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For SHH

after twenty-five years,

and for the love of our world.





One of these days – when? It doesn’t matter when, let’s say at some point – I will be able to describe the actual domain of political life, because no one is better at marking the borders of a terrain than the person who walks around it from the outside.

Hannah Arendt
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A Note on Imagination

Hannah Arendt was committed to what Immanuel Kant called ‘an enlarged mentality’ which she believed to be the grounding for good judgement. This type of critical imagination is not creative, and nor is it necessarily empathetic. You think your own thoughts but in the place of somebody elsefn1 she instructed her students. In this book I have tried to think my own thoughts in the place of Hannah Arendt. All direct quotations from her writing are in italics and referenced. I have imagined plausible scenarios in her life only where the evidence permits. Despite these precautions, there may be moments in what follows when Hannah Arendt also thinks her thoughts in my place.




Thinking What We Are Doing

In the months following Donald Trump’s election in 2016, Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism crashed onto the Amazon US bestseller lists. In the first year of his presidency, overall sales of the book increased by over 1,000 per cent. Tweet-sized quotations from her writing began to flutter through the internet, and regular Arendt-themed opinion pieces started to appear in the press. A politics of the absurd and grotesque, the cruel, mendacious and downright incredible had returned, and Arendt seemed to have something to say about it.

First published in 1951, The Origins of Totalitarianism described how historical conditions in Europe conspired to give evil a shockingly modern political formation in the twentieth century. Political lies had triumphed over facts. All that remained were power, violence and ideology. What happened? Why did it happen? How could it have happened? (OT 387) Arendt asked. The old political and historical narratives no longer gave plausible answers.

Arendt also warned that whilst the totalitarian regimes of her time would invariably fall, the contexts and thinking that permitted them might well linger into the future, taking on new forms in response to new circumstances, certainly, but building on a political and cultural rot that had taken hold some time earlier.

There were few marching jackboots on the streets of America when Trump took the presidency, political dissidents did not start disappearing into torture cells at 3 am in the morning, although in Aleppo, Syria and Maidan, Ukraine and elsewhere, there were already both boots and terror. Twentieth-century-style totalitarian regimes hadn’t returned. But as commentators noted then and since, many of the elements Arendt first identified with totalitarian thinking have crept back into our political culture.

A cynical disenchantment with politics characterizes our times as it did Arendt’s, as does an inchoate hate ready to be directed at anything and anyone. Conspiracy theories flourish. Self-censorship is back. Many of us are lonely. We have now added the reality of the climate apocalypse to the threat of nuclear apocalypse. The tacit acceptance that there are certain categories of people – refugees, migrants, the uprooted, the occupied, the incarcerated, the permanently poor – whose lives are essentially superfluous has not changed much since the Second World War. The camps and ghettos have changed their locations, names and appearances, but the misery remains, as does the thoughtlessly cruel administration of human beings as though they were little more than freight.

Hannah Arendt is a creative and complex thinker; she writes about power and terror, war and revolution, exile and love and, above all, about freedom. Reading her is never just an intellectual exercise, it is an experience. I have been reading Arendt for over thirty years, first discovering her as a graduate student in the late 1980s, just as the Cold War was ending. I liked her style, her boldness and directness, her confident irony and worldly wit. She came from a past close enough to touch (she died in 1975, ten years after my birth), but spoke with a voice so utterly her own, and in such lucid prose, that she also seemed to come from out of nowhere.

But it was not until I sat down to work out why we should be reading her now, in the age of Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin, that I realized it was the stubborn humanity of her fierce and complex creativity that I had most to learn from.

Arendt is best known for her analysis of politically dark times, but her abiding question is one that is again being asked in a series of defiant, creative and extraordinarily courageous responses to contemporary terror, occupation and ideology: What is freedom?

For Hannah Arendt that question was neither abstract nor simply theoretical. She loved the human condition for what it was: terrible, beautiful, perplexing, amazing and, above all, exquisitely precious. And she never stopped believing in a politics that might be true to that condition. Her writing has much to tell us about how we got to this point in our history, about the madness of modern politics and about the awful, empty, thoughtlessness of contemporary political violence. But she also teaches that it is when the experience of powerlessness is at its most acute, when history seems at its most bleak, that the determination to think like a human being, creatively, courageously and complicatedly, matters the most.

