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Did you imagine
 I would hate life,
And flee to the desert?

—JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE, 
“PROMETHEUS” (1789)

Fool me once, fool me twice
 Are you death or paradise?

—BILLIE EILISH, 
“NO TIME TO DIE” (2020)






I



SPARKS: 1943


Beauvoir is in the mood, Weil in a trance, Rand in a fury, and Arendt in a nightmare.





THE PROJECT

“What’s the use of starting if you must stop?”1 Not a bad way to begin. That was precisely the essay’s intended subject: the tension between one’s own finite existence and the obvious infinity of the world. After all, it took only a moment’s contemplation of this abyss for every plan, every design, every self-appointed goal—be it conquering the globe or mere gardening—to be abandoned to absurdity.2 In the end, it all boiled down to the same thing. Even if no one else did, time itself would ensure that whatever work one had done came to nothing, consigning it to eternal oblivion. Exactly as if it had never existed. A fate as certain as one’s own death.

Why then do something rather than nothing? Or, to put it better in the form of a classical trio of questions: “What, then, is the measure of a man? What goals can he set for himself, and what hopes are permitted him?”3 Yes, that worked. That was it, the structure she was looking for!

From her corner table on the second floor of the Café de Flore, Simone de Beauvoir observed the passersby. There they walked. The others. Each one a private consciousness. All moving about with their own concerns and anxieties, their plans and hopes. Exactly as she did herself. Just one among billions. The thought sent shivers down her spine every time.

Beauvoir had not agreed to this assignment lightly, not least of all because the subject was one that her publisher, Jean Grenier, had commissioned her to write about. For an anthology on the prevailing intellectual discourse of the day, he wanted her to write something about “existentialism.”4 But neither she nor Jean-Paul Sartre had claimed this term for themselves. It had merely been coined by the arts pages of the newspaper, nothing more.

The irony of the assignment was thus hard to overstate, because if there had been a leitmotif defining her and Sartre’s journey over the past ten years, it was refusing to be put into boxes preassigned to them by other people. That kind of revolt had been right at the heart of her project—and still was today.

THE PRIME OF LIFE

Let the others call it “existentialism.” She would deliberately avoid the term. And instead, as an author, she would simply do what she loved most since the earliest diary entries of youth: devote herself with the greatest possible concentration to her life’s most concerning questions—whose answers she did not yet know. Strangely, they were still the same. Above all was the question of the possible meaning of her own existence. As well as the question of the importance of other people for one’s own life.

But Beauvoir had never felt as certain and as free in this reflection as she did now, in the spring of 1943. At the climax of another world war, in the middle of her occupied city. In spite of ration cards and food shortages, in spite of chronic withdrawals from coffee and tobacco (by now Sartre was so desperate that he crawled around every morning on the floor of the café collecting the previous evening’s stubs), in spite of daily checks and curfews, in spite of the ubiquitous censorship and German soldiers swaggering about with ever greater shamelessness in the cafés, even here in Saint-Germain-des-Prés. As long as she could find enough time and peace to write, everything else was bearable. Her first novel was due to be published by Gallimard in the autumn.5 A second one lay completed in the drawer.6 There was also a play in the works.7 Now the first philosophical essay would follow. Sartre’s work Being and Nothingness—over a thousand pages in length—was also at the publisher. Within a month his drama The Flies would premiere at the Théâtre de la Cité. It was his most political play so far.

In fact, all of this was the intellectual harvest of a whole decade during which she and Sartre had created a new style of philosophizing. Just as—because the one was inseparable from the other—they had invented new ways of living their lives: private, professional, literary, erotic.

Even during her philosophy studies at the École Normale Supérieure, when Sartre had invited her to his house to have her explain Leibniz to him, they had concluded a love pact of an original kind: they had promised each other unconditional intellectual fidelity and honesty—with an openness to other attractions. They would be absolutely necessary to each other, but also at times to others. A dynamic dyad in which the whole wide world would be reflected according to their will. Since then this plan had led them to many new beginnings and adventures: from Paris to Berlin and Athens; from Husserl via Heidegger to Hegel; from treatises and novels to plays. From nicotine and mescaline to amphetamines. From the “little Russian girl” and “little Bost” to the “very little Russian girl.” From Nizan via Merleau-Ponty to Camus. It still carried her, indeed it carried her more resolutely than ever (“To live a love is to throw oneself through that love towards new goals”8).

By now they were able to meet their weekly timetable (maximum sixteen hours) as philosophy teachers without any great commitment. Rather than sticking to the coursework, they had their students discuss freely with one another after a brief introduction—always a success. It paid the bills, or at least some of them. After all, they didn’t have to pay only for themselves, but also for large parts of their “family.” Even after five years in Paris, Olga was finding her feet in her career as an actress. Little Bost was also struggling to make a name for himself as a freelance journalist, and Olga’s younger sister, Wanda, was still trying desperately to find something that suited her completely. Only Natalie Sorokin, the youngest of the new generation, was making her own way: at the very beginning of the war she had specialized in bicycle theft, and since then she had operated a well-organized black-market trade—obviously tolerated by the Nazis—in an increasingly wide assortment of goods.

THE SITUATION

The experiences of war and occupation had brought them closer together once again. Over the past few months, their life together had really sorted itself out, it seemed to Beauvoir, who was in practice the head of the family. They each enjoyed their role, without being reduced to it. They each knew their claims and rights, without insisting on them too rigidly. They were each happy in their own way, but without being bored when they were together.

