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INTRODUCTION

RETHINKING THE POLITICAL

Modern mass societies not only deprive human existence

’ hnwman bec ’
of any depth by reducing<;heﬁ to mere consumers, they are
also_destructive of the natural environmenpi Contemporary
ecological crisis is an indication of that. In such times,
Hanﬁéh Arendt's politiéal theory is very significant for its
persisﬁeqt concern for a disinterested care of the world -
natural as well as mahu—madg. Against the consumerist way
of life, Arendt argues for an acti&e public life. Public

life, for Arendt, signifies the highest condition that human

beings can achieve.

Areﬁdt's thinking about public life is centered around
the concept of political éctioﬁ. By means of the concept of
action she tries-to define the political life in a new way.
Politidal activity in this framework is understood to have

an intrinsic value.

The recent theoretical critique against western ration-
alism generally and against Enlightenment project particu-
larly contextualises Arendt's concept of action. The major

purpose of this critique is to rescue political from the



epistemological, i.e., foundatﬂbal dimension of the Enlight-
enment project. On the one hand, it wants tq overthro& the
philosophy of subjec;ivity; and on the other, it challenges
the domination of the institutions oﬁ-the state which mono-

- polise powér.l

The major concern of all these theories is to establish
a new concept of the political by -.using non-metaphysical

categories.

Hannah Arendt's concept of political action acquires. -

immense significance iﬁ the light of these varied attempts
at rethinking of variousgdimensions of politics. There have
been attempts at establishing new meaning of politics by
making subtle distinctions between various éolitical temi -
Aologies, e.g., between politics and the political; between

policy and polity; between political science and political

philosophy etc.?

These efforts at rethinking have been channelised

towards the finding of an all embracing concept of the

1. Claude Lefort, Democracy and Political Theory (tranl.
David Macey), Polity Press, Cambridge, 1988, p.47.

2. For a discussion of these terms see Fred Dallmayr, The
Other Heidegger, Cornell University Press, New York,
1993, 'pp.50, 87.




political -with certain defining qualities which would trans-

form everything from a "mere thing" to a "political thing".3

The writings of Hannah Arendt and Carl éhmitt_remain
the reference point for these thinkers as it is in the works
of these two thinkers that one comes across the earliest

stress on the revival of the “political' in this century.

A brief survey of the writings of these recent thinkers
engaged inm the act of redefining the political'is called for

at this moment.

In his attempt to provide political activity a basis of

its own, Claude Lefort, in Democracy and Political Theory,
distinguished political philosophy both from politicai
sdciology and p;litical science. Political science and
political sociology treat politics as an-empirical object
domain like economy orAadminiétration. He differentiates
political philosophy from both. Subject matter of poiitical
philosophy is defined as questions of "forms of government"?

This kind of inquiry raises the question "of the constitu-

tion of the social space, of a form of society, of the

3. Agnes Heller, "The Concept of the Political Revisited",
in David Held (ed.), Political Theory Today, Polity
Press, Cambridge, 1991, p.330.




essence of what was once termed the “ecity'. The political
is thus revealed, not in what we call political activity,

but in a double movement whereby the mode of institution of

4

society appears and is obscured." The political whiéh is
the proper subject matter of political philosophy, is under-
stood as a constituting power by and through which society
represents itself to itself as a unity thfoughvcertain
symbolic means. The politicél[ for Lefort,‘implies "a
definite relations petween human beings, a reiationship
govefnediby the need to answer the questions on which their

common fate depends."5

Lefort further uses the concept of political to distin-
guish democracy both frpm pre-modern form of government as
well as from totalitarianism. This he.doés by using a
concept of power as an "empty place". The emergence of
democracy led to a gradual separation of politicai powef
from society as a whole.v That is, from economic, legal and
academic. spheres. It was not only separated but also
circumscribed. Legitimacy came to be drawn from people.

Power now becomes an "empty place". Those who exercise

4. Claude Lefort, cited in Fred Dallmayr, op. cit

- s !

p.88.

5. Lefort, op. cit., p-.49.



public authority caﬁnot appropriate it. Democracy is
sustained by two principles: (a) power stems from people;
(b) ‘It is the poweerf nobody. The tension between two
priﬁciples is eséential to democracy and cannot be resolved

without destroying democracy itself.®

Further Lefort explains totalitarianism as a form of
go;ernment where pdwer ceases to be an "empty place".
Rathef,iit is- materialised in an organ where all spheres
coincide. On the basis.oflthis consﬁituiive concept of the
political, he accuses both liberalism_and Marxism for sup- .
pressing the question of the political. Under the-infiuence
of Hannah Arendt's analysis of totalitarianism, he brings
freedom and‘hqman rights to the centre of his concept of the
political. The central concern of the political is with the
form of government which can preserve freedom and human

rights.

In her recently published book, The Return of the
Political, Chantal Mouffe, following Carl Shmitt, argues for

making “enemy' and “friend' to be the central categories of

6. Claude Lefort, The Political Forms of Modern Society:

Bureaucracy, Democracy, Totalitarianism, Polity Press,
Cambridge, pp.279-280.




the political, but she wants to displace the category of
“enemy'. The identity of theA‘enemy' is to be political
one. The “enemy' is not one ;o be destroyed but an adver-
sary to be coﬁtended with. There should be consensus on the
rules of the game according to which the political strugg;e
for the votes of majority by political adveréaries»is to
take placé. On this question she éomes close to following
Rawlsian libéralism because - "If such is missing, it can
too easily be feplaced by a confrontation between non-

negotiable moral values and essentialist identities."’

Further Mouffe wants to preserve-traditional political
identities like left and right. By breaking with ratioﬁali—
ism, individualismiand universalism, she offers a radical
idea of pluralism where no identity should be definitely
established. Her rejection of universalism does not throw
it;'rather it pafticularises it. A hegemony of democratic

values is to be established.

Mouffe's framework, -therefore, does not have any place
for any essentialist argument in politics. Human subject,

according to her, does not have any essential identity or a

7. Chantal Mouffe, The Return of the Political, Verso,
London, 1993, p.6.




"center":

"Subject as a decentered and detotalised agent, a
subject constructed at the point of intersection

of a multiplicity of ‘subject positions between
which there exist no "apriori" or necessary rela-
tion and whose articulation is the result of
hegemonic practices."8
A culture of constant debate between a plurality of

positions under a hegemony of democratic values is what

- constitutes the essence of political life for Mouffe.

Agnes Heller, on the other hand, claims that the very
.survival of poiitical philosophy depends upon the concept of
the political. Only the concept of the pblitical can reécue
political philosophy from its falling victim to scientism
and realisﬁ. The modgrn concept of the political is defined
as "the. practical realisation of the universal value of
freedom in the public domain." Accordingly, everything that
is deéided in the public "domain" is political.9 Everything
that is outside the "domain" of public discussion is non-
political by nature. So, thebmain feafure of the political

is its publicness.

8. Ibid., p.12.

9. Agnes Heller, "The Concept of the Political Revisited"
in David Held, op. cit., pp.340-343.



It is in this philosophical context that we will pro-
ceed towards a discussion of Arendt's concept of political

action.

Thié dissertation consists of three chapters. Chapter
one, "Tradition and the Vita Actjva", deals with.Hannah
Arendt's efforts to overcome wegtern metaphysics_and an
attempt_to revive the pre-metaphysical G;eek-way of uﬁder—
standing political iife: Fﬁfther, theré is a disgussion én'
the meaning of the basic teﬁms éentral to Arendt's philoso-

phy. There is also an analysis of the criticism Arendt

-levels against the Platonic tradition of metaphysics.

Chapter two, "The Critique of Modernity", contains a
discussion on Arendt's analysis of modern age and . its

tendencies to destroy the public sphere.

Chapter three, “The-Concebt of Political Action',
engages in a close examination of various dimensions of
Arendt's concept of political action. Then we will analysé
action in its relation to other concepts like freedom, power
and judgement. We will also discuss Arendt's understanding
. of revolutionary action. Then we will try to evaluate the

concept of action critically. .



CHAPTER I

TRADITION AND THE VITA ACTIVA

Break in the Tradition: An Epistemic Condition

"I have clearly joined the ranks of those who for some
time now have been attempting to dismantle metaphysics, and
philosophy with all is categoriés, as:we have known them
from their beginnihgﬁin'Greece ungil tdday. Such disﬁan—
tling is;possib1e only on the assumption thét-the-thréad of
tradifion is broken and that we shall not.be able to renew
it. Historically speaking, what édtualiy has broken down is
the Roman trinity ﬁhat for thousands of years united reli-
gion, authority and tradition. The loss of this trinity
does not destroy the past, and the dismantling process is
itself not destructive, it oﬁly draws conclusioﬁs from a
loss which is a fact and as such no longer a part of thé
\histofx of ideas’ but of our politiéal history, th; history

)
of our world.

"What has been lost is the continuity of the past as it
seemed to be handed down from generation to generation,
developing in the process its own consistency. The disman-

tling process has its own technique, and I.did not go into



that here except peripherally. What you then are left with
is still the past, but a fragmented past, which has lost its

certainty of evaluation."?l

-Hannah Arendt's conviction that the rise of the totali-
tarian movements of the. twentieth century has broken the
continuity of the western tradition, lies at the root of all
her thinking. This conviction is born of.the troubie éhe

faced while trying to comprehend these movements.

The world of totalitarianism and its aftermath, Arendt
claimed, is completely new for it has rendered the fundamen-
tal values of western civilization meaningless. The conclu-
sion Arendt drew from the rupture caused by totalitarianism
is that the old philosophical categories which were an
essential part of the tradition do not hold their validity
anymore:

"Thought and reality have parted'company, that

reality has become ‘opaque for the 1light of

thought, no longer bound to incident as the circle
remains bound to its focus, is liable either to

become altogether meaningless or to rehash old
verities which have lost all concrete relevance. "2

1. Hannah Arendt, The Life of the Mind, vol.I, Thinking,
Secker and Warburg, London, 1978, p.212.

2. H. Arendt, Preface to Between Past and Future, The
Viking Press, New York, 1969, p.6.
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Since thg old catégorieé of understanding do not help
in grasping the reality of the new world, the rupture in the
tradi£ion is an epistemic condition3 for Arendt, which has
bth positive and negative significance for her. On thé one
hand, it signifies a loés of a safe'and_secure guidancé
thrbugh the "vast realms"'of the past, and on the other
hand) it also means an-overcoming of the fetters that tradi-
_ tionlpiaqed before each successive generation in its reading
of-thé past. It was only with this.iosé that "past opens
upto us with an unexpected freshness and tells ﬁs things no
one has yet had eafs to hear."? But the most serious cdﬁse-
quence whigh, Arendt thinks, is possible due to a securely
anchored tfaéition is a  “danger of forgetting'. This for-
getting of the past can deprive human existence of its depth

which was not being reached except through remembrance.

