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    CHAPTER 1   

    Abstract     Although Hannah Arendt refrained from explicitly investigating 
meta-theoretical questions of epistemology and methodology, her writ-
ings do entail a self-refl ective sub-text on the question of “how to think” 
adequately in political theory. Focusing on this sub-text, the present 
study suggests an interpretation of Arendt’s work as a “wandering” type 
of  political theorizing  . Theory is characterized by its oscillating move-
ment between the experiential positions of philosophy and politics and by 
its distinctly  multi-contextual perspective  . In contrast to the “not of this 
world” attitude of  philosophy  , Arendt’s political theory is “of this world.” 
In contrast to politics, it refrains from being “at home” in any particular 
part of this world and instead wanders between the multiple horizons of 
the many different political worlds in time and space.  

  Keywords     Political theory   •   Epistemology   •   Methodology   •   Philosophy   
•   Politics  

       Of all the major questions that arguably run through all of Hannah 
Arendt’s writings and that connect as leading threads the rich abundance 
of themes she dealt with in her various “exercises in political thought,”  1   
there is one which is particularly implicit and inarticulate, that is the ques-
tion of what it actually means to engage in the intellectual practice of 
“ political thought  ” in the fi rst place, or more precisely: what it means to 
be a “political theorist.” Although this question occupied Arendt almost 
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from the very beginning and defi nitely to the very end of her intellectual 
biography, it does not fi gure prominent among the explicit topics of her 
work. Not even in her last unfi nished study on  The Life of the Mind  where 
Arendt attempts to clarify the foundations, peculiarities, and potentials of 
the most fundamental mental activities of which human beings are capa-
ble, does she systematically deal with the characteristics of the one mental 
activity in which she herself was majorly engaged. 

 It almost seems as if Arendt categorically refrained from such theo-
retical self-refl ections and consciously preferred to approach this question 
simply by “exercising” political theory rather than analyzing its founda-
tions from some sort of meta-perspective. In fact, in her well-known inter-
view with the German journalist Günter  Gaus   from 1964, Arendt seems to 
indicate that she was hesitant to explicitly refl ect upon her self-perception 
as a political theorist for quite principal reasons. The interview is surely 
one of the great moments of early German public broadcasting, and defi -
nitely serendipity for all those interested in Arendt as a political thinker. 
The fi lm catches a good deal of the personal style or “tone” of Arendt’s 
intellectual involvement with reality, which is not the least also due to the 
alert intellectual attitude and the sensitive Hanseatic understatement prac-
ticed by her interlocutor. Gaus and his guest—at the time an internation-
ally renowned intellectual fi gure and, thanks to the controversy about her 
book on the  Eichmann   trial,  2   also somewhat notorious—were a perfect 
match, as it turned out in the course of the conversation. On this occasion, 
when answering a question regarding the motives and intentions of her 
political theorizing, Arendt makes the following remark:

  What is really essential to me, I want to say, all these things – with the quali-
fi cation that nobody knows himself, that one should not look at one’s own 
cards [ dass man sich nicht selber in die Karten gucken soll ], that one actually 
should not do what I am just doing with you – if we suppose all that, I want 
to say that what is essential to me: I have to understand.  3   

   We will return to the quite telling answer Arendt provides here with her 
succinct reference to the concept of “ understanding  ” which may sound 
like a commonplace but in fact bears important epistemological implica-
tions. For now I want to focus on the qualifi cation preceding the answer, 
which, by the way, is not included in the published transcriptions of the 
interview.  4   Arendt does not dwell on the question why she apparently 
hesitates “to look at her own cards” as a theorist and to go into a more 
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elaborate discussion of her own theory’s intentions and foundations. And 
unfortunately, her interview partner does not insist on a clarifi cation, as he 
does in a number of other instances during the conversation. Its laconic 
nature notwithstanding, however, the remark confi rms the impression 
that Arendt apparently considered an explicit self-refl ective inquiry into 
the nature of her own way of theorizing a rather useless, maybe even detri-
mental, undertaking. In her occasional remarks on this problem, she insists 
on dissociating her own perspective from the classical understanding of 
  philosophy   , emphasizing that she intends to at least partly “put aside” the 
peculiar experiences of philosophers and scientists and instead “to fasten 
our attention on men of action”  5   in order to look at   politics   , the main 
subject matter of her refl ections, “with eyes unclouded by philosophy.”  6   
And she stresses that the term “ political theory  ” best describes this specifi c 
mode of “understanding” political reality.  7   Occasionally, furthermore, she 
rather “metaphorically and tentatively” indicates the epistemological com-
plexities involved in the intellectual endeavor to “discover and ploddingly 
pave … anew” the peculiar “small non-time space” in which the mental 
activity of political theorizing can originate.  8   Nowhere in her work, how-
ever, does she more elaborately explain the signifi cance and foundations 
of this obviously crucial concept of political theory in general or of her 
specifi c account of the term in particular. 

 Hence, while Arendt’s major intellectual commitment as a political 
thinker was to “ understand  ” the historical, social, and political reality 
in which human beings live and act, she did not attempt to systemati-
cally understand herself, as it were, in terms of her own mental practice 
of political theorizing—and ostensibly for principal, maybe also for good 
reasons. These reasons may have to do with Arendt’s general idea put 
forth in her theory of action that the answer to the principal question of 
“who I am” can never be given by myself but only by the many others 
I interact with.  9   They may also have to do with Arendt’s marked sus-
picion against the predominant concentration of the social sciences on 
“ methodology  ”  10   and with her critique of certain philosophical modes of 
 introspection   which she associated, for instance, with René  Descartes   or 
Jean-Jacques  Rousseau  . Arendt was especially ambivalent in her assess-
ment of Rousseau’s political philosophy. Although her explicit statements 
on Rousseau’s work are highly critical, it is not always completely clear 
which parts of his thought she outrightly dismissed and which she at least 
partly and implicitly approved of. What she defi nitely did not approve of, 
however, was the kind of systematic attempt to look at one’s own cards in 
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the fashion of the radically explicit introspection as practiced in Rousseau’s 
 Confessions .  11   Even in the very private records of her  Denktagebuch , never 
intended for publication, Arendt observes a conspicuously self-distanced 
and outwardly (or, in her own words we might say: a “worldly”) ori-
ented intellectual attitude, focusing on the refl ection of concrete historical 
and conceptual problems and above all on her genuine reading of and 
interpretative controversy with other thinkers. Even in her  Denktagebuch , 
Arendt remains a thinker who almost never speaks about herself. 

 Be that as it may, to an interpretation of Arendt’s work—that is, to a 
study where the question of “understanding Arendt” changes from being 
self-refl ective into constituting the very subject matter—Arendt’s reasons 
to refrain from explicitly refl ecting upon her mode of theorizing do not 
apply, just as they do not apply to Arendt’s own attempts to lay open “the 
very center”  12   of a work when interpreting the writings of other politi-
cal thinkers. To the contrary, for an interpretation of Arendt’s work, it is 
crucial to come to terms exactly with this point which Arendt—convinced 
that the “method” or “criteria” of a theoretical work “are mercifully hid-
den from its author though they may be, or, rather,  seem  to be quite mani-
fest to reader and listener”  13  —refrained from explicitly bothering herself 
with and instead left to her interpreters. Accordingly, it is not surprising 
that many of her interpreters have taken up and focused precisely on this 
question of what it means for Arendt to engage in the practice of  political 
theorizing  . It indeed leads into the motivating center of Arendt’s intellec-
tual endeavor. Although lacking a systematic consideration, her writings 
are  fi rmly engaged in refl ecting this question  , in epistemological, political, 
and ethical terms. And her work as a whole provides a genuine answer to 
this question, not by explicitly addressing it, but by exercising a very pecu-
liar mode of political theorizing. 

 The present study attempts to bring out this tacit yet important motive 
of Arendt’s work by making explicit some of the premises and principles of 
political theory which Arendt followed in her numerous exercises in politi-
cal thought. Focusing on these rather implicit aspects of Arendt’s political 
thought and hence attempting to take a look at her cards as a theorist, as 
it were, I suggest an interpretation of her work in terms of a  “wandering” 
type   of political theorizing. According to this interpretation, for Arendt, 
political theory is a particular mode of understanding reality which is 
based on a specifi c experiential position. This position is characterized by 
two fundamental features. It is, fi rst, characterized by its localization in 
between  philosophy   and politics and, for that matter, somewhere at the 
boundary between the two realms that Arendt used to call the  vita activa  
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 and   the  vita contemplativa  of  human   beings and which she understood 
to be closely intertwined with each other. Second, it is characterized by 
its distinctly multi-contextual or  comparative perspective  . Her studies of 
the  Jewish    cultural tradition  , the German tradition of philosophy, the 
European modern political history, the American political tradition since 
the revolutionary and founding era, and the political institutions, prac-
tices, and languages of Ancient Greece and Rome render a great variety of 
comparative  empirical insights  . Arendt uses these different and partly even 
contradictory insights to constitute a multi-contextual theoretical perspec-
tive by connecting and  fusing  these different experiential horizons while 
at the same time articulating the fragmented constellations in which they 
are empirically embedded. 