Beauvoir was not worried about the impending judgment for her own sake alone. For over a year, investigators of the Vichy authorities had been making inquiries. Entirely by accident, Sorokin’s mother had found an intimate correspondence between her daughter and her former philosophy teacher in a drawer. She had started investigations of her own and had finally gone to the authorities with the material. The method, she charged, was obviously always the same: first Beauvoir privately befriended the students or former students who looked up to her, then she seduced them sexually, and after a time she even passed them on to her partner of many years, the philosopher and writer Jean-Paul Sartre. This put her at risk of being charged with the crime of “incitement to debauchery,”9 which would have involved consequences for Beauvoir, the least serious of them the permanent withdrawal of her teaching permit. So far, the only thing certain was that Sorokin, Bost, and Sartre had held their tongues when summonsed. Apart from the aforementioned letters to Sorokin, which were not in themselves finally incriminating, there was no direct evidence. On the other hand, Pétain’s regime would have no shortage of evidence as to which side of the political spectrum Beauvoir occupied—and what she stood for with the whole of her existence.

For years Beauvoir and Sartre had lived together, not in apartments, but in hotels on the Left Bank. It was there that they danced and laughed, cooked and drank, argued and slept together. Without any external compulsion, without any hard-and-fast rules, and above all—as far as possible—without making false promises and renunciations. Might a mere glance, a casual touch, a nuit blanche not be the spark to light the flame of a life renewed once more? They tried to believe as much. In fact, for Beauvoir and Sartre, human beings were really at one with themselves only as beginners.


One never arrives anywhere. There are only points of departure. With each man humanity makes a fresh start. And that’s why the young man who seeks his place in the world does not initially find it … and feels forsaken.10



That was also a way of explaining why she had brought Olga, Wanda, Little Bost, and Sorokin to Paris, taken them under her wing, and supported, sponsored, and financed them in the city. It was to guide these young people out of their obvious abandonment and into freedom; to encourage them to make their own place in the world rather than simply occupying one already prepared for them. This was done as an act of love, not of subjection, of living Eros, blind debauchery. An act in which humanity was preserved. Because: “Man is only by choosing himself; if he refuses to choose, he annihilates himself.”11

DEADLY SINS

Insofar as there was anything in her new philosophy that could take the place of “sin,” left free after the death of God, it was the voluntary refusal of that very freedom. That deliberate self-destruction was to be avoided at any price, both for oneself and for others, both privately and politically. And in the here and now, in the name of life itself, and as a celebration of it. And not as the supposed “existentialist” Martin Heidegger seemed to be teaching from the depths of the German provinces, in the name of a “being-for-death.” “The human being exists in the form of projects that are not projects toward death, but toward singular ends …. Thus one is not for death.”12

Accordingly, the only being that counted was the being of this world. The only guiding values were worldly values. Their only true origin was the will of a free subject to grasp his freedom. That was what it meant to exist as a human being.

Hitler and his kind had had precisely this form of existence in their sights; they sought its annihilation and extinction. That had been their exact goal when they had invaded Beauvoir’s country three years before—so that, after their final victory over the whole world, they could dictate to the last people on earth how they were to write their essays, or even only to tend their front gardens, right down to the smallest detail. No, she really had better things to do than worry about the judgment of that petit-bourgeois fascist. Let them take her teaching permit away! She would reassemble herself, piece by piece! At this very moment so many doors seemed to be opening at the same time.

MORALITY

Beauvoir was excited about the debates. In the evening there was going to be a general rehearsal of Sartre’s latest play. After that, as ever, they would be out on the town. Even Camus had said he was coming. If her thoughts so far had been correct, they opened the possibility of a new definition of man as an acting creature. And one that was neither empty of content, as in Sartre’s latest work, nor bound to remain absurd, as in Camus’s writings. With her essay she would reveal an alternative. A third way of her own.

As far as she could see, this meant that the measure of genuinely human action was limited from within by two extremes: on the one hand, the extreme of totalitarian intrusion by external forces, and, on the other hand, the extreme of total asocial self-determination. In concrete terms, then, it existed between the inevitably lonely goal of conquering the whole world and the equally lonely endeavor of cultivating one’s own front garden. In the end, and one had only to look out of the window, there were other people apart from oneself. Therefore the goals of moral engagement also had to be kept between two extremes: a self-emptied and necessarily undirected sympathy with all other suffering human beings, on the one hand, and exclusive attention to purely private concerns, on the other. Like a scene from real life: “A young woman gets irritated because she has leaky shoes that take in water …. However, another woman may cry about the horror of the Chinese famine.”13

Beauvoir had once even personally experienced this situation herself. She (or rather an earlier version of her) had been the young woman with the leaky shoes. But the other, weeping woman was her then fellow fighter Simone Weil. Never again since then had she met a person who could burst spontaneously into tears because somewhere far away a disaster was happening that seemingly had absolutely nothing to do with one’s own life. That other Simone in her life was still a mystery to her.

Beauvoir paused and looked at her watch. It was time. Tomorrow morning, she would go back to the Café de Flore and think again about this mystery.