Because she had lived in a post-truth era, Arendt saw what it meant when people no longer share the same basic sense of the world they inhabit together. We need her now because she understood, as few political thinkers have done since, what we have to lose when we allow our politics to become inhuman. The last few years have again shown us both how destructive and vulnerable the human condition is. Arendt teaches that if you really love the world (and she did) you must have the courage to protect it – to disobey.

For Arendt we can only be free so long as we have free minds. What follows is a story about how Hannah Arendt came to think about her own times, told in an effort to think more defiantly and creatively about our own. It is also a conversation, sometimes combative, between the present and her past. Arendt never told her readers what to think. There are no quick fixes for defeating autocracy, combatting populism and jump-starting social democracy to be gleaned from her work. Sometimes, especially when she wrote about race, her own thinking failed. What she offers instead is a model of how to think when politics and history are tearing up all the conventional safety rails, as they did in her time and as they have again in the early twenty-first century.

Having a free mind in Arendt’s sense means turning away from dogma, political certainties, theoretical comfort zones and satisfying ideologies. It means learning instead to cultivate the art of staying true to the hazards, vulnerabilities, mysteries and perplexities of reality because, ultimately, that is our best chance of remaining human.

She belonged to a generation of writers and thinkers born in the first decade of the twentieth century, just before it lurched into political and economic chaos, war, fascism, totalitarianism and nuclear horror. This was a generation well practised in appalled surprise at historical events, and Hannah Arendt, a refugee and outsider, was more practised than most. She was the smart young Jewish woman who escaped from the black heart of fascist Europe and its crumbling nation states, made a new life for herself in America, the republic of new beginnings, and became one of its most influential public intellectuals.

Like Arendt’s life, this book includes many journeys. Today, Königsberg, the bustling Prussian port where she grew up and learned how to think, renamed Kaliningrad in 1945, is a Russian exclave on the borders of the European Union. Authoritarianism has reclaimed Russia and a new generation of Eastern Europeans have begun reading The Origins of Totalitarianism – this time as a survival guide.1 Her legacy is also present in places she never went, at least not directly. She refused to visit the Jim Crow South of the United States out of principle, for example, but this did not stop her from writing a controversial essay on desegregation that now echoes painfully in an America that is reckoning (or refusing to reckon) with its violently racist history. Meanwhile, in Beirut, Lebanon, Palestine and elsewhere in the Middle East, activists in parallel, woefully under-recognized, struggles for a new politics of plurality and self-determination critically and creatively read Arendt on revolution.

Thinking alongside Hannah Arendt today means asking the questions that first preoccupied her from our own precarious position in history. She described totalitarianism as a political attack on human experience. It followed for her that anti-totalitarian thinking began not with brushing that experience aside, but with really looking at it again. Fundamental questions about the human condition are not beside the point in dire political times, they are the point. How can we think straight amidst cynicism and mendacity? What is there left to love, to cherish, to fight for? How can we act to best secure it? What fences and bridges do we need to build to protect freedom and which walls do we need to destroy?

She liked distinctions in her answers because they gave clarity to what otherwise risked remaining dangerously obscure. She particularly liked categorizing things in threes. Anti-semitism, imperialism and totalitarianism were the three modern political evils (The Origins of Totalitarianism). Labour, work and action are what we do in the world, and the private, social and public realms are where we do them (The Human Condition, 1958). Thinking, willing and judging are what we do in our heads whilst this other activity is going on (The Life of the Mind, 1979). For all this symmetry, she was not a philosophical system builder. Who would dare reconcile himself with the reality of extermination camps or play the game of thesis-antithesis-synthesis until his dialectics have discovered ‘meaning’ in slave labour? she once asked.2 Her starting point was more straightforward: What I propose, therefore, is very simple: it is nothing more than to think what we are doing, she wrote in The Human Condition. (HC 5)

Thinking was her first defence against the tyranny of the one-size-fits-all answer. A teacher as much as a theorist, her trick is to make us look again carefully at what is already there. More of a conservationist than a conservative, she travelled back into the traditions of political and philosophical thought in search of new creative pathways to the present.3 Her intellectual companions are straight from the white male European canon: Socrates, Saint Augustine, Niccolò Machiavelli, Immanuel Kant, Søren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Karl Marx, and her philosophy teachers in Germany, Martin Heidegger (also her lover) and Karl Jaspers (her lifelong friend and mentor). But she read and interpreted these men to preserve what was most radical in their thought and often against their intentions.

