	 the	potential	 for	 the	generation	of	a	space	of	appearances.	However,	most	

people	 never	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to	 engage	 with	 others	 through	 a	 space	 of	

appearances,	while	the	few	that	do	find	that	human	beings	are	unable	to	sustain	this	

space	 indefinitely	 because	 they	 must	 also	 involve	 themselves	 in	 the	 business	 of	

living	 and	 maintaining	 the	 common	 world.	 Being	 deprived	 of	 the	 space	 of	

appearances,	 Arendt	 says,	 “means	 to	 be	 deprived	 of	 reality,	 which,	 humanly	 and	

politically	 speaking,	 is	 the	 same	 as	 appearance.”57	 The	 performative	 character	 of	

action	means	 that	 freedom	 is	 ephemeral,	 disappearing	with	 the	 end	 of	 the	 public	

conversation	and	the	dissolution	of	the	space	of	appearances.	Only	when	the	actors	

are	ready	and	the	stage	is	set	can	freedom	occur.	

The	 performance	 itself	 involves	 a	 combination	 of	 speaking	 and	 doing	 in	 a	

way	that	is	counterintuitive	to	our	common	distinction	between	action	and	speech.	

In	The	Human	Condition,	Arendt	speaks	favourably	of	the	ancient	Greek	worldview	

in	which	“speech	and	action	were	considered	to	be	coeval	and	coequal,	of	the	same	

rank	and	the	same	kind,”	with	the	understanding	that	political	action	is	transacted	

in	words	and	that	“finding	the	right	words	at	the	right	moment,	quite	apart	from	the	

information	or	 communication	 they	may	 convey,	 is	 action.”	 She	decries	 the	use	of	

speech	 “as	 a	 means	 of	 persuasion	 rather	 than	 the	 specifically	 human	 way	 of	

answering,	 talking	back	 and	measuring	up	 to	whatever	happened	or	was	done.”58	

Thus	while	George	Kateb	may	overstate	his	case	in	arguing	that	Arendt’s	distinction	
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between	words	and	deeds	cannot	 stand,	and	 that	 speech	 is	 the	 “one	 true	mode	of	

political	 action,”	 he	 is	 correct	 in	 placing	 speech	 at	 the	 very	 centre	 of	 her	 political	

theory.59	Arendt	claims	that	verbal	debate	“constitutes	the	very	essence	of	political	

life,”60	 and	 “speech	 is	 what	 makes	 man	 a	 political	 being,”61	 and	 yet	 there	 is	 a	

spontaneous	 quality	 to	 political	 speech	 that	 must	 temper	 any	 understanding	 of	

action	 as	wholly	 discursive.	 Politics	 demands	 not	 only	 felicitous	words	 but	 also	 a	

continual	engagement	and	response	to	events	as	they	occur,	and	one’s	deeds	in	the	

presence	of	others	can	“speak”	as	clearly	as	words.	

Arendtian	 political	 discourse,	 mediated	 through	 the	 space	 of	 appearances	

and	made	possible	by	the	tangled	web	of	human	relationships,	is	intersubjective	and	

self‐revelatory.	 As	 an	 intersubjective	 activity,	 action	 realizes	 the	 condition	 of	

plurality	 by	 preserving	 the	 distinctions	 between	 individuals	 and	 their	 particular	

viewpoints,	 rather	 than	arriving	at	 final	answers	or	a	common	will	 that	will	abide	

forever.	 This	 latter	 interpretation	 is	 a	 position	 occupied	 by	 Jürgen	Habermas	 and	

similar	 proponents	 of	 consensus‐based	 politics,	 but	 owes	 more	 to	 Habermas’	

monumental	 contributions	 to	 the	 field	 of	 discourse	 ethics	 than	 to	 any	 legitimate	

exegesis	of	Arendt’s	work.62	

Habermas,	 who	 argues	 that	 for	 Arendt	 “the	 fundamental	 phenomenon	 of	

power	 is	 not	 the	 instrumentalization	 of	 another’s	 will,	 but	 the	 formation	 of	 a	

common	 will	 in	 a	 communication	 directed	 to	 reaching	 agreement	 [and	 that]	

reaching	agreement	is	an	end	in	itself	for	those	involved,”63	fails	to	take	account	of	

the	role	of	plurality	in	the	composition	of	action.	Arendt’s	public	actors	do	not	strive	

to	 attain	 a	 transparent	 and	 complete	 consensus.	 Instead,	 as	 Haute	 Brunkhorst	



28 
 

argues,	Arendt	understands	the	deliberative	process	as	open‐ended,	as	its	outcome	

“is	the	full	disclosure	or	illumination...	of	the	matter	in	question	[in	which]	the	‘thing	

itself’	 appears,	 showing	 all	 the	 sides	 that	 it	 has	 for	 a	 particular	 political	 body.”64	

Aiming	at	rational	consensus,	while	suitable	to	some	discussions,	particularly	those	

of	a	technical	or	academic	nature,	is	in	the	end	another	form	of	instrumentality,	and	

is	contrary	to	Arendt’s	belief	that	political	questions	cannot	be	settled	once	and	for	

all.65	While	some	decisions	will	need	to	be	made	so	that	a	political	community	may	

carry	on	the	business	of	the	world	in	response	to	particular	events,	politics	is	not	a	

calculative	attempt	to	reach	a	correct	answer,	but	rather	an	intersubjective	process	

that	reveals	political	actors	for	whom	they	are.	

“Public	 life,”	 Arendt	 writes,	 “relies	 on	 the	 simultaneous	 presence	 of	

innumerable	perspectives	 and	aspects	 in	which	 the	 common	world	presents	 itself	

and	 for	 which	 no	 common	measurement	 or	 denominator	 can	 ever	 be	 devised.”66	

Each	 individual	 occupies	 a	 distinct	 place	 within	 the	 world,	 so	 that	 when	 many	

individuals	 come	 together	 to	 engage	 in	 public	 conversation	 on	 matters	 of	

importance,	the	object	of	conversation	is	illuminated	in	a	way	that	is	superior	to	the	

limited	 scope	 of	 objective	 truth	 and	 the	 idiosyncratic	 character	 of	 subjective	

experience,	 both	 of	 which	 jeopardize	 the	 intersubjectivity	 that	 is	 the	 lifeblood	 of	

political	 discourse.	 Objective	 truth,	 Arendt	 argues,	 “peremptorily	 claims	 to	 be	

acknowledged	 and	 precludes	 debate....	 The	modes	 of	 thought	 and	 communication	

that	 deal	 with	 truth,	 if	 seen	 from	 a	 political	 perspective,	 are	 necessarily	

domineering;	they	don’t	take	into	account	other	people’s	opinions,	and	taking	these	

into	 account	 is	 the	 hallmark	 of	 all	 strictly	 political	 thinking.”67	 In	 her	 1959	
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acceptance	speech	for	the	Lessing	Prize	she	said:	“Every	truth	outside	this	area	[of	

political	discourse]...	 is	 inhuman	in	the	 literal	sense	of	the	word...	because	 it	might	

have	the	result	that	all	men	would	suddenly	unite	in	a	single	opinion...	as	though	not	

men	in	their	infinite	plurality	but	man	in	the	singular,	one	species	and	its	exemplars,	

were	to	inhabit	the	earth.”68	As	Canovan	observes,	in	matters	about	which	there	can	

be	certainty,	“human	plurality	is	irrelevant.	Any	number	of	men	following	the	same	

chain	of	deduction	is	substitutable	for	one	another	–	and	Arendt	regarded	political	

ideologies	 as	 attempts	 to	 reduce	 all	 thinking	 to	 just	 such	 single‐track	 unanimity,	

leaving	 no	 room	 for	 diversity	 of	 standpoints	 or	 originality	 of	 thought.”69	 This	

includes	 moral	 imperatives,	 which	 engender	 conformity,	 predictability,	 and	

routinization;	a	controversial	claim	that	will	be	visited	later	in	this	essay.	

The	 ascent	 from	 private	 subjectivity	 to	 public	 intersubjectivity	 requires	

political	actors	 to	actively	engage	 in	considering	each	other’s	perspectives.	Arendt	

argues	 that	 this	 is	essential	 to	political	 thinking:	 “The	more	people’s	 standpoints	 I	

have	present	 in	my	mind	while	 I	am	pondering	a	given	 issue,	and	 the	better	 I	can	

imagine	how	I	would	feel	and	think	if	I	were	in	their	place,	the	stronger	will	be	my	

capacity	 for	 representative	 thinking	 and	 the	more	 valid	my	 final	 conclusions,	my	

opinion.”70	This	sort	of	thinking,	which	Arendt	adapts	from	Kant	to	signify	a	limited	

intersubjectivity	 rather	 than	a	university	morality,	 emerges	 from	contact	with	 the	

views	and	perspectives	of	others	in	the	public	realm,	without	which	our	perspective	

remains	limited	and	our	thoughts	and	speech	are	mere	monologues.	

There	 is	 an	 innate	 tension	 between	 the	 motivations	 and	 goals	 of	 human	

beings	 and	 the	 preservation	 of	 the	 space	 of	 appearances	 insofar	 as	 actors	 may	
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shatter	the	space	of	appearances	or	suppress	human	plurality	in	the	pursuit	of	their	

goals.	Arendt	argues	that	there	are	many	things,	such	as	love,	that	cannot	withstand	

public	appearance	and	thus	must	remain	private	and	intimate.71	As	Kateb	observes,	

action	 can	 be	 damaged	 or	 denatured	 by	 “goodness,	 conscience,	 compassion,	 pity,	

and	 ambition,”	 whether	 or	 not	 these	 are	 morally	 or	 spiritually	 praiseworthy,	

because	 they	 eradicate	 the	 public	 space	 that	 connects	 and	 separates	 political	

actors.72	Particular	economic	interests	and	ethnic,	racial,	and	religious	loyalties	are	

also	 excluded	 from	 the	 public	 space	 because	 they	 are	 either	 instrumental	 or	

immutable.73	

On	the	other	hand,	certain	attitudes	and	approaches	to	the	world	favour	the	

maintenance	of	a	world	of	appearances;	for	instance,	agonism,	the	desire	to	display	

one’s	virtues	and	attributes	among	one’s	equals	in	order	to	prove	oneself	the	best	of	

all,	is	well‐suited	to	political	life.	The	significance	of	agonism	in	Arendt’s	theory	does	

not	derive	from	its	being	a	necessary	condition	of	politics	but	rather	a	motive	that	

has	 proven	 its	 affinities	 with	 public	 life.	 As	 James	 T.	 Knauer	 argues,	 Arendt	

understands	 this	 desire	 for	 worldly	 immortality	 as	 a	 unique	 sort	 of	 motive	 that	

“requires	both	 the	 continued	existence	of	 the	body	politic	 and	action	 that	 is	 great	

within	the	context	of	that	tradition.	Thus	as	a	goal	it	is	not	one	which	uses	the	public	

space	for	ulterior	motives	but	rather	one	which	necessarily	submits	to	the	judgment	

of	the	political	community.”74	Agonism	is	conducive	to	the	self‐revelatory	nature	of	

action	 because	 of	 its	 tendency	 to	 draw	 the	 actor	 into	 the	 spontaneous	 fray	 of	

politics,	 but	 not	 all	 politics	 is	 agonal	 in	 nature.	 Arendt	 claims	 that	 the	 decisive	

criterion	 for	 political	 action	 is	 not	 glory,	 the	 aim	 of	 agonism,	 but	 whether	 one	 is	
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concerned	 with	 the	 world	 that	 we	 hold	 in	 common	 rather	 than	 with	 one’s	 own	

moral	purity	or	other	personal	interests.75	The	precise	relationship	between	motive	

and	action,	with	its	concomitant	limits	on	what	may	be	considered	properly	political	

subject	matter,	 has	 been	 a	wellspring	 of	 controversy	 among	 scholars,	 and	will	 be	

explored	in	greater	detail	in	the	third	chapter.	

The	performance	of	 freedom	produces	nothing	material,	 yet	we	cannot	 say	

that	 it	 is	 wholly	 without	 products.	 An	 actor’s	 continual	 engagement	 with	 public	

discourse	engenders	what	Arendt	calls	“common	sense”	within	the	participants	of	a	

political	community.	Sarah	K.	Hinchman,	who	discusses	Arendt’s	theory	of	common	

sense	 as	 it	 relates	 to	 her	 conception	 of	 politics,	 describes	 it	 as	 “a	 consensus	 or	

shared	opinion	on	the	significance	of	a	common	life,	an	opinion	that	is	internalized	

by	 all	 members	 of	 a	 political	 community.”76	 Common	 sense,	 she	 argues,	 is	

impossible	without	political	activity	because	it	“grows	out	of	two	layers	of	dialogue:	

a	 private,	 mental	 dialogue	 in	 which	 I	 formulate	 some	 tentative	 position,	 and	 the	

public	dialogue	in	which	I	exchange	it	with	others.”77		

Besides	encouraging	this	sort	of	thinking,	common	sense	also	prevents	actors	

from	 eradicating	 through	 their	 actions	 the	 public	 realm	 that	 makes	 politics	

possible.78	It	thus	acts,	if	not	as	a	panacea	for	political	ills,	at	least	as	a	prophylactic,	

since	 it	 continually	 undermines	 ideological	 thinking,	 forces	 people	 to	 consider	

things	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 others,	 and	 keeps	 them	 in	 touch	 with	 worldly	

realities.79	 Arendt	 argues	 that	 “the	 impact	 of	 factual	 reality,	 like	 all	 other	 human	

experiences,	needs	 speech	 if	 it	 is	 to	 survive	 the	moment	of	 experience,	needs	 talk	

and	 communication	with	 others	 to	 remain	 sure	 of	 itself.”80	 The	need	 for	 common	



32 
 

sense	stems	from	the	fact	that	human	beings	slip	 into	a	solipsistic	morass	without	

continual	 engagement	with	others,	 and	 thus	become	susceptible	 to	mass	behavior	

and	 totalitarian	movements;	 for	 twentieth‐century	 political	 bestiality	 resulted	 not	

from	 the	 intent	 of	 its	 perpetrators	 to	 commit	 monstrous	 acts,	 but	 rather	 their	

inability	to	look	beyond	an	ideology	that	purported	to	encompass	the	entire	world.81	

Common	sense,	as	the	product	of	political	discourse,	is	more	vital	than	mere	

public	 opinion,	which	 is	 an	 aggregate	 of	 the	 unaired	 and	 unchallenged	 views	 of	 a	

passive	citizenry,	“a	dead	object	of	social	scientific	measurement	and	interpretation,	

presupposing	 no	 meaningful	 dialogue	 among	 citizens.”	 Opinion	 polling	 and	

research,	 Hinchman	 argues,	 reveal	 neither	 individuality	 nor	meaning,	 but	 “only	 a	

jumble	of	disconnected	observations,	prejudices,	and	half‐remembered	newspaper	

editorials	 that	 supposedly	 constitute	 citizens’	 opinions.”82	Mass	 opinion	 is	 readily	

measured	 and	 made	 the	 tool	 of	 political	 and	 economic	 elites.	 In	 fact,	 as	 Arendt	

argues	 in	On	Revolution,	 such	views	do	not	deserve	 to	be	 called	opinions:	 “In	 this	

system	the	opinions	of	the	people	are	indeed	unascertainable	for	the	simple	reason	

that	they	are	non‐existent.	Opinions	are	formed	in	a	process	of	open	discussion	and	

public	 debate,	 and	where	 no	 opportunity	 for	 the	 forming	 of	 opinion	 exists,	 there	

may	 be	 moods...	 but	 no	 opinion.”83	 Views,	 prejudices,	 and	 moods	 are	 developed	

through	 the	 passive	 intake	 of	 information;	 they	 are	 in	 some	 sense	 undigested.	

Opinions,	on	the	other	hand,	are	developed	only	through	active	debate,	which	forces	

individuals	to	put	their	views	into	words	and	consider	the	other’s	position.	

Besides	 engendering	 common	 sense	within	 a	 community,	 political	 life	 also	

discloses	 the	 true	 selves	 of	 political	 actors	 who	 must	 respond	 to	 events	 as	 they	
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occur	and	thus	reveal	themselves	to	others.	This	revelatory	quality,	Arendt	argues,	

emerges	when	people	are	“with	others	and	neither	for	nor	against	 them...	 in	sheer	

human	 togetherness,”	and	requires	 for	 its	 full	 appearance	a	public	 space	 in	which	

the	action	can	be	seen.	Without	this	disclosure	of	the	agent	within	the	performance,	

action	 “loses	 its	 specific	 character	 and	 becomes	 one	 form	 of	 achievement	 among	

others.”84	As	Kateb	argues,	the	revelatory	power	of	action	arises	when	the	agent	is	

lifted	out	of	biological,	social,	and	economic	imperatives,	and	away	from	probing	the	

inexpressible	darkness	of	mental	life,	to	be	immersed	in	intersubjective	discourse.85	

This	 revelation	 of	 a	 self	 within	 the	 public	 space	 occurs	 in	 part	 because	

engagement	 in	 politics	 produces	 a	 coherent	 self	 that	 is	 revealed	 through	 action.	