THE MISSION

Like Simone de Beauvoir, early in 1943, Simone Weil resolved to embark on radically new paths. The seriousness of the situation left her no choice. That spring, the thirty-four-year-old Frenchwoman was more certain than ever that she was facing an enemy who justified the greatest possible sacrifice. For a person like Weil, fully imbued as she was with religious belief, that sacrifice lay not in giving up her own life, but in taking another.

“If I am prepared to kill Germans in case of military necessity,” she recorded in her diary that spring, “it is not because I have suffered from their acts. It is not because they hate God and Christ. But because they are the enemies of every country in the world, including my own, and because sadly, to my acute pain, it is impossible to prevent them from doing harm without killing a certain number of them.”14

In October 1942, she left New York, where she had fled into exile with her parents, on a freighter bound for Liverpool, to join the forces of Free France led by General Charles de Gaulle.15 Nothing caused Weil greater pain during those crucial weeks and months of the war than the thought of finding herself far from her home and far from her people. Immediately after her arrival at the organization’s headquarters in London, she informed the leading members there of her burning desire to be given a mission on French soil and, if necessary, to die a martyr’s death for the fatherland. She would be happy to go as a parachutist—she had studied the handbooks on the subject in detail. Or else act as a liaison with the comrades on the ground, some of whom she knew personally, having worked years before in Marseille for the Catholic Resistance group around the journal Témoignage chrétien. But ideally, she would be at the head of a special mission that she had dreamed up herself, and that she was firmly convinced would be crucial to the war. Weil’s plan was to set up a special unit of French nurses at the front who would be deployed only in the most dangerous places, to provide first aid in the middle of battle. She had acquired the requisite medical knowledge through courses with the Red Cross in New York. At the front line, this special unit would be able to save many valuable lives, Weil explained, and in support of her proposal she presented the members of the executive committee with a list of selected surgical specialist publications.

But the actual value of the unit would lie in its symbolic power, its spiritual value. Like all wars, she continued animatedly, this one was primarily a war of mental attitudes—and hence one of propagandistic skill. Yet in this sphere the enemy had so far proved to be greatly superior, to evil ends. One need only think of Hitler’s SS and the reputation that now sped ahead of it throughout the whole of Europe.


The SS are a perfect expression of the Hitlerian inspiration. If one may believe neutral reports, they exhibit at the front the heroism of brutality, and carry it to the extreme possible limits of courage …. We can and ought to demonstrate that our courage is quantitively different, is courage of a more difficult and rare kind. Theirs is a debased and brutal courage, it springs from the will to power and destruction. Just as our aims are different from theirs, so our courage too springs from a wholly different inspiration. There could be no better symbol of our inspiration than the corps of women suggested here. The mere persistence of a few services in the very center of the battle, the climax of inhumanity, would be signal defiance of the inhumanity which the enemy has chosen for himself and which he compels us also to practice. The challenge would be all the more conspicuous because the services would be performed by women and with a maternal solicitude. These women would in fact be only a handful and the number of soldiers they could help would be proportionately small; but the effect of a moral symbol is independent of statistics. It would illustrate with supreme clarity the two roads between which humanity today is forced to choose.16



Once more in her country’s history, Weil explained, the important thing was to counter the spirit of idolatry with a salutary and authentic form of faith. In short, what she had in mind was a kind of female anti-SS in the spirit of the Maid of Orléans: the plan had already been set out in writing. When Simone Weil delivered it to Maurice Schumann in person, he promised his former fellow combatant that he would present it to de Gaulle in person. And he personally accompanied her to her accommodation in the barracks.

As Schumann had predicted, it took de Gaulle less than three seconds to dismiss the “Nursing Unit”—“But she is mad!”17—which was why any other kind of deployment on French soil, they agreed, was out of the question in Weil’s case. Far too dangerous. You only had to look at her. Emaciated and practically blind without her glasses. Purely physically, she wouldn’t be able to cope with the demands required, let alone the mental ones.

For all the eccentricity of her appearance, Schumann pointed out, Weil was a person of the highest integrity, and above all of unique intellect: she had graduated in philosophy from the elite École Normale Supérieure in Paris, she was fluent in several languages, a gifted mathematician, with years of experience in journalism and work with trade unions. These abilities could be very useful.

Rather than sending her to the front to die for her ideals, Weil’s superiors entrusted her with a different special mission: for the phase after the victory over Hitler, and the subsequent assumption of power by the government in exile, she was to draw up plans and scenarios for the political reconstruction of France.

Deeply disappointed, but without any open contradiction, she accepted the task, holed up in a hotel room at 19 Hill Street in Mayfair, repurposed as a study—and set about her intellectual work.