Arendt believes that only by remembering that past, we

can bring depth and meaning to the present. A narrative of

3. See David Luban, "Explaining Dark Times: Hannah
Arendt's Theory", Social Research, vol.50, no.1l, 1983,
pPp.217-219.

4, H. Arendt, Between Past and Future, p.94; see also
ibid., p.204 - "...the thread of tradition has broken,
and we must discover the past for ourselves - that is,
read its authors as though nobody has ever read them
before." .

11



the past eveh when the tradition has crumbled is capable of
providing idéntity and a sense of belongingness to human
beings. Afendt further claims that a narrative uniting_pasf
and présent can tell us "who we are". The narrative as a
form of a'critical appropriation of paét cannotbonly provide
a méaning to the present it can also help in an orientation

towards future.5

~The task of thinking{ in the wake of this.d%sapbearance
of traditional f;amework(sﬁ, is to establish a meaning of
the past in a new way. The redemption of the past without
help of traditional categories is a projeét that Arendt

takes up in constructing a new theory of politics.

Hannah Arendt's analeis of totalitarianiém, apart- from
helping her in relating to past in a new way, also'governs
her elaboration of a theory of politics. She éonstructs
totaliﬁarian form of govern}ng as an ﬁideal type" of an
absence of "politics". Totalitarianism defines politics for
her in a negative Qay. Totalitarianism is constructed as a

form of rule where public space is totally abolished by

5. Seyla Benhabib, "Hannah Arendt and the Redemptive Power
of Narrative", Social Research, vol.57, No.1l, 1990,
p.188.

12
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eradicating all the possibilities of dialogue and solidarity

among human beings.6

“Thus "ideal type" of the absence of "politics" becomes
‘a vantage point from'where she triés to appropriate the past
movements whére the public space is most clearly and-dis-
tiﬁctly defined. .According to Claude Lefort, "she concep;
tualiées.politics'by.inventing the image of tQtalitariahism
and thié leads her to look for a reference to politics in
certdin privileged moments when-its features are most clear-
ly discernible: the momenf of Greek poiig and in ﬁodern

times, the revolutions: American, French and Hungarian.""7

Tradition and the Vita Activa

With regard to Greek polis life, Areﬁdt defines herself
aéainst Plato. In the polemics against Plato, she identi-
fies the wﬁole of politiéal»philosophy with Platonic tfadi-
tion in philosophy. All of the arguments agaipst

tradition(s) of political philosophy are against Platonic

6. Claude Lefort, Democracy and Political Theory (trans.
by David Macey), Polity Press, Cambridge, 1988, pp.48-
49; see also Patricia Brown-Moore, Hannah Arendt's
Philosophy of Natality, The Macmillan Press, London,
1989, pp.44-47.

7. Claude Lefort, op. cit., p.50.
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way of thinking which can be defined in her own words as:

"Political philosopnhy necessarily implies the
attitude of philosopher towards policies; its
tradition began with the philosopher's turning
away from politics and then returning in order to
impose his standards upon human affairs."8

~

After defining herself against Plato, Arendt tries to
revivg the premetaphysical méaning of the political life of
‘the Greeks. This she dces by re—establishing ﬁhe“meaning of
the term vita activa. - The vita acfiva denotes three human
activities: labour; wOrk and action. all ﬁhese acti&ities
together define the éctive life of human beings as against
theoretical of contemplative pursuits. Let us'briefly‘

discuss various aspects of these activities.

-The activity of labour is linked to the biological
processes of the body. It is-an activity submitted to the
necessity of biological su;vival. It ‘produces consumable
goods necessary to keep the human body alive. The products

are essentially perishable, they are to be consumed by the

8. H. Arendt, Between Past and Future, pp.17-18. The
tradition of political philosophy does not include
writers like Machiavalli, Montesqueue, Jefferson,
Thomas Paine, Tocquiville etc. In the Platonic tradi-
tion of political philosophy, Arendt includes those
‘thinkers who proceed from philsophical system building
to define moral and political issues.

14



body. Because the biological process is an endless circle
with its recurring néeds and satisfactions, labour is essen-
tially an endlessly repetitive process which does not leave
behind any durable products. It corresponds ﬁo life as a

natural condition on earth.

"Work, unlike labour produces lasting énd stable ob-
jects. Its products are hot Cpnsumable goods but use-
objects which do not disappeéruafter being used. :It erects
.a human artifice in this world to provide shelter to hﬁman
beings.. Whereas labour is attached to nature, work
distinguishes human beings from it. It violates the natural
procesé. Iﬁ other words, it builds a world of durable
artefacts which house human beings. Work or fabrication is
also different from labéur“in its process. The process of
fabrication starts when the “maker' plans an artefact and

ends when the product is finished.

Action ié different both from labour and work. The
basic condition of action is plurality of human beings.
This plurality is not sheerrmultiplicity. Every living
.species has a plurality of its individual wmembers. Human
plurality should be distinguished from this since human

beings have the capacity to distinguish themselves from each

15



other. Human plurality is marked by equality as well as
distinction. Human beings are unique individuals. This
unique individuality of each particular human being is
possible only in action. As labour relates individuals to
their lives, work to world, action ;elatés them to each
other. They relate to each'other in speech which is part of
human acting cabacity. Action and speech have .-the capacity

to disclose the unique individuality of human beings.

‘After outlining bfiefly the characteristics of all the
‘three activiﬁie§ basic -to Hannah Arendt's theory we can
delineate her objéctions against the tradition of political
philosophy which she holds responéibleAfor diétorting the
"meaning of the political activity. Arendt finds this
distortion of meaning at the very foundation of this tradi-
tion, i.e., in Plato's philosophy. All the problem of the
political philosophy.have their roots in the origin itself.
The poiitical philosophy is criticized on two grounds: (a)
it understands and explains politics from the point of view
of philosophy{ (bj it . substitutes making (poiesis) for
acting (praxis). Both these elements are present in Plato's
philosophy and they are articulated most clearly in the

"Republic". Let us discuss both the objections in detail:

16



(a) Arendt claims that the event of trial and death of
Socrates has had a decisive influence on Plato's

philosophy,9

This event, for Plato, represented a conflict
between polis and philosophy. Plato invented hig.concept of
“Truth', wﬁich is'accorded_staths supérior to the opinions
which in their piurality were essential feature of the polis
life.A This notion of "Truth' in its singuiarity is then
linked to a claim to rule. Soc for the first timeﬁ accord-
-ing to Arendt, a clear cut cdnnecﬁiohﬁbetween claim.to truth
and the claim to rule—emerged. This connection-was estab;
lished most forcefully in the allegofy of “the Cave'; With
thé allegory of ‘the_Cave',vPlato'introduced a division
between the sphere of knowledge and the sphere of political
activity, i.e., "between those who know and do not act and

those who act and do not know. "0

‘The superiority that Plato accorded to a speculatively
arrived at, single "Truth" over plural opinions led to a
denunciation of political life whose essence was plurality.

The sphere of politics is further deprived of its dignity

9. Arendt, "Philosophy and Politics", Social Research,
vol.56, no.1l, 1990.

10. H.'Arendt, The Human Condition, The University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1970, p.223. '

17



and inherent plurality by the metaphysical "two-world" theo-
iy. the metaphysical tradition starting with Plato and
Parmenides rested on a theory of dichotomy between two
worlds: the world of "true Being" and the world of appear-
ances. The theory is based on a hierarchy. of thése two
worlds in which ‘the ontoldgical supremacy is always accorded
to "Being" and "Truth". This "Being" is the essence of all
-appearances since it is supposed to be at tﬁe baée that lies
beneath them and is causiﬂg ghemﬂ The-aépearances are
treated as mere epiphenomena and always given é "low'onto—‘

logical statusn.ll

The world of being is also seen as a
world of universal single “Truth'. Consequéntly, the meta-
physical "two world" theory treats the diversity and differ-

ences of opinions and appearances as a phenomenal manifesta-

tion of the "true Being".

Hannah Arendt claims that the tradition of political
philosophy followed the basic assumptions of metaphysics and -
therefore it did not allow either dignity or autonomy of its

own to political activity.

(b) The other problem of political philosophy according

11. Arendt, The Life of the Mind, vol.2, Willing, pp.15,
27.

18



to Arendt is its substitution of action (praxis) by fabrica-
tion (poiesis). 1In other wofds, political philosophy uncer-
stood the sphere of political activity in the image cZ the
activity of "work" or "making" anq not in terms of "acting".
This subsﬁitution of aétion by fabrication too has its roots

in Plato's philosophy.

Action, as werhave already noted, cannot control the
process it starts. 1In tﬁis sensé it is different from
"work" in which the fabricator remains in control of the
process from beginning to the end. Actién,tso far as it
takes place in an already existing "web of relationships",
starts a process which is unpredictable as well as irrevers-
ible. Hence ~actors' cannot control the affairs they are
engaged in. ‘Théy are mere participants in human affairs and
not their masters. So human affairs are_by nature unpre-

~dictable, boundless and hence fragile.

Tﬁis.fragility inherent in human affgirsr is whét,
claiﬁs Arendt, metaphysics wanted to get rid of since its
beginning. Recognising the lack of clarity in human af-
fairs, Plato tried to construct a theory of public sphere in

the image of poiesis. He wanted human affairs to be under

19



complete control.l? This proposal of Plato amounted to the
very abolition of the public realm with its plurality:

"The calamities of action all arise from the human

condition of plurality, which is condition sine

qua non for that space of appearance which 1is

public realm. Hence the attempt to do away with

this plurality is always tantamount to the aboli-

tion of public realm itself."13

Arendt maintains that the desire to substitute "making"
(poiesis) for praxis in order to bestow the solidity and
certainty which is the hallmark. of fabrication, is at the
very centre of Plato's philosophy, i.e., in the doctrine of
"ideas" itself. The philosopher who ‘left "the cave" in
search for “the Truth', after having known it, seeks to
apply it for the purposes of radical reorganisation of the
polis. Arendt further claims that his doctrine of ideas is
~a device which he invented to derive standards and measures
to be applied to the public realm. This idea of applying
standards to political affairs is, in turn, borrowed from
the activity of fabrication itself where the fabricator.

starts the process by contemplating over a model to be

imitated.