Outside	 of	 political	 action,	 as	 Bonnie	 Honig	 notes,	 a	 “self	 has	 no	 identity;	 it	 is	

fragmented,	discontinuous,	 indistinct....	Arendt’s	actors	do	not	act	because	of	what	

they	 already	 are,	 their	 actions	 do	 not	 express	 a	 prior,	 stable	 identity;	 they	

presuppose	an	unstable,	multiple	self	that	seeks	its,	at	best,	episodic	self‐realization	

in	 action	 and	 in	 the	 identity	 that	 is	 its	 reward.”86	 Political	 action	 defines	 and	

concentrates	the	self;	it	is,	 in	Kateb’s	memorable	phrase,	“the	great	stimulus	to	the	

formation	of	a	self	out	of	its	own	welter.”87	

However,	this	revelation	is	inaccessible	to	individuals,	who	can	only	see	their	

innermost	 selves	 “through	 a	 glass,	 darkly.”	 They	 can	 only	 seek	 understanding	

through	 engagement	 with	 a	 body	 of	 other	 actors	 who	 also	 bear	 witness	 to	 their	

words	 and	 deeds.	 Arendt	 argues	 that	 “although	 nobody	 knows	 whom	 he	 reveals	

when	 he	 discloses	 himself	 in	 deed	 or	 word,	 he	 must	 be	 willing	 to	 risk	 the	

disclosure....	Without	 the	disclosure	of	 the	agent	 in	 the	act,	action	 loses	 its	specific	
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character	and	becomes	one	form	of	achievement	among	others.”	This	occurs	when	

speech	is	employed	as	propaganda	or	deception	so	that	words	reveal	nothing.88	

The	 actor’s	 true	 self	 is	 revealed	 only	 after	 death,	when	 his/her	words	 and	

deeds	 in	the	company	of	others	become	stories	that	are	passed	down	to	posterity.	

Thus	we	return	to	Arendt’s	notion	of	storytelling	as	a	method	of	historical	thinking.	

Freedom	 as	 a	 performance	 disappears	 like	 a	 vapour	 at	 the	 dissolution	 of	 the	

conversation,	and	accounts	of	its	existence	must	be	converted	into	worldly	records	

and	monuments.89	Even	Achilles,	who	represents	for	Arendt	the	hero	par	excellence,	

“remains	 dependent	 on	 the	 storyteller,	 poet,	 or	 historian”	 for	 his	 actions	 to	 be	

rescued	from	the	 jaws	of	 time	and	memory.90	Ultimately,	as	Taminiaux	points	out,	

the	 truth	of	who	 the	actors	 are	 “is	 fully	 revealed	only	 at	 the	end	 to	 the	backward	

glance	of	the	storyteller.”91	This	living	on	through	remembrance	is	the	immortality	

that	political	freedom	offers	to	humanity.	

Thus	we	return	to	the	vein	of	storytelling	examined	in	the	previous	section.	

Stories	 are	 the	 fragmented	 remnants	 that	 linger	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of	 action	 and	

preserve	the	immortal	legacies	of	dead	political	actors	and	heroes;	they	are	among	

the	finest	pearls	that	Arendt	recovered	when	she	dove	into	history	and	literature	to	

attain	her	own	measure	of	understanding.	In	the	next	chapter,	we	will	examine	how	

agonal	 politics	 was	 first	 enacted	 by	 the	 Greeks	 and	 subsequently	 adapted	 by	 the	

Romans,	 who	 attempted	 to	 redeem	 action’s	 potentially	 disastrous	 boundlessness	

and	 unpredictability	 by	 appending	 new	 concepts	 to	 its	makeup	 and	 extending	 its	

boundaries	 beyond	 and	 below	 the	 limits	 enacted	 by	 the	 Greeks.	 Yet	 neither	
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civilization	could	remedy	the	elitism	and	exclusivity	of	ancient	politics,	and	it	is	only	

in	modernity	that	we	find	the	hope	for	a	more	accessible	politics.	
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II. Political Action and the Borders of Public Life 
	

Since	the	past	has	ceased	to	throw	its	light	onto	the	future	
the	mind	of	man	wanders	in	obscurity.1	

—	Alexis	de	Tocqueville,	1840	
	
	

The	 concept	 of	 freedom	 presented	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter	 becomes	 increasingly	

muddled	when	applied	to	the	intricate	realities	and	insoluble	ambiguities	of	ancient	

and	modern	political	practice.	Indeed,	since	it	is	my	assertion	that	Arendt’s	theory	of	

action	is	not	a	skyhook	that	descends	from	the	philosophical	tradition,	but	 instead	

emerges	 from	a	protracted	meditation	on	human	thought	and	history,	 it	 is	only	 in	

the	interest	of	coherence	and	concision	that	I	have	offered	a	sketch	of	the	vita	activa	

before	proceeding	to	examine	its	basis	in	history.	This	chapter	focuses	on	Arendt’s	

three	most	vivid	portrayals	of	politics,	namely	ancient	Athens,	the	Roman	republic,	

and	 the	 various	 revolutionary	 grassroots	 organizations	 that	 have	 periodically	

emerged	 in	modern	 times.	 Her	 praise	 of	 these	 radically	 different	 institutions	 has	

produced	diverse	interpretations	of	her	contribution	to	political	thought.	

Although	 action	 emerges	 within	 all	 public	 spaces	 throughout	 history,	 in	

practice	it	has	produced	distinct	forms	of	politics,	due	to	its	relationship	to	different	

goals	 and	 motivations,	 the	 introduction	 of	 novel	 political	 concepts,	 and	 human	

beings’	need	to	respond	to	unique	events	and	crises.	The	agonal	dimension	realized	

by	the	ancient	Greeks	has	often	been	understood	to	be	Arendt’s	defining	paradigm,	

but	 scholarship	 in	 the	 decades	 following	 her	 death	 has	 drawn	 attention	 to	 her	

profound	 and	 abiding	 scepticism	 of	 the	 polis	 and	 its	 selfish,	 saturnine	 political	

culture.	This	has	significant	implications	for	Arendt’s	concept	and	circumscription	of	
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freedom,	for	it	 indicates	that	action	is	not	necessarily	elitist,	exclusive,	or	immoral,	

nor	must	it	be	imprisoned	within	a	static	public	realm.	

As	Arendt’s	account	of	action	is	developed	through	her	understanding	of	the	

Greeks,	 whom	 she	 says	 were	 the	 first	 to	 discover	 the	 virtues	 and	 possibilities	 of	

action,	 it	 is	with	ancient	Athens	 that	an	account	of	 action’s	historical	 appearances	

must	begin.	We	then	move	onto	the	ancient	Romans,	who	successfully	extended	the	

sphere	of	politics	to	foundation,	legislation,	and	foreign	affairs	through	the	faculties	

of	 promising	 and	 forgiveness.	 Finally,	 we	 encounter	 the	 council	 system,	 which	

Arendt	considered	a	potential	salvation	 for	a	world	consumed	by	the	social	realm.	

We	 will	 see	 how	 the	 agonal	 dimension	 characteristic	 of	 Athenian	 politics	 was	

tempered	by	 the	 introduction	of	Roman	concepts	 that	extended	 the	boundaries	of	

public	 discourse	 and	 softened	 the	brutal	 forces	 of	 past	 and	 future	 that	 jeopardize	

action	 in	 the	 present	 moment,	 and	 examine	 the	 dilemma	 between	 ancient	 and	

modern	politics.	

	
2.1. Athens 

The	most	 frequent	 objection	 to	Arendt’s	 theory	 of	 politics	 is	 that	 she	 advocates	 a	

return	to	the	ancient	Greek	polis,	that	she	suffers,	in	Richard	Wolin’s	phrase,	“from	

polis	envy,	from	the	tendency	to	view	modern	political	life	as	a	precipitous	fall	from	

the	 glories	 of	 a	 mythologized	 Periclean	 peak.”1	 Critics	 of	 Arendt’s	 relegation	 of	

domestic	and	social	 interests	 into	the	realm	of	 the	non‐political	often	focus	on	the	

shallow	 and	 aristocratic	 character	 of	 ancient	 politics,	 which	 was	 conducted	 by	

insulated	elites	and	denuded	by	its	exclusion	of	social	and	economic	issues,	for	the	

oppressed	and	their	concerns	had	no	place	in	the	Greek	paradigm.	Athenian	political	
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life,	 exclusive	 and	 agonal,	 was	 largely	 indifferent	 to	 matters	 of	 social	 justice	 and	

human	 suffering	 because	 these	 were	 considered	 prepolitical	 and	 immutable	

phenomena,	and	so	citizens	purchased	their	leisure	at	the	expense	of	the	majority	of	

the	population:	 resident	 aliens,	women,	 and	 slaves.	The	public	 face	of	Athens	was	

the	 brightly	 illuminated	 realm	 of	 freedom,	 while	 the	 other	 was	 shrouded	 in	

darkness	and	dominated	by	necessity.	

A	public	 space,	which	 for	Arendt	 is	emblematized	by	 the	polis,	 is	necessary	

because	 it	 houses	 and	 insulates	 the	 space	 of	 appearances	 from	 the	 biological	 and	

instrumental	imperatives	that	constitute	most	of	human	life,	allows	the	spontaneity	

that	 results	 from	a	plurality	of	 individuals	acting	unfettered	by	material	necessity,	

and	 ensures	 self‐revelation	 and	 remembrance.	 In	 order	 for	 this	 to	 occur,	 it	 was	

necessary	 that	 citizenship	 be	 limited	 to	 adult	 property‐owning	 males	 who	 could	

fully	dedicate	their	time	and	energy	to	public	affairs,	for	“the	polis,	with	its	emphasis	

on	 action	 and	 speech,	 could	 survive	 only	 if	 the	 number	 of	 citizens	 remained	

restricted.”2	The	public	realm	also	depends	on	a	measure	of	permanence	and	cannot	

be	contingent	upon	the	lifespan	of	particular	individuals:	“it	must	transcend	the	life‐

span	 of	 mortal	 men.	 Without	 this	 transcendence	 into	 a	 potential	 earthly	

immortality,	no	politics,	strictly	speaking,	no	common	world	and	no	public	realm,	is	

possible.”	Only	the	publicity	and	potential	 longevity	of	the	public	realm	can	enable	

revelation	and	remembrance	that	may	span	the	centuries	and	overcome	the	futility	

of	individual	life.3	

Arendt’s	praise	of	Athenian	politics	in	The	Human	Condition	often	centres	on	

the	ancient	Greeks’	talent	for	separating	the	public	and	private	realms.	She	credits	
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Athens	with	accomplishing	“an	unequaled	clarity	and	articulateness”	in	drawing	the	

distinction	between	the	public	and	the	private,	for	“no	activity	that	served	only	the	

purpose	 of	 making	 a	 living,	 of	 sustaining	 only	 the	 life	 process,	 was	 permitted	 to	

enter	 the	 political	 realm.”4	 While	 biological	 and	 economic	 matters,	 driven	 by	

necessity	 and	 thus	 characterized	 by	 homogeneity	 and	 instrumentality,	 were	

relegated	 to	 the	oikos,	 or	 household,	 debate	 upon	matters	 considered	 public	 took	

place	 in	 the	 polis.	 These	 debates	 frequently	 centred	 on	 Athenian	 military	 policy,	

particularly	during	and	after	the	Peloponnesian	War.5	The	insular	quality	of	the	polis	

encouraged	passionate	debates	and	 ferocious	rivalries	among	 the	citizens,	who	all	

wished	 to	 excel	 in	 the	 company	 of	 their	 peers.	 This	 “fiercely	 agonal	 spirit,	where	

everybody	 had	 constantly	 to	 distinguish	 himself	 from	 all	 others,	 to	 show	 through	

unique	deeds	or	achievements	that	he	was	the	best	of	all,”	meant	that	each	political	

actor	was	willing	 to	 share	 in	 the	 city’s	 trials	 and	burdens	 for	 the	 chance	 to	 attain	

immortality	through	excellence	and	self‐revelation.6	

There	 is	 a	 clear	 relationship	 between	 the	 limited	membership	 of	 the	 polis	

and	 the	 limitations	upon	 “public”	 speech	 that	makes	 it	 altogether	 too	easy	 for	 the	

polis,	 whose	 members	 comprise	 a	 socially	 and	 economically	 dominant	 class,	 to	

exclude	 social	 concerns.	 Haute	 Brunkhorst	 argues	 that	 the	 privileged	 existence	 of	

Greek	 citizens	 was	 only	 possible	 through	 systemic	 exploitation,	 and	 thus	 the	

distinction	between	public	and	private	 is	only	appropriate	to	slaveholder	societies	

indifferent	 to	 the	 suffering	 and	 iniquity	 that	 occurs	 beneath	 the	 privileged	 class.	

Overcoming	 the	master‐slave	 relationship,	 emancipation,	 could	 not	 be	 the	 goal	 of	

political	action	as	understood	by	the	Greeks,	because	politics	only	occurs	between	
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civic	equals.7	This	elitist	notion	of	freedom	becomes	nothing	more	than	an	exercise	

of	 raw	 dominance	 necessary	 to	 preserve	 the	 status	 and	 wealth	 required	 to	

participate	 in	 the	polis.8	Brunkhorst	 argues	 that	Arendt	 imposes	 an	unrealistically	

rigid	 dichotomy	 between	 public	 and	 private,	 whereas	 the	 ancient	 Greeks’	

understanding	 of	 the	 oikos	 and	 polis	 as	 essential	 components	 of	 a	 stable	 social	

hierarchy	 reveals	 that	 on	 its	most	 fundamental	 level,	 the	 ancient	 Greek	 paradigm	

involves	 the	 separation	 between	 the	 elites	 and	 the	 disenfranchised.9	 In	 short,	 the	

perverse	ideal	of	freedom	that	Arendt	draws	from	Athens	stems	ultimately	from	the	

ideological	conjurations	of	a	slaveholding	ruling	class.10	

The	 shallowness	 of	 political	 discourse	 conducted	 within	 an	 aristocratic	

society	 that	 refuses	 to	 discuss	 social	 questions	 has	 also	 inspired	 righteous	

indignation	among	Arendt’s	critics.	“What	is	it	that	they	talk	about	together,”	Hanna	

Pitkin	famously	asks,	“in	that	endless	palaver	in	the	agora?”11	If	public	life	is	nothing	

but	 the	 quest	 for	 narrative	 immortality,	 the	 hope	 of	 being	 remembered	 and	

discussed	after	death,	then	this	necessarily	produces,	 in	Pitkin’s	sour	expression,	a	

citizenry	that	resembles	“posturing	little	boys	clamoring	for	attention.”12	Public	life	

and	political	debate	are	thus	impoverished	by	this	futile	and	misguided	attempt	to	

banish	biological,	economic,	and	social	concerns.13	

These	 criticisms	 of	 Athenian	 political	 life	 are	 devastating,	 and	 rightly	 so.	

However,	Arendt	 is	 frequently	 critical	of	 the	agonal	 character	of	Athenian	politics,	

for	this	“intense	and	uninterrupted	contest	of	all	against	all”	often	proved	toxic.	 In	

her	essay	“Philosophy	and	Politics,”	she	writes	that	the	agonal	spirit	“was	to	bring	

the	 Greek	 city	 states	 to	 ruin	 because	 it	 made	 alliances	 between	 them	 well	 nigh	
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impossible	 and	 poisoned	 the	 domestic	 life	 of	 the	 citizens	 with	 envy	 and	 mutual	

hatred...	 the	 commonweal	 was	 constantly	 threatened.”14	 Arendt’s	 enthusiasm	 for	

agonism	 within	 a	 political	 community	 is	 tempered	 by	 the	 need	 to	 maintain	 the	

public	 space,	 the	 common	 desire	 to	 remain	 in	 the	 esteem	 of	 our	 fellows,	 and	 the	

potential	for	renewed	political	vigour	that	is	granted	through	reaching	out	to	others	

in	the	world.	

Nor	does	Arendt’s	praise	for	Athens	indicate	an	advocacy	of	slavery,	for	her	

view	is	not	that	moral	knowledge	cannot	exist	but	that	politics	and	morality	operate	

within	 different	 spheres	 of	 human	 life.	 This	 is	 a	 necessary	 result	 of	 Arendt’s	

participatory	 model	 of	 freedom,	 and	 while	 we	 may	 recoil	 at	 the	 institutions	 of	

slavery	 and	 domestic	 servitude,	 the	 self‐revelatory	 character	 of	 Athenian	 political	

discourse	 remains	nonetheless.	This	 tension	 is	 implicit	 in	Arendt’s	 claim	 that	 “the	

life	of	an	exploiter	or	slaveholder	and	the	life	of	a	parasite	may	be	unjust,	but	they	

certainly	are	human,”	while	life	without	speech	and	action	is	“dead	to	the	world;	it	

has	ceased	to	be	a	human	life	because	it	is	no	longer	lived	among	men.”15	This	is	an	

unfortunate	truth:	slaves,	women,	and	resident	aliens	have	been	forgotten,	while	the	

words	of	slaveholders	and	parasites	ring	through	the	centuries.	

The	spirit	of	Athenian	political	life	and	the	subject	matter	of	its	debates	were	

shaped	 and	 fettered	 by	 the	 limited	 scope	 of	 the	 polis’	 public	 realm,	 and	 so	 the	

shining	 speeches	 and	 glorious	 deeds	 of	 the	 Athenians	 were	 tainted	 by	 suspicion,	

egocentricity,	and	parochialism.	It	is	only	with	the	decline	of	provincial	Athens	and	

the	rise	of	cosmopolitan	Rome	that	we	see	a	startling	extension	of	politics	into	areas	

understood	as	prepolitical	or	fabricative	by	the	Greeks,	and	come	to	understand	that	
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action	as	a	realization	of	the	human	conditions	of	natality	and	plurality	can	neither	

be	reduced	to	the	desire	to	excel,	nor	confined	within	the	limits	of	Athens.	