INSPIRED

In the history of humanity, there can have been few individuals more productive than was the philosophical Resistance fighter Simone Weil during only four months in that London winter of 1943: she wrote treatises on constitutional and revolutionary theory and on a political new order for Europe, and one investigation of the epistemological roots of Marxism, and another of the function of political parties in a democracy. She translated parts of the Upanishads from Sanskrit into French, and wrote essays on the religious history of Greece and India, and on the theory of the sacraments and the sacredness of the individual in Christianity and, under the title The Need for Roots, a 300-page redesign of the cultural existence of humanity in the modern age.18

As her “plan for an association of front-line nurses” suggests, Weil represented the actual needs of the moment in the realm of ideals and inspiration. As the continent that gave rise to two world wars within only two decades, her analysis suggested, Europe had already been suffering from a devastating hollowing of its guiding values and ideals, both culturally and politically. In fact, she told the military chiefs of staff of the French Resistance in February, in an essay of the same name, this war was “A War of Religions.”19


Europe remains at the center of the drama. From the fire scattered over the world by Christ—the same fire, perhaps, that Prometheus brought—there were still a few live embers in England. It was enough to prevent the worst. But it was only a respite. We are still lost unless those embers and the flickering sparks on the Continent can be fanned into a flame to kindle the whole of Europe. If we are only saved by American money and machines we shall fall back, one way or another, into a new servitude like the one which we now suffer. It must be remembered that Europe was not subjugated by invading hordes from another continent, or from Mars, who have only to be driven out again. She is wasted by an internal malady. She needs to be cured …. The conquered peoples can only oppose the conqueror with a religion.20



To bring this healing process under way, first militarily, and then politically and culturally, the continent must therefore be filled with “a new inspiration”21—according to Weil notably from the writings of Plato as well as the New Testament. Because in the darkest of times anyone who wanted true healing should draw on sources that were not only from this world.

This applied most specifically to her homeland, France, which, as the source of liberté in 1789, had fallen further than any other among the warring nations. In the summer of 1940, subjugated almost without a fight by Hitler’s troops in only a few weeks, it now relied on outside help for its liberation, and had as a nation lost any guiding faith in itself. In other words, it was deeply shaken in terms of the most profound and important of all human spiritual needs: that of “roots.”


To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognized need of the human soul. It is one of the hardest to define. A human being has roots by virtue of his real, active and natural participation in the life of a community which preserves in living shape certain particular treasures of the past and certain particular expectations for the future. This participation is a natural one, in the sense that it is automatically brought about by place, conditions of birth, profession and social surroundings. Every human being needs to have multiple roots. It is necessary for him to draw wellnigh the whole of his moral, intellectual and spiritual life by way of the environment of which he forms a natural part …. Uprootedness occurs whenever there is a military conquest …. But when the conqueror remains a stranger in the land of which he has taken possession, uprootedness becomes an almost mortal disease among the subdued population. It reaches its most acute stage when there are mass deportations, as in German-occupied Europe.22



This was Simone Weil’s assessment of the situation, as philosophical mastermind appointed specially by the shadow cabinet of General de Gaulle in the spring of 1943. Weil was born Jewish, but for years she was deeply inspired by Christianity; this analysis of a spiritual deficit at the foundation of the murderous events of the time serves as a source of her almost superhuman-seeming philosophical production.

IN A TRANCE

As if in a trance, she allowed the whole range of her unique mind to flow onto the page. Hour after hour, day after day. Without getting enough sleep. And above all, as in previous years, without eating enough. In her London notebook she writes: “In view of the general and permanent condition of humanity it may be that to eat one’s fill is always a kind of theft. (I have been guilty of many kinds.)”23

On April 25, 1943, this trance came abruptly to an end. Weil collapsed in her room and lost consciousness. She was discovered by a colleague several hours later. Having regained consciousness, Weil categorically forbade the colleague to call a doctor. She had still not entirely abandoned the idea of her combat unit. Instead she called Schumann directly, and he replied that no final decision had been made on the question of deployment in France—in principle, anything was possible, particularly if she received prompt treatment. Only then did Weil agree to be taken to the hospital.

MORONIC

If the New York author and philosopher Ayn Rand had wanted to find the epitome of all the values that, in her view, were responsible for the disaster of the World War, she could have found no more suitable candidate than the very real Simone Weil in London. In that spring of 1943, nothing seemed more devastating to Rand than the willingness to sacrifice her own life in the name of a nation. Nothing could be more morally fatal than the will to stand by others first and foremost. Philosophically, nothing could be more absurd than blind faith in God. Metaphysically, nothing more confused than the attempt to anchor one’s guiding values in a realm of unworldly transcendence. Existentially, nothing more insane than personal asceticism for the salvation of the world.

This attitude and the ethics behind it are the actual enemy. They must be overcome and unconditionally opposed wherever they appear. This irrationalism must not be granted so much as an inch. Certainly not in terms of one’s own survival.

As Rand had painfully learned in ten years as a freelance writer, in the United States these were ultimately business-related questions. Which was why, in a letter of May 6, 1943, to her editor Archibald Ogden, she had fumed more than ever before. Regarding his mention of faith, she writes, “I don’t know what that word means. If you mean ‘faith’ in a religious sense—in the sense of blind acceptance—I don’t have any faith in anything or anybody, I never have had and never will have. I go by facts and reason,” thus setting out the actual foundations of her approach toward the world. And she even deploys them against Ogden in defense of her own interests: “What evidence has the firm of Bobbs-Merrill given me of its competence to handle the business side of a book’s publication? Whom is it that I must have faith in, and on what grounds?”24

She had worked on The Fountainhead for seven years. Her energy and creativity, but above all her philosophy, had gone into this work. And now the novel was to be presented in the already thin publicity material as a love story among architects. The publicity department had so far not even seen fit to communicate the fact that the author of the book was a woman and not a man: “I suppose faith—the blind faith of a moron—is all one can feel for publicists who do this …. Is that the kind of faith you ask me to feel?”25

A rhetorical question, obviously. In her life, Rand had been seen as all kinds of things, but never as a moron. In fact, it was clear to everyone who talked to her for even a few minutes that they were dealing with an intellect of a unique clarity and, more important, an uncompromising nature. As far as she was concerned, the fundamental problem that needed to be solved concerned not her own existence, but everybody else’s. The mysterious thing for Rand was not what her fellow humans thought and did, but why they did it: why could they not simply think and, moreover, act stringently? What exactly was preventing all these people from following their own purely fact-based judgment? She could do it, after all.