She looked across the field of political philosophy and rewilded it with what, to her, was most important of all: human experience. When she spoke of freedom, she was not talking about an abstract freedom that could be conjured up out of the minds of men and willed into the world, often at a terrible cost. She meant the freedom that was already latent, waiting amongst us, and which is realized only when we act together. Her political heroes were those who trusted in other people more than in abstractions: the economist, Marxist and revolutionary, Rosa Luxemburg, the American Founding Fathers, the French Resistance, the Hungarian revolutionaries from 1956 and the students who protested against the Vietnam War and the lies that America told itself in order to wage it in the 1960s and early 1970s.

‘As a woman I have no country … As a woman, my country is the whole world,’ Virginia Woolf wrote in her famous anti-fascist essay, Three Guineas, first published on the eve of war in 1938. In the same year, Hannah Arendt was living in the refugee community in Paris’s 15th arrondissement, working for Youth Aliyah, a Jewish non-governmental organization settling young people in Palestine. Like millions of others at that time, she literally had no country; she was stateless, and would remain so until 1950 when she acquired American citizenship.

Arendt was just as much a cosmopolitan thinker as Woolf, although notably less of a feminist. Yet, by the early 1940s she was in no place, and in no mood, to celebrate a borderless world. We lost our home, which means the familiarity of daily life, she wrote from New York in a 1943 essay. News that the concentration camps were also corpse factories (her phrase) for European Jews had not long filtered through to the refugee community. She was thirty-six, roughly at the mid-point of her life, and her essay, entitled ‘We Refugees’, was one of the most beautiful, lyrical and devastating pieces of prose she would ever write:


We lost our home, which means the familiarity of daily life. We lost our occupation, which means the confidence that we are of some use in this world. We lost our language, which means the naturalness of reactions, the simplicity of gestures, the unaffected expression of feelings. We left our relatives in the Polish ghettos and our best friends have been killed in concentration camps, and that means the rupture of our private lives.4



The loss was total. Worse still, it barely registered in her new country nor, indeed, in much of the Allied world, which had no problem in recognizing Nazi barbarism but some difficulty in accommodating the new guests from no-man’s land. Apparently nobody wants to know that contemporary history has created a new kind of human beings – the kind that are put in concentration camps by their foes and in internment camps by their friends, she added.

Hannah Arendt’s statelessness was not incidental to her political thought; it gave her the perspective she most valued: the viewpoint of those who knew exactly what the reality was beyond the lies and propaganda, the confected outrage and the false justifications for cruel and murderous policies. She called this the priceless advantage of the pariah. One of these days, she wrote in a letter to her second husband, Heinrich Blücher, in 1955, I will be able to describe the actual domain of political life, because no one is better at marking the borders of a terrain than the person who walks around it from the outside. (WFW 236)

There is a reason why current authoritarians, as they did in the mid-twentieth century, deliberately cultivate widespread cynicism with their indifference to reason and reality: it keeps the political field clear of challengers. Arendt wanted politics to be more crowded, busier, livelier, more unpredictable. ‘Hannah was always more for the Many than for the One,’ wrote her friend, the novelist Mary McCarthy: ‘which may help explain her horrified recognition of totalitarianism as a new phenomenon in the world.’5 The ‘many’ was not the masses, but the plurality of the human condition which she believed to be the natural enemy of totalitarian thinking – would that we could see it.

Thinking about what we are doing begins with trusting our aversions to ready-made political and social narratives. I hate to be so difficult, but I am afraid the truth is that I am, she once wrote, declining to take part in a public debate which she knew was being staged for a boo-hiss audience and which she therefore wanted no part of.6 In truth, Hannah Arendt dreamt of a world in which the majority were happy and able to be difficult whenever it was morally or politically necessary.

It is as though mankind had divided itself between those who believe in human omnipotence (who think that everything is possible if one knows how to organize masses for it) and those for whom powerlessness has become the major experience of their lives, she wrote in the 1951 preface to The Origins of Totalitarianism. (OT xxv) It was then and it is now. But towards the end of her life she also wrote: We are free to change the world and to start something new in it. (CR 5) That freedom begins not with what she once called reckless optimism, but with the determination to exist as a fully living and thinking person in a world amongst others. (OT xxvi)