12. Arendt, The Human Condition, pp.220-230.

13. Ibid., p.220.
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The above mentioned two assumptions of Plato's
philosophy, Arendt argues, decisively influenced the
tradition of political philosophy whose main features can be

summarised as follows.

This political philosophy did not respect the dignity
and the autonomy'of political activity. Politics, there-
fore, was not seen as an -activity intripsigally valuable,
rather it was taken to be a means to some ulterior énd.u
Eurther, it Qas believed that‘the political w;y of life
could not raise Aistinct ontologiéal, epistemologicé;,
methodological and moral quéétions;14 Politics was under- -

stood as a mere function of the general human need for

order, security, and, social and economic cooperation.

This way of thinking also reduced politics to an act of
ruling and it concentréted on thé formal features of politi-
cal organisation and institutions. It never cared to theo-
rise ébout the structure and character of the political
experiénce of those involved in'ﬁhis activity. According tc

Arendt, this is partially due to the fact that the conceptu-

14. Bhikhu Parekh, Hannah Arendt and the Search for a New
Political Philosophy, The Macmillan Press, London,
1981, pp.1-10.
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al articulation of the philosophical theory of politics was
never grounded in political experience. Hence, this tradi-

tion never had a participatory view of politics.

Further, since most of the philosophers assumed ~Man'
to be an epistemologically self-sufficient entity, they did
nthappreciate thé interéubjective dimensions of human
existence. Arendt finds this assumption of philosophy to be
fallacioﬁs since each of us is epistemologically and onto-
logically dependent upon the presénce'of others.l® 1In other
words, Arendt maintains thaﬁ political philoéophy is based
on a philosophy of “Man' with a common essence; Theorising
from this point of view does not respect the plural nature

of human affairs. Rather, it leads to an argument in favour

of uniformity and homogeneity in human affairs.

Finally, the theory of "truth" followed by the
ﬁradition of political philosophy does not admit the plural-
ity of perspectives and world-views. It t;ies to subsume
all particular phenomena under uni&ersal categories thereby
devaluing plurality, contingency, and flux inherent in human

affairs.

15. Arendt, The Life of the

of Mind, Vol.I, Thinking, pp.19-
23.
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Let us now see how Arendt develops a theory of public

sphere on the model of Greek polis.

The Public and the Political

In Arendt's schema of things the public constitutes two
phenomena. First, public meané, "everything‘that appears in
the public can bevséen and heard by everybody and has the
widest possible publicity".1§ —The presence of othérs makes

the "reality" possible. "RealitY", in Arendt's epistemolog-

ical framework is possible when "Being" and appearances

coincide. Only what appears to everybody and shared in
common constitute "reality". The world and the reality
17

which is not common to, and shared by all is no "reality".
So, the public realm guarantees a sense of reality which is
shared intersubjectively.' Second, the publié signifies the
world itself, insofar as it is common to all and diStin—
guished from everyone's private world. The "world" should
be“differentiated here from the merely organic life. (Since‘

organic life is concerned with the fulfilment of mere bodily

desires and necessities, it does not, in fact, should not

16. Arendt, The Human Condition, p.50.

17. Arendt, The Life of the Mind, Vol:I, Thinking, p.19.
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appear in the public.) The "world" should be able to relate
and "gathef us'together". While it "gathers us ﬁogether",
it aiso separates and prevents "our falling over each
other". The world is like a table which can relate and

separate a gathering at the same time.18

So, the public realm is a space where "I can appear to
others as they appear.to me". The appearance in this spaée
is made explicitly. In this space, people encounter eacﬂ
'other,>exchange their viewpqintsiand opinions by talking to
each other. Appéarance and dialogue, -visibility and speech
and, intérsubjectivé exchange of opinions are the centfal
features of the public sphere. fhe piay of épecific
wqudly,lobjectiQe interests of participants may enter this
- space but that is not its essence. Its p:oper essence lies
in the fact that it provides them a sphere where they can
reveal their identity ﬁo others. Though commonly shared,
everyoﬁe present in the public sphere has a different loca-
tion by virtue of -their diverse perspectives and viewpoints.

This feature of the public realm ensures the plurality of

opinions.

18. H. Arendt, The Human Condition, p.52.
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The public world guarantees a permanence and durability
against the impermanence and futility of individual organic
lives. This world comes into existence out of a striving
for immoratality among mortal human beings:

"By their capacity for immortal deeds, by their

ability to leave non-perishable traces behind,

men, their individual mortality notwithstanding,

dttain an immortality of their own and prone

themselves to be of “divine' nature. The distinc-

tion between man and animal, run right through the

human species itself; only the best and who

“prefers immortal fame to mortal thing' are really

human; the others, content with whatever pleasure

nature w%ll yield them, live and die like

animals. "1

The great deeds in order to become permanent must not
only be seen and .heard but also remembered. The commonly
shared public world provides a space, not only for the
opportunities for glorious acts to be performed but also
their reification into stories, history and poetry which
have the function of immortalising them. The public sphere,
therefere, offers a plurality of perspectives and opinions,

permanence of remembrance and a space for participation in

public affairs.
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This kind of public sphere, Arendt claims, first
emerged in ancient Greece where it was strictiy demarcated
from what was meantito be private. In Greek life, the
_distinction between public and privaté corresponded to that
between the polis and the househqid. ‘The former was the
realm of human affairs in which two éctivities were promi-
nent: speech (exis) and action (préxié). Ih polis life, all
transéctiéhs took place.in words. To be'political and to
live in.pblis meaﬁt £hat ever?thing Waé decided throﬁgh
discussian and persuaﬁion and not through force or

violence.20

The polis was a *space.of appearance' and
fulfilled dQuble political function. On.the one hand it
uéed to'multiply the occasions of acpion and speech, theréby
offering everybody to participate in bublic debate and
realise his capacity as a citizen; and on the other hand, it
was to oVercome’the'futility of human affairs thrbugh commu -
nal remembrance thereby assuring the immortality of the
actors for their performance. The Greek public sphere, in é

sense, had a heroic element in it. The actors were always

concerned about excelling and surpassing each other at that.

20. Ibid., pp.28-32; see also Arendt, "Philosophy and
Politics", pp.84-85.
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As 6pposed to the public, the private sphere of house-
hold was a "pre-political realm", a domain of "necessity"
whose mode of operation‘was char;cterised by the use of
force and domination. ' The household was the locus of eco-
nomic life. It was concerned with the maintenance of 6rgan—
ic life - hence with necessity.- And for the Greeks, every-
thing economic was non-political by definition.. The realm
of polis on the'conﬁrafy:was a spacé éf freedom. Mastering

of necessity in the household was the condition of freedom

to be realized in active polis life.

30, the privéte in Greek life coincided with the eco-
nomic concerns which took place in the hoﬁsehold. The Greek
public sphere was based on a slave economy where the "citi-
zéns" could fulfill the needs of their "organic" life by
dominating slaves. So the exclusion of the private and the
economic was automatic in that mode of life where a class of
rulers enjoyed their leisure time by suppressing another
class of people who were suppressed to work, to fulfill the

needs of their masters.

The modern life, as Arendt herself has described it, 1is

not based on this strict dichotomy between public and pri-
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vate which coincide with the political and the economic.
With the rise of the capitalist economy, Arendt argues, this

clean, watertight separation between public and private

vanishes. The capitalist economy brings an intermediate
sphere of the "social".?l Arendt has a very narrow view of
social. According to her analysis, social is essentially

cdncerned with the economic aspects of necessity but it
operates in public,:for it is‘no more restricged to "the
household". The social realm therefore blurs‘theidiSEinc—
tion-petween the public and the private: More than that it
has chaiienged the earlier coincidence of public and the
- political. In Afendt's theoretical framéwork, the

"publicness" of the social is accepted but it is still

excluded from the political.

Theoretically, therefore, we can see a complete coinci-

dence of thevpublic and the political.

Methodological Observations

It is important to note here that these terms - action,
labour, work, public, private, etc. - fulfill a dual

function. On the one hand, they have a normative value,

21. H. Arendt, The Human Condition, p.257.
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i.e., they described an  ideal condition to be strived for;r
on the other hand they are also used as concepts for the
description and analysis of a given reality. This is clear

from the structure of the Human Condition.

In The Human Condition, Arendt lays out tﬁe "condi - -
tions" endvthe species of the vita activa. These conditions
aﬁa spaces correspond to theeactivitiee of vita activa: .
labour,:wérk and“action.' The "conditions" she identifies,
are life(-hatality, mortelity, plurality-and worldliness.
The "speciee" a;e public and_the privéte. _The “condition'
and ‘speee"of labeur are life (the cbhcern fer su;vival)
and priVate.séhere respectively. The “condition' of action
is_plurality, and its “space' ef appearance is public. Work
' occupies an intermediary stage whose task is to erect‘a
durable “world' of artefacts. They are alse interdependent.
Among all.three activities, action signifies the highest

state of the human condition.

Froﬁ the methodological'observatioﬁs we will move
toward Areﬁdt's conception of modernity. In the analysis of
modernity also,.these categories are used in the dual manner
we talked about. The basic critique Arendt makes is that

with the rise of the modern age there is a gradual shift
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from the care of the "world" to the concern for the ne¢essi—
ties of "life" and self which in its extreme, produce a mass
consumerist society where values of public-political life

are completely undermined.
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rupture in a western tradition because of totalitarianism.

people, the categories of western metaphysical tradition are
no more relevant. The harmony between thought and reality

béing lost, the categories of this tradition no longer allow

CHAPTER 2

THE CRITIQUE OF MODERNITY

The last chapter showed how Arendt demonstrates the

Since tradition no longer has authority over the minds of

access either to past or to the present.

Hannah Arendt finds the categories of Metaphysics in

present existence “irritating’:

tion spawned by Plato and Parmenides, Hannah Arendt in a

phenomenological exercise challenges and breaks down these

"Only the beginnihg.and end are pure or
unmodulated; and the fundamental chord therefore
never strikes its listeners more forcefully and
beautifully than when it first sends its
harmonizing sound into the world and never more
irritatingly and jarringly than when is still
continues to be heard in a world whose sounds and
thought it can no longer bving into harmony."1

To overcome the dead weight of the metaphysical tradi-

1.

Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future, p.18.
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categories in many regards. She uses the tools of compara-
tive bhilosophy to hark back to'a pre-Socratic past. Arendt
distinguishes between the etymologies of words 1iker‘labour'
and “work' to estapiish a new framework of #;aIYSis.z The
_éet,of éétegdfies_thch she receives colleégi?e;y'called
vita activa. - vita éctiva.designates three activities -

“labour', “work' and “action'.-

- The general"pf6j9ct_of Arendt:is to.reinstacé ‘action'
as the final'ané relé§ant objebt to be Strivednfér, thé
basis and end ofrhefmphilosophy of praxis. Arendt's-main
arguments aéai?st-the Platonic mainstream are: (i) it per-
ceived politics- from the perspective of philosophy"and hén¢e
denied its autonomy and dignity; (ii) it interpreted action
in the image- of work (activity of making) thereby reducing

the realm of political activity to one of governance.

Hannah Arendt sharply distinguishes her categorieé from
the pattern of Platonic tradition. In fact she uses them to
show how there are tendencies within modernity that continu--

ously encroach upon the public sphere.

2. - Jacques Taminiaui, "Phenoﬁ@ology and the Problem of
Action" in Critical and Dialectical Phenomenology, (ed.
by Donn Welton and Hugh J. Silverman), pp.90-91.
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In her analysis of modernity, Arendt employs the cate-
gorieg of vita activa along Qith other categories which form
the "conditions" and "spaces" of vita activa. The cgndi—
tions of labour and action are ‘life"and ~world' respec-
tively and their spaces'are \pfivate' énd ;public'. We will
first giance over her anaiYsis of.modernity wherein all-
these categories are applied and then follow it analytically
‘as to how certain tendencies in modernity_destroy public
sphere. Hannah Arendt's méthod infolves an éppropriatiqn of

categories;of Greek life and their application to the his-

torical and conceptual analysis of modern age.

The conceptual would follow the historical one wherein
the basic force behind history is understbod to bé the force
of unprecedented events énd not ideas or processes. The
ideas are mere philosophical résponses which in tﬁrn take
their own logical course but the basic character'of modern
age isvdetermined by the phenomena stérted by events.> The

three major events which according to Arendt, determine its

3. Arendt believes that only events bring significant
changes in history, not "ideas" or other "hidden"
forces. 1In this way she challenges Hegelian and Marx-
ist theories of history. See H. Arendt, The Human
Condition. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago,
1970, pp-251-253, "...history is a story of events and
not of forces or ideas with predictable courses",
p-252.
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pharacter are: the exploi;ation of earth and discovery of
new continents, the procesé of expropriation started by the
reformation and ﬁhe invention of the telescope challenging
the adeqﬁacy of senses. These events, though not themselves
modern induced certain changes which fundamentally glteréd
the cﬁaracﬁer of the age they lead to. With the help of the
historical ahalysis of the events and their.effects, Arendt
constructs an image of modernity “which has. following fea-

tures.

Alienation

Modernity is characterized by two kinds éf alienations:
World Alienation and Earth Alienation. Before going into
the descriptioﬁ and analysis of world alienation the
sﬁecific seﬁse_in which Arendt uses the term "world" should
be kept in mind. World here means "an aftificial envifon—
ment of humanly creéted objects, institutions, and settings
that provide us with an abode upon this earth, with a shel-
ter from the natural>elementsvéndxinsofar as it is relative-
ly stable and permanent, with a sense of belqnging of being

at home with our surroundings."4

4, M.P. D'Entreves, The Political Philosophy of Hannah
Arendt, Routledge, London, 1994, p.37.
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As we discussed in the previous chapter the_“world" is
significant for a public life insofar as it provides a
specific location to the people from where they develop
‘their sense of reality by sharing the world with otheré and
a sense of identity in inter subjective communication.
These featurés of the "world" make it particularly suitable
piace, where'a political aétign as Arendt'understands'it,
ncantbe performedS "In politics,  not life but world is at

‘stakei"s

~ Rejecting Marx;s notion of alienation she asserts that
world alienation, rather than self alienation, is the cen-
tral fact of modern life. In fact, the concern for self and
"life" is defined as the consequence'of.the alienation from
world. The lack of a commonly shafed world throws them back

upon themselves,

Historfcally, "the world_alienation", accofding to
Arendt, has its roots in-the events at the threshold of
modern age. The “shrinking of the earth}, essentialiy a
result of discoveries and explorations of new continents,

Creates a new anxiety in the existential experience of the

5. Arendt, Between Past and Future, p.

35



people.' The expansion of the inhabited universe radically
alters the earlier relation that people had with their

““immediate earthly surroundings'.

The other factor contributing to the "loss of the.
world" is the,rise of capitalism and modern seculafismiwhich
Arendt thinks, is a result of the exbropriation of Church
property folld@ing the Reformation. "Exploration, the
-deprivation forCér;ain groups of ;heir place in the world
and their naked exposure to the exigenq?es of life, created
boﬁh the originalvaccumulation of wealth and thé possibility
of transforming this wealth into capital through labour.
These together constituted the conditions for the rise of a

‘capitalist economy."®

The capitalist economy is described by making a dis-
tinction between wealth and property. "Wealth' 1is
identified specifiéally, with the capitalist economy wherein
the surplué production is .again fed back into thg same
process. This circle goeé on endlessly, "Property', as

opposed to “wealth', on the other hand, is described by

6. H. Arendt, The Human Conditions, pp.254-255.
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7 The

Arendt as a "piece of one's privately owned world'.
essential difference between them 1ies in their relation to
human beings. In modernity, "wealth" assumes an independent
Qalue in itself w#thout an "authentic" use for human beings.
Where "property“ is considered as an essential part of a

personality of a person since it provides him with a stable

- place in the world.

The endless dynamics of wealth accumulation has the
tendency to destroy the wogldly stability and durability
since it does not to have any end. .E§érything in modern
society, A;endt argues, becomes an object of production and
consumption of acquisition and exchange, where individuals
are forced to concentrate. on their purely biological needs.
So self-interest and care for the necessities of life are
the dominant concern in modern society. The care for the
"world; and values of permanence, stability and durability
attached to it are sacrificed in favour of the valges be-
longing to the activity of "labour" life, productivity and

abundance.8

7. Ibid., p.é66.

8. M.P. d'Entreves, op. cit., p.39.
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The invention of telescope by Galileo is another major
event that plays a very important role in Arendt's
understanding of modernity. By making it possible for the
first time, to reveal the "secrets" of the universe with the
certainty of the sense perception, this invention challenged
the dominant notion of truth, thereby altering the experi-.
ence of the epoch fundamentally:

"The traditibnal Concept of truth:whether based on

sense perception or on reason OoOr on belief in

divine revelation, which had rested on -the two- -
fold assumption that what truly is will appear on

its own accord and the human capabilities are

adequate to receive it ."°

Withoul the certainty of the self-evident truth, Arendt
claims, modern philosophy started doubting the existence of.

traditional truth itself. From here we can move to the

other major moment in Arendt's understanding of modernity.

Modernity and the Hierarchy of Human Activities

As we saw in the last chapter the Platonic philosophi-
cal tradition begins by placing the contemplative or philo-
sophical way of life at a higher position than the activi-

ties of Vita Activ&. This hierarchical order is kept intact

9. H. Arendt, The Human-Condition, p.276.
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by the Christian tradition insofar as it gave a religious

sanction to the activity of contemplation and undermined the

other worldly activities by stressing their sinfulness.*0

It is with the rise of modernity that Arendt finds a rever-

sal of this order in favour of Vita Activae.

This reversal became possible with the challenge to the .
earlier notion of truth_that the Cartesian doubt affected.

Arendt interprets modern "philosophy of consciousness" in

terms of aﬁ activity of "making" or "fabricating". Since
Cartesian philosophy challenged the notion of self-evident
truth, it could be certain ohly about those things that are

produced or "made" by human activity:

The point was not that truth and knowledge were no
longer important but that they could be won only
by "action" and not- by contemplation It was an
instrument, the telescope, a work of man's hands,
which finally forced nature or rather the universe
to yield its secrets. The reasons for trusting .
doing and distrusting-contemplation or observation
became even more cogent after the results of the
first active inquiries. After being and appear-
ance had parted company and truth was no longer
supposed to appear, to reveal and disclose to the
mental eye of a beholder, there arose a veritable
necessity to hunt for truth behind deceptive
appearances. Nothing indeed could be less trust-
worthy for acquiring knowledge and approaching

10. M.P. d'Entreves, op. cit., pp.42-43.
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truth than passive observation or mere contempla-
tion. Certainty of knowledge could be reached
only under a twofold condition: fifst, that knowl-
edge concerned only what one had done himself - so
that its ideal became mathematical knowledge where
we deal: only with self-made entities of the mind -
and second, that knowledge was of such a nature
that it could be tested only through more
doing.ntl

Furﬁher,‘Arendt‘invokes Viqo to confirm her notion that
in moderhity, truth is a product of “making".lz. The concern
for knowledge, therefore, was no longer with the “why' dr
“what' of phenomena bﬁt only with the *how'P than is, with
"the "process" of.its generatioh éhd development. Modern
concern with "process" finally accoﬁplishes the break with
earlier notion of contemplation. The concern with “being'
is replaced by a concern with "process" which reflects
itself first in the natural sciences where nature is inter-
preted as a process governed by immutable laws and then it

13 The over-

is eventually taken up by historical sciences.
all impact the idea of "process" had on the experience of

modern man is a loss of .contact with whatever was‘stable and

11. H. Arendt, The Human Condition, p.290.

12. H. Arendt, Between Past and Future, pp.57-58.

13. Ibid., pp.57-58.
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durable in the world.14

Though modernity reverses the earlier hierarchy between
vita contemplativa_and vita activa in favour of the latter,
it'does:restore the hierarchy within itself. The victory of
vita‘aCﬁiva does not restore the old dignity of action,
réthér it is the home faber (the maker engaged in the activ-
ity of worked) that is placed at the prominent position. As
the éésgntial feature of the worldview of hqmo faber is the

principle of utility. Arendt finds its reflection in Ben-

15

tham's utilitarianism. The concern for subjective inter-
.ests therefore becomes the central feature of modern age.
But this prominent position of the homo faber does not

remain stable for long, but eventually replaced in favour of

the animal laborans.

The victory of the animal laborans can be understood as
a victory of the values>related to the laboring activity.
The baéic feature of “labour', as we discussed in the last
- chapter, is a concern for the sheer neceéessities of orgénic
life and endless consumption. Arendt describes modern

society as a society which fends to destroy all the values

14. H. Arendt, The Human Condition, p.300.

15. 1Ibid., pp.308-309.
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related to the public life since there is no other concern
except endless consumption. Now we move to the other char-
acteristic of modernity which is thought to have confused
the distinction‘as well as relation betwéen the public and

the private.

