
  1IntroductionOn Being a Bastard


  When he considered the world as it stood in 1918, after the Great War, Yeats saw a condition of ‘mere anarchy’. At the centre of a world in which ‘things fall apart’, his sense was that the world was fallen: ‘The ceremony of innocence’, he argued, ‘was drowned’. The consequence was the famous diagnosis of all that has gone wrong at the entry into the modern condition: ‘The best lack all conviction, while the worst / are full of a passionate intensity’.1 Interestingly, at the close of the Second World War, we find a similar diagnosis. This one is carried out not by a poet but by two historians, Antony Beevor and Artemis Cooper, who discover in their examination of wartime collaboration that ‘most traitors did not have the courage of any conviction’.2 Conviction, honesty, and legitimacy—and how they can be corrupted or betrayed—are the issues that need to be explored at the core of this introductory chapter. They will there provoke a consideration of the meaning of ‘responsibility’.
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  In 1975, Hannah Arendt was awarded Denmark’s Sonning Prize. Every other year, the University of Copenhagen awards the prize to an individual in recognition of her or his contribution to European culture. Arendt used the occasion of her acceptance speech to ponder the very idea of public recognition of the work, thoughts, or value of any individual.


  The receipt of an honour, such as the Sonning Prize, raises issues of merit and desert. As with many recipients of honours, Arendt takes a specific stand in modesty. To accept an honour is, in some way, also to endorse those who offer the award in the first place. It is to accept and even to assert a shared position, to acknowledge at least an overlap of shared interests. Thus, to accept an honour is marked by a contradiction: on one hand, ‘who am I to receive such recognition?’ and at the same time, ‘I am of the same standing as those who are able to decide and dispense honour and recognition’. This is the predicament that Arendt teases out, in some philosophical detail, on the occasion of her acceptance speech.


  She returns to one of the very well-established themes of the work for which she is being recognized: the relations between the private and public domains. The key figure here to which she turns to help her is the ancient persona. It is this that will allow her to address the fundamentally modest question: ‘who am I to receive this honour?’3


  What might ‘public recognition’ entail? That is her question. In ancient theatre, we recognize characters through their masks, which gave them their public face, their ‘personae’. Arendt draws attention to the etymology: the mask or persona was a facial covering that let the sound of the actor’s voice come through (per-sonare, ‘to sound through’, or the act of ‘sounding through’). She then draws attention to the distinction made, in Roman law, between the persona and the homo: the persona is one who ‘possessed civil rights’, whereas homo refers to the person who is ‘nothing but a member of the human species’.4 The persona, in this, is a political figure: one who can adopt a public face and whose voice can be heard in the public sphere, even if the voice is that of a quasi-theatrical figure or role. The homo is the more private figure; the individual who has no political existence and whose fundamental being is characterized by the struggle for survival, for what we will later learn to call (after Agamben) ‘bare life’ (la nuda vita).5


  The key element of the distinction here is that the persona enjoys not only the freedom to assume a role, but also the freedom to change it, as the occasion demands. In other words, the persona is not strictly identifiable with the conscience or consciousness that determines her actions. Our social masks—for those of us who have them, and who are not merely struggling for basic survival—‘are not a permanent fixture annexed to our inner-self in the sense in which the voice of conscience, as most people believe, is something the human soul constantly bears within itself’.6 This, in fact, may be a key marker of the distinction between politics and ethics, the latter demanding a more intimate relation between private consciousness and public act.


  Given this, the adoption of the mask permits a condition in which Arendt can play a role without being fully identified by it, without fully committing her self to it. In that role, then, she gracefully accepts the honour of the Sonning Prize, but also hankers after the moment when she can unmask and step aside, step aside from ‘recognition’, and return to her ‘naked “thisness”’, as she calls it, a condition in which she is ‘identifiable . . . but not definable’. She resists being seduced, as she puts it, ‘by the great temptation of recognition which, in no matter what form, can only recognize us as such and such, that is, as something which we fundamentally are not’.7


  Here, she draws a fine and nuanced distinction between being identifiable and being defined. The neat deconstruction from which that distinction emerges raises a fundamental issue around responsibility. ‘Recognition’—if it implies being ‘defined’ by the prize and its values—endorses the idea that there is a straightforward consonance between the self and her actions (i.e. that there is no distinction between homo and persona), so much so that the actions are somehow determined by, and are also a necessary consequence of, the realization of the self’s own historical being. The action, as it were, necessarily derives from an essential selfhood; and our typical tendency is to call that selfhood our ‘identity’ and also (mistakenly, in Arendt’s account) to ‘define’ ourselves thereby. In this, we have an essential self and voice that determines—predetermines—our action. To what extent, then, are we ‘responsible’ for those actions, if they are thus ‘determined’ as a necessary condition of the self simply being itself or expressing itself?


  This is a question that has been asked before; and, appropriately enough in this context, it has been asked in theatre. Edmund, in Shakespeare’s King Lear attacks the fundamental idea that our actions are somehow predetermined by condition, which he calls ‘the excellent foppery of the world’. At its extreme, the logic is found in the total negation of personal responsibility for one’s actions, as in the suggestion that ‘I am innocent. I was only acting upon orders of someone else’. Edmund has no truck with such excuses, such attempts to shift the burden of responsibility onto a prior determinant of our actions.


  Against this, Edmund asserts a cult of the personal and expresses responsibility for his actions, saying ‘Fut! I should have been that I am, had the maidenliest star in the firmament twinkled on my bastardizing’. The belief that our actions are determined—be it by the stars as in King Lear, by fate, Ananke or ‘necessity’ as in some classical tragedy, or by a fundamental and essential identity or selfhood—is fundamentally consistent not just with a denial of personal responsibility for actions, but also with a belief in myth. In this character, Shakespeare is asserting a kind of proto-existentialist position; and, for Arendt (who of course knew the philosophy in ways that Shakespeare could not, immersed in mid-twentieth-century existentialist thought, with its attendant concern for authentic being), responsibility requires that we do not remain satisfied with
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