 These two closely interrelated motives are the decisive traits of Arendt’s 
intellectual self-perception. They connect her various writings, infl uence 
the way how she identifi es her major problems, determine how she deals 
with her material, and, most importantly, inspire the way in which she 
approaches the conceptual question which more explicitly is at the center 
of her work, namely the meaning of politics. Arendt’s understanding of 
the practice of political theorizing implies, as we will see, both a genuinely 
comparative empirical foundation and a gradual  epistemological   align-
ment with and at the same time a  gradual emancipation   from the practice 
of politics. This complex relation of her own position toward the realm of 
political action also resonates in her understanding of the political itself, 
particularly of its spatial dimension. For Arendt,  politics   is above all an 
exceedingly variegated practice by which individual persons and commu-
nities make themselves “at home” in the world, not in a romanticist sense, 
but in the sense of participating in common affairs and therewith creating 
common “spaces” of freedom. Politics is an activity that not only moves 
within but also constitutes and reproduces those concrete spaces and hori-
zons of meaning that provide the narratives and contexts in which free-
dom, citizenship, commonsense understanding, political judgment, and 
being “at home” are individually and collectively realized. 

 Arendt stresses that, in order to theoretically grasp the practical logic of 
this activity, it has to be understood on its own terms, from within these 
manifold practices of creating common spaces of freedom. This is the 
major reason why the practice of theorizing must emancipate itself from 
classical  philosophy   which since  Plato   always made the mistake, accord-
ing to Arendt, to observe these practices from a position too remote to 
provide insight into their peculiar meaning. At the same time, also the-
ory itself does not immediately participate in these practices. To Arendt, 
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political action and political theory as mental activities are akin, but they 
are not identical. As a consequence, the intellectual endeavor of political 
theory for Arendt aims at actualizing a mental activity that not only has to 
be distinguished from what she took to be the classical understanding of 
political philosophy. It is also different from the practice and experiential 
position of politics. It requires an act of emancipation not only from the 
traditional forms of philosophizing, but also from the concrete historical 
and cultural horizons of meaning which provide the contexts of common 
sense and of the civic mode of experiencing and understanding reality. 

 Hence, Arendt’s position as a political theorist is constituted by a two-
fold act of emancipation. And the two sides of this emancipation recipro-
cally shape each other’s form and intellectual basis. Arendt’s emancipation 
from philosophy, on the one hand, is not aimed against philosophy in gen-
eral, but, more specifi cally, against what she saw as the philosophical main-
stream’s notorious enmity against politics. On the other hand, the gradual 
emancipation from politics which is equally constitutive for her perspective 
of political theory, for Arendt, cannot only and primarily be realized in the 
traditional form of the withdrawing and abstracting, somewhat  vertical  
mental movement of philosophizing, although this is an element of her 
method of theorizing. In addition and more importantly, however, theo-
retical emancipation in Arendt is to be understood in terms of a  horizontal 
 intellectual activity. It  is realized by a practice of  intellectual wandering 
  which actualizes the mental ability to transcend and to move between dif-
ferent historical and cultural horizons while at the same time remaining in 
close touch with the concrete experiential fi eld of practical human affairs. 

 By constantly enacting this twofold emancipative intellectual move-
ment, political theory as understood by Arendt constitutes a specifi c 
 epistemological   perspective, the “small non-time space” of its particu-
lar experiential position. Contrary to an immediate participation in the 
mental activity of citizens which consists of making oneself at home in 
the common worldly affairs of one’s community, but also contrary to the 
philosophical attempt to withdraw from these worldly affairs completely in 
order to reach an  Archimedean   “view from nowhere,” political theory is a 
worldly, but at the same time an unsettled, a wandering mental activity. It 
requires to assume an experiential position in the midst of human affairs, 
but also to constantly stay in motion, to move between the various times 
and spaces of human affairs, to understand their various common hori-
zons of meaning while intellectually to a certain degree remaining “alien” 
within any single one of them. In contrast to the “not of this world” 
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 attitude of  philosophy  ,  14    political theory   is  of this world . In contrast to poli-
tics, theory refrains from being  at home  in any particular part of this world. 

 Elaborating these two central themes of a twofold emancipation and 
of theoretical wandering, the succeeding chapters offer an interpretation 
of Arendt’s oeuvre as a deliberately unconventional, multi-faceted, yet 
coherent endeavor of paving the ways for and probing the potentials of a 
distinctly multi-contextual or comparative  political theory   in terms of the 
idea of  wandering thoughts . Certainly, Arendt’s reluctance to engage in 
theoretical self-refl ections poses a number of methodological problems to 
an attempt to investigate these questions. To reconstruct Arendt’s con-
ception of political theorizing implies to tell a story, as Lisa  Disch   put it, 
“that Hannah Arendt did not tell because she considered it inappropriate 
to do so.”  15   Furthermore, it requires to deal with a number of traits of the 
conceptual foundation of her work which, although of crucial signifi cance, 
remain as implicit and vague in her writings as her concept of political 
theory itself, such as, for instance, her concept of “ understanding  ” and 
in general her account of the relation between  the    vita activa  and the 
 vita contemplativa   of   human beings. In terms of interpretive method, the 
question of Arendt’s theoretical self-perception therefore implies to dare a 
rather “strong” and reconstructive interpretation and maybe at times even 
to take the chance to read between the lines, or more precisely to focus 
on the self-refl ective  epistemological sub-text   that indeed is inscribed in 
almost all of Arendt’s studies. In terms of content, it implies to begin 
the analysis, instead of approaching directly Arendt’s theoretical self- 
perception, with elaborately dwelling on those experiential positions or 
modes of perceiving reality to which Arendt juxtaposes her own perspec-
tive as a political theorist. 

 Accordingly, the second chapter starts with an elaboration of the sig-
nifi cance of Arendt’s critical relation toward philosophy. In this respect, 
Arendt’s position is fairly clear and explicitly stated. Her critique is majorly 
aimed against the “ Platonic   position” and a mode of philosophizing which 
is not only too remote from worldly human affairs to grasp their mean-
ing, but actually based on a more or less open and determined enmity 
against the public realm of politics. According to Arendt, this  anti-political 
position   of the philosophical tradition results in a distorted understanding 
of politics, its confusion with non-political practices and an artifi cial and 
misleadingly strict distinction between the practical and the intellectual 
or mental activities of human beings. In contrast to such a strict distinc-
tion, Arendt depicts  the    vita activa  and the  vita contemplativa   as   being 
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both rooted in the fundamental experiences of human beings’ attempts to 
practically as well as mentally relate to their living environment. As a con-
sequence, the human potentials of actively reacting upon reality and those 
of contemplating it are closely intertwined with each other. 

 Against this background, Chaps.   3    ,   4    , and   5     examine Arendt’s under-
standing of the different forms and realms of the  vita activa  as unfolded 
in her study on  The Human Condition   and   in a number of other texts. 
Chapter   3     sketches the activities of labor and work. Chapters   4     and   5     
focus on action as the one activity which Arendt immediately associates 
with politics. These passages provide a succinct summary of Arendt’s the-
ory of human practices. Besides that, however, they especially focus on a 
rather implicit and only vaguely articulated layer of Arendt’s account of 
the most fundamental human activities, namely on their mental or experi-
ential implications. These experiential implications intimately connect the 
practical activities of the  vita activa   with   aspects of the  vita contemplativa  
 as   understood by Arendt. Consequently, the major forms of activity that 
Arendt distinguishes in her study not only articulate fundamental condi-
tions of humans’ practical existence, but also constitute different fi elds of 
experience. They therefore correspond to different practical logics and dif-
ferent experiential positions which in turn open up different possibilities 
to mentally relate to reality. Especially the practice of politics turns out, as 
Chap.   5     elaborates, to follow a specifi c rationale, to actualize specifi c exis-
tential experiences, and to open up specifi c possibilities to “understand” 
the world. And this practical logic engenders “worldly” effects which 
clearly distinguish political action not only from the other basic forms 
of human activity of labor and work but also from other mental activities 
such as philosophizing or science. As Arendt emphasizes, it is only in this 
practical and at the same time mental activity of politics that human beings 
are able to concretely realize the experience of freedom. 

 As a consequence, it is this practical and intellectual activity of realizing 
political freedom which constitutes a major part of Arendt’s own experien-
tial position as a theorist. The peculiar “ form of cognition  ,” “distinct from 
many others,”  16   which unfolds its rationale only within the experiential 
fi eld of politics, also serves as a major part of the  epistemological   frame-
work of Arendt’s theoretical self-perception. Political experience in this 
sense constitutes the epistemological basis of both, the mental activities of 
citizenship and of political theorizing. However, although understanding, 
judging, and refl ecting in terms of politics on the one hand and in terms 
of political theory on the other are similar “forms of cognition,” they 
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are still not identical. They have to be gradually distinguished in various 
respects. By focusing on these gradual distinctions, Chap.   6     brings out the 
complex relation between political experience proper and the practice of 
political theorizing. On this basis, the chapter gives a summary account of 
Arendt’s wandering type of political theory and also examines some of its 
methodological characteristics. 