	
2.2. Rome 

Arendt’s	 intellectual	debt	 to	 the	ancient	Romans,	whom	she	 identifies	as	 “perhaps	

the	most	political	people	we	have	known,”1	has	until	recently	garnered	little	critical	

attention.	 Yet	 with	 the	 Romans	 we	 see	 the	 redemption	 of	 Hellenistic	 politics.	 As	

Jacques	Taminiaux	argues,	freedom	is	both	a	blessing	and	a	curse,	but	what	makes	

action	unique	is	that	the	source	of	its	redemption	can	only	arise	within	action	itself,	

and	not	from	a	withdrawal	into	the	contemplative	life	or	a	regression	to	politics	as	

fabrication,	 both	 of	 which	 eradicate	 plurality.2	 The	 Romans	 accomplished	 the	

transfiguration	 of	 freedom	 through	 introducing	 the	 faculties	 of	 promising	 and	

forgiveness	 into	 Western	 political	 life,	 and	 in	 doing	 so	 were	 able	 to	 incorporate	

political	 foundations,	 legislation,	 and	 foreign	 affairs,	 which	 had	 been	 considered	

non‐political	 by	 the	 Greeks,	 into	 public	 life	 and	 debate.	 This	 shift	 from	Athens	 to	

Rome	indicates	that	Arendt’s	distinction	between	the	public	and	private	is	subject	to	

negotiation,	as	Arendt	explicitly	recognizes	that	the	boundaries	of	the	public	realm	

can	expand	or	contract	with	the	introduction	of	new	political	concepts.	

Taminiaux	 rejects	 the	 notion	 that	 Arendt’s	 theory	 of	 politics	 is	 exclusively	

Graecomanic	 or	 agonal,	 and	 argues	 instead	 that	 her	 phenomenology	 of	 politics	 is	

formed	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 a	 meditation	 that	 focused	 primarily	 on	 classical	 Greek	

sources.	 Much	 of	 the	 ancient	 Athenian	 worldview	 was	 derived	 from,	 and	 thus	

limited	by,	Homeric	literature,	which	“stresses	the	urge	toward	self‐disclosure	at	the	

expense	of	all	 other	 factors.”3	The	Greeks	prioritized	 the	performative	qualities	of	
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action	 because	 they	 regarded	 the	 polis	 as	 having	 a	 two‐fold	 function,	 namely	 the	

opportunity	to	achieve	immortal	fame	and	to	remedy	the	futility	of	word	and	deed.4	

While	 the	 pioneering	 Greeks	 remain	 the	 founding	 point	 of	 political	 thought,	 their	

approach	to	the	question	of	freedom	is	lopsided	and	thus	deficient.	

The	 key	 predicaments	 of	 action	 are	 irreversibility	 and	 unpredictability,	

which	emerge	 from	 the	 limitations	upon	human	activity	 in	 the	 face	of	past	 events	

and	future	uncertainties.	The	Romans	discovered	the	necessity	of	incorporating	into	

politics	 the	 act	 of	 forgiveness,	 which	 allows	 us	 to	 move	 beyond	 the	 oppressive	

legacy	of	the	past,	and	the	value	of	making	and	keeping	promises,	which	allow	us	to	

act	despite	the	crushing	uncertainties	of	the	future.	“Forgiving,”	Arendt	says,	“serves	

to	undo	 the	deeds	of	 the	past,	whose	 ‘sins’	 hang	 like	Damocles’	 sword	over	every	

new	 generation.”5	 Introduced	 into	 political	 life,	 forgiveness	 produced	 “the	 Roman	

principle	to	spare	the	vanquished	(parcere	subiectis)	–	a	wisdom	entirely	unknown	

to	 the	 Greeks	 –	 [and]	 the	 right	 to	 commute	 the	 death	 sentence,	 probably	 also	 of	

Roman	origin,	which	 is	 the	prerogative	of	nearly	all	Western	heads	of	 state.”6	The	

act	of	binding	oneself	through	promises	establishes	“islands	of	security”	that	ensure	

continuity	 in	 human	 relationships,	 and	 in	 the	 case	 of	 ancient	 Rome	 provided	 the	

basis	 for	 a	 series	 of	 covenants	 with	 other	 city‐states	 that	 secured	 its	 status	 and	

security.7	 These	 remedies	 to	 the	 pressures	 of	 the	 uncertain	 and	 the	 irrevocable	

allow	greater	security	for	the	flourishing	of	freedom	in	the	present	moment.	

Human	 plurality	was	 now	 represented	 in	 foreign	 affairs	 in	 a	way	 that	 had	

been	 unthinkable	 for	 the	 Greeks,	 for	 while	 the	 city‐state’s	 foreign	 policy	 was	

certainly	 a	 subject	 of	 debate,	 there	 could	 be	 no	 longevous	 political	 concourse	
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between	 city‐states.	 The	 Greek	 poleis	 strived	 for	 impartiality,	 debate,	 and	

persuasion	within	each	city’s	walls,	but	 failed	 to	extend	 these	values	beyond	 their	

borders.	 “Beyond	that	circle,”	Taminiaux	says,	 “it	was	a	matter	of	course	 that	only	

violence	and	 the	domination	of	 the	stronger,	 therefore	annihilation	of	 the	weaker,	

could	 prevail.”8	 The	 Greeks	 regarded	 all	 foreigners	 with	 deep	 suspicion	 and	

hostility.	Taminiaux	argues	that	“by	putting	the	sharing	of	words	and	deeds	at	 the	

core	 of	 its	 existence	 as	 a	 political	 community,	 the	 Greek	 city‐state	 acknowledged	

that	there	cannot	be	a	common	world	without	a	plurality	of	perspectives.	But	that	

acknowledgement	was	not	broad	enough	 to	 include	 the	perspective	of	enemies	or	

even	 of	 foreigners.”9	 The	Romans,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 “by	 attaching	 a	 tremendous	

importance	 to	 alliances,	 demonstrated	 that	 their	 experience	 of	 the	 power	 of	

plurality	–	the	condition	of	action	–	to	create	relationships	was	wider	than	the	Greek	

experience.”10	Covenants	and	alliances	with	other	city‐states,	made	possible	through	

the	forgiveness	of	old	grievances	and	forged	through	the	faculty	of	promising,	were	

intrinsic	to	the	Romans’	political	worldview.	

The	Romans	also	extended	the	boundaries	of	politics	within	the	city	walls	by	

recognizing	the	political,	as	opposed	to	fabricative,	potential	of	legislation,	which	is	

to	 say	 that	 they	 realized	 that	 legislation	 could	be	 shaped	 and	developed	 in	public	

rather	 than	being	products	of	work	devised	 in	solitude,	 “handed	down”	by	 figures	

such	as	Solon	or	Lycurgus.	Taminiaux	argues	 that	although	 the	Greeks	 recognized	

the	 importance	 of	 legislation	 as	 “a	 factor	 of	 durability	 and	 permanence,”	 since	 it	

created	 the	 conditions	 in	 which	 a	 political	 space	 could	 thrive,	 they	 had	 failed	 to	

realize	that	“that	legislation	can	also	belong	to	action	itself	and	provide,	on	the	basis	
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of	 the	power	of	promising,	a	 remedy	 for	 its	 frailty.”	Even	Plato	and	Aristotle,	who	

both	 elevate	 legislation	 to	 the	 highest	 order	 in	 their	 political	 theories,	 fail	 to	

incorporate	 plurality	 into	 the	 concept	 of	 legislation	 because	 their	 approaches	

remain	 trapped	within	 the	 paradigm	 of	 fabrication.11	 Indeed,	 Arendt	 identifies	 as	

one	“symptom”	of	the	Greek	agonal	spirit	the	fact	that	“they	did	not	count	legislating	

among	the	political	activities.	In	their	opinion,	the	lawmaker	was	like	the	builder	of	

the	 city	wall,	 someone	who	had	 to	do	 and	 finish	his	work	before	political	 activity	

could	begin.”12	The	creation	of	laws	was	an	activity	of	the	private	realm	that	could	

not	 be	 made	 public	 in	 the	 Athenian	 worldview.	 However,	 Taminiaux	 says,	 the	

Romans	had	“a	properly	political	concept	of	 legislation,	since	 they	understood	 law	

as	 the	 institution	 of	 a	 relationship	 between	 conflictual	 sides	 of	 a	 pluralistic	

interaction,	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	Greek	 interpretation	of	 lawmaking	as	a	pre‐political	

activity	of	fabrication.”13	This	allowed	their	system	of	laws	and	covenants	to	extend	

to	other	nations,	and	elevated	legislation	into	the	public	realm.	

The	Romans	were	 also	 able	 to	draw	 the	 foundations	of	 bodies	politic	 from	

the	prepolitical	realm	because	they	understood	their	constitution	and	identity	to	be	

within	 the	 realm	of	human	affairs.	As	Dean	Hammer	observes,	 the	Romans	 “place	

the	 constitution	 of	 themselves	 as	 an	 identifiable	 community	 entirely	 within	 the	

realm	of	human	affairs	rather	than	in	a	source	that	stands	outside	history”	because	

Virgil	and	his	contemporaries	trace	the	lineage	of	their	city	to	Aeneas,	who	escaped	

the	 destruction	 of	 Troy.14	 The	 new	 beginning	 is	 thus	 not	 absolute,	 and	 offers	 the	

possibility	 for	 future	 generations	 to	 carry	 the	 torch	 of	 freedom	 by	 continually	

renewing	 the	public	 space.	The	question	of	 foundation	and	 renewal	 is	 a	 recurring	
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problem	 in	Arendt’s	work	 that	 is	not	easily	 remedied	because	 the	passage	of	 time	

tends	to	strip	away	the	novelty	and	spontaneity	of	foundational	political	culture.	As	

Alan	Keenan	 argues,	 freedom	 is	 captured	 in	 a	 brutal	 paradox	 of	 temporality,	 torn	

between	the	beginning	and	the	maintenance	of	public	spaces:	it	“needs	the	support	

of	political	 foundations	to	be	more	than	an	occasional	or	marginal	occurrence;	yet	

such	 foundations,	 unless	 they	 somehow	 are	 able	 to	 build	 within	 themselves	 a	

respect	for	the	fragile,	unpredictable	temporality	of	freedom,	threaten	to	assist	in	its	

forgetting.”15	

The	act	of	promising	pioneered	by	the	Romans	presents	a	potential	solution	

to	 this	 circular	 interdependence,	Keenan	says,	 “by	 respecting	both	 the	plurality	of	

those	who	 inhabit	 the	political	 realm	and	 the	uncertainty	 introduced	 into	political	

life	by	 the	 future…	promising	can	act	as	a	 foundation	 for	 the	political	 realm	while	

remaining	true	to	the	logic	of	freedom	essential	to	it.”16	Constitutional	augmentation	

is	 another	way	 that	 political	 foundations	 do	 not	 ossify	 and	 stifle	 the	 potential	 for	

freedom,	 but	 “neither	 freedom	 nor	 foundation	 can	 survive	 intact	 the	 deep	

interdependence	 that	Arendt	 so	carefully	elaborate.”17	Political	 systems	ossify	and	

the	 experience	 of	 freedom	 slips	 into	 the	 past.	 This	 forgetting	 of	 freedom,	 Keenan	

argues,	is	“a	danger	built	into	the	very	structure	of	freedom	itself:	the	most	central	

aspect	 or	 source	 of	 freedom	 –	 the	 possibility	 of	 new	 beginnings	 –	 resists	

understanding	and	explanation.”18	 It	 seems	 that	 the	public	 space	must	be	weaved	

anew	 by	 each	 generation	 in	 order	 to	 prevent	 the	 freedom	 within	 from	 being	

asphyxiated.19	
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In	 this	 sense,	 the	 modern	 world	 seems	 to	 be	 plagued	 by	 a	 vast	 collective	

amnesia,	for	as	Arendt	observes	the	potential	for	new	political	beginnings	and	vital	

public	debate	has	been	forgotten	in	contemporary	Western	societies	at	the	moment	

that	most	people	have	been	freed	from	the	shackles	of	 interminable	labor.	Yet	this	

modern	dilemma	is	not	insoluble,	for	it	offers	the	potential	for	a	form	of	political	life	

that	the	Greeks	and	Romans	could	not	have	imagined.	

 
2.3. Modernity, Society, and the Council System 

The	 most	 striking	 exemplar	 of	 freedom	 in	 modernity	 has	 been	 the	 diffused	 and	

disarticulated	 system	 of	 democratic	 councils	 that	 have	 periodically	 emerged	 over	

the	past	two	centuries.	In	selecting	the	councils	as	the	third	pillar	of	this	chapter,	I	

do	not	wish	to	downplay	the	significance	of	the	American	and	French	revolutionary	

bodies,	 the	 legislative	 bodies	 of	 various	 nation‐states,	 or	 even	 that	 horrible	

“antifreedom”	experienced	by	totalitarian	elites.1	The	council	system	appears	to	be	

our	greatest	hope	for	the	exercise	of	freedom	to	become	local	and	ubiquitous	rather	

than	the	privilege	of	distanced	elites,	 for	wherever	they	have	appeared	their	effect	

has	 been	 to	 splinter	 the	 numbing	 conformity	 that	 is	 characteristic	 of	 modern	

societies.	Arendt	ascribes	this	creeping	conformity	to	the	“rise	of	the	social,”	which	

has	subsumed	the	private	and	public	realms	within	its	sphere.	

This	 section	 will	 examine	 this	 highly	 controversial	 concept	 of	 the	 social,	

articulate	the	relationship	of	mass	society	to	the	council	movement,	and	present	the	

arguments	 of	 scholars	 who	 demonstrate	 that	 the	 councils	 and	 other	 modern	

exemplars	of	 freedom	have	been	overwhelmingly	concerned	with	social	questions.	
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These	 scholars	 have	 identified	 two	prominent	 contradictions	 in	Arendt’s	work	 on	

the	 councils,	 one	 theoretical	 and	 one	 factual:	 the	 egalitarian	 quality	 of	 political	

freedom	within	the	councils	seems	to	be	incompatible	with	the	elitist	freedom	of	the	

ancient	Greeks,	and	Arendt	 seems	 to	overlook	 the	councils’	 function	 in	 subverting	

the	divide	between	public	and	private.	

Arendt	 claims	 that	 modernity	 has	 been	 blessed	 with	 the	 enrichment	 of	

private	life	through	modern	individualism	at	the	same	time	that	it	is	cursed	by	the	

ascent	 of	 the	 social	 realm,	 “whose	 origin	 coincided	 with	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	

modern	age	and	which	found	its	political	form	in	the	nation‐state.”2	The	social	realm	

is	neither	public	nor	private,	but	rather	represents	the	intrusion	of	private	matters	

into	the	public	realm,	when	“the	fact	of	mutual	dependence	for	the	sake	of	life	and	

nothing	 else	 assumes	 public	 significance	 and	where	 the	 activities	 connected	with	

sheer	survival	are	permitted	to	appear	in	public.”3	The	ascent	of	economic	and	social	

pressures	 into	 the	 public	 realm,	which	 first	 occurred	when	European	 bourgeoisie	

entered	 political	 life	 in	 order	 to	 safeguard	 their	 capital	 abroad,4	 has	 transformed	

politics	 into	 the	 administration	 of	 a	 national	 household,	 so	 that	 modernity	

understands	“the	body	of	peoples	and	political	communities	in	the	image	of	a	family	

whose	 everyday	 affairs	 have	 to	 be	 taken	 care	 of	 by	 a	 gigantic,	 nation‐wide	

administration	 of	 housekeeping.”	 Humans	 are	 understood	 exclusively	 in	 terms	 of	

their	roles	as	laborers	and	jobholders.5	While	we	typically	distinguish	between	the	

social	and	economic	spheres,	Arendt	collapses	 them	 into	a	 single	concept	because	

both	are	intimately	connected	to	labor	and	relegate	individuals	to	interchangeability	

and	anonymity.		
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This	 trend	 has	 replaced	 action	 with	 behavior,	 the	 set	 of	 norms	 that	 are	

diffused	 throughout	 a	 society.6	 Society,	 Arendt	 says,	 “expects	 from	 each	 of	 its	

members	a	certain	kind	of	behavior,	imposing	innumerable	and	various	rules,	all	of	

which	 tend	 to	 ‘normalize’	 its	 members,	 to	 make	 them	 behave,	 to	 exclude	

spontaneous	 action	 or	 outstanding	 achievement.”7	 Those	 immersed	 within	 the	

social	realm	discover	that	nonconformity	is	difficult,	even	dangerous,	and	that	their	

individual	actions	are	unable	to	change	the	course	of	their	fellows.	There	is	a	rise	in	

“conformism,	 behaviorism,	 and	 automatism	 in	 human	 affairs,”	 and	 so	 “deeds	will	

have	 less	 and	 less	 chance	 to	 stem	 the	 tide	 of	 behavior,	 and	 events	will	more	 and	

more	 lose	 their	 significance,	 that	 is,	 their	 capacity	 to	 illuminate	 historical	 time	

[because	society	is]	entirely	submerged	in	the	routine	of	everyday	living.”8	

Arendt	argues	that	the	ascendance	of	the	social	realm	has	made	possible	the	

atrocities	of	mass	movements,	imperialistic	politics,	and	totalitarian	regimes,	for	the	

masses	 “develop	 an	 almost	 irresistible	 inclination	 toward	 despotism”	 when	

gathered	 in	 great	 numbers.9	 Freedom	 is	 endangered	 when	 social	 crises	 such	 as	

poverty,	 which	 cannot	 be	 simply	 or	 quickly	 remedied,	 overwhelm	 legitimate	

political	 questions	 so	 that	 debate	 is	 discarded	 in	 favour	 of	 ever	 more	 drastic	

measures.	The	realization	of	the	masses’	tendency	towards	despotism	first	exploded	

onto	 the	 European	 scene	 as	 the	 French	 Revolution	 transitioned	 into	 the	 Reign	 of	