Those who knew her confirm what surviving film footage of her interviews and lectures captures so well. She was brilliant in public, and performed her thinking with all the intense virtuosity of the Shakespeare soliloquies she loved. Elegant, long-fingered hands would cup both her chin and her cigarette, and smoke would rise over her face like a mask through which she would sound her thoughts in a deep-throated, careful, accented English. A pause, an outbreath of smoke, an upward look, a smile that got wider with age. Well I can’t help that, she’d reply to questions she thought particularly obtuse, her eyes slightly widening beneath the lids. But she always held something back. Watching and reading Hannah Arendt, I am often captured by the sense that there exists something she will not give up; something precious, mysterious even to herself, but very strongly present. But isn’t that just the point of all of this? she might say now, chin resting in her smoking hand from her place in the bar in the underworld where the lost angels of the last century gather at dusk. That we are unknowable even to ourselves, maybe especially to ourselves, and yet capable of collective miracles? Isn’t that what you must fight for again now?
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1. Hannah Arendt at the University of Chicago, 1966.




1.

Where Do We Begin?


It belongs to totalitarian thinking to conceive of a final conflict at all. There is no finality in history – the story told by it is a story with many beginnings but no ends.

The Ex-Communists



On a cold and drizzly March day in 1962, Hannah Arendt lay in a hospital bed in New York, gazing thoughtfully up at the ceiling. The day before a truck had slammed into the taxi she was riding in through Central Park, smashing up her face and teeth and breaking nine of her ribs. She did not know how the truck had come to hit the taxi or how her body had got so broken because, as had become her habit of late, she had been using the ride for some precious reading time. One moment there had been words echoing in her head, the next, darkness.

When she regained consciousness she checked that she could still move and then, with considerably more attention, tested her memory; very carefully decade by decade, poetry, Greek and German and English, then telephone numbers, she recalled in a letter to Mary McCarthy. Everything all right. In that same moment, she realized she had to make a decision: she could die or choose to stay in the world. She was fifty-five years old. Death did not particularly frighten her, but I also thought that life was quite beautiful and that I’d rather take it. (BF 126–27) As she squinted at the hospital ceiling through her undamaged eye, she recognized a familiar feeling: elation.

It had been a long time since Hannah Arendt had been so still, her hands free of either luggage or books, her mind free to roam. Events had moved so fast over the past year; at moments it had seemed as though her entire life was being replayed before her. Each time she’d caught her breath something else had happened and she had sped on again.

A year earlier, she had gone to Jerusalem to cover the trial of the senior Nazi, Adolf Eichmann, for The New Yorker magazine. Eichmann was responsible for organizing the transportation of Jews from across Europe to their deaths in concentration camps in the east. He had escaped through one of the Nazi ratlines five years after the war ended, having hidden low in the countryside farming chickens. In May 1960, Israel’s secret service agency, Mossad, caught up with him in Argentina, drugged and then bundled him onto a commercial flight and brought him back to Israel to face trial. Abduction was a deliberately dramatic gesture – fugitive Nazis and international opinion were supposed to take note – but not an unreasonable option.

Hannah Arendt also wanted to catch up with Adolf Eichmann, which was why she had swiftly written to The New Yorker’s editor, William Shawn, offering to cover the trial for the magazine. By this point, she was a well-known intellectual in the United States. Delighted, Shawn gave her as many words as she needed and an open deadline. The five articles that would eventually be published as the book Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil appeared a year after her accident in the spring of 1963.

The journey to Jerusalem was personal. Adolf Eichmann’s lifetime was also Hannah Arendt’s lifetime. The career Nazi and the Jewish political theorist were born barely seven months apart. Their lives were already twisted around one another’s before her famous book bound their names together forever. He had spent his life in the service of a monstrous regime that had murdered millions and decimated Europe’s politics and morality. She had spent hers working to defy, escape and destroy that same regime using the only weapon she knew she could rely on: her mind. Hannah Arendt did not just want to see Adolf Eichmann in the flesh, she was searching for a missing piece of her own history. I would never be able to forgive myself if I didn’t go and look at this walking disaster face to face, without the mediation of the printed word, she wrote to Karl Jaspers in December 1960. Don’t forget how early I left Germany and how little of all this I really experienced directly. (AKJ 409–10)

She had fled Germany in 1933 after the Reichstag decrees made life there impossible for Jews and those who had the resources to do so began to leave for good. Sixteen years later, in her new home, New York, she completed the longest and most meticulously researched book she would publish in her lifetime, The Origins of Totalitarianism. Nazism was undoubtedly tyrannical, and self-evidently fascist in its grey-black glamour, racist mythology and disregard for the rule of law. However, Arendt argued that modern dictatorship had an important new feature. Its power reached everywhere: not a person, an institution, a mind or a private dream was left untouched. It squeezed people together, crushing out spaces for thought, spontaneity, creativity – defiance. Totalitarianism was not just a new system of oppression, it seemed to have altered the texture of human experience itself.