 The concluding chapter gives an outlook on the  normative   and  ethi-
cal   implications of this account of theory and of its relation to politics. 
It particularly brings out that the major ethical purpose which Arendt’s 
wandering practice of theorizing pursues is a  critical   one.  Politics  , being 
the practice of human beings of making themselves at home in the world 
and therewith of realizing civic freedom,  is for Arendt the most funda-
mental condition for societies to fl ourish. At the same time, however, it 
has its peculiar limitations and inherent dangers. Politics not only gen-
erates but also depends on the concrete practical context of a common 
space and horizon of meaning. As a consequence, political action and the 
commonsense experience of citizenship can have not only integrative but 
also exclusive implications, in terms of both persons and content. There is 
a “price to pay” for  political freedom  , as Arendt occasionally noted. This 
is why politics, as indispensable as it is for realizing freedom, has to be 
accompanied by intellectual modes of critique that attempt to constantly 
stir and open up the concrete political horizon of a society. The citizen’s 
 amor mundi , in order to be prevented from degenerating into a narrow 
and exclusive provincialism, needs to be tamed by critical, subversive 
modes of experiencing reality which transcend the established frameworks 
of communication and meaning of any concrete political community. 

                   NOTES 
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   2.     Hannah Arendt: Eichmann in Jerusalem. A Report on the Banality of Evil. 

Introduction by Amos Elon, New York (Penguin Books) 2006.   
   3.     My translation. The interview is available at   https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=dsoImQfVsO4     (February 26, 2015), the quotation at minute 
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    CHAPTER 2   

    Abstract     Arendt’s critical stance against  philosophy  , especially against 
 Plato  , forms an important part of the background of her theoretical self- 
perception. For Arendt, the term philosophy denotes a main historical 
current of the Western tradition of political thought, but also a general 
mental activity and experiential position. In both respects, philosophy 
bears anti-political implications. As a consequence, the practical logic of 
political experience which substantially differs from philosophizing has 
often been neglected or even dismissed within Western political thought. 
Arendt’s political theory not only aims at defending the experience of 
politics against these misconceptions. It also epistemologically sides with 
the political against the philosophical mode of experiencing reality, at least 
gradually, and therewith closely relates the   vita contemplativa    with the 
 vita activa   of   human beings.  

  Keywords     Philosophy   •   Plato   •   Socrates   •   Tradition  

       “ Politics  ” is the one fundamental fi eld of human phenomena which 
Arendt’s intellectual endeavor is most clearly focusing on. And her most 
genuine and most important insights are surely immediately related to the 
practice of politics. Based on very personal experiences, Arendt’s theo-
retical project concentrates on the attempt to understand the complex 
phenomenon of  citizenship   and of the whole world of deeds, words, rela-
tions, and experiences that emerge from the political practice of women 
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and men who try to act together. This world of civic action is a distinct 
fi eld in the realm of human affairs which, as Arendt claimed, had been 
very often either misunderstood or neglected throughout the tradition of 
Western philosophical thought. 

 Arendt’s distinctly critical stance against “ philosophy  ” is to be under-
stood against this background. But it is nonetheless somewhat surpris-
ing. It is surprising not only because of Arendt’s majorly philosophical 
academic education, and not only because large parts of her work are 
dedicated to elaborate interpretations of major representatives of the 
Western tradition of philosophy, from Plato and  Aristotle   over  Descartes  , 
 Rousseau  , and  Kant   to  Hegel  ,  Marx  ,  Kierkegaard  ,  Nietzsche  ,  Heidegger  , 
and  Jaspers  . What is more, these interpretations, although often distinctly 
critical, undoubtedly exerted a substantial infl uence on Arendt’s own the-
oretical account. On the other hand, Arendt frequently stresses that her 
intellectual endeavor substantially differs from “philosophy” in the proper 
sense of the term. Notwithstanding her reservations against dwelling on 
her personal intellectual motives and intentions, she leaves no doubt that 
among these motives her marked critical dissociation from the mainstream 
of the Western philosophical tradition plays a crucial role. 

 At the beginning of the TV interview from 1964 mentioned above, for 
instance, when Günter  Gaus   introduces his guest as one of the few female 
representatives of philosophy, Arendt outright refuses this allegedly self- 
evident categorization: “I am afraid I have to protest. I do not belong to 
the circle of philosophers. My profession, if one can even speak of it at all, 
is  political theory  . I neither feel like a philosopher, nor do I believe that 
I have been accepted in the circle of philosophers, as you so kindly sup-
pose.”  1   Gaus, having read Arendt’s works, especially the comprehensive 
phenomenological reconstruction of the practical potentials, possibilities, 
and vicissitudes of human existence as laid out in   The Human Condition   , 
apparently was not ready to easily accept this statement. And the state-
ment indeed is in need of certain qualifi cations. These qualifi cations not-
withstanding, however, Arendt’s critical turn against “ philosophy  ” does 
mark out a major characteristic of her intellectual self-understanding. 

 In order to bring out this signifi cance of Arendt’s  critical perception 
  of “philosophy” for her own intellectual self-localization, it is important 
to examine the specifi c meaning which this term assumes in her writ-
ings. Two aspects of the concept are crucial in this respect. For Arendt, 
the term philosophy is, fi rst, a major historical concept, denoting one of 
the main currents of Western intellectual history since  ancient   Greece. 
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As such a major  historical   term, “ philosophy” articulates a pivotal aspect 
of the core identity and of the very basis of the Western “tradition” of 
thought  . Second, the term for Arendt also denotes a genuine mental 
activity which realizes one  specifi c mode of human beings of intellectu-
ally relating themselves to reality  . Besides having a peculiar “history,” 
philosophy is also a certain general mode of experiencing and under-
standing human reality (among other such possible modes of experi-
ence) which refl ects, in its specifi c way, fundamental traits of the human 
condition as such. Arendt’s understanding of the term “philosophy” 
relates to this general experiential as well as to the historical level of 
its major implications. And it particularly examines the interrelation 
between these two aspects. In other words, Arendt is particularly inter-
ested in the question of how the experiences inherent in the practice 
of philosophizing unfold historically, how they came to constitute the 
“tradition” of Western philosophy, and how this “tradition” in turn 
effects these constitutive experiences. 

 As a general  possibility of mentally relating to realit  y, philosophy refl ects 
fundamental experiences, such as man’s individuality or the radical open-
ness, boundlessness, and contrariness of his experiential horizon, which 
for Arendt articulate major traits of the human condition in general. At 
the same time, however, she holds that this peculiar mode of experienc-
ing reality exerted a problematic infl uence on the historical course of the 
Western tradition of thought. From Arendt’s perspective, the philosophical 
experience apparently unduly dominated the “tradition” of the West and 
therefore unfolded a historical dynamic in which other modes of experi-
ence, especially the experience of politics, were repressed or distorted while 
philosophy’s own inherent experiential logic was pushed into extreme and 
self-contradictory forms. As a consequence, the Western mode of experi-
encing reality and its intellectual history suffers from an inherent experi-
ential imbalance. It especially suffers from a growing lack of awareness of 
the major signifi cance of those experiences, utterly different from philoso-
phy, which human beings make as political actors. In its consequences, the 
Western tradition renders an apolitical, partly even anti-political experience 
of human reality. “Philosophy,” as understood by Arendt, although it does 
articulate important existential experiences, is one of the major sources of 
this  anti-political bias   of the Western tradition of thought.  2   

 To be sure, the term “philosophy” as used by Arendt in this distinctly 
critical sense does not quite include the whole Western tradition of phi-
losophizing, but implies at least a few prominent exemptions, especially 
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the philosophy of  Socrates   and, at least partly, also those of  Aristotle   and 
 Kant  . It does denote, however, what Arendt took to be the predomi-
nant  mainstream of the philosophical tradition since Plato. According to 
Arendt, the decisive characteristic “of almost all post-Socratic philosophy”  3   
is its very peculiar attitude toward the practical realm of politics.    Plato’s 
work is crucial in this respect; it marks the founding moment of political 
philosophy as a historical phenomenon. To Arendt,  Plato   paradigmati-
cally articulates philosophy’s genuine reaction to a fundamental confl ict 
between philosophy and politics. This confl ict spectacularly played out his-
torically in the fate of Socrates who was sentenced to death and executed 
by the Athenian citizenry for being guilty of impiety and of intellectually 
spoiling the Athenian youth. Being substantially shaped by this experience 
of the lethal confl ict between politics and philosophizing, represented by 
Athens on one side and his teacher Socrates on the other, Plato’s politi-
cal philosophy for Arendt represents the fi rst paradigmatic articulation of 
the main current of Western political thought. The defi ning feature of 
this mainstream constituted by the “Platonic position” is a fundamentally 
hostile relation toward the realm of politics:

  The beginning [of our tradition of political thought] was made when, in 
 The  Republic  ’s  allegory of the cave, Plato described the sphere of human 
affairs – all that belongs to the living together of men in a common world – 
in terms of darkness, confusion, and deception which those aspiring to true 
being must turn away from and abandon if they want to discover the clear 
sky of eternal ideas.  4   

   As opposed to all other branches of philosophy which originate in and 
are inspired by an “original wonder before and gratitude for the miracles 
of man and earth and the universe,”  political philosophy  , starting with 
Plato’s work, “is the only branch of philosophy which began with a pro-
found confl ict between the philosopher and the particular realm with 
which he was concerned, the fi eld of human affairs.”  5   

 Following this paradigmatic Platonic articulation of the philosopher’s 
existential situation and of his hostility against politics, the understanding 
of the experiential position of philosophy as assumed within the main-
stream of Western political thought for Arendt implies a principally  anti- 
political     thrust. Since Plato, the realm of practical human affairs has been 
perceived by philosophy not only from an exterior position, but also on 
a basis of an intellectual self-perception which is alien and even directly 

14 H.-J. SIGWART



opposed to the rationale of the active life of citizens. As a consequence, the 
activities of thought and action are sharply separated in the  philosophical 
tradition and perceived as constituting two different, mutually contradict-
ing ways of life which realize fundamentally different attitudes toward 
human existence. On the one side of this existential dividing line stands 
the great majority of people, leading a life deeply preoccupied with the 
common affairs of their society, attentively attuned to the currents and 
opinions of the day and hopelessly entangled in the immediate interests, 
power games, and struggles for recognition that come along with them. 
On the other side stands the minority of the few who succeed to emanci-
pate themselves from these predominant preoccupations of human affairs. 
No longer ensnared in the web of the interest-driven relations between 
themselves and others, these few are able to pause and to look upon reality 
for no other purpose than to examine its truth, beauty, and goodness, its 
what, how, where from, and where to. 