Terror,	 which	 Arendt	 argues	 is	 an	 outgrowth	 of	 the	 introduction	 of	 doctrinaire	

morality	 into	 political	 life.	 This	 effectively	 replaced	 political	 plurality	 with	 class	

unity.10	 Revolutionaries	 moved	 by	 compassion	 and	 pity	 at	 the	 endless	 swell	 of	
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human	misery	 often	 readily	 commit	 themselves	 to	 transforming	 the	world	 at	 any	

cost.11	

In	 a	 similar	 vein,	 the	 ascent	 of	 bourgeois	 private	 interests	 into	 the	 public	

realms	of	European	nation‐states	in	the	nineteenth	century	preceded	the	disasters	

of	 the	 twentieth	century.	The	unbounded	accumulation	of	 land	and	resources	 that	

characterized	the	age	of	imperialism	represented	the	only	consensus	that	could	be	

reached	 in	 the	 bourgeois	 state;	 the	 citizen	 was	 replaced	 by	 the	 bourgeoisie	 and	

private	 interests	 displaced	 public	 conceptions	 of	 the	 good.12	 This	 state	 of	 affairs	

encouraged	 the	 emergence	 of	 mass	 society,	 institutionalized	 colonial	 racism,	 and	

introduced	the	value	of	 infinite	expansion	 into	public	 life,	all	of	which	would	 later	

factor	into	the	emergence	of	totalitarian	societies.13	

Arendt	 believes	 that	 the	 democratic	 council	 movements	 that	 have	

periodically	 emerged	 from	 within	 the	 sargassum	 of	 modernity	 offer	 the	 greatest	

hope	 for	 contemporary	 politics.	 These	 local	 assemblies	 would	 appear	 wherever	

there	was	 the	 opportunity	 to	 rebuild	 politics,	 typically	 within	 power	 vacuums	 or	

revolutionary	atmospheres.	The	European	council	system	first	emerged	during	the	

French	 Revolution,	 and	 reappeared	 with	 the	 continental	 revolutionary	 fever	 of	

1848,	 the	 Paris	 Commune	 of	 1871,	 Russian	 workers’	 soviets	 in	 1905	 and	 1917,	

German	workers’	 councils	 in	 1918‐1919,	 and	Hungarian	workers’	 councils	 during	

the	1956	revolution.14	Other	examples	of	what	Arendt	called	“elementary	republics”	

include	French	and	Danish	resistance	to	Nazi	occupation,15	Israeli	kibbutzim,	and	in	

America	the	early	townships,	the	civil	rights	movement,	Students	for	a	Democratic	
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Society,	and	the	antiwar	movement.16	These	would	ultimately	decline	as	spaces	for	

freedom	through	repression	by	party	or	bureaucratic	organizations.17	

Unlike	the	Athenians,	who	isolated	social	and	economic	concerns	within	the	

bounds	of	the	oikos,	 the	workers	councils	often	took	place	on	the	factory	floor	and	

were	 overwhelmingly	 concerned	 with	 issues	 of	 social	 justice.	 Arendt’s	 insistence	

that	 the	distinction	between	public	and	private	 is	vital	 to	 the	existence	of	political	

life	 seems	 baffling	 when	 contrasted	 with	 her	 praise	 of	 assemblies	 that	 were	 all	

constituted	on	the	basis	of	shared	social	concerns.18	Her	assertions	that	the	councils	

“have	 always	 been	 primarily	 political,	 with	 social	 and	 economic	 claims	 playing	 a	

very	 minor	 role,”	 and	 that	 the	 councils	 destroyed	 themselves	 by	 attempting	 the	

work	 of	 administration	 and	 managing	 the	 economy,	 rather	 than	 restricting	

themselves	 to	purely	political	matters,19	have	 failed	 to	 convince	 critics	who	argue	

that	 Arendt	 engages	 in	 historical	 revisionism	 and	 fails	 to	 comprehend	 the	

significance	of	the	council	democracy	movement.	

Arendt	regards	 the	French	Revolution	as	a	 failure	because	 the	spontaneous	

councils	 that	 emerged	 in	 its	 midst	 were	 swiftly	 crushed	 by	 Robespierre	 and	 the	

Committee	of	Public	Safety,	but	praises	 the	American	Revolution	 for	 its	 success	 in	

avoiding	the	pitfalls	of	the	social	realm.	She	argues	that	early	American	confidence	

in	free	institutions	rested	upon	faith	in	neither	nature	nor	man,	but	in	the	power	of	

mutual	 promises	 and	 the	 common	 world	 they	 can	 erect,	 and	 that	 this	 proved	

conducive	to	lasting	freedom.20	However,	popular	freedom	in	the	post‐revolutionary	

United	States	would	atrophy	due	to	 the	decline	of	 the	 town	council	system,	which	

Arendt	regards	as	a	“lost	treasure”	and	one	of	the	great	failures	of	the	Constitution:	
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the	 founders	had	 failed	 to	affirm	 local,	 small‐scale	public	 spaces	 in	 favour	of	 state	

and	 federal	 legislatures.	 As	 Arendt	 argues	 in	 On	 Revolution,	 Thomas	 Jefferson	

understood	the	dangers	of	limiting	political	action	to	the	ballot	box	on	election	day,	

for	the	Constitution	invested	political	power	in	the	citizens	but	 failed	to	give	them	

“the	opportunity	of	being	republicans	and	of	acting	as	citizens.”	There	was	no	public	

space	for	average	citizens,	who	were	forced	to	fail	back	on	their	private	capacities.21	

However,	as	Robert	Nisbet	observes,	there	are	significant	social	elements	of	

the	 American	 revolution	 that	 Arendt	 seems	 to	 overlook:	 “its	 concern,	 chiefly	

through	 colonial	 or	 state	 legislatures,	 with	 such	 matters	 as	 confiscation	 of	 Tory	

wealth,	equality,	abolition	of	great	estates	and	with	them	primogeniture	and	entail,	

religious	 disestablishment,	 etc.”22	 In	 this	 light,	 Arendt’s	 insistence	 that	 the	

revolution	had	succeeded	in	excluding	social	concerns	from	the	public	realm	seems	

inaccurate,	even	wrongheaded.	

This	apparent	discrepancy	between	theory	and	fact	becomes	more	apparent	

when	 we	 examine	 the	 European	 council	 system.	 John	 F.	 Sitton,	 who	 in	 a	 broad	

survey	examines	Arendt’s	approach	to	council	democracy	movements	following	the	

Paris	Commune,	argues	that	she	fails	to	“understand	the	significance	of	the	fact	that	

most	of	 the	examples	of	 council	democracy	she	utilized	were	attempts	at	 socialist	

revolutions.	 Socialism	 is	 the	 destruction	 of	 the	 exclusive	 categories	 economic	 and	

political	by	 the	 recognition	 that	 the	economy	 is	 a	political	 system.”23	Most	 council	

democracy	 participants,	 he	 says,	 believed	 that	 the	 organization	 of	 the	 workplace	

was	a	political	problem:	“most	of	 these	struggles	 indicate	 the	belief	 that	economic	
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questions	 are	 not	 questions	with	 one	 right	 answer,	 but	 rather	 that	 the	 economic	

sphere	is	an	arena	of	political	issues	in	the	Arendtian	sense.”24	

John	Medearis,	who	focuses	particularly	upon	the	Eastern	European	council	

movement	following	World	War	I,	condemns	Arendt	for	misrepresenting	history	in	

order	to	satisfy	her	theoretical	considerations.	Arendt,	he	says,	“made	the	councils	a	

centerpiece	 of	 her	 vision	 of	 politics,	 but	 in	 so	 doing	 also	 derogated	 the	 councils’	

socio‐economic	 aims	 and	 methods,”25	 because	 she	 was	 “blinded	 to	 some	 of	 the	

councils’	 most	 significant	 features	 by	 the	 philosophical	 framework	 she	

constructed.”26	 These	 aims	 included	 attempts	 to	 “deal	 with	 widespread	 food	

shortages,	maintain	labor	discipline,	set	up	militias	to	replace	the	crumbling	armies	

of	 the	old	 regimes,	 and	eventually	 to	organize	 lectures	and	other	 cultural	 events.”	

The	 councils	 handled	 various	 crises,	 from	 the	 withdrawal	 and	 demobilization	 of	

combat	 units	 to	 the	 dissolution	 of	 pre‐existing	 city	 governments;27	 they	 were	

“centered	 on	 transforming	 oppressive	 institutional	 realms	 and	 taming	 dangerous	

social	forces	through	the	introduction	of	democratic	practices	and	decision‐making	

in	key	settings.”28	These	aims	are	awkward	considerations	 that	Arendt	alternately	

ignores,	 denies,	 or	 reprobates,	 because	 “her	 rigid	 philosophical	 categories	 led	

Arendt	to	condemn	many	of	the	actions	–	democratizing	the	economy,	tearing	down	

oppressive	social	hierarchical	remnants	of	the	old	regime	–	taken	by	the	councils	in	

pursuit	 and	 enjoyment	 of	 a	 kind	 of	 freedom	 and	 political	 agency	 she	might	 have	

praised.”29	Ultimately,	Medearis	says,	Arendt’s	deeply	flawed	analysis	of	the	councils	

has	actually	obscured	the	achievements	made	in	those	years.30	
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Margaret	Canovan	argues	Arendt’s	praise	of	councils	comprised	of	 laboring	

proletarians	is	at	odds	with	her	claims	that	“the	free	life	of	action	flourished	when	

the	laborer	was	enslaved	and	production	for	consumption	despised,	and	[that]	the	

emancipation	 of	 the	 laborer	 and	 the	 new	 dignity	 accorded	 to	 production	 have	

resulted	 in	 the	 loss	 of	 Action,	 the	 destruction	 of	 the	 public	 World,	 and	 the	

subordination	of	all	human	 life	 to	 the	 low	values	of	 the	 laborer.”31	Arendt	 focuses	

exclusively	 on	 an	 “extraordinary	 politics	 [characterized	 by]	 informality,	

unpredictability,	 pure	 political	 passion,	 and	 elitism”	 that	 often	 requires	 rare	

existential	 threats	 and	 revolutionary	 atmospheres,	 and	 despises	 the	 ordinary	

mediation	 of	 interests	 that	 characterizes	most	modern	 politics.32	 Indeed,	 Arendt’s	

praise	 for	 labour	 movements	 appears	 incompatible	 with	 her	 tacit	 acceptance	 of	

slavery	 in	 Greece	 and	 Rome,	 as	 well	 as	 her	 explicit	 disdain	 for	 the	 clamouring	

masses	of	the	French	Revolution.	However,	this	contradiction	is	not	lost	on	Arendt,	

who	in	The	Human	Condition	seems	to	deliberately	juxtapose	its	two	elements	when	

she	 comments	on	 “the	 incapacity	of	 the	animal	 laborans	 for	distinction	and	hence	

for	action	and	speech”	and	then	declares	that	the	“European	working	class,	by	virtue	

of	being	the	only	organised	and	hence	the	leading	section	of	the	people,	has	written	

one	 of	 the	 most	 glorious	 and	 probably	 the	 most	 promising	 chapter	 of	 recent	

history.”33	

This	 contradiction	 is	 resolved	 at	 least	 partially	 by	 Isaac’s	 observation	 that	

Arendt’s	concept	of	the	masses	is	a	sociological	category	that	“refers	to	the	members	

of	a	mass	society,	to	the	kind	of	character	that	is	produced	by	a	society	based	upon	

mass	consumption....	a	privatized	individual	who	participates	only	minimally	in	any	
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kind	of	public	discourse.”34	The	instrumental	approach	to	public	life	that	this	entails	

is	 devastating	 to	 politics.35	 This	 approach	 may	 readily	 be	 applied	 to	 other	 class	

categories,	 so	 that	 while	 certain	 material	 conditions	 will	 often	 tend	 to	 engender	

particular	mindsets,	we	must	avoid	conflating	the	material	and	social	conditions	of	a	

class	with	its	“consciousness.”	

The	mere	 possibility	 of	 proletarian	membership	 nonetheless	 fails	 to	 settle	

the	contradiction	between	the	councils’	concern	with	matters	of	social	welfare	and	

the	aristocrats’	exclusion	of	household	matters,	since	it	would	seem	to	require	that	

the	 former	undergo	a	radical	denial	of	 the	challenges	of	 survival	and	security	 that	

underlie	 their	 solidarity.	 However,	 this	 contradiction	 dissolves	when	we	 consider	

that	 Arendt’s	 notion	 of	 freedom	 stems	 from	 the	 unique	 circumstances	 of	 being‐

together	that	differ	from	group	to	group,	so	that	the	boundaries	of	the	public	space	

and	 its	 subject	 matter	 are	 permeable	 and	 subject	 to	 human	 amendment.	 The	

evidence	 for	and	 implications	of	 this	 interpretation	will	be	 the	subject	of	 the	 final	

chapter.	
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III. Malleable Concepts and Permeable Boundaries 
	

Let	each	man	say	what	he	deems	truth,	and	let	truth	itself	be	commended	
unto	God!1	

—	Gotthold	Ephraim	Lessing,	1778	
	
	

We	 have	 traced	 the	 foundations	 of	 Arendt’s	 thought	 through	 her	 struggle	 to	

understand	 the	 enormities	 of	 totalitarianism,	 her	 rejection	 of	 ontology	 and	

essentialism	in	the	realm	of	human	affairs,	her	concepts	of	historical	understanding	

and	 the	 human	 condition,	 and	how	 these	 are	 ultimately	 reflected	 in	 the	 theory	 of	

freedom	 and	 the	 practice	 of	 ancient	 and	 modern	 politics.	 There	 are	 apparent	

contradictions	 between	 Arendt’s	 accounts	 of	 Athens,	 Rome,	 and	 the	 grassroots	

council	 movements	 that	 have	 provoked	 extensive	 dissections	 of	 her	 account	 of	

freedom.	 In	 particular,	 her	 distinction	 between	 public	 and	 private	 seems	

increasingly	absurd	and	anachronistic	in	the	face	of	the	modern	concern	with	social	

and	 economic	 justice,	 and	 many	 argue	 that	 Arendt’s	 elitist	 political	 theory	 is	

irredeemably		tainted	by	its	unsavoury	elitism	and	flagrant	misconceptions.	

However,	Arendt’s	avowed	method	of	proceeding	from	an	investigation	into	

the	 historical	 forms	 of	 human	 living‐together	 to	 developing	 a	 set	 of	 fundamental	

categories	that	may	assist	an	examination	of	“what	we	are	doing”	belies	the	popular	

impression	that	she	descends	 from	the	 lofty	heights	of	philosophy	 to	wreak	havoc	

upon	 the	 infinite	 particulars	 and	 insoluble	 ambiguities	 of	 this	 world.	 One	 of	 her	

most	 enduring	 metaphors,	 the	 notion	 of	 “thinking	 without	 a	 bannister,”	

communicates	 the	 essential	 rootlessness	 and	 uncertainty	 of	 Arendt’s	 work;	 she	

argues	 that	we	have	 lost	 the	 traditions	 that	previously	 informed	our	 thinking	and	
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provided	a	common	basis	 for	moral	and	historical	understanding.2	Arendt	did	not	

attempt	to	distil	from	the	ashes	of	postwar	Europe	a	new	ideology	that	would	carry	

us	 towards	 a	 halcyon	 past;	 she	 instead	 advocates	 the	 intrinsically	 ephemeral	 and	

elusive	faculties	of	thought	and	understanding.	The	status	of	the	Romans	in	Arendt’s	

thought	as	the	“most	political	people	we	have	known”	and	the	role	of	 judgment	as	

“the	 most	 political	 of	 man’s	 mental	 abilities”3	 indicate	 that	 the	 boundaries	 and	

character	of	political	life	lay	not	in	dogmatic	distinctions	or	interminable	prattle,	but	

rather	in	the	realization	the	human	conditions	of	natality	and	plurality.	

The	 final	 chapter	 of	 this	 essay	 revisits	 the	 tentativeness	 expressed	 in	

Arendt’s	notions	of	historical	understanding	and	the	human	condition	that	underlies	

the	 seemingly	 categorical	 distinction	 between	 freedom	 and	 necessity	 that	 has	

outraged	her	detractors	 and	exasperated	her	 advocates.	This	 analysis	draws	 from	

work	by	Knauer,	Honig,	and	Kirstie	M.	McClure,	who	in	different	ways	point	towards	

this	tentative	and	uncertain	character	in	Arendt’s	thought.	What	emerges	from	this	

analysis	 is	 an	 account	 of	 action	 that	 is	 uncertain	 and	 unbounded,	 a	 distinction	

between	 public	 and	 private	 that	 is	 permeable	 and	 subject	 to	 amendment,	 and	 a	

political	 theory	 that	 takes	 its	 cues	and	precedents	 from	the	past	but	 refuses	 to	be	

bound	by	the	pitfalls	of	history	and	the	slipknots	of	ideology.	

	
3.1. Bridging and Shifting the Immutable Abyss 

	 	
Many	critics	argue	that	Arendt	draws	an	abyss	between	public	and	private	so	that	in	

her	theory	there	is	no	connection	between	the	two.	This	interpretation	is	justifiably	

widespread	 in	 light	 of	 Arendt’s	 intense	 focus	 on	 ancient	 Athens	 in	 The	 Human	

Condition.	 Among	 those	 who	 subscribe	 to	 this	 interpretation	 are	 Habermas,	
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Canovan,	Wolin,	 Pitkin,	 and	Brunkhorst.	 Others,	 such	 as	Knauer	 and	 Sitton,	 argue	

that	 there	 is	 an	 implicit	 bridge	 in	 Arendt’s	 work,	 so	 that	 there	 is	 a	 much	 closer	

relationship	between	private	motives	and	public	action	in	Arendt’s	thought	than	is	

acknowledged	by	 the	abyssal	model.	Finally,	 some	scholars,	 such	as	Benhabib	and	

Honig,	 argue	 that	 this	 distinction	 is	 permeable	 and	 subject	 to	 negotiation	 and	

amendment,	 although	 they	 regard	 this	 position	 as	 antithetical	 to	 the	 dominant	

thrust	of	Arendt’s	thought.	