Towards the end of her book, Arendt looked further east to Stalin’s Soviet Union and began to spot a pattern. Totalitarian regimes did not simply command obedience from the top, as had most tyrannies over history, but, rather, were organized like an onion. There was a dark heart at the centre, but the system’s inhumanity soaked through every layer. Its odour dominated everything, even as there were those who claimed they could smell nothing at all. Clearly there were architects of evil at the regime’s core, men who set out to dominate, conquer, lie and manipulate, murder and terrorize, and there were obviously sadists, willing torturers and executioners, delighted to help them to do so. But this was not enough of an explanation for evil on this scale.

Totalitarianism had normalized mass oppression and murder at the heart of Europe. How did that happen? It was too easy to say that people were brainwashed. Nor would it do to plead, as many had after the war, that they had no choice, that they had feared for their lives. Others did not comply. They disobeyed. And whilst it was true that many had paid with their lives for their defiance, others survived to tell their stories because it turned out that you could disobey in certain circumstances. There was an entire universe of perplexities in the space between collusion and resistance. Brush past these too quickly because they are too difficult or obscure, Hannah Arendt feared, and the risk was not only that we would fail to understand the nature of modern evil, but also how to defy it.

She had been gathering material on anti-semitism, imperialism and totalitarianism since she had left Berlin aged twenty-seven (although up until the late 1940s relatively few, including Arendt, used the word totalitarianism, which was first coined by the Italian ‘philosopher of fascism’, Giovanni Gentile, in the 1920s). The end of the war, the Nuremberg trials and the Nazi mania for self-archiving had created a superabundance of evidence and documents with which she could complete her book in 1949. But back then her formidable scholarship was not enough to capture the deep human sense of the questions she knew were key to understanding the nature of totalitarianism. How – how – had men become so inhuman? And, as importantly, had they really stopped being so? These were the questions that she hoped going to Jerusalem might help her answer.

Eichmann’s was a new kind of crime; a crime against humanity itself. With others, he had murdered Jews, the Roma, disabled and queer people simply because of who they were. His crime was both against large groups of people and against the very idea of human plurality – that, to Arendt’s mind, was what made it a crime against humanity. Eichmann could not tolerate the existence of different kinds of people in his world, so he exterminated them. It followed that his was also a new kind of trial. The Nuremberg Trials had put crimes against humanity on the international books for the first time, but the genocide of the Jewish people had been deliberately muted and few Jewish witnesses were heard on the stand. Now, in Jerusalem sixteen years later, survivors stepped forwards to speak of what they had witnessed and endured for the first time. To say it was a historical trial was an understatement.

The prosecution saw an ancient crime in modern garb, and portrayed Eichmann as the latest monster in the long history of anti-semitism who had simply used novel methods to take hatred for Jews to a new level. Hannah Arendt looked at the scrawny man wearing an ill-fitting suit and sniffing loudly in his bullet-proof box and thought she saw someone more familiar. Here was a small, vain person chuntering away self-importantly, seemingly unaware of what he was actually saying, who he was saying it to or where he even was – in Jerusalem, the Jewish state, explaining away his role in the genocide of the Jewish people to Jewish people, many of whom already knew his reputation for horror intimately.

Whether he was trying to persuade the court that he was a mere cog in a machine obeying orders (fooling nobody, including Arendt), talking up his brilliant career in the SS or pleading his exquisite humanity (it was he, he boasted, who had insisted on limiting the number of persons per cattle truck, the conditions were so inhumane), Eichmann’s lack of moral, social, historical, of human awareness had dumbfounded her. Eichmann was that man, known certainly by every woman and by quite a few men too, who you wish had not sat beside you. Words pour from his mouth but he speaks in second-hand sentences, clichés and stereotypes. He imagines he is profound, clever, sympathetic even, but you know that for him you are not really there at all: your existence, let alone your perspective, are simply not significant. He cannot see you any more than he can hear what it is he is actually saying. He appears animated but feels detached. He is not stupid, but neither is he as exceptional as he believes.