 This “ Platonic  ” perception of human affairs and of philosophizing 
consequently results in the conviction that the conditions and the genu-
ine motivations of “ thinking  ” in the sense of the philosophical   vita con-
templativa   ,  6   especially its constitutive withdrawal from the worldly affairs 
of common practical life, both in mental terms and in terms of inter-
est, engagement, and personal solidarity, necessarily make it the natural 
opponent, almost the enemy of the  vita  activa    and of politics. Being a 
philosopher and being a  citizen   are two distinct forms of human exis-
tence, constituted on two fundamentally different and even incompat-
ible modes of experiencing reality. Becoming a philosopher from this 
perspective virtually requires dismissing and leaving behind the experi-
ential position of citizenship. It requires emancipating oneself from the 
common interests, concerns, and convictions that constitute the political 
bonds among one’s fellow citizens and the experiential coordinate system 
of the polis. 

 In Arendt’s interpretation, this deliberate apolitical or trans-political 
turn of Platonic philosophy is rooted in the nature of the  mental activity   
of philosophizing itself, and it therefore articulates a real problem involved 
in any form of political practice.  In the experience of philosophizing, the 
major signifi cance of individuality   as a fundamental condition of human 
existence most clearly comes to the fore—to an extent and in a profun-
dity which political experience cannot fully account for. Particularly the 
fundamental philosophical experience of “ wonder  ” or  of    thaumazein , in 
the sense of the ability to be struck by “everything that is as it is” and 
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to ask ultimate and actually unanswerable questions, is a distinctly indi-
vidual experience of “man in the singular.” It “strikes man in his singu-
larity, that is, neither in his equality with all others nor in his absolute 
distinctness from them.”  7   Insofar as the experience of “wonder” necessar-
ily involves this strong self-refl ective motive, highlighting the existential 
experience that it is “me,” as an individual, who fi nds myself confronted 
with those unanswerable questions about everything that is as it is, the 
logic inherent in philosophizing in itself has an individualizing, almost 
isolating tendency. The “ inherent incompatibility   between the fundamen-
tal philosophical and the fundamental political experiences”  8   is ultimately 
rooted in the principal opposition between this radically individual experi-
ence of wonder and the pluralist practice of forming opinions on the basis 
of “the common and commonly accepted standards of common sense.”  9   
As a consequence, at the heart of Platonic philosophy’s resistance against 
the polis lies a peculiar idea of freedom corresponding to this experience, 
namely  the idea of autonomy   in an equally radically individualistic sense 
of the term.  10   For Arendt, even in  Kant  ’s moral philosophy, whom she 
otherwise held to be one of the rare exceptions among philosophers who 
do not share in philosophy’s general enmity against politics,  11   the question 
of  freedom   is understood in such individualist terms. This philosophical 
idea of autonomy focuses on “self-interest, not interest in the world” and 
hence exclusively concerns “the conduct of the self in its independence of 
others.”  12   

 In this idea of autonomy there resonate two further fundamental 
motives of philosophizing which are rooted in distinct, but somehow 
interconnected, experiences. It, fi rst, articulates an ideal of individual 
liberation from “the  necessities   of life” which plays out, for instance, 
in the classical philosophical attempt to spiritually master one’s own 
bodily existence. A similar idea of freedom from necessity is, as we will 
see later, also inherent in the very practical experience of transcending 
the realm of  nature   in the activities of work and action. In this respect, 
philosophy and politics share a common experiential root; in historical 
terms, the former even directly draws from the pre-philosophical politi-
cal tradition of the Greek polis culture: “The suspicion and contempt 
of the philosophers concerned the activity of  politeuein  itself but not 
the basis on which it rested. In the stead of   politeuein   , which had been 
made possible by liberation from the necessities of biological life, came 
the ideal of  philosophein , the activity of philosophizing.”  13   The ideas 
of philosophical and  political   freedom, hence, coincide, according to 
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Arendt, with regard to the fundamental experience of man’s ability to 
rise above the realm of natural necessity. 

 Due to its turn against the pluralistic spirit of public opinion, however, 
the idea of  philosophical   freedom as understood in the  Platonic   tradition 
also implies, second, a principal claim of “rulership over the city.”  14   The 
resistance of the philosopher, claiming to be a master of himself, aims not 
only against being enslaved by his own bodily existence and the natural 
necessities that come with it, but  also against the power of the many   oth-
ers surrounding him. At the experiential core of the Platonic position lies 
an act of resistance against the experience that the autonomous individual, 
no matter how “strong” he or she may be in terms of personal abilities, 
talents, and intellectual maturity, may always be overturned by the many 
others standing together. It refl ects the potentially repressive nature of the 
 power   of the many, most clearly expressing itself in the constellation of “all 
against one” which for Arendt indeed represents the purest manifestation 
of the “power” of the many in general.  15   This resistance to power is the 
major experience which brings the common affairs of citizens into philos-
ophy’s focus in the fi rst place.   Political    philosophy as a peculiar branch of 
the Western tradition is constituted, so Arendt’s argument seems to sug-
gest, by the experience of the individual of being existentially threatened 
by the power of the many others.  16   

 Insofar as Platonic philosophy refl ects these experiences—the individu-
ality of the experience of  wonder  , the idea of  freedom   in terms of indi-
vidual autonomy, and the repressive potentials of power—its anti-political 
tendency articulates and highlights real problems involved in any form 
of political practice. On the other hand, from Arendt’s point of view, the 
reaction of philosophy against politics is somehow fl awed, which becomes 
most obvious in its immediately practical consequences. In practical terms, 
the Platonic philosopher’s claim to paradigmatically represent the inter-
ests, experiences, and way of thinking of “the few” against politics inevi-
tably forces him to himself follow a “political” and therefore somehow 
self-contradictory logic. The  philosophical retreat from   politics eventually 
results in the claim of politically ruling the many, as an act of self-defense, 
as it were, hence of ruling in the interest of the few: “Plato clearly wrote 
the  Republic   to justify the notion that philosophers should become kings, 
not because they would enjoy politics, but because, fi rst, this would mean 
that they would not be ruled by people worse than they were themselves 
and, second, it would bring about in the commonwealth that complete 
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quiet, that absolute peace, that certainly constitutes the best condition for 
the life of the philosopher.”  17   

 This authoritarian turn, however, has major experiential consequences. 
It results in an identifi cation of the realm of practical human affairs with 
the rather base motivations of  self-interest   and  libido  dominandi   , to the 
denial of its foundation in any form of substantial reasoning, and to a cor-
responding reductionist account of politics in terms of mere domination, 
enforcement, and violence. What is more, the  Platonic position   not only 
renders a distorted perception of the practical logic of politics and espe-
cially its confusion with “ fabrication  ,” a substantially different activity in 
the realm of practical human affairs.  18   In a way it also leads to misconcep-
tions with regard to philosophy’s own public position. As soon as it enters 
the realm of human affairs, philosophy fi nds itself in a somewhat paradoxi-
cal practical position.  Being confronted with the public  , it is forced—by 
its own claim of being able and of having the legitimacy of withdrawing 
from the play of interests, opinions, and power—to nonetheless partake in 
this very play and to itself assume a self-interested position. When appear-
ing in the public sphere, the philosophical dismissal of politics as a mere 
power game for the sake of arbitrary opinions itself turns into an opinion, 
bound to struggle for power against the power of the other opinions. As 
a consequence, the Platonic philosophical understanding of politics does 
not render a neutral, but an intellectual  and  political opponent’s perspec-
tive and therefore a distorted conception of the fundamental character-
istics of political action. Viewed from the Platonic position, the life of 
politics and the political sphere of common human affairs, especially the 
plurality of opinions and interests communicated in the public discourse 
among citizens, are experienced as primarily non-philosophical, even anti- 
philosophical phenomena. But in the very moment that the philosopher 
encounters the many “opinions” in the public realm and articulates his 
reproach for them, he cannot help but being himself drawn into the strug-
gle among them. His anti-political critique of politics paradoxically  politi-
cizes   the philosopher’s own experiential position. 