These	interpretations,	which	I	will	call	the	abyssal,	relational,	and	permeable	

positions,	centre	upon	two	distinct	points	of	contention.	The	first	is	whether	social	

and	 economic	 issues	 have	 any	 relationship	 to	 Arendtian	 politics;	 in	 other	 words,	

whether	the	apparent	abyss	between	public	and	private	can	be	bridged.	The	second	

focuses	 on	 the	 inexorability	 of	 the	 abyss;	 it	 questions	 whether	 the	 distinction	

between	public	and	private	is	rooted	in	human	nature,	or	if	it	rests	upon	the	attitude	

or	“spirit”	in	which	discourse	is	conducted.	The	former	question	must	be	established	

in	order	 for	 the	 latter	 to	become	viable,	 since	 it	would	be	untenable	 to	propose	a	

permeable	 distinction	 between	 freedom	 and	 necessity	 were	 these	 to	 be	 entirely	

unrelated	phenomena.	

The	first	part	of	this	section	will	be	concerned	with	establishing	an	intimate	

relationship	between	 the	public	 and	private	 realms	 in	Arendt’s	 thought,	while	 the	

second	 part	 will	 discuss	 the	 contributions	 of	 Honig	 and	 Benhabib	 towards	 the	

permeable	position.	The	abyssal	interpretation	falters	on	the	basis	of	its	superficial	

reading	 of	 The	 Human	 Condition	 and	 its	 failure	 to	 account	 for	 Arendt’s	 explicit	

support	for	the	councils	and	various	contemporary	social	justice	movements,	so	that	
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we	may	provisionally	conclude	in	favour	of	the	relational	 interpretation.	However,	

as	 Honig	 and	 Benhabib	 convincingly	 demonstrate,	 an	 immutable	 public/private	

distinction	 can	 endure	 neither	 its	 subversion	 by	 agonal	 politics	 nor	 attempts	 to	

identify	labor,	work,	and	action	in	the	phenomenal	world.	

The	 abyssal	 position	 rests	 upon	 an	 interpretation	 of	 Arendt’s	 work	 that	

draws	an	ontological	gulf	between	freedom	and	necessity	so	that	action	is	divorced,	

in	 Pitkin’s	 words,	 from	 “all	 motives,	 purposes,	 antecedent	 conditions,	 and	

consequences.”1	 Pitkin,	 Brunkhorst,	 and	 Benhabib	 all	 condemn	 Arendt’s	 public	

theory	 for	 its	 exclusion	 of	 social	 and	 economic	 issues,	 which	 they	 agree	 is	 based	

upon	 this	 untenable	 distinction	 rooted	 in	 human	 nature.2	 Benhabib	 argues	 that	

Arendt’s	 philosophical	method	 involves	 a	 “phenomenological	 essentialism”	 that	 is	

reflected	in	her	relegation	of	particular	activities	into	particular	realms,3	and	asserts	

that	“Arendt’s	attempt	to	separate	the	political	from	the	economic	via	an	ontological	

divide	between	freedom	and	necessity	 is...	 futile	and	implausible.”4	Pitkin	suggests	

that	 the	 presence	 of	 this	 abyss	within	 an	 overall	 geographic	metaphor	 “implies	 a	

clarity	 and	 fixity	 of	 boundaries,	 a	 mutual	 exclusiveness	 of	 content,	 that	 is	 highly	

misleading.”5	

Each	of	these	theorists	approaches	the	problem	of	freedom	and	necessity	in	a	

distinct	 fashion.	 Pitkin	 argues	 that	 the	 gap	 between	 public	 and	 private	 can	 be	

bridged	through	 the	concept	of	 justice,	which	 is	 sorely	missing	 in	Arendt’s	 theory,	

while	Brunkhorst	 discounts	Arendt’s	 republican	politics	 but	 attempts	 to	 salvage	 a	

politics	 of	 natality	 from	 the	wreckage.	 Both	 proposed	 solutions,	 however,	 exhibit	

serious	 shortcomings	 that	 fail	 to	 properly	 account	 for	 the	 roles	 of	 plurality	 and	
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natality	 in	 politics.	 Benhabib	 identifies	 a	 separate	 thread	 in	 Arendt’s	 thought	 and	

attempts	 to	 shift	 the	basis	 for	 the	public/private	distinction	altogether	away	 from	

freedom	and	necessity.	

Pitkin	 claims	 that	 the	 way	 forward	 in	 acknowledging	 the	 centrality	 of	

socioeconomic	issues	to	modern	public	life	without	reducing	political	freedom	is	to	

incorporate	 the	 concept	 of	 justice,	 which	 “is	 precisely	 about	 the	 connections	

between	profit	and	right,	utility	and	meaning,	private	claim	and	public	policy.”6	She	

argues	 in	 favour	 of	 a	 “transformation	 of	 social	 conditions	 into	 political	 issues,	 of	

need	and	interest	 into	principle	and	 justice”	that	would	render	the	social	question	

“amenable	to	human	action	and	direction.”7	She	also	describes	her	fellow	citizens	as	

“less	 an	 audience	 before	 whom	 I	 try	 to	 present	 a	 memorable	 image	 of	 self,	 than	

fellow	actors	in	collective	self‐definition,	determining	along	with	me	not	our	image	

but	who	we	shall	be,	for	what	we	shall	stand.”8	

Pitkin	 ascribes	 a	 unity	 to	 political	 communities	 and	 their	 conceptions	 of	

justice	 that	 is	 not	 reflected	 in	 the	 real	 world,	 and	 attempts	 to	 substitute	

individualism	 for	 collectivity.	 But	 there	 is	 a	 fatal	 ambiguity	 in	 Pitkin’s	 argument,	

since	 the	goal	 can	either	be	popular	participation	or	 the	 realization	of	 justice,	 but	

not	necessarily	both.	As	Margaret	Canovan	writes	in	a	rebuttal	to	Pitkin,	any	ends‐

based	politics	“would	be	much	more	efficiently	achieved	by	a	centralized	authority,	

without	participation	by	multitudinous	citizens	who	will	all	have	different	 ideas.”9	

As	argued	previously,	broad	consensus	based	on	social	problems	often	falls	short	of	

the	 abstract	 notions	 of	 justice	 held	 by	 activists,	 jurists,	 and	political	 philosophers.	

Indeed,	it	is	unlikely	that	a	collective	project	of	defining	and	applying	justice	would	
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suffice	 to	secure	 the	social	question	 from	being	appropriated	by	mass	politics	and	

ideological	thinking,	 for	common	sense	can	evaporate	 like	a	vapour	and	rights	can	

seem	like	empty	talk	in	the	absence	of	political	discourse.	It	is	precisely	this	“decline	

of	 the	nation‐state	and	 the	end	of	 the	 rights	of	man”	 that	Arendt	examines	 in	The	

Origins	of	Totalitarianism:	the	power	of	mass	movements	to	redefine	reality	through	

the	use	of	ideological	narrative.10	

Brunkhorst	agrees	with	Canovan	that	there	is	no	bridge	between	the	public	

and	private	realms	in	Arendt’s	thought	and	argues	that	this	distinction	should	thus	

be	abandoned	as	an	elitist	fraud.	However,	he	points	to	the	concept	of	natality	as	a	

possible	 means	 of	 redeeming	 Arendt’s	 theory	 politics.	 Brunkhorst	 describes	 two	

strands	in	her	notion	of	freedom,	the	republican	and	the	Augustinian,	which	emerge	

from	distinct	historical	and	intellectual	backgrounds.	The	former	emerges	from	the	

Greek	polis	and	Roman	republic	and	is	necessarily	elitist,	while	the	latter,	which	is	

implicit	 in	Arendt’s	 concept	 of	natality,	 is	 an	 egalitarian	model	 inherited	 from	 the	

writings	 of	 Augustine	 and	 the	 Christian	 ideal	 of	 a	 spontaneous	 new	 beginning.	

Brunkhorst	 claims	 that	 these	 two	 notions	 are	 not	 entirely	 compatible,	 as	 the	

republican	 ideal	 is	 elitist,	 while	 the	 Augustinian	 concept	 is	 egalitarian.11	 The	

foundations	 of	 modern	 revolutions	 are	 the	 only	 historical	 circumstance	 during	

which	 these	 ideals	 intersect.12	 Arendt	 tries	 to	 keep	 her	 egalitarian,	 Augustinian	

roots	hidden,	as	she	“insists	that	the	historical	origin	of	modern	republican	freedom	

is	 mainly	 to	 be	 found	 in	 the	 pagan	 world”	 and	 maintains	 “that	 the	 roots	 of	 the	

Western	democratic	understanding	of	freedom	are	far	removed	from	the	Christian	

understanding.”13	 However,	 Brunkhorst	 says,	 there	 is	 a	 fatal	 shortcoming	 in	 this	
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emphasis	 on	 the	 republican	 roots	 of	 Arendt’s	 political	 thought,	 for	 many	 serious	

problems	are	dismissed	on	the	grounds	that	they	are	not	properly	political,	and	thus	

issues	of	social	justice	are	pushed	to	the	wayside.	“Arendt’s	strong,	but	clearly	one‐

sided,	 emphasis	 on	 the	 pagan	 origins	 of	 modern	 political	 freedom...	 leads	 her	 to	

undervalue	 the	 project	 of	 ameliorating	 the	 condition	 of	 the	 economically	

expropriated	and	socially	repressed.”14	

However,	 Brunkhorst	 says,	 Arendt’s	 concept	 of	 natality	 offers	 greater	

promise	 for	 modern	 politics	 because	 of	 its	 innate	 egalitarianism,	 as	 everyone	

experiences	 birth	 and	 the	process	 of	 being	 introduced	 to	 the	world,	 regardless	 of	

class	or	national	origin.15	Brunkhorst	argues	that	an	essential	part	of	human	nature	

is	the	fact	that	“we	can	never	choose	the	time,	the	place,	or	the	circumstances	of	our	

birth	 and	 life;	 nevertheless,	 we	must	 make	 our	 own	 decisions	 and	 lead	 our	 own	

lives.”	Thus	history	becomes	an	environment	 that	 shapes	our	decisions	and	plans,	

which	 “intersect	 a	 world	 made	 up	 of	 a	 plurality	 of	 other	 people’s	 projects	 and	

possibilities.”16	 The	 emergence	 of	 difference,	 which	 arises	 when	 individuals	 can	

issue	affirmative	or	rejective	statements	in	a	communicative	context,	entails	a	kind	

of	 active	 choice.	 This	 form	 of	 action	 entails	 taking	 “performative	 action	 in	 a	

communicative	 context	 where	 the	 foundation	 or	 preservation	 of	 a	 political	

association	 is	 at	 stake.”17	 Thus,	 Brunkhorst	 says,	 “we	 can	 insist,	 with	 the	

‘Augustinian’	Arendt,	on	the	egalitarian	power	to	make	a	new	beginning.”18	

However,	Brunkhorst	overstates	his	criticism	of	Arendt	on	the	grounds	that	

natality	 is	 universal,	 and	 seems	 to	 conflate	 the	 public	 realm	 with	 the	 space	 of	

appearances.	Nor	does	Arendt’s	appropriation	of	the	Augustinian	concept	of	natality	
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bear	 upon	 the	 republican	 notion	 of	 freedom	 that	 she	 espouses	 in	 the	 way	 that	

Brunkhorst	describes;	 for	although	natality	may	be	an	essential	 component	of	 the	

human	condition,	the	fact	that	people	are	continually	being	born	and	introduced	to	

the	 world	 does	 not	 translate	 into	 equal	 opportunities	 for	 the	 emergence	 of	

difference	or	dissent.	 In	 the	case	of	 the	hunter‐gatherer	or	subsistence	 farmer,	 for	

instance,	it	seems	that	dissent	is	hardly	a	relevant	consideration,	as	being	bound	up	

in	 labor	 often	means	 that	 one	 can	 only	 either	 affirm	or	 perish.	 It	 is	 only	within	 a	

space	of	appearances	in	which	affirmation	or	denial	is	possible	that	difference	and	

dissent	can	be	seen	and	recognized	by	others.	

Brunkhorst’s	failure	to	draw	the	crucial	distinction	between	the	public	space	

and	the	space	of	appearances	belies	the	apparent	contradiction	between	republican	

and	 revolutionary	 political	 bodies.	 The	 space	 of	 appearances,	 which	 precludes	

political	foundations	and	institutions,	is	the	space	in	which	freedom	always	appears,	

but	it	is	only	in	permanent	political	institutions,	such	as	the	polis	and	republic,	that	

its	 presence	 is	 guaranteed.	 Since	 the	 space	 of	 appearances	 is	 nested	 within	 the	

public	space,	the	republican	and	Augustinian	strands	are	not	mutually	incompatible	

within	 stable	 political	 bodies,	 although	 the	potential	 granted	 by	natality	 is	 indeed	

most	 apparent	 under	 revolutionary	 circumstances.	 This	 is	 illustrated	 by	

Brunkhorst’s	 blurring	 the	 distinction	 between	 elitist	 republicanism	 and	

egalitarianism	 by	 arguing	 that	 one	 of	 the	 aspects	 of	 freedom	 as	 natality	 is	 the	

emerging	 role	 of	 “collective	 agreements”	 in	 “opening	 new	 worlds,”19	 which	 is	

precisely	 what	 Taminiaux	 argues	 is	 the	 redemptive	 innovation	 of	 the	 Roman	

republic:	 the	 focus	 on	 agreements	 and	 the	 openness	 to	 cooperation	 and	
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collaboration	with	the	outside	world.	Natality	is	implicit	in	the	Romans’	capacity	to	

create	and	apply	novel	concepts	to	political	life.	

Pitkin	and	Brunkhorst	both	share	a	common	assumption	that	Arendt’s	theory	

of	 the	 political	 completely	 excludes	 social	 questions	 and	 that	 her	 distinction	

between	public	and	private	is	nonnegotiable.	They	condemn	Arendt’s	public	theory	

for	its	exclusion	of	social	and	economic	issues,	and	argue	that	political	freedom	in	a	

public	 realm	 cleansed	 of	 these	 issues	 is	 shallow,	 selfish,	 and	 irrelevant.	 However,	

Arendt’s	 republican	 politics	 is	 not	 accessible	 only	 to	 socioeconomic	 elites	 whose	

leisure	 comes	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 others’	 toil,	 and	 the	 subject	 matter	 of	 political	

speech	 is	 most	 frequently	 those	 social	 and	 economic	 issues	 that	 shape	 human	

events.	 Although	 Arendt	 was	 interested	 in	 conceptualizing	 a	 distinction	 between	

public	 and	 private,	 this	 does	 not	 signify	 the	 exclusion	 of	 motives	 and	 goals	 from	

public	 life;	 she	 does	 not	 call	 for	 the	 utter	 decontextualization	 of	 political	 action	

through	a	denial	of	social	and	economic	realities.	

Knauer	argues	that	the	dominant	interpretation	of	Arendt’s	model	of	action	

as	excluding	strategic	and	economic	concerns	is	based	on	a	simplistic	misreading	of	

her	 key	 texts,	 for	 Arendt’s	 concept	 of	 the	 political	 actually	 describes	 an	 intimate	

relationship	between	 instrumentality	and	public	 life.20	Arendt	writes	 that	political	

actors	 enter	 the	 public	 realm	with	 particular	motives	 and	 goals,	which	 are	 never	

unique	but	“typical,	characteristic	of	different	types	of	persons,”	and	find	that	their	

performances	 will	 bear	 meanings	 that	 transcend	 the	 actor’s	 initial	 motivations.21	

Knauer	 argues	 that	 Arendtian	 political	 discourse	 typically	 centres	 on	 social	 or	

economic	 issues,	 but	 that	 “truly	 political	 concerns	 must	 form	 the	 context	 of	
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purposes	 in	 terms	 of	 which	 socioeconomic	 issues	 are	 evaluated	 rather	 than	

socioeconomic	 purposes	 determining	 political	 issues.”22	 Arendt	 makes	 this	 point	

explicitly	in	The	Human	Condition,	which	is	worth	quoting	at	length:	

Action	and	speech...	retain	their	agent‐revealing	capacity	even	if	their	content	
is	exclusively	“objective,”	concerned	with	the	matters	of	the	world,	of	things	
in	which	men	move,	which	 physically	 lies	 between	 them	 and	 out	 of	which	
arise	 their	 specific,	 objective,	worldly	 interests...	Most	 action	 and	 speech	 is	
concerned	with	this	 in‐between,	which	varies	with	each	group	of	people,	so	
that	 most	 words	 and	 deeds	 are	 about	 some	 worldly	 objective	 reality	 in	
addition	to	being	a	disclosure	of	the	acting	and	speaking	agent.23	
	

In	a	similar	vein,	Arendt	points	 to	 “the	extraordinary	political	 sense	of	 the	Roman	

people	who,	unlike	the	Greeks,	never	sacrificed	the	private	to	the	public,	but	on	the	

contrary	 understood	 that	 these	 two	 realms	 could	 only	 exist	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a	

coexistence.”24	 Economic	 and	 social	 concerns	 are	 vital	 components	 of	 political	 life	

but	do	not	themselves	constitute	politics,	for	they	need	to	be	transfigured	through	a	

debate	 that	 is	 concerned	 primarily	 with	 the	 common	 world	 rather	 than	 private	

interest.	