This was undoubtedly evil, but it was shallow not profound. Eichmann was a genocidaire, obviously, but his demeanour at least (we’ll come to the truth of Eichmann’s performance in Chapter 9) suggested that you didn’t have to be full of brilliant satanic cunning to be so oblivious to the existence of other people as to make their elimination, and their suffering, seem an entirely plausible part of a day’s work.

Arendt had written about how ordinary people were capable of unspeakable cruelties in The Origins of Totalitarianism. Much of this began, she said, with Western imperialism, with racism, conquest and greed, and with an organized brutality that then leaked back to a Europe wrecked by war, unemployment and poverty. But she had not understood then just how far-reaching, and how deeply permanent, the legacy of this ordinariness was. Devils you can fight. It is comforting to imagine that Nazis and totalitarians can be put back in a box simply by vigorously reasserting moral and traditional norms. But as we know, they do not tend to stay in those boxes. An evil that has seeped into human experience like this (like a virus, Albert Camus had suggested in his 1947 novel The Plague), needed new ethical, political and legal instruments to counter it. But here was Eichmann, sitting in his glass box in 1961, with his outrageously grotesque banality, behaving as though he and his crimes had not altered the fabric of moral experience forever. Far from giving her answers, Jerusalem left Arendt with more questions.

The trial had adjourned in August 1961; the final judgment would not be delivered until December. Back in New York, she looked both askance and eagerly at the mountain of new documentary material growing on her desk, including the translations of the court’s proceedings handed out to journalists each morning, Eichmann’s original police interviews and the transcript of tapes of an earlier interview he had given to a Dutch journalist and Nazi named Willem Sassen in Argentina. Those tapes (only made available in full after the trial and the publication of Arendt’s book) revealed Eichmann openly boasting of his role in the genocide of the Jews with the same vapid enthusiasm with which he had attempted to debate the moral and philosophical difficulties of his situation with the judges in Jerusalem.

Yet, before she could even get to this material, she had another book to deliver to her publisher, a sprawling comparative study of modern revolutions she had been working on for the past three years, and a class on Machiavelli to teach at Wesleyan University, a private liberal arts college in Connecticut. The quiet autumn hum of academic life was short-lived. In October, her husband, Heinrich Blücher, like her a refugee and inveterate smoker, suffered an aneurysm.

Blücher was the dapper, slightly older man from Berlin who, one evening in Paris, had chosen to sit beside her in the Café Le Soufflot on the hill leading up to the Sorbonne. Since then, he had never left her side and she had never stopped being pleased about it. Their rich intellectual and personal intimacy was her ballast against totalitarianism. Hannah Arendt knew she could take on Adolf Eichmann because she had Heinrich Blücher. She was devastated at the thought of his loss. Mary McCarthy, a specialist on the Italian Renaissance, stepped in to take over her class (we might pause here for a moment of envy for those students taught to read Machiavelli that autumn by Hannah Arendt and Mary McCarthy) and Arendt rushed back to New York to supervise his recovery. The rest of the autumn semester was a blur of anxiety, trains back and forth from New York to Wesleyan, books half-read, proofs half-edited, letters answered late. All the while, she felt the unwelcome presence of Eichmann in his cell in Israel awaiting his fate, still no doubt performing his platitudes to anyone unfortunate enough to be in there with him, and the huge task that awaited her of working out how to write about what exactly it was she had experienced in Jerusalem.

The verdict came in on 15 December. Eichmann was found guilty on all charges. She was pleased, but now there was the work of reading and interpreting the judgments too. Had the law risen to the challenge presented by this new kind of criminal or had another opportunity to square up to the moral ruin of Nazi totalitarianism been missed? She did not yet have time to find out. Uncomfortable with institutional life of any kind, she had chosen to be an itinerant academic. She now had to prepare for classes at the University of Chicago in January. No sooner had that weekly commute from New York begun, a virus crept into her lungs and would not move. The stubborn capacity for endurance which, next to her mind, had been Hannah Arendt’s second most reliable weapon could not shift it. Her doctor prescribed antibiotics which her body, with an allergic spasm resembling her moral revulsion in Jerusalem, violently rejected. By the time she had got into that taxi in March 1962 she was already ill and exhausted.

You don’t get much of a sense of a bodily life in Hannah Arendt’s writing and biography. There is an adolescent fleshly frisson in her early letters to Martin Heidegger and a much more intimate and mature sensuality in those to Heinrich Blücher. There are illnesses, aches, pains and the peculiarities of ageing recorded in letters to her close friends. She pays quiet and respectful homage to the trials and rhythms of the labouring body in The Human Condition, the book she wrote after The Origins of Totalitarianism, and to the personal confidentialities of love and pain. But just as it was axiomatic that the intimacies of bodily and private life should not be matters of public concern in her thought, so too in her surviving writing is her body kept properly tucked away from view.