 Arendt’s critique of Platonic philosophy especially highlights these 
problematic practical implications, but also questions its plausibility on 
the theoretical level. The inimical attitude of philosophy results not only 
in a practically paradoxical position, but also in an epistemological neglect 
of politics as a source of experiential inspiration and, as a consequence, 
in the general neglect of the historical and cultural dimension of real-
ity as perceived from the commonsense perspective of socially engaged 
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human beings. Due to these experiential shortcomings, the “ Platonic 
position  ,” the longer  it dominated the philosophical tradition  , the more 
clearly it turned out from Arendt’s perspective to also be epistemologically 
contradictory:

  In the course of an ever evolving civilization, the political aspects of human 
affairs constantly gain signifi cance for any kind of thinking, in the sense 
that they constantly have to be taken into account. Whereas  Heraclitus   and 
 Parmenides  , even when they, as Heraclitus did, dealt with political matters, 
could still philosophize in a manner untroubled by and without giving con-
sideration to politics,  Plato   had to remain constantly aware that he, while 
philosophizing, at the same time had to secure the philosopher’s existence 
in the polis. This is not so obvious in later philosophies because the Platonic 
position with its implications was already established. This does not change 
the fact that since Plato a “pure” philosophy, viz. one that was not tailored 
to politics in the sense that it had to safeguard philosophy as such, had 
become impossible, simply because philosophy as such was politicized. In 
other words: As philosopher the philosopher had always already taken his 
position; to philosophize always meant to  politicize   (because) it implied a 
distinct and fi xed attitude towards politics.  19   

   In this passage from the  Denktagebuch,  the major   historical    implications 
and hence the second major aspect of Arendt’s concept of philosophy 
mentioned above most clearly come to the fore. It particularly seems to 
imply that there is an intimate connection for Arendt between the exis-
tential position of Platonic philosophy and  its role in the history of the 
Western tradition of thought  . In fact, the passage indicates that Arendt’s 
political and epistemological critique of the “ Platonic position  ” refl ects 
not only her reading of Plato, but also (and maybe even primarily) her 
perspective on the philosophical “tradition” of Platonism, including its 
modern contemporary variants. Indeed, as Arendt points out, the most 
problematic aspect of the inimical tendency of the Platonic philosopher’s 
account of politics is that it exerted such a strong infl uence on the Western 
tradition of political thought as a whole, effectively inducing it with a prin-
cipally anti-political bias:

   Politics   ... was judged to be an unethical business, judged so not only by 
philosophers, but in the centuries to come by many others, when philo-
sophical results, originally formulated in opposition to common sense, had 
fi nally been absorbed by the public opinion of the educated. Politics and 
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government (rulership) were identifi ed and both considered to be a refl ec-
tion on the wickedness of human nature, as the record of the deeds and 
sufferings of men was seen as a refl ection of human sinfulness.  20   

   It almost seems as if these historical repercussions of the philosophical 
experience, which obviously are also accompanied by substantial trans-
formations, distortions, and a dogmatization and therewith actually the 
concealment of this experience itself—hence as if the implications not so 
much of Plato, but rather of the “tradition” of  Platonism  —are the crucial 
problem for Arendt. Since the  philosophical bias against the polis  , con-
cealed and effectively conserved and reproduced within certain dogmas of 
 the Western philosophical tradition  , inhibited the development of an intel-
lectual perspective from which the experiential foundations of politics and 
their crucial signifi cance for human freedom could be understood in their 
own terms, philosophy itself was transformed and actually distorted into 
something like  a pseudo-public experience  , incompatible with an authen-
tically political public discourse. It indeed seems primarily this distorted 
form of pseudo-public derivatives of philosophy which substantially con-
tributed to the general neglect of authentic politics that Arendt diagnoses 
as a major problem not only in the intellectual history of Western thought, 
but also in the concrete history of Western politics. As a consequence, 
also the dominant practical understanding of politics within Western his-
tory, since it was majorly informed by the Platonic tradition of philosophy, 
turns out for Arendt to be fundamentally distorted by the anti-political 
tendency inscribed in it. 

 To grasp this historical emphasis of Arendt’s argument against the 
Platonic position, it may be understood as some sort of an anti-Platonic 
alternative to the famous  “second-cave” argument   as it is to be found in 
the early work of Leo  Strauss  . In order to bring out the contemporary 
bearings of Plato’s allegory of the cave, Strauss interprets this allegory in 
the terms of his epistemological critique of the modern idea of a major 
signifi cance of history in philosophy. Contrary to the historical and her-
meneutical perspective of modern philosophy and scholarship, Strauss 
stresses that to philosophize in the Socratic and Platonic sense originally 
means to ask “ natural  ” and hence trans-historical questions, particularly 
the fundamental question about the good life. According to Strauss, the 
epistemology of this natural way of philosophical questioning is meta-
phorically sketched in Plato’s allegory. Against this background, Strauss’s 
metaphor of the “second cave” is meant to highlight what he takes to be 
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the peculiarly modern inability to ask  natural   philosophical questions in 
this original Platonic sense. Due to the modern social reality of “ histori-
cal consciousness  ” and to the fundamental prejudice against philosophy 
which was originally introduced by revelatory religion, philosophy’s natu-
ral truth, particularly the natural questions posed by the philosophies of 
 Socrates   and  Plato  , have become inaccessible for the contemporary dis-
course.  21   Instead, this discourse, without being able to even meaningfully 
ask questions about the good life in a truthful, non-relativist, philosophical 
way, is entangled in the numerous and contradictory opinions of the day 
and therefore indeed remains “tied to particular historical conditions,”  22   
turning “historical consciousness” into a practically self-fulfi lling proph-
esy, as it were. 

 Arendt’s argument in a sense implicitly deals with similar problems, but 
she draws substantially different conclusions. Above all, she transforms  the 
refl ections on the questions of truth, opinion, and history   from render-
ing a Socratic–Platonic critique of the  polis   and of modernity as put forth 
by  Strauss   into the basis for an anti-Platonic argument put forth from 
a position which represents the self-understanding of the Greek polis as 
much as pre-Platonic Socratic philosophy.  23   As a consequence, the critical 
thrust inherent in Strauss’s Platonic narrative is directly turned around.  24   
Contrary to the  Platonic position  , Arendt holds that the major concerns of 
“practical human affairs” (arguably Arendt’s distinctly political equivalent 
to Strauss’s “ natural  ” question about the good life) cannot be meaning-
fully refl ected at all without referring to the numerous opinions articulated 
and exchanged in the public realm. Claiming to take side with  Socrates    and  
the  polis  , Arendt stresses that also in philosophizing (or, for that matter, in 
theorizing), the opinions of the day and the changing historical and politi-
cal conditions of human existence have to be substantially considered, or 
otherwise philosophy gets entangled in fundamental contradictions. 

 From Arendt’s point of view, it is therefore the Platonic position’s 
own enmity toward politics which exerted the problematic infl uence of a 
politically self-fulfi lling philosophical prophesy in the history of the West. 
Over the course of its  becoming the dominant historical “tradition” of 
Platonism  , philosophy’s  anti-political   motive is successively transformed 
into a substantially distorted understanding of public action and reasoning 
which at the same time systematically conceals its own historical geneal-
ogy. As a consequence, the Platonic philosopher’s attempt to withdraw 
from history and politics altogether paradoxically results in the complete 
 politicization   of his own experiential position, a politicization which, 
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somewhat ironically, blinds philosophy for the very characteristics of the 
civic practice of politics as performed in the authentic terms of the realm 
of practical human affairs. This politicization renders the Platonic position 
to be self-contradictory in various respects. It is not only anti-political 
and political at the same time. According to Arendt, it also refl ects the 
experiential background of a peculiar  historical constellation   and hence is 
itself formulated from a historical and contextual perspective, contrary to 
its claim of being trans-historical. Historically speaking, what is crucial for 
the Platonic philosophy’s self-understanding is its post-Socratic position. 
Against this background, not only the religious and modern prejudices 
against philosophy, as Strauss argued, but the Platonic position itself turns 
out to be “tied to particular historical conditions” (to use Strauss’s for-
mulation quoted above). Consequently, it is constituted on a fundamental 
prejudice rooted in its own history. 