The Rise of the Social Realm

The essentiql feature of the capitalist economy is that
it broughﬁ-the activity»of-broduction out of the l§mited
sphere of household and made it a iafge scale “public!'
activity. This gave rise to What Arendt calls the social
realm. The rise of this realm blurs the borderline betweeﬁ
;he private and the pgblic sphere and creates confusion

about their proper function.

Le; us now try to follow this summaryvanalytically.
For this purpose we will ha§e to make sense of the basic
concepts employed to describe modernity. These concepts
are: world and life, public_énd privage., On the one hand
Arendt uses these concepts as methodological tools on the
other hand they have a content of their own. Bo;h these
uses exhibit a typical Hegelian unity of method and content.
In other words, these pairs of concepts have a normative as
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well as descriptive purpose. Let us first understand them
in their interrelationship. Both the pairs of copcepts are
related to the activities of Vita Activa: labour work and
action. “World' and “Life' are the bas{é "conditions" of
action and lébéﬁr respectively; and public and private are

- the proper "spaces" of action and labour respectively.

As wevéaw_in the éumﬁary described above, Arendt's
understéndingnof modernity éan be described as a.movement
from the ;conditions"of"world' to the \cbnditiéﬁs' of
Tlife. This movement eventually lead to a sévere
encroédhmenf upon the public sphere by private concerns.
Let us now see what are the overall effects of this move-

ment .

ﬁirst, it leads to a loss of “reality' which, Arendt
qlaims is possible by a common sense that results from
intersubjective commﬁnication. This common sense is iost as
an effect of introspective "worldless" meﬁtality resulting
from the Cartesian philosophy. Modern man therefofe is
essentially inward looking who doesn't have any concern for
the world, which is essential for a public activity to be

possible.
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The rise of the social realm mixes the public sphere -
the sphere of political participation and individual freedom
- with the private sphere of “necessity' and economic activ-
ity.. And since the sphere of ecoﬁomy has beceme public, it
comes to acquire the central feature of politics which
beeomes the administration of ecenomy and satisfaction~of‘
- people's needs and demands. The pﬁblic sphere which accord-
ing te Arendt'e understandirng is a sphere of f;eedom of
~action and blurality of opinion, it becomes a sphere of

bureaucratic rule and uniform behaviour.

The bureaﬁcratically ruled modern society "expects from
each of its members a certain kind of behaviour imposing
innumerable and various rules, all of which tend to norma-
lise its members, to make them behave,_to"exclude spontane—

nl6 This behaviour in

ous action or outstanding achievement.
turn is ruled by the selfish private interests of iﬁdiVidUt
als. Gradually .it leads to e total atomisation of society.
This etomised society does not tolerate anything which is

not a part of normal and predictable behaviour. All these

conditions combined together produce uniformity, conformism
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and automation in human affairs. This logic takes the world
towards a "global society in which cultural regulatives fade
and human race experiences the same experiences and 1is

affected by the same happenings."17

The public sphere, where the eitizens could act respon-
sibly in Condueting their political affairs ig dead in the.
modern world. Political activity devoid of self—interest;
i.e.{ a disinterested concern for worldly affairs which for
"Arendt is the héllmark of strictly political action is-
completeiy absent in the ﬁedern world. Modern mass democra-
cies with their representative institutions provide very
little epace for citizens to exercise their poiiticel free-
dom. They are powerful only on the day of elections.
Constitutions heve formally given all powers to the people
without giving them the opportunities of acting as citizens
and participating in public affairs. No space is available

for them to act and participate in the public-political

18

matters.

The other major cause for the destruction of the public

17. George Kateb, Hannah Arendt: Politics, Conscience,
Evil, Martin Rebertson, Oxford, 1984, p.159.

18. H. Arendt, On Revolution, p.237.
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space is the rule of bureaucracy and technology. Publi;
matters-are taken as problems to be solved by experts there-
by excluding the participation of the public at large and
renderipg'them politically powerless. And since nobody can
be asked to answer for what is being done in the bureaucrat-
ically'ruled society»it becomes impossible to locate requn-'
sibility; So, the knoWledge‘and experti§e becemesthe crite-
ria_fof en£ry into public offices, rendering large body of

people politically alienated. 19

In spige of such a dafk image of modernity, Arendt
thinks that the human capacity to engage iﬁ-a public life is
not "“irretrievably lost". Even within modernity, she tells
the stories of various revolutions as an evidénée of human
capabity to “begin ;omething néw' by aéting together.
Revolutions, according to Arendt, tell the "innermost stofy"
of modernity. In'thg next chapter we would eng&ge in a
discussion of her concept of action which'involves an appro-
priation of both Greek - polis life as well as modern revo-

lutionary movements.

19. H. Arendt, "On Violence" in Crises of the Republic,
HBJ, New York, 1979, pp.140-150.
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CHAPTER 3

TEE CONCEPT OF FOLITICAL ACTION

As préviously discussed, Hannah Aiendt's revival of the
categories éf anéient'Greek politicalvlife is an essential
function of her methodological strategy. Tﬁis strategy in
tugn forms a part of her geqeral'project’of overcoming
-metaphysics and the politicél pﬁilbébphy based-on-the as-

sumptiont of the same.

Metaphysics has to be overcome because not only can it
aotl soive problems poSed by modernity, it does not respect
the active and political way of life which is ;olely, ac-
cording to Arendt, capable of providing some meaning to life
in the modern-world. So, the political way of life is the

answer Arendt has for the aporias of modernity.

. The theoretical basis for her vision is in the concept
of action. Political activity is defined in opposition to
the assumptions of metaphysics which since its foundation in
Plato has maintained a distorted view of politics. The
metaphysical tradition understood political activity in the

light of the activity of a craftsman who works according to
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a preconceived model and tries to realise it with adequate
means. The metaphysical tradition accordingly obliterated

the distinction between poiesis and praxis.-

Distinguishing between action (préxis)'and fabrication
or work (poiesis),'Arendt rescues it from means-end éatego—
ries and links it to freedom and plurality on the oné hand,
and, speech and remembrance on the other. Moreover, by
viewing acﬁion as a mode of collective living,.pdséible.only
under the conditions of human plurality and solidarity, she
is able ‘to develop a ;heory of participatory public sphere.
This stands in direct contrast to the bureaucratised and
interest-based pclitics 56 charactceristic of the modern

democracies.

Let us briefly discuss the various dimensions of

Arendt's theory of action.

The Conditions of Action: Natality and Plurality

The concept of Natality has a very significant place in

Arendt's philosophy. Following St. Augustine she believes

1. Jacques Taminiaux, "Phenomenology and the Problem of
Action" in Donn Welton and Hugh J. Silverman (eds.),
Critical and Dialectical Phenomenology, State Universi-
ty of New York Press, New York, 1987, pp.90-91.
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that every birth is a promise for a new beginning. Every
newborn child has the capacity to begin something new in the
world which can break its continuity by starting an
unexpectedly new chain qf events. Political life is a kind

of second birth for human beings:

"With word and deed we insert ourselves into the
human world, and this insertion is like a second
birth, in which we confirm and take upon ourselves
the naked fact of our original physical appear-
ance. This insertion is not forced upon us by
necessity, like labor, and it is not prompted by
utility, like work. It may be stimulated by the
presence of others whose company we may wish to
join, but it is never conditioned by them; its’
impulse springs from the beginning which came into
the world when we were born, and to.which we
respond by beginning something new on our own
initiative. To act, in its most general semnse,
means to take an initiative, to begin, to set into
motion. Because they are initium, newcomers and
beginners, by virtue of birth, men take initia-
tive, are prompted into action."2

The political actors' power to act is an affirmation of
the human condition of natality. In fact all strictly
political action, Arendt maintains’are ontologically rooted

in natality.3 Political activity, in this framework repre-

sents a secondary natality which is a response to the pri-

2. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, The University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1970, pp.176-177.

3. Ibid., p.247.
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mary natality, i.e., the birth.%

Apart from the capacity to begin something new in the
world which is actualised in action itself, plurality forms
its other condition;_ Action and speech, so faf as they need
torbe seen and heard, require the presencé of others for
thgir very appearance. The publid world is cbnstituted by
phe presence of human beings»with ?lurality'of‘perspect@ves.
Each actor éﬁd/or'épectator has a different location in the
worid, that ié, thaﬁ<loca£ioh of an ihdividua1 does not
coincide with the location of another and this resﬁlts in

.the same thing being observed from different perspectives.

This plurality of perspectives'has two attributes: (i)
equality and (ii) distinctionl While all participahts are
equal by ;irtue cf their membership in the body politic,
this equality is marked by a sense of distinction. Eve;y
individual actor has a unique perspective which he exchanges
is intersubjective communication. This eventuaily helps in

the constitution of identity of the individuals.

4. Patricia Bowen-Moore, Hannah Arendt's Philosophy of
Natality, The Macmillan Press, London, 1989, pp.42-68.
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Action, Disclosure and Identity

In action and speech, Arendt maintains, individuais
disclose to the world their distinct personalities, i.e.,
their identities.. Since the problem of identity essentially
inVolves the questioo “who' one is; action and speech
achieve precisely this. 1In.these modes of appearances, and-
‘only in these modes, tho "who" of a person'is revealed. It
is not the characteristic of'other'humon sosiyitiesf Nei—
ther labour) nor work, nor e;en the theoretical.pursuits of
life-are capable-of revealing the ﬂwho" of the pefson. Buf
this “who' should be clearly differentiated from the “what'
of the person. The "what“_of somebody includes the quali-
ties, gifts, talents and shortcomings of a person which can
be displayed or hidden depending'onhthe will of the persons.
But he'cannot hide ﬁis "who" if he speaks at all. The
revelation of the true identity of a persoﬁ is possible only
as an effect of actiog and speaking in the presence of

~ others,

The other important aspect of the disclosure of identi-
ty in political activities is that human beings cannot
master themselves. That is, they are, so fér as they are

engaged in acting, not subjects sovereign over themselves:
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"...disclosure can almost never be achieved as
though one possessed and could dispose of this
"who" in the same manner he has and can dispose of

his qualities. On the contrary, it is more than
likely that the "who" which appears so clearly and
unmistakably to others, remains hidden from the
person himself, like the daimon in Greek religion
which accompanies each man throughout his life,
always looking over his shoulder from behind and

thus visible only to those he encounters. ">

What we see clearly from this assertion is that Hannah
. Arendt's subjeét is not a sovereign subject. In her theory
of action, human beings are not self-defining autonomous
subjects. The political actors can oniy begin and take
initiatives but cannot attain control over the events and
processes started therewith. Human beings, so far as they

are acting in the public sphere, are only “actors and suf-

ferers' of their deeds but they are not their "authors".