Arendt’s	 infamous	aversion	to	the	prepotency	of	social	 justice,	which	arises	

from	 her	 hesitation	 to	 place	 instrumental	 priorities	 above	 political	 freedom,	 does	

not	 translate	 into	 opposition	 to	 the	 goals	 of	 social	 justice	 and	 civil	 rights	

movements.	 Under	 Arendt’s	 rubric,	 Knauer	 says,	 democracies	 should	 strive	 to	

eliminate	 social	 and	 economic	 oppression,	 not	 in	 pursuit	 of	 a	 particular	 vision	 of	

justice,	 “but	 rather	 because	 social	 oppression	 destroys	 the	 conditions	 for	 political	

community.”25	This	potential	comity	between	political	freedom	and	the	reduction	of	

human	suffering	 is	 implicit	within	Arendt’s	work,	although	she	may	not	have	 fully	

appreciated	its	implications	or	significance.26	
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There	 are	 manifold	 indications	 of	 Arendt’s	 moderated	 sympathy	 for	 the	

claims	of	social	justice.	Arendt	praises	the	rise	of	women	and	the	working	class,	for	

she	asserts	 that	motherhood	 is	not	simply	a	biological	 fact	but	can	be	modified	by	

social	change,27	and	that	the	“true	liberation”	of	women	and	workers	is	possible	only	

insofar	 as	 they	 are	 viewed	 as	 persons	 and	 not	merely	 as	 their	 functional	 roles	 in	

society.28	 She	 also	praises	 the	 civil	 rights	movement	 and	 student	 agitations	of	 the	

1960s,	 although	 she	 tempers	 this	 with	 the	 fear	 that	 student	 movements,	 by	

politicizing	 the	 universities,	would	 destroy	 the	 basis	 upon	which	 they	 operated.29	

Finally,	Arendt	argues	that	property	should	be	spread	out	to	make	a	decent	amount	

available	to	everyone	in	order	to	enhance	the	popular	potential	for	freedom.30	All	of	

these	examples	indicate	that	rather	than	being	elitist	or	insensitive,	Arendt	is	deeply	

concerned	with	 the	 claims	 of	 social	 justice	movements,	 and	 conceptualizes	 social	

issues	in	a	way	that	draws	a	fault	line	between	their	public	and	private	faces	rather	

than	simply	dismissing	the	entire	affair	as	unworthy	of	public	debate.	

Of	 course,	 the	 intimate	 relationship	between	 the	public	and	private	 realms,	

which	 rests	 upon	 the	 notion	 that	 freedom	 transcends	 rather	 than	 excludes	 the	

vicissitudes	 of	 necessity	 and	 the	 idiosyncrasies	 of	 individual	 origins	 and	

personalities,	does	not	signify	the	mutability	of	this	distinction	so	long	as	public	and	

private	 affairs	 are	 rooted	 in	 an	 ontological	 demarcation	 between	 freedom	 and	

necessity.	 The	 alternative	 presented	 by	 critics	 of	 this	 distinction	 lies	 in	

understanding	 the	 public	 and	 the	 private	 as	 sensibilities	 or	 approaches,	 and	

altogether	dismissing	the	notions	of	freedom	and	necessity	as	altogether	untenable.	

Under	 this	 interpretation	 the	distinction	between	public	 and	private	 is	permeable	
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and	 subject	 to	 debate.	 This	 position	 is	 perhaps	 best	 summed	 up	 by	 Richard	

Bernstein,	who	argues	that	“the	question	whether	a	problem	is	properly	social	(and	

therefore	 not	 worthy	 of	 public	 debate)	 or	 political	 is	 itself	 frequently	 the	 central	

political	 issue.”31	 Pitkin	 similarly	 asserts	 that	 “the	 danger	 to	 public	 life	 comes	not	

from	 letting	 the	 social	 question	 in,	 but	 from	 failing	 to	 transform	 it	 in	 political	

activity,”32	 although	 ultimately	 her	 proposal	 for	 how	 this	may	 be	 accomplished	 is	

unconvincing.	

Honig	 and	Benhabib	 both	 argue	 that	 this	 interpretation	 is	 compatible	with	

certain	aspects	of	Arendt’s	work.	Honig	argues	that	by	construing	labor,	work,	and	

action	as	performative	sensibilities	or	approaches,	rather	than	absolute	reflections	

of	 immutable	 conditions,	 we	 may	 denaturalize	 the	 vita	 activa	 and	 strip	 away	 its	

unsavoury	 associations	 with	 class	 and	 gender	 origins.33	 She	 extends	 Arendt’s	

analysis	 of	 agonal	 politics	 to	 show	 how	 it	 inevitably	 subverts	 the	 boundaries	 in	

which	 it	 is	 constrained,	 and	 convincingly	 demonstrates	 that	 an	 agonistic	 politics	

must	continually	challenge	the	divide	between	public	and	private.	Honig	concludes	

that	 “a	 reading	 of	 Arendt	 that	 grounds	 itself	 in	 the	 agonistic	 and	 performative	

impulse	 of	 her	 politics	 must,	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 that	 politics,	 resist	 the	 a	 priori	

determination	 of	 a	 public/private	 distinction	 that	 is	 beyond	 augmentation	 and	

amendment.”34	

However,	Honig	says,	the	ambiguity	of	this	distinction	is	not	the	grounds	for	

its	abandonment,	but	 rather	an	enticing	challenge:	 “What	 if	we	 took	Arendt’s	own	

irresistibly	 lodged	public/private	distinction	 to	be	a	 line	drawn	 in	 the	sand	 itself...	

calling	out	agonistically	to	be	contested,	augmented,	and	amended?”	Honig	proposes	
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abandoning	 the	 geographic	 metaphors	 of	 public	 and	 private	 in	 order	 to	 situate	

action	as	a	disruptive	event	within	 the	 fabric	of	 the	ordinary	 that	would	create	 “a	

site	of	resistance	of	the	irresistible,	a	challenge	to	the	normalizing	rules	that	seek	to	

constitute,	 govern,	 and	 control	 various	 behaviors.”35	 However,	 while	 Honig	 is	

correct	 in	 asserting	 that	 the	 self‐surprising	 quality	 of	 action	 extends	 beyond	 our	

intentions	to	limit	it	within	the	public	sphere,	so	that	political	action	often	“comes	to	

us”	and	refuses	 to	be	confined,36	 the	ephemeral	 character	of	action	means	 that	 its	

recognition	 and	 remembrance	 relies	 upon	 an	 engaged	 group	 with	 an	 equal	 yet	

distinct	membership.	This	is	once	again	the	essential	distinction	between	the	space	

of	 appearances	 that	 is	 a	 necessary	 condition	 for	 all	 politics,	 and	 the	 public	 space	

which	 institutionalizes	 political	 life	 and	 thus	 prevents	 the	 space	 of	 appearances	

from	 dissolving	 like	 a	 vapour	 and	 disappearing	 from	 human	 remembrance.	 The	

geographic	 metaphor	 is	 not	 central	 to	 Arendt’s	 notion	 of	 political	 action,	 but	 is	

imperative	 for	 its	 preservation,	 and	 thus	 the	 problem	 of	 the	 public	 realm	 and	 its	

contradictory	relationship	with	political	action	remains.	

Benhabib	 pursues	 Arendt’s	 distinctions	 to	 reveal	 how	 they	 are	 readily	

subverted	as	soon	as	we	attempt	to	define	their	 limits	 in	concrete	examples.37	She	

rejects	the	notion	of	resting	the	divide	between	the	public	and	private	spheres	upon	

an	ontological	distinction	between	 freedom	and	necessity,	and	argues	 instead	that	

what	 constitutes	 this	 divide	 should	 be	 conceptualized	 in	 terms	 of	 an	 attitude	 or	

orientation	towards	the	world.38	The	political	cannot	be	understood	as	“a	given	and	

predetermined	set	of	 issues	 [but	rather]	a	certain	quality	of	 the	 life	of	 speech	and	

action,	of	talking	and	acting	in	common	with	others	who	are	one’s	equals.”39	
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Honig	 and	 Benhabib	 are	 essentially	 correct	 in	 their	 efforts	 to	 redefine	 the	

distinction	between	public	and	private	as	permeable	and	subject	to	negotiation,	but	

fail	 to	 extend	 their	 analyses	 to	 the	 deeper	 basis	 within	 Arendt’s	 thought	 that	

attenuates	this	distinction,	for	the	ambiguity	of	freedom	and	necessity	is	implicit	in	

the	 very	 fundaments	 of	 her	 contribution	 to	 political	 theory.	 A	 reading	 of	 Arendt	

must	ground	itself	not	in	the	impulse	of	her	politics	but	in	the	very	wellspring	of	that	

politics;	not	what	Benhabib	rightly	calls	the	“categorical	oversimplications	that	stare	

at	us	from	the	pages	of	The	Human	Condition,”40	but	the	tentativeness	that	is	central	

to	 Arendt’s	 method.	 We	 should	 retreat	 from	 the	 starkness	 of	 Arendt’s	 prose	 to	

appreciate	 the	 full	 implications	 of	 Arendt’s	 rejection	 of	 ontology	 and	 causality	 in	

human	 affairs	 in	 favour	 of	 contingency	 and	 the	 human	 condition.	 Freedom	 and	

necessity	are	not	immutable	categories	that	exist	beyond	human	affairs,	but	rather	

come	into	existence	when	they	are	enacted	and	can	only	be	understood	through	the	

incomplete	 light	 of	 an	 understanding	 that	 “is	 unending	 and	 cannot	 produce	 final	

results.”	

	
3.2. Arendt in Conversation: Distinctions Without a Bannister 

It	was	entirely	characteristic	of	Arendt	that	she	would	employ	categorical	language	

in	 her	 major	 bodies	 of	 work,	 but	 openly	 admit	 the	 tentative	 foundations	 of	 her	

thought	and	method	in	dialogue	with	her	critics.	Thus	her	most	candid	comments	on	

the	art	of	making	distinctions,	and	in	particular	the	distinction	between	public	and	

private,	are	 found	not	 in	her	emblematic	writings	but	 rather	 in	conversations	and	

written	replies,	particularly	when	she	takes	the	rare	step	of	discussing	nature	of	her	

work	and	methodology.	Arendt’s	replies	to	Eric	Voegelin	and	Jules	Monnerot,	as	well	
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as	the	essay	“Understanding	and	Politics,”	indicate	the	tentativeness	and	mutability	

of	 Arendt’s	 other	 distinctions,	 while	 the	 essay	 “Truth	 and	 Politics”	 and	 her	

comments	at	a	1972	roundtable	discussion	on	her	work	indicate	threads	within	her	

thought	that	are	consistent	with	the	permeable	interpretation.	

Arendt	did	not	regard	the	art	of	making	distinctions	as	an	irrevocable	act,	but	

instead	found	that	making	distinctions	on	the	basis	of	human	history	and	personal	

experience	was	necessary	in	order	to	illuminate	certain	events	and	trends.	We	have	

already	 discussed	 Arendt’s	 “pearl	 fishing”	 approach,	 which	 uncovers	 latent	

meanings	within	history	and	 language	by	examining	how	interpretations	of	words	

and	stories	have	mutated	over	time.	The	distinctions	that	emerge	from	this	process	

are	not	 immutable	but	 instead	shift	with	 the	passage	of	 time	as	 the	past	comes	 to	

reveal	new	meanings	in	the	light	of	later	events.	Arendt’s	views	on	the	art	of	making	

distinctions	 are	 clearest	 in	 her	 reply	 to	 Jules	 Monnerot’s	 criticism	 of	 her	 essay	

“Religion	 and	 Politics,”	 which	 would	 otherwise	 be	 completely	 irrelevant	 to	 our	

discussion.	Monnerot	takes	issue	with	Arendt	because	although	she	disagrees	with	

his	assertion	that	ideologies	are	religions	in	a	modern	guise,	she	does	not	offer	clear	

definitions	for	ideology	and	religion.	Arendt	demurs	by	arguing	that	the	former	can	

only	 be	 defined	 “historically”	 and	 that	 the	 latter	 represents	 an	 extraordinarily	

complex	human	phenomenon	that	would	be	impossible	to	define	within	the	scope	of	

her	 paper.	 She	 asserts	 that	 “in	 historical	 inquiries,	 it	 is	 not	 important	 to	 arrive	 at	

ready‐made	definitions,	but	constantly	to	make	distinctions,	and	these	distinctions	

must	follow	the	language	we	speak	and	the	subject	matter	we	deal	with.”1	
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There	 is	 a	 clear	 discrepancy	 between	 this	 approach	 and	 the	 ironclad	

philosophical	 rigidity	 that	 has	been	 repeatedly	 identified	by	her	 critics.	Honig,	 for	

instance,	 identifies	 Arendt’s	 propensity	 for	 making	 distinctions	 as	 a	 mark	 of	

insecurity,	 for	 her	 distinction	 between	 public	 and	 private	 “spawns	 numerous	

binaries,	each	one	a	new	layer	of	protective	coating	on	the	last,	each	one	meant	to	

secure,	that	much	more	firmly,	the	distinction	that	resists	the	ontologizing	function	

that	Arendt	assigns	to	it.”	These	additional	binaries	include	the	multiple	self	versus	

the	 univocal	 body,	 speech	 versus	 silence,	 opinion	 versus	 truth,	 and	 of	 course	

freedom	 versus	 necessity.	 Arendt,	 Honig	 says,	 “is	 caught	 in	 a	 cycle	 of	 anxious	

repetition.	Binary	distinctions	and	adjectival	pairs	are	heaped,	one	upon	another,	in	

a	heroic	effort	to	resist	the	erosion	of	a	distinction	that	is	tenuous	enough	to	need	all	

of	this.”2	

One	means	of	resolving	this	contradiction	would	be	to	suppose	that	Arendt	

compartmentalizes	 her	 thought:	 that	 she	 holds	 certain	 notions	 to	 be	 historically	

contingent	and	others	to	be	universal	and	immutable.	However,	this	interpretation	

fails	 to	 fully	 appreciate	 the	 deep	 connections	 between	 Arendt’s	 political	 and	

historical	 thought,	 and	 cannot	 account	 for	 the	 ambiguity	 of	Arendt’s	 comments	 at	

the	conference	in	1972.	This	exchange	of	opinions	only	a	few	years	prior	to	Arendt’s	

death	has	been	subject	to	a	persistent	misreading	that	has	only	been	challenged	in	

recent	years.	It	is	my	contention	that	Arendt’s	evasiveness	on	the	subject	matter	of	

political	 debate	 is	 not	 the	 consequence	 of	 conceptual	 incoherence	 or	

disingenuousness,	but	rather	a	cautious	effort	to	avoid	treading	beyond	the	bounds	

of	her	role	as	a	political	theorist,	which	is	to	“think	what	we	are	doing.”	
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In	 response	 to	 a	 question	 by	 Mary	 McCarthy,	 Arendt	 admits	 that	 she	 has	

often	 asked	 herself	what	 political	 actors	were	 to	 discuss	without	 social	 problems	

being	an	issue.	“Life	changes	constantly,”	she	says,	and	“so	what	becomes	public	at	

every	 given	 period	 becomes	 utterly	 different.”3	 This	 statement	 is	 in	 itself	 baffling	

when	contrasted	with	claims	that	Arendt	advocates	a	return	to	Athens	on	the	basis	

of	a	distinction	between	public	and	private	that	became	more	rigid	in	the	later	years	

of	 her	 life,	 for	 here	 the	 line	 seems	 fluid	 and	 permeable,	 subject	 to	 amendment	

through	human	deeds	and	historic	circumstances.	

Following	 these	 rather	 cryptic	 remarks,	 Arendt’s	 distinction	 between	

political	 and	 administrative	 topics	was	 further	pressed	by	Albrecht	Wellmer,	who	

asked	her	“to	give	one	example	in	our	time	of	a	social	problem	which	is	not	at	the	

same	 time	 a	 political	 problem.	 Take	 anything:	 like	 education,	 or	 health,	 or	 urban	

problems,	even	the	simple	problem	of	living	standards.”	Arendt’s	response	was	that	

each	of	 these	problems	has	 a	 “double	 face”	 and	 “one	of	 these	 faces	 should	not	 be	

subject	 to	debate.”	Taking	on	the	 issue	of	 the	British	government’s	condemning	as	

inadequate	a	large	proportion	of	housing	stock	beloved	by	many	of	its	inhabitants,	

Arendt	describes	their	love	for	the	neighbourhood	and	desire	to	remain	as	political,	

while	 “how	 many	 square	 feet	 every	 human	 being	 needs	 in	 order	 to	 be	 able	 to	

breathe	and	to	live	a	decent	life”	is	a	technical	question	that	is	simply	not	subject	to	

debate.4	Although,	 as	 Sitton	 argues,	 “her	 example	 of	 a	 non‐debatable	 question...	 is	

obviously	political	because	of	the	insertion	of	the	word	‘decent,’”5	this	could	readily	

be	remedied	by	shifting	the	terminology	from	the	normative	to	the	technical.	What	

is	 significant	 is	 that	Arendt	 is	 attempting	 to	 narrow	 the	 field	 of	 inquiry,	 since	 the	
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social	questions	that	Wellmer	mentions	are	impossibly	broad,	comprised	of	factual	

and	subjective	“faces.”	

Benhabib	 interprets	this	to	mean	that	Arendt	posits	an	essential	distinction	

between	freedom	and	necessity,	which	are	hopelessly	entangled	in	everyday	human	

experience,	and	thus	that	the	distinction	is	untenable.	She	does	not	seem	to	consider	

the	possibility	 that	 this	distinction	rests	upon	the	same	tentative	basis	as	Arendt’s	

other	concepts,	which	cannot	preclude	human	experience	but	only	emerge	from	it.	