OUTRAGEOUS

Why did her editor, a day before the official publication date of the book, not state the obvious? The two or three advertisements promised in the contract were mere window dressing. In fact, the publishing company had just waved the book through. The marketing department had decided that, if at all, The Fountainhead would have to make its own way into the bookstores or the bestseller lists. After all, it could not have escaped anyone that this 700-page book, with its main character, the apparently superhuman architect Howard Roark, was really a philosophical manifesto masquerading as a novel. A weighty monument of ideas, full of page-long monologues, which also had the barely marketable quality of challenging all intuitions on which the moral sensibility of the mainstream American public was based.

Where Rand was concerned, this was precisely the unique promise of the work. That was also how it was to be presented and advertised: as a transformative literary reading experience that would open up a fundamentally different vision of the world to its readers, leading them from the cave into the light in order to see themselves and the world clearly for the first time. The author had assured her closest circles that 100,000 copies would be the minimum she could expect 26—as well as a Hollywood adaptation of the novel featuring her favorite actor, Gary Cooper, in the role of Howard Roark.

What, in purely rational terms, suggested anything to the contrary? Certainly not the quality of her work. And certainly not the contemporary importance of its message! Was the current state of the world, and even America itself, not obvious enough? Did every single citizen of the country not sense that something had gone fundamentally askew? That it was more urgent than ever to save a whole culture from self-destruction? To heal it, with the power of free speech, with solid argument? To use, not least, the world-transforming power of storytelling, to cure it of the deep confusion that, in the spring of 1943, seemed poised to bring it crashing down in a global orgy of violence?

READY FOR BATTLE

The goal that Rand had set herself with her novel was above all to illuminate the “struggle between individualism and collectivism not in politics but in the human soul.”27 That was its actual theme; the struggle between autonomy and definition by others, between thinking and obeying, between courage and humility, between creation and copying, between integrity and corruption, between progress and decay, between Me and all the others—between freedom and oppression. Along the way to the true liberation of the individual from the yoke of altruistic slave morality, the works of Max Stirner and Friedrich Nietzsche had been a mere rhapsodic prelude. It was only with hers, Ayn Rand’s philosophy, that enlightened egoism could be given an objectively explicable foundation! It was in exactly this spirit that the author also presented her hero Howard Roark—as the redeemer from all the evils of the present day—letting him take the stand as the defendant in the crucial trial at the end of her novel. As a pioneering embodiment of a freedom-loving existence of pure creative reason. Roark’s credo was also Rand’s own:


The creator lives for his work. He needs no one else. His primary goal lies within himself …. Altruism is the doctrine which demands that man live for others and place others above himself …. The nearest approach to it in reality—the man who lives to serve others—is the slave. If physical slavery is repulsive, how much more repulsive is the servility of the spirit. The conquered slave has a vestige of honor. He has the merit of having resisted and of considering his condition evil. But the man who enslaves him in the name of love is the basest of creatures. He degrades the dignity of man, and he degrades the conception of love. But this is the essence of altruism.28



Rand knew the warning her hero was talking about. She had experienced firsthand what it felt like to live in a society of state-produced slaves. Like so many formerly affluent Jewish families, the Rosenbaums of Saint Petersburg had been expropriated in the October Revolution. After the looting and destruction of the pharmacy run by their father (Lenin: “Loot the looters!”), Ayn, still called Alisa at the time, had fled with her parents and two sisters to Crimea in late 1918. Thousands of kilometers, first by train, then later on foot. Admittedly, in 1921, the family was able to move back to Saint Petersburg (Petrograd; Leningrad from 1924). But their now largely penniless father, as a former representative of the “bourgeoisie,” was no longer able to continue his profession as a pharmacist.29

In the autumn of 1921, Rand enrolled at the university, studying history and philosophy, and after graduating in 1924, she switched to the State Institute for Cinematography. But her true goal at this time was a different one: the nineteen-year-old highflier wanted nothing more than to leave the Soviet Union, she wanted to have nothing more to do with its utopia of the “new man,” but instead to make herself, through her own efforts, the person she was: a creator of her own worlds. She wanted to reach freedom, the country of her favorite film stars and directors—America!

Early in 1926, her parents managed to send her to relatives in Chicago on a tourist visa. Six adventurous weeks later (Riga, Berlin, Le Havre, New York), she was on the bus to Hollywood, to make her living as an author and screenwriter. Alisa Rosenbaum was just twenty-one at the time, she spoke barely a word of English, and she wanted from now on to be known only as “Ayn Rand.” If the old world could not be saved, Alisa could become someone else in the new one. She swore that she would rather die than ever return to her homeland.