 Indeed, according to Arendt, “the trial and condemnation of  Socrates   
... in the  history   of political thought plays the same role of a turning point 
that the trial and condemnation of Jesus plays in the history of religion.”  25   
In its consequences, the trial and death of Socrates made  Plato   to not only 
“despair of polis life,” but even “doubt certain fundamentals of Socrates’ 
teachings” themselves.  26   Plato’s turning away from the Socratic position 
especially regards the epistemic status of   doxa   , of the plurality of opinions 
which constitutes the political discourses among citizens. To Plato, the 
whole exchange of different and changing opinions among citizens only 
refl ects the merely subjective, self-interested, and unstable character of 
practical human affairs and therefore occurs only as an obstacle and as the 
opposite of truth and even of truthfulness. This opposition of truth and 
opinion, however, “was certainly the most anti-Socratic conclusion that 
Plato drew from Socrates’ trial.”  27   Contrary to this radical separation of 
philosophy from the citizens’ common affairs and their opinions, Arendt’s 
interpretation of Socrates envisions a relation between the  vita  contempla-
tiva    and the   vita   activa  in terms of a close interconnection and reciprocal 
inspiration. Being  embedded in the public discourse   and exchange of a 
 plurality of opinions  , the Socratic perspective, in contrast to the Platonic 
position, is based for Arendt on “a still-intact relationship to politics  and  
the specifi cally philosophical experience.”  28   To Socrates, the plurality of 
opinions put forth, exchanged and altered in the realm of common human 
affairs, was the very medium in which his way of philosophical questioning 
was pursued:
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  To  Socrates  , as to his fellow citizens,   doxa    was the formulation in speech of 
what  dokei moi , that is, of what appears to me. This  doxa  ... comprehended 
the world as it opens itself to me. It was not, therefore, subjective fantasy 
and arbitrariness, but also not something absolute and valid for all. The 
assumption was that the world opens up differently to every man, according 
to his position in it; and that the “sameness” of the world, its commonness 
... resides in the fact that the same world opens up to everyone and that 
despite all differences between men and their positions in the world – and 
consequently their  doxai  (opinions) – “both you and I are human.”  29   

   According to Arendt, this experiential balance was lost in  Plato  ’s post- 
Socratic anti-political turn in the understanding of philosophy. And his-
torically, this anti-political turn not only prevailed, but was potentiated in 
its anti-political effects  by its transformation into a “tradition.”   Although 
in principle anti-Socratic and although at least temporarily abridged in the 
political philosophy of Aristotle (who for Arendt turns out to be more 
Socratic than Plato in this respect  30  ), the “radical separation of those mat-
ters that men can reach and attain only through living and acting together 
from those that are perceived and cared about by man in his singularity 
and solitude”  31   became the most infl uential part of the Platonic heritage. 
In effect, it opened an “abyss … between thought and action” which 
“never since has been closed.”  32   

 It is against this background of her interpretation of the Socratic 
position and her critique of the philosophical tradition since Plato that 
Arendt’s self-characterization as a political theorist rather than a philoso-
pher has to be understood. In contrast to the enmity of traditional philos-
ophy against politics, Arendt pursues the intellectual project of a political 
“theory conceived for the purpose of political action.”  33   Her concept of 
“ political theory  ” opposes the strict separation between human deeds 
and thoughts and instead attempts to be capable of reconsidering the 
elements of truthfulness and meaning in   doxa    and in public discourse and 
hence of understanding politics in its own terms. This critical turn has 
far-reaching historical, empirical, and also  epistemological   implications. 
In historical terms, it implies both a distinctly anti-traditional perspec-
tive and a return to and a modern reformulation, as it were, of what 
Arendt took to be the Socratic (pre-Platonic) perspective on politics. In 
empirical or experiential terms, it also implies the relevance of the peculiar 
insights and experiences to be made within the realm of practical human 
affairs and especially in the practice of politics for theorizing the human 
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condition. In  epistemological terms, fi nally, it implies to oppose the self-
contradictory idea of philosophy’s a- or trans-historical position in favor 
of a historically grounded theoretical perspective, articulated on the basis 
of one's concrete experiences of the present, yet without being com-
pletely determined by one’s own time. And it implies to reject the idea 
of a strict distinction and fundamental confl ict between the  vita  activa    
and the  vita  contemplativa   .  34   Contrary to this clear distinction, which for 
Arendt was taken for granted in almost all post-Socratic philosophy, her 
 political theory   attempts to connect more intimately the logic of our daily 
lives, of what we do when we are active, with our intellectual capacities to 
critically refl ect upon these practical activities. 

 In order to overcome the “radical separation of thought and action 
which … runs like a red thread throughout the whole history of political 
philosophy,”  35   Arendt’s understanding of political theory at least to a cer-
tain degree intellectually  takes side with politics   against philosophy’s anti- 
political prejudice. Consequently, Arendt’s theory draws not only from 
philosophical but also from non-philosophical sources of inspiration. It 
is substantially inspired by “non-philosophical literature” such as “poetic, 
dramatic, historical, and political writings,”  36   by such political thinkers like 
Machiavelli or Montesquieu who, according to Arendt, cannot “be said to 
have been concerned with philosophy,”  37   and especially by the historical 
discourse among “men of action.” Arendt’s frequent references to  Pericles 
  as representing the “pre-philosophical” political self-understanding of the 
Athenian polis,  38   for instance, as well as her elaborate investigations into 
the mindsets of literary and political fi gures in nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century Europe in general and within the Jewish European  discourse   in 
particular  39   are examples for her attempt to take into account and make 
use of genuinely non-philosophical experiences within her theoretical 
refl ections. Her most important source of inspiration in this respect surely 
is the generation of political intellectuals and statesmen that shaped the 
founding era of the USA.  40   Among them, John  Adams   was one of her 
favorite authors, not least because he most expressively articulates the 
peculiar motives and experiences of men and women acting in the public 
sphere of politics.  41   

 These references to men of action do not merely stress a peculiar focus 
with regard to the content of Arendt’s theory. Their genuinely  politi-
cal experience  s not only inform the criteria of relevance and the subject 
matters of her studies. More importantly, they inform her theory’s own 
conceptual and epistemological basis. What in principle distinguishes her 
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political theory from what she took to be the  Platonic position   is not so 
much that she makes the world of practical human affairs the major object 
of investigation. The crucial difference is that Arendt’s theory attempts 
to make the experiences of “men of action” a constitutive part of its own 
experiential basis and epistemological framework. Her attempt to refl ect 
upon the fundamental characteristics of human affairs not against, but 
rather “with the help of the polis,” virtually means to understand politi-
cal action from within its own experiential sphere, “within the framework 
of   politeuesthai   , of living, acting and thinking in and with the city,”  42   
and hence in terms and concepts that are directly derived from the self- 
perception of political actors. 

 Taking sides with politics as it does, this argument certainly  invites   
misunderstanding. It ought not to be understood, for instance, in the 
simplistic terms of a functionalist ideology of practicability, or as uncriti-
cal  empiricism  , or even as a positive ethics that in effect merely affi rms 
the powers that be. The argument for an  epistemological alignment 
of theory with politics   above all indicates that for Arendt the relation 
between the practical and the mental activities of human beings in general 
is much more complicated and also more important than their clear and 
easy separation in two independent  vitae  mistakenly suggests. This argu-
ment has important implications in both directions. It not only locates 
Arendt’s understanding of theory within the concrete practical framework 
of human practice and of politics. It in turn also emphasizes the refl ec-
tive, experiential, and mental aspects involved in human practice. As we 
will see, for Arendt, any form of human activity somehow involves men-
tal faculties. Although this mental or experiential side of the   vita   activa  
at fi rst sight is not always very clearly emphasized in her texts, it turns 
out on closer inspection to be crucial for a proper understanding of both 
Arendt’s account of human practices and her self-localization as a politi-
cal theorist. This especially holds true with regard to her conception of 
politics. Arendt’s idea to theorize not against, but “in and with the  city  ” 
implies that the city has got something to say, as it were, that the com-
mon human affairs of  citizens   consist not only of “deeds” and “actions,” 
but also of specifi c mental activities and peculiar modes of refl ecting upon 
reality which have their “own  modus operandi ” and their “own way of 
proceeding.”  43   

 In order to clarify Arendt’s genuine conception of political theory, it is 
therefore necessary to examine her understanding of politics, not only in 
practical but also in  epistemological   terms, and to elaborate the distinct 
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experiential position of “men of action”, especially those aspects in which 
it substantially differs from “the specifi c experience of the philosopher.”  44   
Arendt famously defi nes politics as the practical realization of freedom by 
means of the human activity called action: “The  raison d’ètre  of politics 
is  freedom   and its fi eld of experience is action.”  45   But what is “ action  ” 
if understood as a peculiar “fi eld of experience”? To elicit this requires a 
more elaborate examination which arguably has to begin with reconstruct-
ing, in experiential terms, the broader conceptual context in which Arendt 
deals with practical human affairs. In the next chapter, I therefore turn to 
Arendt’s renowned theory of the  vita  activa   . 
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    CHAPTER 3   

    Abstract     This chapter turns the focus to Arendt’s theory of the  vita 
activa . In order to understand Arendt’s account of political experience, 
it is helpful to fi rst look at her account of labor and work as developed in 
 The Human Condition . The chapter provides a succinct summary of these 
two fundamental types of human activity. More importantly, however, it 
examines the peculiar practical logics they follow as well as the existential 
experiences they provide. It turns out that Arendt’s clear distinction of the 
fi elds of experience these activities constitute has important implications 
for her own theoretical position, particularly regarding her understand-
ing of nature, utility, the social question, self-determination, freedom, and 
alienation. These implications also help to clarify her perspective on the 
political mode of experiencing reality.  