Yet, there is no denying that her body caught up with her in the months following the Eichmann trial. The sheer physicality of the horror of the Holocaust made itself publicly present in the Jerusalem courtroom like never before. She had deliberately, coldly said her critics, kept her distance from the cries and sobs, the howls of anguish and the bodies of witnesses, one of whom literally collapsed under the weight of memory. She worried that the trial’s theatricality might detract from the complexity of its legal task. But history will make itself felt, and often in defiance of the mind. Nor in the end, did her body’s vulnerability worry her. Frailty, like the human condition itself, was simply another fact of life.

The accident, when it came, was a kind of late rebirth. Instead of being born pure and pristine, she was shot back into the twentieth century bloodied, bruised and broken as, she might well have remarked to herself, was fitting given that the horrors of her century had left nobody unscathed. Like many survivors of serious accidents, she was elated in her hospital bed because she had lived to love a world whose beauty had just become more vivid. But by this point in her life Hannah Arendt also knew what this rebirth really meant: she could begin again. For now, she had no choice but to stop, let the quiet of the invalid settle about her, wait and think.

§

Like many refugees of her generation, Hannah Arendt was an expert in the art of starting over. Forced on the run by Hitler in 1933, she had not so much made a new life each time she moved country, as shifted her perspective to better see what life looked like from a new angle. Thinking means that each time you are confronted with some difficulty in life you have to make up your mind anew, she wrote in her final book The Life of the Mind. (LM 177) It was a lesson learned through experience. But making up your mind again doesn’t simply mean adapting to a new reality by learning to fit in or lowering your expectations. For Hannah Arendt, it meant comprehending what was new about that reality so as, when necessary, to resist it.

In this, she was a product of the same totalitarianism that uprooted her or, more accurately perhaps, she was its intellectual nemesis. Everything about Hannah Arendt’s life – how she thought, loved, lived, worked, wrote and taught – was anti-totalitarian either by default or intent. Her capacity to always see the world anew, and be accordingly perplexed, surprised and appalled, was her most adaptable weapon in this struggle. To grasp at reality as though it mattered because it does matter was her first response to the moral lifelessness of her age.

When people talk of a particular view as being ‘Arendtian’, they’re often referring to this stubborn insistence on the messy reality of history. The same stubbornness also means that it is difficult to derive a political or philosophical orthodoxy from her work. She believed that reality required responsiveness not dogma. There are co-ordinates – thinking, love, the importance of moral responsibility and political visibility are constant mantras throughout her thought. But as the contemporary political philosopher, Martin Jay, once remarked, Arendt’s writing is more of a ‘force field’ than a coherent political theory.1 Across the fifty years of her writing life, throughout her major works and many essays, ideas appear and reappear, bumping against one another, new topics and new circumstances, to make different intellectual shapes and patterns that illuminate then fall back into the shadows only to shine brightly again later. When Hannah Arendt spoke of the life of the mind, she emphatically did not mean the sort of mind that develops steadily as it ages, mastering complex problems and setting the absolute terms for its disciples to follow. She meant a mind that is indifferent to chronological time, that hops about a large canvas of thought and experience, looking again and beginning again, whenever required.

Like many women thinkers, she was frequently admonished to ‘stay in her lane’ or, more aggressively, to stay out of whichever lane she was seen to be encroaching on. Several historians denounced The Origins of Totalitarianism and On Revolution. Neither book conformed to conventional historical methods and nor did she pay what many saw as due reverence to the established norms of academic discourse. Her refusal to be guided by existing norms and orthodoxies was quite deliberate. Comprehension … does not mean denying the outrageous, deducing the unprecedented from precedents, or explaining phenomena by such analogies and generalities that the impact of reality and the shock of experience are no longer felt, she wrote in The Origins of Totalitarianism. Comprehension … means the unpremeditated, attentive facing up to, and resisting of reality – whatever it may be or might have been. (OT 7)