ONLY LOGICAL

Since then she had fought every day for her American dream. While Rand felt she was closer than ever to the goal of her life with the publication of The Fountainhead, her parents and her two younger sisters had been threatened with death by starvation in Leningrad, besieged for over two years by Hitler’s Wehrmacht. That was if they were alive at all. Rand did not have the slightest possibility of finding out. The few reports of the naked struggle for survival that flew as rumors across the Atlantic were beyond any kind of humanity. About a million people were supposed to have died by the spring of 1943 in Leningrad. All the dogs and cats had been killed for food long since. There was even talk of systematic cannibalism.30 No, nobody needed to tell her anything. She had experienced it all herself. The hunger. The typhus. The deaths. Since then her eyes had been opened, and her philosophical vision sharpened.

In Rand’s view of things, Hitler’s and Stalin’s lust for blood followed a single logic, which was that of a violent state subjugation of each individual human being in the name of an ideally exalted collective. Whether that collective was called “class” or “Volk,” “nation” or “race,” there was a difference only at first sight. Because in their inspirations, their methods, and above all their inhuman effects, these “totalitarianisms”31 (the common term with which Rand summed up the political threats that had existed from the early 1940s onward) were identical. Totalitarianism had first succeeded in Russia, then in Italy, and finally in Germany. No country was safe from it. Not even the United States. But the actual secret behind the success of totalitarian forces in the systematic subjugation of the broad masses lay not in their actual support, but in a general dull indifference.

With America’s successful entry into the war under the New Deal president Franklin Roosevelt, for Rand the whole world risked being destroyed by a single false idea, a fundamental philosophical misunderstanding: the ennoblement of self-sacrifice for others in favor of a collective sanctified by propaganda. That altruistic intellectual blockade was precisely what needed to be broken down. This war was a war of ideas!


These horrors are made possible only by men who have lost all respect for single, individual human beings, who accept the idea that classes, races and nations matter, but single persons do not, that a majority is sacred, but a minority is dirt, that herds count, but Man is nothing. Where do you stand on this? There is no middle ground.32



Rand had set down these words for a political manifesto as early as 1941. Given the geopolitical situation she now thought of developing that text as quickly as possible into a nonfiction book. By the spring of 1943, she felt more firmly resolved than ever to throw herself with her full intellectual might into that war of ideas. Out of pure self-interest, for her own threatened freedom and integrity. For everything that was dear to her in this world and no other. Who else would she have done it for?

THE FOREIGNER

Not far from Ayn Rand’s apartment in Manhattan, Hannah Arendt also saw that the time for a fundamental redefinition of things had come. But in a much less combative spirit. “Very few individuals,” the thirty-six-year-old philosopher wrote in an article in January 1943, “have the strength to conserve their own integrity if their social, political and legal status is completely confused.”33 Exactly ten years after being driven out of Hitler’s Germany, Arendt wasn’t sure, when she looked at herself in the mirror, whether she could continue to find the energy within herself to do just that. Never in her life had she felt so isolated, so entirely empty and pointless, as she had in those past few weeks: “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. If we are saved we feel humiliated, and if we are helped we feel degraded. We fight like madmen for private existences with individual destinies.”34

Arendt’s account of her mood serves as an impressive example for those sufferings of the soul that Simone Weil describes as the inevitable consequence of existential “uprooting.” Except that at that moment Arendt was not living in a permanently occupied country, and neither had she herself become the victim of mass deportation. In fact, this passage in her essay “We Refugees” describes the comprehensive loss by which German Jewish refugees in a new world seemed particularly severely affected at the turn of 1942–1943. For weeks she and her husband spent their days staring into the gray nothingness of the New York winter sky. Smoking in silence. Like the last human beings on earth.

NO BANISTERS

Chronically optimistic by nature, Arendt had been both tough and resourceful in her response to her situation over the previous ten years. When it came down to it, she had always found enough fire within herself to forge her journey into yet another new life. From Berlin to Paris, from Paris to Marseille, and from there to where she was now, New York. Always with a view to trying to “get along without all these tricks and jokes of adjustment and assimilation.”35

In the spring of 1943, the only thing she saw as having been saved from the structure of her private life was her “Monsieur” Heinrich, with whom she shared a furnished room in a shabby apartment building on West 95th Street—and, on the same floor, helpless and ailing in the new world, her mother, Martha Beerwald, the widow Arendt. Certainly, that was more than many other fleeing “displaced persons” had managed to save. But it was a long way from being a self-determined fate worthy of the name.

A former master-student of Karl Jaspers and Martin Heidegger, she had never lost her special knack for placing herself in the exact spot between any number of stools, even during the years of exile. In fact, the number of people on whose benevolence she could truly depend could by now be counted on the fingers of one hand: Arendt’s mentor Kurt Blumenfeld in New York, and a scholar of Judaism, Gershom Scholem, in Jerusalem. Her ex-husband Günther Stern in California, and the theologian Paul Tillich, also in New York. Whether the Jasperses were still alive, and if so where, was impossible to find out. The last letter was almost a decade ago. She herself didn’t know why contact had been severed so soon—in retrospect he was the only true teacher she had ever had. But her once stormy alliance with Heidegger had been extinguished for quite different reasons in 1933, when he joined the Nazi Party and, in a tailpiece to his Freiburg rector’s speech, informed the students, among other things: “The Führer himself and he alone is the present and future German reality and its law.”36 She had still not summoned the courage to knock on the door of Ernst Cassirer, who was now teaching at Yale and who knew of her through mutual friends.