There	 are	 aspects	 of	 any	 social	 issue	 that	 are	 best	 suited	 to	 the	 expertise	 of	

professionals,	while	other	aspects	are	subjective	and	uncertain.	

This	has	 struck	many	as	ominously	 technocratic,	and	yet	 critics	of	Arendt’s	

distinction	 between	 freedom	 and	 necessity	 and	 its	 implications	 for	 politics	 and	

administration	often	overlook	how	ambiguously	Arendt	holds	even	 the	distinction	

between	 truth	 and	 opinion.	 She	 claims	 that	 factuality,	 technical	 knowledge,	 and	

moral	 truths	 properly	 lie	 within	 the	 private	 sphere	 or	 realm	 of	 necessity;	 as	

mentioned	 previously,	 those	 things	 which	 are	 necessarily	 true	 are	 unsuitable	

subjects	 for	political	debate	because	they	can	be	readily	measured	by	an	objective	

yardstick	 that	 resides	beyond	 the	boundaries	of	 the	discussion.	These	distinctions	

are	 thus	 intimately	 connected	 and	 determine	whether	meaningful	 debate	 upon	 a	

given	topic	is	possible,	since	political	discourse	can	only	deal	with	things	which	“we	

cannot	 figure	 out	 with	 certainty.”6	 Arendt	 argues	 that	 there	 is	 an	 implicit	

antagonism	between	truth	and	politics	because	the	irresistibility	of	the	former	often	

overwhelms	the	integrity	of	the	latter.	
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But	 this	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 the	 difference	 between	 truth	 and	 opinion	 is	

clear‐cut	 and	 self‐evident.	 Arendt	 argues	 that	 since	 humans	 live	 and	move	 in	 the	

world	 of	 appearances,	 the	 difference	 is	 often	 imperceptible;	 as	 she	 writes	 in	

“Philosophy	 and	 Politics,”	 which	 is	 perhaps	 Arendt’s	 clearest	 expression	 of	 her	

departure	 from	 philosophy,	 even	 the	 highest	 truths	 are	 inevitably	 transfigured	

when	they	enter	political	discourse:	

As	soon	as	the	philosopher	submitted	his	truth,	the	reflection	of	the	eternal,	
to	 the	 polis,	 it	 became	 immediately	 an	 opinion	 among	 opinions.	 It	 lost	 its	
distinguishing	 quality,	 for	 there	 is	 no	 visible	 hallmark	 that	marks	 off	 truth	
from	opinion.	It	is	as	though	the	moment	the	eternal	is	brought	into	the	midst	
of	 men	 it	 becomes	 temporal,	 so	 that	 the	 very	 discussion	 of	 it	 with	 others	
already	 threatens	 the	existence	of	 the	realm	 in	which	 the	 lovers	of	wisdom	
move.7	
	

Arendt	 asserts	 that	 philosophers,	 and	 later	 the	 educated	 at	 large,	 were	 often	

disgusted	at	the	untidiness	and	indignity	of	politics,	which	“never	could	conform	to	

[absolute	philosophical]	standards	and	therefore,	by	and	large,	was	judged	to	be	an	

unethical	business.”8	This	underlies	Arendt’s	infamous	disdain	for	privileging	social	

justice	above	political	 freedom,	 for	she	considers	the	role	of	 justice	 in	 the	political	

sphere	to	be	not	a	blueprint	for	the	fabrication	of	society,	but	instead	an	idea	held	in	

the	mind	of	each	actor	prior	to	the	intersection	of	multiple	points	of	view.	It	is	not	

the	task	of	individuals	to	dictate	the	distinction	between	truth	and	opinion	that	will	

define	 a	 political	 community,	 for	 this	 circumscribes	 the	 development	 of	 common	

sense	and	denies	the	validity	of	other	viewpoints.	

Truth	 and	 opinion	 are	 always	 inextricably	 entangled	 in	 the	 world	 of	

appearances,	so	that	it	is	the	task	of	political	actors	to	determine	what	is	factual	and	

what	is	subjective	in	any	given	case.	These	determinations	are	inevitably	incomplete	
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and	 tentative,	 and	 thus	 the	 distinction	 between	 public	 and	 private,	 which	 Arendt	

explicitly	aligns	with	opinion	versus	truth	and	freedom	versus	necessity,	is	similarly	

malleable	 and	 subject	 to	 debate.	However,	 this	 interpretation	 of	Arendt’s	 political	

thought	 does	 not	 merely	 represent	 an	 extrapolation	 from	 the	 foundations	 of	 her	

thought	 and	 her	 offhand	 comments	 in	 conversation,	 for	 otherwise	 we	 could	 yet	

accuse	 her	 of	 an	 inconsistency	 between	 her	 theory	 and	 its	 application	 in	 her	

historical	 accounts.	 In	 the	 final	 section	 of	 this	 chapter,	 we	 will	 see	 how	 this	

interpretation	also	 illuminates	certain	aspects	of	Arendt’s	own	efforts	at	historical	

understanding	and	political	judgment.	

	
3.3. Tentativeness and Humility in Understanding and Judgment 

Arendt’s	shift	from	the	Athenians’	radical	division	between	public	and	private	to	the	

pluralizing	 genius	 of	 the	 Romans	 and	 the	 promise	 of	 grassroots	 democratic	

movements	 indicates	 that	 the	 public	 and	 private	 realms	 are	 by	 no	 means	

entrenched	 and	 immutable.	 Beyond	 the	 deep	 interdependence	 between	 the	 two	

realms	is	the	fact	that	their	boundaries	are	subject	to	kaleidoscopic	transmutations	

as	distinct	communities	are	able	to	extend	human	plurality	into	areas	of	human	life	

that	were	 previously	 instrumental	 or	 behavioural,	 and	 so	 the	 permeability	 of	 the	

distinction	 between	 freedom	 and	 necessity	 resolves	 apparent	 contradictions	 and	

inconsistencies	 within	 Arendt’s	 accounts	 of	 the	 Roman	 republic	 and	 the	 council	

system.	The	permeable	interpretation	also	has	significant	implications	for	Arendt’s	

notion	of	political	judgment,	which	is	always	tentative	and	requires	a	certain	degree	

of	humility	with	respect	to	the	views	of	other	actors.	
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The	Romans	were	able	to	shift	the	boundaries	of	the	public	realm	to	include	

foundation,	 legislation,	 and	 foreign	 affairs,	 a	 feat	 accomplished	 through	 the	

introduction	of	 the	 faculties	 of	 promising	 and	 forgiveness,	which	had	no	previous	

basis	 in	 Western	 political	 thought.	 As	 Jacques	 Taminiaux	 argues,	 Arendt	 moves	

beyond	 the	 sterile	 rigidity	 of	 the	Athenian	distinction	between	public	 and	private	

because	 of	 the	 endemic	 animosity	 and	 parochialism	 that	 stemmed	 from	 a	 politics	

mediated	through	the	Homeric	lens,	as	the	Athenians	could	neither	look	beyond	the	

borders	 of	 Attica	 for	 lasting	 political	 (as	 opposed	 to	 strategic	 or	 hegemonic)	

relationships,	 nor	 regard	 the	 establishment	 of	 constitutions	 and	 legislation	 as	

anything	more	than	fabrication.	The	coexistence	of	the	public	and	private	realms	in	

the	Roman	understanding	seems	to	entail	a	constant	negotiation	and	questioning	of	

how	these	lines	ought	to	be	drawn,	for	with	the	Romans	the	distinction	was	shifted	

to	include	a	number	of	concerns	that	had	never	been	considered	public	before.	This	

would	be	impossible	if	we	regarded	the	Athenian	distinction	between	freedom	and	

necessity	as	an	abyss	reflected	in	human	nature,	and	thus	forever	immutable.	

The	notion	of	an	 intimate	and	mutable	relationship	between	the	public	and	

private	realms,	insofar	as	politics	takes	place	against	a	background	of	necessity	and	

factual	reality,	also	sheds	light	on	Arendt’s	praise	for	the	council	movement.	Arendt	

understands	these	not	as	organizations	that	existed	to	transform	society	according	

to	 ideological	 or	 instrumental	 motives,	 but	 as	 spaces	 in	 which	 individuals	 could	

debate	matters	of	public	concern	that	intersected	with	the	most	salient	social	issues	

of	 the	 day.	 The	 fact	 that	 the	 councils	 often	 acted	 into	 the	 social	 and	 economic	

spheres	 and	 transformed	 living	 conditions	 does	 not	 detract	 from	 their	 status	 as	
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political	 bodies,	 because	 action	 does	 not	 exclude	 motives	 and	 goals	 but	 rather	

transcends	them	through	the	means	of	a	public	discourse	that	reveals	the	plurality	

of	 its	 participants.	 No	 other	 explanation	 can	 suffice	 in	 light	 of	 Arendt’s	 argument	

that,	when	forced	together	by	the	Nazi	occupation,	the	French	resisters	“had	taken	

the	initiative	upon	themselves,	and	therefore,	without	even	noticing	it,	had	begun	to	

create	the	public	space	between	themselves	where	freedom	could	appear,”1	since	it	

is	 rather	 difficult	 to	 imagine	 an	 instrumental	 goal	 more	 immediate	 and	 all‐

encompassing	than	the	desire	to	expel	a	wartime	occupation.	

Arendt’s	objection	to	mixing	politics	and	administration	does	not	arise	from	

the	notion	that	politics	is	indifferent	to	social	need,	but	that	administrative	expertise	

and	political	virtue	seldom	converge	in	particular	individuals,	and	that	the	exclusive	

reign	 of	 instrumental	 goals	 detracts	 from	 the	 spontaneous	 and	 self‐revelatory	

character	of	politics.	The	decline	of	the	councils,	she	claims,	resulted	in	part	from	the	

selection	 of	 administrators	 through	 political	 criteria,	 which	 rendered	 them	

susceptible	to	their	ultimate	displacement.2	Production	quotas	and	labour	efficiency	

would	 prove	 to	 be	 their	 downfall	 because	 it	was	 (somewhat	 justifiably)	 accepted	

without	question	that	these	metrics	would	prove	success	or	failure.	Thus	labor	and	

work,	as	Honig	argues,	amount	to	“a	performative	production,	not	the	expression	of	

the	authentic	essence	of	a	class,	or	a	gender,	but	always	the	(sedimented)	product	of	

the	actions,	behaviors,	norms,	and	 institutional	 structures	of	 individuals,	 societies,	

and	political	cultures.”3	

Understanding	 the	 boundaries	 between	 public	 and	 private	 as	 tentative	

engenders	a	measure	of	humility,	not	in	the	traditional	sense	of	submission	before	a	
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fixed	 social	 or	 cosmic	 order,	 but	 in	 the	 face	 of	 the	 countless	 perspectives	 that	

comprise	 the	 human	 world	 and	 the	 limitations	 of	 one’s	 individual	 horizon.	 This	

humility	stems	from	the	condition	of	“bearing	with	strangers,”	which	Phillip	Hansen	

describes	as	the	uniquely	political	relationship	because	strangerhood	requires	“the	

preservation	 of	 a	 certain	 sort	 of	 distance	 that	 yet	 requires	 and	 makes	 possible	

worldly	ties	between	people,	a	bridging	whereby	people	are	neither	bound	together	

in	fraternity	nor	left	utterly	on	their	own	in	their	separateness.”4	

Hansen’s	 analysis	 of	 the	 proper	 relationship	 between	 members	 within	 a	

political	community	bears	upon	the	distinction	between	public	and	private	 insofar	

as	 it	 describes	 a	 properly	 political	 relationship	 among	 equals	without	 necessarily	

implying	that	either	the	membership	of	a	political	body	or	the	subject	matter	of	its	

debates	are	fixed	and	immobile.	What	is	imperative	is	the	preservation	of	a	certain	

distance,	 and	 although	 this	 distance	 can	 certainly	 be	 swept	 aside	 through	 drastic	

changes	 in	 membership	 or	 subject	 matter	 so	 that	 the	 spirit	 of	 discourse	 cannot	

endure,	 this	does	not	mean	that	moderate	changes	 in	 the	boundaries	of	 the	public	

space	are	 invariably	destructive.	Those	who	regard	 the	distinction	between	public	

and	private	as	either	rigid	or	worthless	may	rightly	be	accused	of	establishing	either	

excessive	distance	or	unrealistic	intimacy	in	political	relations,	so	that	the	latter	will	

inevitably	 be	 disgusted	 at	 the	 ineffectiveness	 of	 politics	 and	 will	 be	 tempted	 to	

undertake	 the	project	of	politics‐as‐making	 to	 achieve	 the	 radical	 goals	 they	 seek,	

while	 the	 former	 will	 be	 inclined	 to	 regard	 people	 who	 live	 outside	 the	 political	

realm	 as	 somewhat	 less	 than	 fully	 human,	 as	 the	 ancient	 Athenians	 understood	

slaves	and	women,	the	city‐state’s	silent	majority.	
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The	 only	 approaches	 appropriate	 to	 strangerhood	 in	 politics	 are	 the	

relational	 and	permeable	 interpretations,	 and	of	 these	 two,	we	have	 seen	 that	 the	

latter	is	truer	to	how	Arendt	develops	her	concepts.	It	is	also	more	appropriate	to	a	

political	culture	that	 is	built	upon	an	exchange	of	opinions	that	shifts	according	to	

human	events	and	must	respond	to	the	continued	influx	of	“strangers”	that	are	born	

into	it.	When	we	understand	the	boundaries	of	the	public	sphere	to	be	permeable,	it	

means	that	 its	members	wish	to	maintain	its	 integrity	but	at	the	same	time	do	not	

come	to	regard	the	individuals	and	problems	that	lie	beyond	the	boundaries	of	that	

sphere	to	be	simply	the	lowly	concerns	of	inferior	people.	

This	 humility	 belies	 the	 pejorative	 label	 of	 “elitism”	 that	many	 of	 Arendt’s	

critics	 append	 to	 her	 political	 thought,	 for	 while	 it	 is	 true	 that	 any	 participatory	

politics	will	necessarily	entail	the	so‐called	“odious	distinction”5	between	active	and	

passive	citizens,	and	require	its	numbers	be	limited	for	a	public	conversation	to	be	

possible,	this	entails	neither	structural	exclusion	nor	personal	narcissism.	Humility	

is	implicit	in	the	Roman	willingness	to	deal	equitably	with	other	city‐states,	which	in	

effect	 extended	 the	 category	 of	 strangerhood	 to	 those	 who	 would	 have	 been	

regarded	 as	 foreigners	 or	 barbarians	 by	 the	 Athenians.	 The	 tentativeness	 of	 the	

Romans	 entailed	 a	 willingness	 to	 understand	 the	 tenuousness	 of	 the	 walls	 that	

surrounded	their	world,	and	thus	to	cautiously	subvert	them	and	open	new	worlds.	

Humility	 and	 permeability	 are	 also	 implicitly	 connected	 in	 the	 European	

council	system,	although	the	most	striking	example	in	the	twentieth	century	may	lie	

beyond	 Arendt’s	 own	 lifetime.	 Isaac’s	 account	 of	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 Czech	

democratic	 movement	 Charter	 77,	 which	 arrived	 at	 an	 understanding	 of	 politics	
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similar	to	Arendt’s,	reveals	how	these	“self‐selected	elites”	may	be	humbled	by	the	

modern	condition.	The	Czech	opposition	understood	politics	in	plural,	nonstrategic	

terms	 and	 privileged	 insularity	 from	 conformity.	 These	 were	 ordinary	 people	

“bound	 together	by	 a	 common	 refusal	 to	be	 swallowed	up	by	 the	 conformity	 that	

surrounded	 them.”6	 These	 public	 spaces	were	 not	 permanent	 fixtures	 enjoyed	 by	

economically	 independent	aristocrats,	but	rather	efforts	by	workers	to	retain	their	

distinctiveness	in	a	mass	society.	

“[T]he	Chartists	refused	to	consider	themselves	a	higher	type	of	person,	just	
as	 they	 refused	 to	 consider	 more	 ordinary,	 conformist	 individuals	 to	 be	
inherently	 corrupt....	 Everyone	 is	 in	 some	respects	 complicit	 in	 the	ongoing	
structures	of	mass	 society,	 and	no	one	 is	 so	utterly	entrapped	within	 them	
that	he	or	she	is	incapable	of	some	kind	of	independence	on	some	occasion.	
The	boundaries	separating	the	islands	and	the	seas	are	thus	ever	shifting.”7	
	

The	recognition	that	mass	society	is	a	shared	condition	in	modernity,	that	no‐one	is	

immune	from	the	encroachment	of	conformity,	engenders	within	the	political	actors	

who	can	keep	their	heads	above	the	waves	a	measure	of	humility	that	would	have	

been	unimaginable	to	the	Greeks.	

Isaac	 correctly	 argues	 that	understanding	modern	politics	 as	 a	 response	 to	

modern	living	conditions	and	a	refuge	from	the	impersonality	of	mass	society	is	the	

only	means	by	which	Arendt’s	praise	of	justice‐minded	proletarians	as	exemplars	of	

the	 political	 spirit	 can	 be	 made	 intelligible,	 since	 Arendt	 does	 not	 advocate	 the	

abolition	 of	 the	 nation‐state	 or	 the	 replacement	 of	 mass	 society,8	 but	 rather	

supports	“a	kind	of	 insurgent	politics,	rooted	in	civil	society,	that	would	invigorate	

rather	 than	 replace	mass	democratic	politics.”9	This	 insurgent	politics,	 in	order	 to	

retain	 the	 distinction	 between	 public	 and	 private	 without	 becoming	 static	 and	
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extinguishing	the	political	freedom	therein,	must	continually	traverse	the	uncertain	

borderlands	of	that	distinction.	