Here it is important to recall the distinction between
action and work. In.the activity of work, the homo faber
remains in éontrol of the process from beginnihg to the end.
He is therefore sovereign master over the fabriéation proc-
ess. The processes started by action, on the contrary, do

not remain under the control of the actors. By this kind of

5. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, pp.179-180.
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assertion, Arendt comes close to those theorists cof “post-
modernity' who, following Nietzsche, have proncunced the

death of the autonomous subjectivity.s,

This dénial of "authorship" to the actors is also clear
in Afeﬁdt's theory of history. According to her, the actors
start a new chain of events into an already existing "web of-
relationships". As a result, theﬂchaiﬁ of events-goes
béyoné théiexpectatioﬁs and is never in éqntrol of thoserwho
began it. This unpredictable and boundless nature of the»_
events started by action‘renders them fqtile. Only by their
"reification" into stories and narratives composed by histo-
rians and biographers can save them from their inherent
futility. Arendt's theory of history, theréfore, has its
actors and sufferers but not subjects gecause the events
always escape control:

" [These] stories have their subjects as actors and
sufferers but nobody is their author."’

6. D.R. Villa, "Beyond Good and Evil: Arendt, Nietzsche
and the Aestheticisation of Political Action" in Polit-
ical Theory, vol.20, no.2, 1992, p.298.

7. Hannah ‘Arendt, op. cit. (5), p.184.
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Having discussed the principal components of Arendt's
theory of action, let us see what are the various modes in
which political ac;ion is pdssible.in the modern world.
Though the public spheré is severely>cruéhéd under the
burden of'various tendencies of modernity hostile toAit but
the “genuine' political action sprang from time to time in
the various revolutions and resistance movements . These:
movements, starting with French revoiution, éfe_the poliéi—

_cal actiohs par excellence since their aim has aiways been
one of-creation: éreation of the space for the reaiisation
of freedom and the establiéhment of lastihg institutions of
public participation. The revolutions are modern phenomena

and like true political action they always came with a

promise of beginning something entirely new in this world.

Revolutions, according to Arendt, occur when ("but not

always") there is a breakdown of authority. In such a
situation, the revolutionaries or the "men of revolution"
come and "pick up the power lying in the streets" .8 People

exercise their newly found power through various institu-

tions of public participation which the revolutionaries

8. Hannah Arendt, "Thought on Politics and Revolution" in
Crisis of the Republic, HBJ, New York, 1972, p.206.
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establish. The revolutions, Arendt maintains, always create

space for people's participation in political affairs
through which they exercise their freedom "positively". A
horizonal constitution of power is always to be found in all
revolutionary movements in history after French Revolution.
ﬁnfortﬁﬁately for one reason or the other, all these organs
"of .public participation in the form of councils or revoiu—

tionary societies were defeated invariably in the course of

all the revolutions. . -

The revolutions, which started with the promise of

foundations of participatory bodies politic ended up achiev-

ing at the most the blessings of "limited government".9 in

the form of modern democracies guaranteeing civil rights and

liberties. But we are warned not to:

"...mistake civil rights for political freedom or
to equate ([these] preliminaries of civilised
~government with the very substance of free répub—
lic. For political freedom, generally speaking,
means the right “to be participator in the govern-
ment' or it means nothing." '

9. Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, Penguin Books, 1973,
p.218. :

10. Ibid., p.218.
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Arendt is by no means against these “preliminaries of
civilised government'. On the contrary we find a'powerful
defence of what_may be called the procedural apparatus of
modern democracies in the writiegs of Arendt. In fact she
maihteins that the distance between tyranny and constitu-
tional, limited government is as great, perhaps greater
than, the distanee between limited'governmenﬂ and
freedom."ll Further, in the eseéy, "Truth and Politics" she
pro?ides powerfui defence of such iqstances, as free press,
independent judiciary and an independent institutioe of

university.

Thus a defence of negative liberty has an equally
important place in Hannah Arendt's thought as positive
freedom which can be realised only by directly participating

in public affairs.l?

If this is true then Claude Lefort's
criticism that Arendt is silent on the question of democracy
does not hold. In fact the view of modern democracy she

upholds in "On Violence" comes very close to Lefort's own

theory of democracy as a form of government where power is

11. Ibid., p.218.

12. This point has also been noted by E. Hobsbawm. See E.
Hobsbawm, "Hannah Arendt on Revolution", in Revolution-
aries, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 1973, pp.201-
208.
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an "empty placé". According to this theory, power, in a
democracy, 1is an "empty place" where those who exercisé
public authority cannot appropriate it permanently. Democ-
racy is sustained by two»priﬁCipies. On the one hand, power .

stems from the peoplé, on the other, it is the power of

3

n-obody.l In “On Violence', Arendt has a similar understand-

ing of modern democracy:

"It is the people's support that lends power to
the institution of a country, -and this .support is.
but a continuation of the consent that brought the
laws 1into existence to.begin with.  Under
conditions of representative government thé people
are supposed to rule over those who govern them.
'All political institutions are manifestations and
materialisaticns of power; they petrify and decay
as soon as the living power of the people ceases
to uphold them. 14 :

The constitutional "guarantees of civil libertiés are
important, in fact their defence - against totalitarian and
tyrannical forms of government - is one of the purposes of
| | 15

political action, they are nevertheless not adeqguate

13. Claude Lefort, Democracy and Political Theory, Polity
Press, Cambridge, 1988, p.55.

14. Hannah Arendt, "On Violence" in Crigses of the Republic,
p.140.

15. Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, pp.237-238; also J.
Habermas, "H. Arendt's Communications Concept of Power"
in Social Research, vol.44, no.1l, 1977, pp.6-7.
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conditions for political action and public participation.
As against a mere guarantee of the negative liberties,
Arendt is for a public sphere where freedom and power can be

realised by people's "acting in concert".

To develop a theory of freedqm, again, Arendt tries td
reconstruct and appropriate the experience of pre-Platonic
_Greek polis as well as of modern revolutions. She coﬁtends
that.philosophicalrconcept of freédom which starts with
Augustine's.theory of free-will is not authentic. Also,
thaﬁ in Greek polis.life, freedom was a fact of political
life but it Was not art:iculated-in-philosophy.16 She calls
the philosophical concept of freedom as néstile'to political
activity since this does not require the presence of others.
The‘philosophical concept of freedom from Augustine down to

modern liberalism emphasises on freedom from politics.

Againét the philosophical articulation, Arendt
maintains that freedom is possible only in aApolitical
activity only. Freedom is a phenomenon of the public world
where it makes its appearance. In a public space, Arendt

claims, freedom is a manifest fact which can be "seen and

16. Hannah Arendt, "What is Freedom" in Between Past and
Future, The Viking Press, New York, 1969, pp.145-148.
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heard". As a demonstrable fact it coincides with the pclit-
ical act itself. Freedom and political action are relaced
to each other as two‘sides of the same coin: "The raison
d'etre of pblitics is fréeddﬁ and its field of experience is

action."1”

The'aim of politicél'adtibn, ;herefore, is freedom.
Freedom and action need pplitical'institutiohs for their
. "appearance" in the world. To "be",. they must appear phe-
nomenally in this world. Freedom, fér Areridt, then, is

“either a tangible reality or it does not exist at all.

It is the basic feature of Arendt's epistemology that
anything to be “real' must “appear'. “Being' and “appear-

18  gince all appearances are condi-

ance' must coincide.
tioned upon the presence of spectators, freedom is always a
"public' phenomena. To prove her point, Arendt argues the

basic principles of American and French revolutions were

"public happiness" and "public freedom" respectively.

Further, while reflecting upon the experience of French

intellectuals who participated in the resistance against

17. Ibid., p.146.

18. Hannah Arendt, The Life of the Mind, vol.I, Thinking,
g Secker and Warburg, London, 1978, pp.19-20.
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Nazism, she says that in their “action':

"...they had been visited for the first time by an
appaviron-- =, of freedom, not, to be sure, -because
they acted against tyranny and things worse than
tyranny - this was true for every soldier in the
allied armies - but because they had become
"challengers", had taken initiative upon them-
selves and therefore, without knowing or even
"without noticing it, had begun to create that
public space between themselves where freedom
could appear. "At every meal that we eat togeth-
er, freedom is invited to sit down. The chair
remains vacant but the place is set.n19 :

Arend;'s theory of freedom as“weli action devoid théme
any telés. They do not have any purpose beyond thé effect
?ealised in the act of performance itself. Political action
has an existential dimension to it. It is the experience
gained in the perfprmance itself which is the most important
aspect of this theory of action. Political way of life,
according to.this theory of action, is the only way which
can prqvide meaning and depth to human éxispence. Action,
then is existeﬁtially superior to any other human concern.29

The only purpose of public participation is a kind of self-

actualisation. But actualisation of one is not incompatible

"19. Hannah Arendt, The Preface to Between Past and Future,
p.4.

20. George Kateb, Hannah Arendt: Politics, Conscience,
Evil, Martin Robertson, Oxford, 1984, p.155.
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with those of others, rather they need the company of oth-

ers.

So, from the discussion so far we can conclude that_
political action has three purposes: (a) to protect liberty;
(b) to resist against the forceé that threaten political
liberty; and (c) to establish new institutions of public

freedom. 41l

Political achen- o in conceyt leads to a generatioh of
legitimate power which lends the decisions.taken a force of
authority. Arguing against the Weberian theories in social
sciences, Arendt holds that pdwer does not consist in the
instrumentalisation of others' will. It is not an attribute
6f an individual, rather, it always presupposes the exist-
ence of a group of people in a consensus-oriented communica-
tion. The power,’Arendt states, lasts as long as the group
is there and vanishes as it dissolves. Here power is dif-
ferentiated from authoriéy, which performs the function of
stabilisation of a body poiitic. This authority comes from

the “origin' of the body politic, where the origin means

moment of foundation. - The foundation can take place by

21. J. Habermas, "Hannah Arendt's Communication Concept o
. Power", op. cit., pp.6-7. :
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revolution or by peaceful means but it essentially involves
the establishment of basic rules of the body politic for
- instance a written constitution. The institutions of au-
" thority derive their legitimacy both from the wriﬁten docu-
ments established at the time of foundation and from the
power: - created by people who lead their active support to
these institutions. But the power people create in acting
in common,. i:e., in publiq participation, is far more impor-
tant and superior..-This power, for>instance, in a revolu-l
tion can create or establish new institutions'of‘authority
where the old ones have broken down or lost their legitima-
cy.22 So, we see that Arendt has a participatory model of
public sphere which does not fit well with the heroic mdoel

of political action as emphasised by Arendt, in The Human

Condition.
Theory of Political Communication

Arendt takes the field of aesthetic appreciation as a
model of political communication. By imitating this model
she excludes the criterion of cognitive truth from political

communication. By imitating this model she excludes the’

22. H. Arendt, Qg-Revolution, p-1l16.
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criterion of cognitive truth from the judgement of political

activity. For this she invokes Kant's Critique of Judgement

in which he insists upon a different kind of thinking from

one propoundea in the Critique of Practical Reason. In

"Practical Reason", the self is supposed to act according to
the categofical imperatives which are dictated by the law
giving faculty of reason. The new wayvof thinkiné is being
éble tq "think in place of everybody else". This ability he

23 Judgement involves a judge-

called "enlarged mentality".
ment of the particular without subsuming them under univer-

sal categories.