The realities she faced up to were not always ones that other people were ready to think about. Probably few intellectuals of her generation were more known about than actually read. Fewer still, perhaps, read and then misunderstood. The margins of interpretation often taken as a sign of profound complexity in the writing of male European intellectuals were in her case more often deemed obscurities in need of correction. In the 1960s, everyone had strong opinions about Eichmann in Jerusalem whether they had read it or, as remains the case today, merely read about it. Prissy mutterings about an ‘Arendt cult’ first emerged in the 1950s from a committed Left who objected to her anti-communism (had Arendt had more sympathy with psychoanalysis, she might reasonably have called this ‘projection’). The ‘cult’ charge was repeated in the wake of the publication of her reports on the Eichmann trial which saw her accused, amongst other things, of downgrading Eichmann’s role in the Holocaust. It lingers today, and whilst perhaps the striking iconicity of her image hasn’t always helped, it is not hard to detect a whiff of misogyny in the evident pleasure taken in proving Hannah Arendt wrong (and, usually, ‘arrogantly’ wrong).

She was sometimes wrong, principally about the politics and history of race in America, and her tone was sometimes arrogant. But she was never stupid, which cannot be said of other twentieth-century intellectual giants, including, most notably, her teacher and lover Martin Heidegger, whose Nazi past is overlooked as regularly as ‘what Hannah Arendt got wrong’ is debated. The most wounding charge in the scandal following the publication of Eichmann in Jerusalem – that a Jewish woman who lost her home, language, living, entire way of life, members of her family, friends and at key points almost her own life to the Nazi genocide was somehow insensitive or indifferent to its tragedy – has always stood as its own kind of indictment.

She was fearless in her thinking because she felt, although without grandeur, that that was what her age demanded. What Hamlet said is always true: ‘The time is out of joint; O cursed spite/That ever I was born to set it right,’ she remarked more than once. (PP 202) Shakespeare set Hamlet the puzzle of proving that his father had been murdered and that a terrible crime had happened right at the heart of the state. His curse, perhaps the most modern of curses, was to try and establish whether the lines of authority could be fixed after political power had been so totally and outrageously abused. They could not, and the endeavour drove him mad. Totalitarianism had left the modern world in the same position. Hannah Arendt took a very different path from Hamlet’s tragically self-destructive vengeance. It was because the world was out of joint that things could be different, that things might, indeed they must, begin again, she insisted instead.

[image: ]
2. Hannah Arendt, 1944. © Fred Stein.
This puts the moral and political onus squarely on each new generation. There is all the difference in the world between having to exist – why was I ever born? – and having the capacity for a truly human existence among others, as Hamlet knew to his cost. This was twentieth-century existentialism’s common starting point, and Hannah Arendt’s too. There is no authority, no ready-made meaning, that can be passed down through the generations. We skate on thin ice. But unlike some of her philosophical contemporaries, she did not think this groundlessness made existence itself absurd. Nor did she believe it possible to transcend the constraints of existence through sheer will. Believing that thought alone could shape the world had already proved to be philosophers’ most lethal illusion. The tragedy of turning ideas, even good ideas, into reality by violence, be it bloody or administrative, was there for everyone to see by the middle of the twentieth century.

Except that not everyone did see it. One of the reasons the world is such a mess, was that in the rush to make it better even the most sharp-eyed amongst us consistently fail to see what is right under our noses. The confident theories and the lofty ideas had kept on coming, apparently regardless of recent history. This was in part the lesson she finally took from Eichmann’s trial. The moral obscenity of the Holocaust had to be recognized, put on trial, grieved and addressed. But it could not be made right with existing methods and ideologies. The banality with which the crime was executed needed to be reckoned with precisely because of the persistence of moral thoughtlessness – and its murderous consequences – in modern culture. You cannot simply will this evil off the face of the earth with a few good ideas, let alone with the old ones that allowed it to flourish in the first place. You have to start anew.

The really shocking thing for Hannah Arendt was that the world was not shocked enough. She feared that her contemporaries had not registered just how profoundly Western culture was completely wrecked by the mid-twentieth century. She shared Hamlet’s incredulity that nobody else could see the ghosts and were carrying on as though nothing had happened. Even after the Holocaust, after the gulags, even after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and after the late colonial and imperial wars that ran steadily and lethally through the rest of the twentieth century from Algeria to Vietnam, it was as though somehow, tragically, the point kept on getting lost.

The error which she claimed many of her existentialist contemporaries made was to assume that the modern catastrophe was now a personal problem and that the dilemma about how to survive can now only belong to individuals. She was not so much concerned about ‘bad faith’, Jean-Paul Sartre’s famous description of how we habitually deny that we are, in fact, free to make choices about
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