It	may	 be	 argued	 that	 Arendt’s	 often	 categorical	 and	 provocative	 language	

would	belie	 this	portrait	 of	 temperance,	particularly	 since	Arendt	often	expressed	

opinions	 that	were	deeply	 against	 the	 grain	of	 contemporary	political	 debates.	 As	

Walter	Laqueur	acidly	observes,	“there	is	a	fascinating	discrepancy	between	Arendt	

as	 a	 political	 philosopher	 and	 the	 poverty	 of	 her	 judgment	 concerning	 current	

politics.”10	 Nonetheless,	 her	 distinctions	 and	 judgments	 indicate	 a	 fundamental	

tentativeness	 and	 humility,	 even	 in	 the	 essay	 that	 most	 plainly	 manifests	 this	

poverty	 of	 judgment.	 Arendt’s	 account	 of	 the	 1957	 Arkansas	 school	 integration	

crisis,	 “Reflections	 on	 Little	 Rock,”	which	 in	 its	 categorical	 rigidity	 and	 contextual	

insensitivity	 seems	 to	 embody	 everything	 that	 is	 wrong	 with	 her	 public/private	

distinction,	 illustrates	 not	 the	 rigidity	 and	 irrelevance	 of	 Arendt’s	 philosophical	

anthropology	 but	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 the	 faculty	 of	 judgment	 is	 intrinsically	

provisional	 and	 incomplete.	Arendt	was	willing	 to	 take	upon	herself	 a	measure	of	

humility	 that	was	not	matched	by	her	critics	because	she	recognized	 that	political	

judgments	are	 inevitably	made	upon	 the	basis	of	 experience	and	 factuality,	 rather	

than	moral	 or	 ideological	 considerations	 that	 descend	 from	 beyond	 the	 world	 to	

extol	or	condemn.	

In	“Reflections,”	Arendt	writes	that	school	integration	is	a	flawed	project	that	

dangerously	blurs	 the	 lines	between	 the	political	and	social	 realms.11	She	predicts	

that	 federal	 intervention	 in	 the	 school	 system	 will	 result	 in	 the	 private	 lives	 of	

students	being	exposed	to	overwhelming	social	pressure,	and	render	worthless	the	
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constitutional	 rights	 of	 states.12	 Many	 critics	 subsequently	 accused	 Arendt	 of	

thoughtlessly	employing	a	racist	or	elitist	 ideology,13	while	others	more	charitably	

argued	that	Arendt	wrongly	conceptualized	black	racism	in	America	in	terms	of	her	

experiences	 with	 antisemitism	 in	 Europe	 and	 her	 readings	 on	 slavery	 in	 ancient	

Greece.14	 Laqueur	 argues	 that	 Arendt’s	 error	 lies	 in	 her	 insularity	 from	American	

politics	 and	 society	 within	 the	 traumatized	 European	 émigré	 population,15	 and	

indeed	 Arendt	 herself	 admitted	 that	 she	 looked	 at	 action	 “from	 the	 outside,”16	

having	had	minimal	political	involvement	beyond	a	short	stint	with	Zionism.	Young‐

Bruehl	 observes	 that	 Arendt’s	 “empathetic	 attempt	 to	 stand	 in	 others’	 places	 and	

weigh	 up	 the	 alternatives	 for	 action	 preceded	 her	 writing;	 and	 the	 writing	 itself,	

without	 the	 questioning,	 seemed	 to	 many	 readers	 harsh,	 inappropriately	

judgmental,	 and	 arrogant,”17	 while	 Benhabib	 describes	 the	 essay	 as	 a	 disastrous	

failure	 of	 Arendt’s	 attempt	 at	 “enlarged	 mentality,”	 which	 involves	 considering	

situational	 particulars	 and	 imagining	 the	 various	 perspectives	 of	 the	 people	

involved.18	

Failures	 reveal	 the	 core	 of	 great	 authors’	works	no	 less	 than	 “fundamental	

and	flagrant	contradictions,”19	and	“Reflections	on	Little	Rock”	was	a	 failure	of	the	

highest	 order,	 for	 it	 ultimately	 failed	 to	 take	 account	 of	 the	 unique	 realities	 that	

blacks	faced	in	American	society,	and	too	rigidly	applied	the	categories	that	Arendt	

had	developed.	Nonetheless,	the	means	by	which	Arendt	reached	her	controversial	

conclusions	 have	 proven	 revealing,	 particularly	 in	 light	 of	 Kirstie	 McClure’s	

argument	that	Arendt’s	article	on	Little	Rock	should	be	understood	as	an	example	of	

political	judgment.	
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Arendt	 defines	 judgment	 as	 “the	 faculty	 to	 judge	 particulars	 without	

subsuming	 them	under	 those	general	 rules	which	 can	be	 taught	and	 learned	until	

they	grow	into	habits	that	can	be	replaced	by	other	habits	and	rules.”20	The	danger	

of	 relying	 upon	 a	 system	 of	 habits	 and	 rules	 as	 a	 bannister	 amidst	 the	 nadir	 of	

politics	 and	 common	 sense	 lies	 in	 the	 potential	 for	 one	 bannister	 to	 be	 easily	

exchanged	 for	 another.21	 Perspectives	 and	 behaviours	 can	 replicate	 like	 a	 virus	

through	a	population,	 so	 that	 individuals	 “are	all	 imprisoned	 in	 the	 subjectivity	of	

their	 own	 singular	 experience,	 which	 does	 not	 cease	 to	 be	 singular	 if	 the	 same	

experience	 is	 multiplied	 innumerable	 times.”22	 Furthermore,	 Arendt	 says,	 action	

that	relies	upon	the	application	of	general	rules	to	particular	cases	in	everyday	life	

will	result	in	paralysis	“because	no	such	rules	can	withstand	the	wind	of	thought.”23	

As	Phillip	Hansen	observes,	judgment	has	certain	affinities	to	understanding;	

for	 both	 of	 these	 require	 experience	 and	 knowledge,	 proceed	 from	 the	 “enlarged	

mentality,”	and	are	intimately	connected	with	common	sense.	Hansen	characterizes	

the	 unending	 character	 of	 understanding	 as	 a	 hermeneutic	 circle	 that	 continually	

returns	to	its	starting	point,	not	because	this	circle	is	futile	or	ouroboric,	but	because	

“hermeneutic	 understanding	 is	 related	 to	 a	 specifically	 human	 predicament	 and	

task:	the	need	to	determine	what	‘makes	it	bearable	for	us	to	live	with	other	people,	

strangers,	 forever,	 in	the	same	world,	and	makes	 it	possible	 for	 them	to	bear	with	

us.’”24	 This	 informs	 Arendt’s	 claim	 that	 politics	 and	morality	 operate	 in	 different	

spheres,	 for	 “understanding,	 judging,	 indeed	bearing	with	strangers	 itself	not	only	

do	not	articulate	a	morality,	they	stand	on	a	different	foundation	from	it.	In	a	sense	

they	even	stand	opposed	to	it,	although	at	the	same	time	provide	a	basis	for	it.”25	
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Any	 separation	 of	 public	 and	 private	 that	 rests	 upon	 an	 ontological	

distinction	between	 freedom	and	necessity	 is	doomed	 to	 failure	precisely	because	

such	 general	 rules	 cannot	 anticipate	 and	 account	 for	 the	 continual	 unfolding	 of	

current	issues	and	events.	McClure	argues	that	Arendt,	rather	than	blindly	applying	

her	 dogmatic	 distinction	 between	 public	 and	 private	 to	 a	 complex	 social	 and	

political	issue,	judges	the	situation	from	particulars	(such	as	the	famous	photograph	

of	the	little	black	girl	being	mobbed	by	white	children)	and	attempts	to	place	herself	

in	 the	position	of	 those	 involved.	The	 general	 standpoint	 at	which	Arendt	 arrived	

through	imagination	and	reflection	on	the	positions	of	others	“emerges	neither	as	a	

claim	to	truth	nor	as	a	claim	to	‘know’	what	the	other	thinks	or	feels,	but	rather	as	

an	 articulation	of	 one’s	doxa,	 one’s	 opinion,	 as	 to	 the	generalities	pertinent	 to	 the	

case	 at	 hand.”26	 Arendt’s	 essay	 is	 not	 the	 final	 word,	 but	 the	 start	 of	 a	 political	

conversation	 that	 could	 make	 sense	 of	 the	 issue	 only	 through	 the	 insertion	 of	

contrasting	opinions	and	a	willingness	to	listen	as	well	as	speak.	Arendt	had	issued	

the	opening	salvo	of	a	debate	that	one	hopes	would	articulate	the	social	question	of	

school	segregation	and	thus	dissect	it	into	its	public	and	private	components.27	Her	

failure,	as	Hansen	argues,	was	that	she	had	failed	to	respect	the	“suppleness”	of	the	

concepts	that	she	had	developed.28	

The	controversy	that	followed	revealed	much	about	the	differences	between	

Arendt	 and	 her	 critics.	McClure	 argues	 that	what	 Arendt	 “treated	 as	 a	 process	 of	

forging	opinions,	[her	critics]	enacted	as	a	war	of	words,	a	war	in	which	her	words	

were	like	broadcasts	from	an	enemy	transmitter.”29	These	critics	subsumed	the	case	

of	Little	Rock	under	the	general	principle	of	equality	as	a	moral	rule	to	be	followed	
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unerringly,	 and	viewed	any	opposition	 as	necessarily	 contemptuous	 and	 immoral.	

Within	 this	 mindset,	 McClure	 says,	 “logic	 arbitrates	 meaning,	 principle	 precedes	

prudence,	 general	 rules	 command	 particular	 circumstance.”30	 This	 was	 not	 an	

exercise	 in	political	 judgment	but	the	necessary	destination	of	a	moral	code	which	

left	no	room	for	debate	or	discussion.	

Then	 and	 today,	 advocates	 of	 desegregation	would	 argue	 that	 because	 the	

school	 system	 occupies	 an	 ambiguous	 position,	 and	 because	 the	 value	 of	 social	

justice	 is	 not	wholly	 incommensurate	with	 institutions	 that	 intersect	 the	 political,	

social,	 and	 private	 spheres,	 the	 question	 of	 segregation	 is	 a	 perfectly	 legitimate	

political	 priority.	 The	 national	 controversy	 of	 Little	 Rock,	 which	 at	 the	 time	

fomented	 dangerous	 sentiments	 leaning	 towards	mob	 rule,31	 is	 now	 a	watershed	

moment	 in	 American	 history	 that	 represents	 a	 major	 triumph	 of	 political	

conscience.	

McClure’s	interpretation	of	Arendt’s	endeavour	to	determine	whether	or	not	

school	integration	should	be	considered	properly	political	as	an	exercise	in	applied	

judgment,	 rather	 than	 a	 dogmatic	 assertion	based	 on	uncompromising	 categories,	

implies	that	there	is	a	tentative	quality	to	Arendt’s	concept	of	the	political.	A	much	

richer	 exchange	 would	 likely	 have	 taken	 place	 if	 Arendt	 had	 been	 willing	 to	

approach	 the	 issue	with	 a	 greater	 sensitivity	 to	 the	 unique	 characteristics	 of	 race	

relations	 in	 the	American	South,	 and	 if	her	 critics	had	been	 less	willing	 to	enter	a	

“war	of	words.”	The	Little	Rock	essay	and	the	terms	of	 its	 failure	 indicate	that	the	

experience	of	freedom	and	the	boundaries	of	the	public	realm	are	dependent	upon	

historical	 circumstances	and	contemporary	events,	 and	so	debates	over	what	may	
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properly	be	understood	as	political	are	precisely	those	issues	that	are	suited	for	the	

public	sphere.	
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Conclusion: Opening the Serpent’s Jaws 
	

Ring	the	bells	that	still	can	ring	/	Forget	your	perfect	offering	
There	is	a	crack,	a	crack	in	everything	/	That's	how	the	light	gets	in.1	

—	Leonard	Cohen,	1992	
	
	
The	 desire	 for	 a	 perfect	 understanding	 of	 history	 and	 human	 nature	 that	 would	

resolve	all	dilemmas	and	usher	in	utopia	lies	at	the	heart	of	all	ideologies,	and	so	it	is	

only	ouroboric	thinking,	tautological	and	senseless,	that	can	sustain	ideological	faith	

in	the	face	of	new	experiences	and	distinct	viewpoints.	G.	K.	Chesterton	claims	that	

“when	 St.	 George	 thrust	 his	 spear	 into	 the	monster's	 jaws,	 he	 broke	 in	 upon	 the	

solitude	of	the	self‐devouring	serpent	and	gave	it	something	to	bite	besides	its	own	

tail.”2	 Arendt’s	 love	 of	 the	world	was	 the	 spear	with	which	 she	 attacked	 her	 own	

personal	Ouroboros.	This	rejection	of	cyclical	and	senseless	thinking	was	ultimately	

reflected	in	her	innovative	approach	to	political	theory.	

Arendt’s	 distinction	 between	 public	 and	 private	 derives	 principally	 from	 a	

distinction	between	 freedom	and	necessity,	which	has	widely	 been	 interpreted	 to	

mean	that	it	rests	upon	an	ontological	distinction	that	is	quite	beyond	the	range	of	

human	amendment.	However,	this	interpretation	fails	to	account	for	certain	threads	

that	 run	 through	 her	 body	 of	work,	 such	 as	 the	 role	 of	 ancient	 Rome	 in	 Arendt’s	

thought,	the	apparently	fatal	contradictions	in	her	account	of	the	democratic	council	

movements,	and	her	responses	to	critics,	both	written	and	unwritten,	which	all	hint	

at	unexplored	depths	beneath	the	rigid	surface.	

Foundation,	 legislation,	and	 foreign	affairs	were	apolitical	and	 instrumental	

to	the	Greeks	but	became	the	crowning	achievements	of	Roman	politics	through	the	
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introduction	of	new	faculties	and	practices.	Modern	grassroots	councils	faltered,	not	

because	of	their	concern	with	social	justice,	but	their	inability	to	withstand	external	

pressures	and	 the	 impossibility	of	 effectively	pluralizing	economic	administration.	

Finally,	 the	 American	 school	 system	 occupied	 an	 ambiguous	 status	 on	 the	

borderlands	of	the	private,	public,	and	social	realms	which	required	discussion	and	

debate	in	order	to	be	fully	understood.	

This	 shifting	 landscape	 is	by	no	means	easy	 to	navigate.	Political	discourse	

among	equals	must	be	intimately	involved	with	everyday	experience	and	factuality	

so	 that	 it	does	not	descend	 into	 the	realm	of	 fantasy,	but	at	 the	same	 time	cannot	

wantonly	 intrude	 upon	 matters	 of	 necessity	 lest	 the	 conditions	 of	 natality	 and	

plurality	 that	underlie	 its	emergence	become	 irrelevant	and	even	obstructive.	 It	 is	

the	 role	 of	 public	 actors	 to	 continually	 parse	 this	 distinction	 in	 mediation	 with	

shifting	circumstances	and	events,	to	be	mindful	that	the	continual	influx	of	strange	

people	and	new	worldviews	will	dissolve	and	reform	the	uncertain	borderlands	of	

the	 public	 realm.	 The	 boundaries	 between	 the	 public,	 private,	 and	 social	 will	

inevitably	shift	in	accordance	with	new	values,	circumstances,	and	people.	

As	 the	 Romans	 were	 able	 to	 demonstrate,	 aspects	 of	 human	 life	 that	 lie	

within	 the	 realm	 of	 necessity,	 such	 as	 the	 private	 act	 of	 lawmaking	 and	 the	

instrumental	patterns	of	foreign	relations,	can	be	drawn	into	the	realm	of	freedom.	

However,	 this	 is	 only	 possible	 if	 these	 aspects	 of	 private	 or	 instrumental	 life	 are	

transmuted	 through	 a	 genuine	 attitudinal	 shift	 that	 signifies	 the	 willingness	 of	

political	actors	to	preserve	the	space	of	appearances	that	lies	between	them,	even	at	

the	instrumental	expense	of	personal	or	collective	projects.	
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Arendt’s	 controversial	 corpus	 points	 not	 towards	 the	 dismissal	 of	 social	

concerns	but	a	certain	attitude	in	discussing	them	publicly	so	that	the	perspectives	

of	 others	 are	 considered	 and	 respected.	 Politicization	 of	 the	 social	 requires	 not	

partisanship	but	humility,	a	notion	that	has	radical	 implications	for	the	millions	of	

social,	cultural,	and	political	battles	that	are	currently	taking	place	around	the	globe	

between	people	who	refuse	to	pollute	their	ears	and	minds	with	the	dissembling	of	

their	 ideological	 enemies.	 Common	 sense,	 in	 the	Arendtian	 sense,	 is	 needed	more	

than	ever.	

Finally,	 the	 tentativeness	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 Arendt’s	 thought	 entails	 a	way	 of	

thinking	 about	 the	 world	 that	 is	 in	 some	 senses	 utterly	 alien	 to	 modern	

understanding.	It	entails	the	dismissal	of	grand	narratives	and	long‐held	certainties	

in	favour	of	the	search	for	genuine	understanding.	It	acknowledges	the	uncertainty	

of	human	life	and	the	unpredictability	of	human	events.	Even	as	she	plunges	into	the	

heart	of	totalitarian	darkness	and	laments	the	decline	of	grassroots	politics,	Arendt	

continues	 to	 affirm	 the	 wonderful	 spontaneity	 and	 boundless	 plurality	 of	 our	

common	human	condition.	
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