THE SPLIT

Since the United States entered the war, it had once again become more difficult to discover the fate of friends and relatives who had stayed behind in Europe—let alone to be of help to them. It was thus a particularly hard blow for Arendt, when, on December 18, 1942, the German-language exile newspaper, for which she herself had been writing columns for a year, published a report about the day of the deportation in the southern French internment camp of Gurs, followed by the long list of names of the deportees.37 Arendt had been interned there in 1940 and recognized several names.

The article in Aufbau was only one of several publications that winter that reported on the start of a new phase in the treatment of Europe’s Jews, millions of whom were now imprisoned in concentration camps. Plainly, in line with the “final solution of the Jewish question” announced by both Hitler and Goebbels, the Nazis had begun to murder these people on an industrial scale in extermination camps—to gas them. Neither Arendt nor her husband had ever been in any doubt about the unconditional anti-Jewish hatred of the Nazis, or about their unrestrained brutality in pursuing their declared goals. But it was difficult at first to believe these reports. The procedure described was too monstrous, too senseless as a measure, not least from a logistical and strategic point of view, and precisely now that Hitler’s army was suffering one defeat after another. The army was said to have lost a million soldiers that winter in the Soviet Union alone.

It was, however, plainly the case. The reports were too numerous, the sources too diverse. The loss of the world that Arendt felt in the weeks that followed was worse than anything she had ever experienced. It didn’t affect any group or community, any concrete place or time, just her sense of humanity in general. As if an abyss had opened in the middle of that world, in the middle of her very being, one that could not be bridged by anyone or anything.

What was it that she hadn’t wanted to believe? What had she thought impossible? An entire people—and one scattered all over the world—being declared a deadly enemy was nothing essentially new. The war and its brutal battles weren’t, either. History had known such things before; in fact, it scarcely consisted of anything else. But that … Nothing made Arendt experience her own impotence more clearly than her lasting inability to grasp events in her own words.38

BEING PRESENT

Ideally, she would simply have left her old self behind. She would have acted as if she were entirely free to decide who she was and how she would go on living in this world: there were people, even philosophers, who would casually have declared such a thing possible. But she had never been naive enough to succumb to such illusions. In fact, she knew, the creation “of a new personality was as difficult and hopeless as a new creation of the world.”39 No one ever started over again. No one was so free or so unrestrained. However much people might have wished or imagined they were, out of megalomania or deepest despair.

Viewed correctly, this was a way of shedding light on how this infernal spectacle had come about. At its root was the delusional idea of individuals to give the entire world a new form according to their own will, literally to re-create it from a single, solid mold. It was the insane vision of a world that would be defined henceforth by a single face. A world, then, that no longer needed any other people, any physical resistance to re-create itself: the political nightmare of total control.

But if something was a nightmare—this much remained true even in this dark time—it meant that one could wake from it. One had only to find the courage in oneself to open one’s eyes—keep them open—to perceive the abysses of one’s own time with an alert mind. “To tell the truth, even to the point of ‘indecency.’”40 To bear witness in this way to the terrible depths from which those abysses had entered the world. To succumb, then, neither to the past nor to the future. To blindly follow neither one’s own judgment nor that of others. To find the courage to make use of one’s own intelligence. To orient oneself freely in one’s thoughts.

Right now, at that moment, Arendt gathered new strength—what mattered was “to be entirely present.”41 Or in other words: to philosophize.




II



EXILES: 1933–1934


Arendt leaves her country, Weil her Party, Beauvoir her skepticism, and Rand her script.






GRID

“Normally when I have someone in front of me, I just have to look up the case in our records and I know what to do. But what am I supposed to do with you?”1 Plainly her name hadn’t yet been recorded in any Gestapo dossier. And even if she had wanted to give the young Gestapo official a helping hand, Hannah Arendt wouldn’t have been able to explain fully why, that May morning, while having breakfast in a café near Alexanderplatz, she and her mother had been thrown into a car and taken for interrogation.

There would have been reasons enough. Her apartment on Opitzstrasse had been used as a hiding place for people subject to political persecution. And then there was the request from her Zionist friend Kurt Blumenfeld, who was a generation older, to assemble “a collection of all the everyday anti-Semitic expressions,” which brought her to the newspaper archive of the Prussian State Library every day. Even collecting such material was illegal by now.

Possibly, however, they were just putting together lists of names—and lists based on such lists—for the purposes of intimidation. Like Bertolt Brecht’s address book, for example. Only a few days after Hitler’s accession to power, the Gestapo seized it from his apartment: a Who’s Who of the communist-inclined intelligentsia of Berlin, which included Arendt’s husband, Günther Stern.

Out of fear of falling into the newly founded Prussian auxiliary police, he fled from Berlin to Paris around the time of the Reichstag fire. For, as if the conflagration on the night of February 27, 1933, had given the long-agreed starting signal, the waves had begun: random arrests, deportations to provisional concentration camps in the surrounding countryside, even urban gymnasiums converted into torture chambers. In Berlin alone there were more than two hundred such places by the summer of that year. Nazi terror had reached everyday life. The number of victims was already in the thousands.

It was more than likely that a Gestapo unit was going through her apartment right at that moment. But what would they find—apart from dozens of notebooks with transcribed quotations in ancient Greek, the poems of Heine and Hölderlin, and countless works about intellectual life in Berlin in the early nineteenth century?