  Keywords     Labor   •   Work   •   Self-determination   •   Alienation   •   Nature   • 
  Instrumental rationality  

       Arendt’s theoretical refl ections on the practical realm of human existence, 
on what she calls the  vita activa , are most comprehensively laid out in 
her seminal work on  The  Human   Condition  from 1958. The book claims 
to depict the rationale of practical human affairs in their own terms and 
hence presents Arendt’s vision of politics as seen with “eyes unclouded 
by philosophy.”  Political action  , however, is but one part of women’s and 
men’s practical involvement with their living environment. According to 
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Arendt, human activity assumes a number of different basic forms. The 
most fundamental forms of such human activities  are   “labor,” “ work  ,” and 
“ action  .” These terms are best understood as ideal–typical  distinctions, 
referring to general paradigmatic patterns of meaning which are gener-
ated within and at the same time orient the manifold of human activities. 
Although in practice they rarely occur in pure form, they each single out 
a fundamental dimension of the   vita activa   . As we will see, each one of 
these forms of activity not only actualizes distinct human capacities and 
is intimately connected with a distinct fundamental condition of human 
existence, but also follows a distinct practical logic and provides genuine 
experiences.  1   

 What do women and men actually do when they are active? In most 
general terms, they react to the peculiar position in which they fi nd them-
selves by way of actively relating themselves to their living environment 
and to the “conditions” this environment poses on their existence. It is 
this position within reality and the various forms of men’s and women’s 
enactments of it which makes human existence specifi cally human.  2   But 
this position can be acted out or interpreted differently, and it can be 
actively shaped in different ways. Depending on the specifi c form of 
activity, particular aspects of the human condition and with them also 
particular experiences come to the fore. “[W]hat goes on in the minds” 
of individuals depends on “the place where they stand, the conditions 
they are subject to, which always differ from one individual to the next, 
from one class or group as compared to another.”  3   What women and men 
experience, “what and how things appear to them,” corresponds to the 
“position in the world” they occupy and actively assume.  4   Accordingly, 
the different forms of actively relating oneself to the world each constitute 
different “fi elds of experience” as Arendt puts it with reference to action 
(see above). In order to bring out the peculiar practical logic of action 
and its fi eld of experience, however, it is very helpful to at fi rst examine 
Arendt’s account of the activities of labor and work and to sketch the 
fi elds of experience they constitute. In Arendt’s theory of the   vita activa   , 
these fi elds serve as a contrasting foil for the conceptualization of that 
one form of human activity which she immediately connects with poli-
tics. What is more, in Arendt’s peculiar understanding of  political theory  , 
all these different fi elds of experience are somehow refl ected and consid-
ered as sources of inspiration for the intellectual practice of theorizing, 
although to clearly different degrees (and with a clear focus on the fi eld of 
action). In this chapter, I therefore give a succinct summary of labor and 
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work, understood as activities and as fi elds of experience, before I turn to 
action in the next chapter. 

 In the activity of labor, men and women deal with the fact that they are 
biological beings, in need of food and physical reproduction.  5   By  labor  ing, 
human beings relate themselves to their environment in terms of biologi-
cal life and bodily needs, by enacting the most natural features of their 
existence. Labor aims to reproduce the material resources they need in 
order to physically survive and to reproduce life. Consequently, the activ-
ity of labor generates products which are meant to serve the most basic 
natural needs of human beings, to be consummated by men and women 
of fl esh and blood, as it were. Accordingly, for Arendt,  animal  laborans    
(i.e. man as a laboring agent) is engaged in mostly natural activities which 
are immediately connected with those delights and burdens of bodily exis-
tence that humans in principle share with other animals.  6   

 Therefore labor, notwithstanding the elaborate human techniques 
and “means of production” that have developed during history, remains 
as close to  nature   as it gets in the realm of specifi cally human activities. 
There may be vast differences from a cultural historian’s or a political 
economist’s viewpoint between prehistoric hunters and gatherers, tillers 
of the soil, and modern laborers producing consumer goods at a conveyor 
belt. Within the categories of Arendt’s existentialist phenomenology of 
the  vita  activa   , however, these activities are nonetheless closely related 
and, although the status of labor has dramatically changed under the cir-
cumstances of modern society, in principle follow a very similar rationale. 
All these activities of labor virtually “swing” in the endlessly repeating 
cyclical rhythm of natural processes. In these processes, human beings’ 
activities do not result in any substantial changes of the natural rhythm of 
the process itself. In  labor  , human activity repeats itself each day without 
really achieving or changing anything that lingers on. Labor makes sense 
not because it solves any problem associated with the physical existence 
of man once and for all, or because it creates something that remains and 
resists the natural cycle of becoming and passing away, but because it 
serves this cycle. As laboring agents, human beings pay their due to the 
fact that they remain embedded in the endlessly repeating natural cycle 
of life and necessity with its alternating phases of physical deprivation, 
production and consumption. We attain food and eat it, and once hunger 
comes back, the same process of production and consumption starts over 
again. We produce consumer goods in order to feed the social cycle of 
consumption, knowing (and hoping, for that matter) that tomorrow the 
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cycle will have to be fed again. We clean up our room, knowing that in a 
few days it will be as if we had never made the effort and that we will have 
to do it again. 

 The activity of  animal  laborans    as described by Arendt somewhat resem-
bles the labor of  Sisyphus   who endlessly repeats to push a boulder up a 
mountain which rolls down again as soon as he reaches the peak. Similarly 
to Albert  Camus’s   famous interpretation of the myth of Sisyphus,  7   also 
Arendt emphasizes that the experience of being involved in such an end-
lessly repeating process is not only a burden, but also engenders peculiar 
and very intense, if only passing, experiences of fulfi llment and happiness.  8   
Contrary to Camus, however, for whom the myth of Sisyphus expresses 
the most important trait and at the same time the absurd nature of human 
existence, for Arendt, the endlessly repeating activity of labor is the one 
form of human activity which most purely provides the compact experi-
ence of being a part of nature, of harmoniously swinging in its cyclical 
rhythm, as if man were nothing but an animal completely at home in 
 nature  . 

 Again, in a certain way, and somehow paradoxically,  this holds true 
even with regard to the highly artifi cial forms and environments of  labor   in 
industrialized modern societies. Watched from an Arendtian perspective, 
the humor and tragedy of the conveyor-belt laborer ingeniously portrayed 
in Charlie  Chaplin  ’s  Modern Times , for instance, is to be understood not 
only in terms of the Promethean story of man having liberated himself 
from  nature   and then being overturned by his own powers. At the same 
time, Chaplin’s fi gure portrays man as being deeply involved in the intrin-
sically “natural” process of producing and consuming, as reduced to his 
“natural” status of an animal in need of physical reproduction, only under 
modern conditions, with the processes and forces of nature potentiated 
by the means of modern technology. In  Modern Times , we witness  animal 
 laborans    performing the peculiarly modern  mimesis  of man’s metabolism 
with nature, swinging in its endlessly repeating natural rhythm of produc-
ing and consuming, and eventually of being himself consummated in the 
process. In some very short, quickly passing moments of the movie, it 
seems as if the laborer is about to reach the somewhat happy stage of com-
plete atonement to the process’s rhythm. That Chaplin’s fi gure is obvi-
ously nevertheless reluctant to give himself over to this natural rhythm 
and hence to be reduced to the “natural” aspect of his existence, if only 
in a mimetic, highly artifi cial manner, is all too understandable from an 
Arendtian perspective. For Arendt, labor is surely the most natural, but 
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for this very reason also the most base, and least “human” activity human 
beings are capable of. And it is an activity in which man remains virtually 
“enslaved” by his biological needs and hence bound completely to the 
realm of necessity. There is no “ freedom  ” in labor for Arendt, except, 
maybe, the non-human sort of a somewhat liberating self-dissolution 
engendered in the experience of “swinging” in the rhythm of nature. 

 Human beings are able to transcend this realm of nature and necessity, 
as Arendt argues with reference to the classical Greek understanding of the 
terms   poiesis    and   techne   , by way of a second practical ability, namely when 
they  fabricate   not only products in the sense of consumer goods, but also 
things, tools, instruments, and artifacts.  9   Only   homo faber   , the working or 
fabricating man, has the Promethean capacity to create those “things” that 
altogether make up the “unnatural” world of human objects. Fabricated 
things are meant not to be consumed, but to stay in the world and to be 
used: houses, bridges, knifes, tables, watches, weapons, pictures, instru-
ments, conveyor belts, airplanes, computers, t-shirts, and so on—with the 
qualifi cation that the t-shirts, for instance, in order to be considered as 
fabricated “things,” should be expected to at least last a bit longer than 
a few weeks and hence not to be consummated right away. The activity 
of “fabrication” or “ work  ” refl ects the fact that men and women are not 
just natural, but also “ worldly  ” beings with the capacity to build up the 
artifi cial realm of durable things that fundamentally distinguish the living 
environment of humans from that of animals. Only this world of man- 
made objects, wrested from the realm of nature with the force of  instru-
mental rationality   and fabricating activity, can provide an adequate habitat 
for human existence insofar as it is not just a natural or animal-like, but an 
artifi cial, cultural, “worldly” existence. 