"Judgement of ;he particular - this is beautiful, this
is ugly, this is rigﬁt,‘this is wrong - has no place in
Kant's moral philosophy. Judgement is not practical reason;'
practical reason reasons and tells us what to do and what
not to do; it lays down the law and is identical with the
will, and the Will utters commandg; it speaks in iﬁpera—
tives. Judgement, on the contrary, arises from "a merely

contemplative pleasure or inactive delight."24

23. H. Arendt, Between Past and Future, p.220.

24. H. Arendt, "Exerpts from Lectures on Kant's Political
Philosophy" in Appendix to The Life of the Mind, (ed.)
M. McCarthy, pp.256-257.
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Arendt further argues that it is the faculty of
judgement that fits us into the world of phenomena anc
appearances, and makes it possible‘for us to find dur place
in it.2% According to ﬁer, judgement is "one of the funda-
mental activities of man as a political being insofar as it

enables him to orient himself in the public ralm, in the

common world....'j26 ‘It is one of the most importaﬁt activi-

ties in which "sharing-the-world-with-others comes to

pass.“27

For a judgement to take place, presence of a community

of taste 1s presupposed. The activity of judging requires a

way of appreciations which Kant described as an "enlarged

mentality":

"The “enlargement of mind' plays a crucial role in
the Critique of Judgement. It is accomplished by
“comparing our judgement with the possible rather
than the actual judgement of others, and by gut-
ting ourselves in the place of any other man."'8

25. Ronald Beiuer, Political Judgement, Methuen and Co.
Ltd., London, 1983, p.14.

26. H. Arendt, Between Past and Future, p.221.

27. 1Ibid., p.221.

28. H. Arendt, Appendix-to The Life of the'Mind, p.257.
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The "enlargement of mentality" also involves the indi-
vidual's liberation from his/her "subjective private condi-
tions", for privately held opinions lack validity in the
public realm.2? The judgement has to be morev"general".
But this generality,.howevér, "is not the générality of
concebt{pf ﬁhe concept "house" under which you then can
subsume all concrete buildingﬁ. It is on the contrary
closely connected with pgr;icul;rs, the particular condi-
tions of the standpoints you have to go'thréugh‘in.orderAto.

arrive at your own "general standpoint" . "30

This movement from particular to mdre "general™"
requires the preéence.ot others since it is in an
anticipated communication with others that judgements are
formed. So, "the presence of others is an important
condition for the judgement to take place and hold its
specific validity. Its claim to validity can never extend
further than the chers in whose place the judging peréon

has put himself for his considerations."31

29. H. Arendt, Between Past and Future, p.222.

30. H. Arendt, Appendix to the Life of the Mind, p.258.

31. H. Arendt, Between Past and Future, p.222.
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What is striking hers is that political judgement is
contrasted with philosophical argument oriented towards
“truth'. The latter, by insisting upon demonstrable truth
seeks to compgl agreement by a compeliing evidence. Judge-
ments, but also political opinions for Arehdt,,are by con-
trast, persuasive.' Their aim is to persuade in the hope of
vcoming to énﬂagreement with everyone else eventually. So

judgement is always communal and intersubjective.

In the essay, “"Truth and Politics", Arendt further
de&elops this thinking. She claims that poiitical thoﬁght
is representative. In this essay, opinions are contrasted
with “truth'. 1In her theory of politics, opinions and not
“truth' occupy the cenfral place. People do not simply have
opinioné, rather,‘they form opinions with a kind of "repre-
senpative thinking". She déscribes ’truth' to have a
"despotic character® and,Ethe "modes of thought and communi-
cation that deal with such truth are necessarily- domineer-
ing; they do not take incb account>other people's opinions
and taking these into account is the hallmark of‘strictly

political thinking."32 Though the relevance of “truth' or
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facts for the formation of opinions is not denied. Eoth
“factual' as well as “rational' truth should enlighten the

opinions.

Let us now engage in a critical examination of Arendt's

theory of political action.

Public Sphere: Digcursive or Agonal

-Various ‘commentators on Arendt have noted that the
major tension in Arendt's theory of political action is
between its heroic and communicative dimensions. They

rightly claim that there is a gradual shift of emphasis from

the hercic model of action articulated in The Human Condi-
tion to a more participatory and discursive omne-articulated

particularly in On Revolution and On Violence.

According to Peter Fuss,_33 Hannah Arendt oscillates
between the agonal and an accommodational conception of

politics. The first is articulated in The Human Condition

where her model is the Greek polis, more particularly, the

Athens portrayed by Pericles' speech. And the second 1is

33. See Peter Fuss, "Hannah Arendt's Conception of Politi-
cal Community" in Melvyn Hill (ed.), Hannah Arendt:
Recovery of the Public World, St. Martin's Press, New
York, 1979, pp.157-176.
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articulated when she turned the American Revolution wherein
she prasied its institutionalisation of the arts of persua-

tion and accommodation. Fuss further notes tha Arendt's

works published after The Human Condition have tended to

emphasise the latter cdnception. He writes:

"...her laudatory assessment of the roots of
American political experience in On Revolution,
~is, in the final analysis, a tribute to a politics
of persuation and mutual accommodation rather than
to a polis dedlcated to the manlfestatlon of
individual excellence.

35

Margaret Canovan, on the other hand, emphasised

tension between elitist and democratic aspect of Arendt's

theory. Elaborating upon this. Canovan writes that Arendt:

"Can be read as one of the most radical of demo-
crats. Her political ideal. is a vision of ancient
Athens, a polity in which there -were neither
rulers nor ruled, but all citizens were equal
within the agora, acting among their peers.
She cites again and again the revolutionary situa-
tion in which the people have sprung into -action,-
and she shares Jefferson's desire to perpetuate
that revolutionary impulse by means of direct
participation. However, if Arendt in some moods
can seem prominently the theorist of participatory
- democracy, she can also be read as an elitist of
almost Nietzschean intensity. She attributes

34. Ibid., p.172.

35. See Margaret Canovan, "Contradictions of Hannah
Arendt's Political Thought", Political Theory, vol.6,
no.1i, 1978, pp.5-26.
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totalitarianism largely to the rise of "mass
society"; she exprésses contempt not only for the
activity of labouring, but for the characteristic
tastes and dispositions of labourers; and she
shows what is, for a modern political thinker, a
truly astonishing lack of interest in social and
economic welfare of the many, except in so far as
the struggle to achieve it poses a threat to the
"freedom of few."

Similarly Seyla Benhabib37 has also emphasised the

tension between agonistic and discursive public space in the

writings of Hannah Arendt.

The contention that Arendt was gradually able to
overcome the heroic model of acﬁion in fa§our of the
participatory one is true. It becomes all the more clear in
the last chapter of On Revolution where she tries to de-

scribe her own idea of democratic participation in form of a

38

council system. This is again emphasised in an interview

published in The Crises of the_Republic.39

36. Ibid., pp.5-6.

37. See Seyla Benhabib, "Hannah Arendt's Redemptive Power
of Narrative", Social Research, vol.57, no.1l, 1990,
pp.190-196.

38. Arendt, On Revolution, pp.277-278.

39. H. Arendt, Thought on Politics and Revolution, pp.
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But the problem here is that though Arendt is able to
overcome the heroic dimension of political action, her idea
of politics still has an important aesthetic dimension to
it. This dimension is one we discussed in the theory of
political communication wherein she tries to appropriate
Kant's "Third Critique". By this modél of communication
based on "sensus coﬁmunis", Arendt tries to exclude the
applicapion-qf any universalvcriterion‘ffbm political judge-
ment . Tﬁe cfiterion of'Jﬁdgement found in the realm of
aesthetic appreciation presupposes the existence of a commu-
nity of peoplé who‘share certéin common “tastes'. There the
particular is not subsumea under universal category, and
judgement is not purely subjective: it is in fact shared in
common. Arendt, thereby, develops a politicélhtheory of
commuﬁicative action which is grounded in the‘possibility of
sharing opinion in a community of common “taste':

"We all know hoquuickly people recognise each

other and how unequivocally they can feel that

they belong to each other, when they discover a

kinship in questions of what pleases and
displeases."40

Here we shall enter into a criticism of this theory by

40. H. Arendt, :Between Past and Future, p.223.
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registering help from a materialist analysis of taste judge-

ments conducted by Pierre Bourdieu in his book, Distinc-

tions: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. 1In this
book, Bourdieu has shown that the taste judgements of a
person are matgrially grounded inAthe‘stfatum or the group
he/she bglongs. Let us follow his argument more closely

which he uses against Kant's theory of Judgement.

Bourdieu argués that for.a_particular communify to
emerge, the condition that "art" (which can be understood as
having relative ontological autonomy) must mark is the
fundamental distinction between “huméns“ and "non-humans".
Artistic créationiis a free imitation of natural creations,
at the same time, it is transcendence of nature. To the
tune of this transcendence, sublime enjoyment which is
Iinterior to the principle ofvtrue art surpasses;and—crushes
- a kind of material pleasure which is merely and "vulgafi—

ly" natural. Bourdieu's philosophical question based on the
conclusions formed after studying class-specific, ,stratum-
speéific "judgement of taste", is what can be the possible
content of this “sublime enjoyment'? He indicates that this
Kantian notion is born of a refusal of materiality in the

construction of opposition between disinterested or pure

pleasure and “interested' taste. Bourdieu is very clear
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that the concealed interest of disinterested or elite commu-

nity of taste follows a denied social relation of membership
and exclusion.?%? '

Now coming to Hannah Arendt, there is a clear emphasis
in her theory of aesthetic as well as political judgement on

the criterion of disinterestedness:

"Taste judges the world in its appearance and in
its worldiness; its interest 1n the world is
gurel "d1s1nterested" and that means that neither
he life interests of the individual nor the moral
interest of the self are involved here. For
gudgement of taste, the world is, the primary

lfq g3Not man, neither man' s life, ﬂor his
se

Further she argues time and again that political action
should be disinterested. So far as the judgement of the

"spectators"43 is .concerned, as Bourdieu's argument makes it

41. Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the
Judgement of Taste, Tr. Richard Nice, Harvard Universi-
ty Press, Massachusetts, 1984, pp.490-493.