As far as the public records were concerned, she was an impeccable doctor of philosophy with a grant from the Emergency Association of German Science.2 The classic Berlin existence: academic without an income, journalist without an outlet. Of course, she spent every day in the library. Where else? After all, research never sleeps.

As it turned out, they couldn’t even get anything useful out of Arendt’s mother. Questioned about her daughter’s activities, Martha Beerwald (as she was now) put some words of fine parental solidarity on the record: “No, I don’t know what she was doing, but whatever she was doing she was right to be doing it and I would have done the same.”3

They were both released on the day of the arrest.4 They didn’t even have to call a lawyer. So, lucky for now. But Arendt had made her decision. There was no future in this country. At least not for people like her.

THE CASE OF RAHEL

In that first summer, after Hitler’s accession to power, there can have been few clearer illustrations than the example of Hannah Arendt that it wasn’t up to individuals to decide who and what they were. Using the example of the Berliner Rahel Varnhagen, she had been researching the complex dynamics involved in the identity of a German Jew and intellectual at the turn of the eighteenth to the nineteenth century. This yielded the psychological portrait of a woman in whose life the fraught history of educated German Jewry was concentrated in exemplary form—and all in relation to the question of assimilation. In a book assembled in large part as a collage of quotations, Arendt draws the consciousness of a woman whose active denial of her Jewish origins for a long time made it impossible for her to construct a stable relationship with herself and the world. As a person of her time, like Arendt herself, marginalized three times over—woman, Jew, intellectual—Rahel refused to acknowledge herself socially as what she inevitably was and had to remain in the eyes of others; this led to a situation of painfully experienced selflessness. “Rahel’s struggle with the facts, above all the fact of having been born a Jew, very rapidly became a struggle against herself. She herself refused to consent to herself; she, born to so many disadvantages, had to deny, change, reshape by lies this self of hers. Since she could not very well deny her existence out of hand …. Once one has negated oneself, however, there are no longer any particular choices. There is only one aim: always, and at any given moment, to be different from what one is.”5

For Arendt, the case of Rahel is also exemplary of an entire age in that two forms of necessary courage collide in her situation. On the one hand there is the progressive courage to use one’s own intelligence, and so to define oneself as a creature of reason. But there is also the courage required to acknowledge that this attempt at self-creation is always contingent on historical and cultural conditions, from which no individual can fully escape. In Rahel’s own time, this is expressed in the tension between progressive and romantic ideals of becoming oneself; between reason and history, pride and prejudice, thought and obedience; between the dream of the complete self-determination of the self and one’s ultimately inescapable definition by others.

According to Arendt, progressive reason can “liberate from the prejudices of the past, and it can guide the future. Unfortunately, however, it appears that it can free isolated individuals only, can direct the future only of Crusoes. The individual who has been liberated by reason is always running head-on into a world, a society, whose past in the shape of ‘prejudices’ has a great deal of power; he is forced to learn that past reality is also a reality. Although being born a Jewess might seem to Rahel a mere reference to something out of the remote past, and although she may have entirely eradicated the fact from her thinking, it remained a nasty present reality as a prejudice in the minds of others.”6

No human being can escape being subjected to the tension between these forces—and no one should reasonably wish to be able to. And if it were possible, it would mean the loss of everything that deserves to be called world and reality.

ENLIGHTENED

The risk of losing the world in the name of a seemingly rational determination—with this reproach directed at Rahel, Arendt was quite deliberately following in the philosophical footsteps of the two academic teachers who had shaped her the most: Martin Heidegger and Karl Jaspers. Even as a student in Marburg, Arendt had been sensitized by Heidegger, with whom she was engaged for several years since 1925 in a relationship, to the blind spots in the modern image of the world and humanity. Human beings, as described by Heidegger in his seminal work Being and Time, were by no means primarily a “subject” gifted with reason, but rather a “Dasein,” a “Being-There,” thrown into the world for no reason. The human being lived as a thinking and above all as an acting being, not in a mute “reality” that they had to supply with meaningful content, but in an “environment” that had always been meaningful to him. For Heidegger, true human autonomy had barely anything to do with purely rational decisions, calculations, or even prescriptive rules, but was rather about the courage required to take hold of one’s own existence at exceptional moments of existential crisis.

In the 1920s, all of these ideas were also floating around the mind of Heidegger’s closest philosophical companion at the time, Karl Jaspers, to whom Arendt presented herself as a doctoral candidate in Heidelberg in 1926. Unlike Heidegger’s, however, Jaspers’s “philosophy of existence” stressed less the power of dark and powerfully isolating states such as fear or the proximity of death, and more the way to a brighter, freer life through communication with and attention to others. This attention was always ideally to be thought of as dialogical, and thus stressed the necessity of an actual interlocutor, which meant that it excluded the faceless “man” (“one”), “the public,” or even “humanity.”

Having fully absorbed these impulses, from the late 1920s Arendt developed her own interpretation of the human situation, which granted her an extremely independent approach toward the case of Rahel Varnhagen. Could Rahel’s situation not have been tailor-made to reveal the pressures that in fact condition every modern existence?

POLYPHONIC

To recognize oneself as a human being through Rahel—for the philosopher Arendt that meant the rejection of all worldless
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