42. H. Arendt, Between Past and Future, p.222.

43, 1It-is not clear from Arendt's theary of judgement,
' whether it is meant for “actors' also or only for
“spectators'.  Though, a gradual shift toward inclusion

of "judgement of actors" can be seen. It is after her
reflections on the "Eichmann controversy" that she

became more particular about this inclusion. 1In Life
of the Mind, we can also see a merger of the two facul-
ties of "thinking" and "judging". See H. Arendt, Life

of the Mind, pp.3, 4, 190, 191, 192, 193; also see
Richard Bernstein, Philosophical Profiles, Polity
Press, Cambridge, 1986, pp.230-235. We are here con-
cerned only with the "judgement of the spectators"
since this aspect of the theory is closer to the field
of aesthetic judgement.
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clear; it essentially involves an apology for an elitist
conception of politics. A conception of political communi -
cation, in a stratified society, would imply both "exclu—
sion" and domination of a larée group by the ruling elite

hegemonising the "culture".

Now we would enter into a discussioﬁ on another'major
problem of Arendt's ﬁhéory of action. This is,rélated.po
the exclusion of'the.sqgial, economic and \privatef ques-
tions frdm the concern of politics. This theory,
stubbornly, érgues that the inclusion of these cdnéern would
lead to a dégeneration of the public sphere. These exclu-
sions are based on her rigid theory of correspoﬁdencé be-
tween the "spaces" and "activities". Since the pfoper realm
to take care of the “necessities" of "life" is the "private"
realm, it should not enter the "public"-sphere lest it
destroys it. This theory, as we havé discussed has its root
‘in the experience of Greek polis life where the "necessi-
ties" of "life were overcome by a class of "masters" by
means of a domination of slaves. But in the modern socie-
ties, whereas Arendt herself has recognised, these dichoto-

mies do not hold validity, the applicability of her theory

73



is seriously impaired. As Habermas has observed, "remains
bound to the hisotrical and conceptual constellation of

classical Greek philosophy."44

Let us try to anal?se some of the problems this theory

poses in terms of itsvapplicability to modern society.

First, according Fo Arendt's theory, the participants
in the political affairs, i.e., the citizens, shouid be free
ﬁrom'the-concerné of economic "necessity". - But the questipn
- How can we get rid of this burden? is not answered. Do
we use other people's labour by domiﬁation on the model of
Greek slave egonomy? On this account, the rigid "exclusion
of everything merely necessary~or.useful" from political
life, as Hanna Pitkin has argued means, "simply the exclu-
'sion of exploited by their exploiters, who can afford not to
discqss economics and to.devote'themselves to *higher

things" because they live off the work of others."4>

Second, the problem this framework poses is the

44. J. Habermas, "Hannah Arendt's Communications Concept of
Power", p.7.

45. Hanna Pitkin, "Justice: On Relating Private and
Public", Political Theory, vol.9, no.3, 1981, p.336.
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criteria of visibility and invisibiiity applied to
differeqtiate between public and private. This.point is
most notably.emphasiseg by recent feminist theories.
Arendt's theore;ical argument excludes all those oppressions
and'dominatién thch take place in fami;y, i.e., in private

sphere which is not visible.

So far-as the critical dimension of Arendt concept of
political action is concerned, it has a great value as a
critique of those tendencies within modernity which threaten

to destroy the public realm.

But the major problems with this concept, insofar as it
has a.subsﬁantive content of its own, 1is 1its éxclusion of
the concern with justice. Hannah Pitkin builds her criti-
cism of Arendt's'concept of action on this question. She
argues that by a cdncept of justice, we can relate brivate
issues with public policy'. She tries to articulate an
alternative way Qf thinking by thch the questions of,éocial
domination and private profits can be related to the general
principles of genuine public life that Arendt tries to

articulate. She writes:
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"It is no use banishing the body, economic con-
cerns, or the social questions from public life;
we do not rid ourselves of their power in that
way, but only impoverish public life. What we
need here is not reparation but linkage. It is
the connection that matters, the transformation of
social conditions into political issues, of need
and interests into principles and justice."-46
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CONCLUSION

From the discussion so far we can conclude that

Arendt's theory of action has two aspects: the critical and

the foundational. In the Preface to Between Past and Fu-
ture, she herself calls them "critical" and "experimental"

1 The source of the critical aspect can be located

~concerns.
.in her éxplicit positioningragainst Plato. The "Philoso-
pher" who went out.of;"the cave" and returned to impose his
"ideas" on human affairé after knowing the "truth" was
criticised for two reasons. One, for his externality-to
politics; and two for his attempt to interfere in the human
affairs. * The critical aspect of Arendt's concept of action
is concerned with saving politics both from the philosophi-

cally grounded claim to truth as well as from any (external)

attempt at interference in public affairs.

The problem of externality is one of the major points
of debate in philosophy today. The problematique of this

debate is one of grounding politics. The major contenders

1. Hannah Arendt, The Preface to Between Past and Futﬁre,
p.15.
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in the debate are hermeneutic and critical theories.? The
iatter tries to ground politics in theory but this step
makes it external to the totality it criticises, whereas the
former believes that>theiﬁtruth" cannot lie outside reality
itself.r_In the one case, as Dick Howard argues, "the possi-
bility of critical theory excludes the intended pblitical
results; in the other, the intendéd poliﬁical results cannot

be grounded theoretically."3

. Hannah Arendt's critical movement‘is aimed precisely at
getting rid of grounding politics in theory, thanks to her
hostilicy against any philosophical claim to truth. For
founding political action and communication, she does not ‘go.
towardé philosophy, rather search for the fields where she
could find a-practical yearning for the both. But before
going to the foundational or_experimenﬁél aspect of this

theory, let us analyse the significance of the other criti-

2. By critical theory, we here refer to the thinkers of
the Frankfurt School, particularly to Horkheimer,
Marcuse and Habermas; and by hermeneutics we refer to
the theory of Gadamer. For a discussion as this debate
see Dick Howard, "Enlightenment as Political" in Donn
Welton and Hugh J. Silverman (ed.), Critical and Dia-
lectical Phenomenology, pp.76-87.

3. Ibid., p.82.
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cal aspect.

Here, we should recall the distinction made between
action and "making" (poiesis). The activity of boiesis has
two steps: the contemﬁlation.of a model and the fabrication
of the értefact by imiﬁating the model. Arendt's hostility
against the intefference in (read "making" of) the public
afféirs should be seen in the context qf her reading of
totalitarianism. There is a considerable éﬁppéft;to argueA

that Arendt saw totalitarianism to be extreme and the most
dangerous case of poiesis in politics. Margaret Canovan has

shown that there is a good deal of support in the Origins of

Totalitarianism for this interpretation. Totalitarians take

their "ideology seriously not as something that is already

true but as something to be made (emphasis original) true-in

4

place of what actually exists." In other words, they tend

to realise a fiction. Gecrge Kateb has the same reading of
Arendt. He argues that she sees totalitarianism as "the

disposition to live a fiction... or to make the world over

into a fiction", and this is linked to the artistic impulse

4. Margaret Canovan, "Hannah Arendt on Ideology in Totali-
tarianism" in Noel O'Sullivan (ed.), The Structure of
Modern Ideology, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd., 1989,
p.154. :
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to remake reality and to "the latent murderousness inherent

A

in aestheticism.">

This perhaps explains Arendt's persistent suspicion  of
the validity‘of the claim to truth as well as of any attempt
to‘actively interfere in the political world. Apart from
this readingi Arendt's argumept against the nexus between
the claim to "truth" and the wish to "make" a body politic
can aléo be read as a criticism of the rule éf_éxperts and

technocrats in modern societies.

Jurgen Habermas also makes a powerful criticism of the -
domination of the pgblic sphere by technocratic instrumental
rationality. He mékeé distinction between various kinds of
knowledge and their specific ipterests. He argues that the.
public sphere needs to be rescued from the clutches of
technological and instrumental rationality based on the

model of natural science which is based on interest in

domination and control.

5. George Kateb cited in Neol 0O'Sullivan (ed.), op. ci
p-155.
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Habermas, by remaining.committed to rationalisﬁ of
Bnlightenment, tries to establish a theory'of political
communication on the>basis of the emancipatory potential of
‘reason itsélf. Arendt, however, wogld not share his con-
cern. She does not have any faith in the emancipatory

potentials of reason.6

Arendt's task was to find the sites where a practical
interést in action and communication could be found within
modernity itself. This theoretical task waé accomplished in
twé ways. First, by appropriating and reconstructing the
experiences of the actors who were engaged in revolutions
and resistance movements; second, by apbrbpriating the

- . . , ) . . m
practical interest in communication which she foundﬁthe

field of aesthetics, for a theory of politics.

" In both caseg, she finds a disipterested concern for
the care of the world to be a prihary impulse of the partic-
ipants. There are problems in both. In the.first case
problem is of evidence. In her interpretation of French and

American revolutions she asserts that longing for freedom in

6. J. Habgrmas, Theory and Practice (tr. John Viertel),
Polity Press, Cambridge, 1988, pp.7-10.
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the "men of revolution" led to the outbreak of revolutions.
But she does not have a tangible proof. -Hobsbawm 1in his

essay on On Revolution finds this assertion to be a meta-

vphysical hangover.7

Though she grounds action and freedom
in the fact of human natality that does not solve the prob-

lem.

.Thg effort to find a theory of political communication-
in the éesthetic field leads to éther problem; the one we
discussed by invoking_Bourdieu. That is; that we are not
‘left with any theoretical argument to question domination
and exclusion; and that it is bound to be an elitist concep-

tion of politics.

These problems notwithstanding, Arendt's concept of
action makes valuable positive contributions to the‘field of
ppligical theory apart from being a powerful critique of
bureaucratically ruled modern socieﬁies which foster politi-

cal apathy.

The most important of them is the emphasis on the

7. E. Hobsbawm, Revolutionaries, Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
London, 1973, pp.201-208.
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intersubjective dimension of human affairs against a
" politics where the "subjects" of social technology reduce
human beings to "objects" to perform their social experi-

ments.

Secohd, the notion of remembrance with which we can
establish a meaningful relation to past thereby bringing

depth to our lives.
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