 This unnaturalness of  work   also implies that the world of “things pro-
duced by human activities” itself becomes a condition of human existence. 
Contrary to  labor   which simply follows an unchanging natural rhythm 
of repeating cycles, fabrication infl uences and changes the conditions 
of human beings’ existence by lastingly altering and shaping their envi-
ronment according to their needs and to the models of their inventive 
imagination  10  :

  [M]en constantly create their own, self-made conditions, which, their human 
origin and their variability notwithstanding, possess the same conditioning 
power as natural things. ... The objectivity of the world  – its object- or 
thing-character – and the human condition supplement each other; because 
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human existence is conditioned existence, it would be impossible without 
things, and things would be a heap of unrelated articles, a non-world, if they 
were not the conditioners of human existence.  11   

   Arendt frequently stresses the signifi cance of this clear distinction 
between  labor   and  work   in her study. Certainly, one could conceive of 
a lot of marginal cases which somehow transgress the line drawn by this 
distinction. But rather than questioning its plausibility, many of these 
marginal cases may be especially apt to underscore its signifi cance. The 
art of building sand castles, for instance, may be understood from an 
Arendtian perspective as a playful jugglery with the distinct experiences 
of labor and work, hailing the heroic magnifi cence and at the same time 
emphasizing the transience of   homo faber ’s   endeavors in the face of the 
irresistible natural cycle of becoming and decay. Likewise, the practice of 
“urban gardening” may be understood as a peculiarly “worldly” mode 
of pursuing the “natural” activities of food production and consump-
tion (which may even imply certain aspects of “ action  ” as understood 
by Arendt).  12   The labor of preparing food, even the very simple labor of 
peeling an orange (if I may add an example from personal observation), 
can be pursued in such a thorough and sophisticated manner that it feels 
almost like an ignorant sacrilege (or, alternatively, like a conscious and 
ostentatious act of profl igacy) to simply consume its end product which 
so closely approaches the status of a piece of art meant to stay in the 
world of things. 

 These marginal cases, hence, illustrate the ideal–typical nature of the 
conceptual distinction between  labor   and  work   which, of course, allows 
for complex hybrid forms of activities in the concrete empirical practices of 
individuals. But they also indicate the distinction’s far-reaching conceptual 
implications. It is worth dwelling on these implications for a moment. 
With this distinction, Arendt explicitly dissociates, to begin with, her 
phenomenology of practical human affairs from Karl  Marx  ’s anthropol-
ogy. According to Arendt, Marx, because he fails to make this distinc-
tion, reduces human practice “to the lower, almost animal-like functions 
of human life,”  13   to its most basal level of the metabolism with nature in 
labor and consumption.  14   As a consequence of this lack of differentiation, 
Marx’s social theory is characterized by a marked materialistic emphasis 
on the crucial role of  economics   and the historical development of the 
“ means of production  ” in society. Arendt opposes this emphasis as reduc-
tionist and instead stresses, as we will see, the major and independent 
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signifi cance of the “super-structures,” as it were, of human culture, and 
particularly the signifi cance of politics. 

 This shift of emphasis is  particularly important regarding the  critical   
thrust of Arendt’s theory of human activities. The fundamental problem 
which Marx identifi es in the historical process of “ alienation  ” unfolding 
from man’s metabolism with nature, for instance, for Arendt by defi nition 
cannot be experienced at all if put solely into the mental framework of 
laboring agents. According to Arendt, alienation, in terms of a dialectical 
and dynamic tension between human practices on the one hand and the 
enduring and cumulating repercussions of these practices’ own products 
on men’s position within reality on the other, virtually lies beyond labor-
ing man’s experiential horizon, simply because he does not accomplish 
anything that lasts. Alienation in this sense is a problem which can be 
experienced only within the peculiar experiential framework provided by 
the activities of work and, as we will see, of action, hence within the realms 
of durable artifi cial things and instruments and of inter-subjective politi-
cal relations. It is only in these experiential spheres that human beings 
unfold the truly worldly aspects of the human condition in the fi rst place. 
Arendt therefore consequently uses the term “ world alienation  ” when she 
refers to this problem,  15   therewith ascribing to it fundamentally different 
implications.  16   

 This substantial shift of emphasis inherent in Arendt’s critique of  Marx   
and its implications in terms of social  critique   has conceptual strengths as 
well as weaknesses. It in a way is a fundamental premise of Arendt’s genuine 
understanding of politics in general, and hence a crucial part of her theory 
of action as a whole, which in itself proves its extraordinary theoretical 
fruitfulness. Due to this shift in emphasis, Arendt’s critical refl ections suc-
ceed to bring out certain problems of modern society which are indeed 
rather neglected by Marx. Her critique of modern  capitalism  , for instance, 
transcends the rather narrow economic focus of a classical Marxist critique 
and therefore succeeds to focus on the problematic  political  implications 
of the reductionist   economism    inherent in the “Weltanschauung of the 
bourgeoisie” as well as the political connections of this “ Weltanschauung  ” 
with certain forms of  violence   in modern society in general and with the 
pre-totalitarian political ideology of modern European imperialism in par-
ticular.  17   Likewise, Arendt’s critique of modern  consumer society   sheds 
light on certain disintegrating dynamics which can only be brought out 
on the basis of her distinction of labor and work. From Arendt’s per-
spective, modern consumer society is characterized by the fact that it is 
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completely dominated by the fundamental experiences of man as  animal 
l aborans   . Consequently, consumer societies interpret themselves within 
an experiential coordinate system in which virtually everything—produc-
tion, work, communication, culture, entertainment, and so on—turns 
into an affair of labor and consumption, drawing all things, deeds, stories, 
and  interpersonal relations into an accelerating cyclical process of social 
metabolism, of mass production and immediate decay. Arendt’s analysis 
of these processes entails a phenomenological richness which, especially 
regarding the problems of the alienating “ naturalization  ” involved in 
them, exceeds other similar critical accounts that more closely follow a 
classical Neo-Marxist idea of  alienation  .  18   In Arendt’s critical descriptions, 
it is as if modern consumer society because of its  naturalizing  dynamics 
has forgotten that women and men can be more than laboring and con-
suming animals, without any ambition to raise above the almost uncon-
scious experience of swinging in the rhythm of an all-comprising “natural” 
metabolism.  19   As a consequence, Arendt’s strong emphasis on the dignity 
of human beings as practical agents aims against the functionalization of 
individuals as much as against their “naturalization” into merely produc-
ing and consuming animals. Her critical charge against Marx’s economism 
that it would eventually fail to fully recognize this dignity and its human-
ist ethical consequences immediately results from this twofold critique of 
the functionalist  and  the naturalist forces of  dehumanization   operating in 
modern societies. 

 The same shift in emphasis  however also results in certain analytical 
weaknesses of Arendt’s perspective. It particularly is the conceptual reason 
for Arendt’s often criticized dismissal of “social problems,” especially her 
rather irritating perspective on the problem of  social injustice  ,  inequal-
ity  , and  poverty  . It seems as if her critique of Marx’s “glorifi cation of the 
labouring activity”  20   and of his concept of alienation has the unintended 
conceptual side effect that the problems of social inequality and poverty in 
turn lie beyond the experiential horizon of politics as perceived by Arendt. 
Especially in her critical interpretation of the  French Revolution   (which 
she depicts as a social, rather than a political, revolution), Arendt explicitly 
refuses to accept problems of socio-economic inequality and even poverty 
as political problems at all and insists on treating them as merely techni-
cal, “administrative” issues.  21   To be sure, the fact that there is an obvious 
connection between Arendt’s conceptual distinction of labor and work 
and her dismissal of the political bearings of the “social question” does 
not mean that this dismissal is conceptually necessary. To the contrary, 
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Arendt’s clear distinction may even have the potential to provide a particu-
larly interesting perspective on such questions. If this is the case, however, 
it is a potential Arendt does not make much use of.  Labor   is surely the 
one fundamental human activity whose experiential side is least clearly 
recognized in Arendt’s work as a genuine source of theoretical inspiration. 

 There are only few occasions when Arendt at least vaguely intimates 
that the realm of  necessity   or, to use a term coined by Pierre  Bourdieu  , 
the peculiar culture of necessity  22   unfolding from an experiential posi-
tion primarily molded by activities and experiences of labor may provide 
signifi cant insights and entail its own peculiar dignity. Among the rather 
rare examples in this respect are, for instance, Arendt’s occasional hints 
on the power of  laughter   to undermine any sort of established author-
ity,  23   her refl ections on the experiential background of the concepts of 
“ culture  ”  24   and of  solidarity  ,  25   or her indication of a particular strength of 
resistance inherent in the non-bourgeois classes’ position in nineteenth-
century Europe against the disintegrating infl uence of the “good soci-
ety’s”  philistinism  —at least as long as these non-bourgeois classes are 
not themselves penetrated with and transformed by the  consumerist 
derivatives of philistinism   dominating the modern culture of entertain-
ment.  26   Besides such vague intimations, however, Arendt does not dwell 
on more principal questions in this respect, like, for instance, the ques-
tion of whether this strength of resistance may be grounded in a specifi c 
mental mode of perceiving as well as a genuine, distinctly  cultural  prac-
tice of dealing with  the more immediately  natural  experiential aspects   of 
the human condition. 

 Viewed under this premise, the “ realm of necessity  ” may indeed entail 
a richer and more signifi cant variety of practices than those refl ected by 
Arendt. Accordingly, the experiences of such “tramp” or “Hobo” fi gures 
in which  Chaplin  ’s imaginary in  Modern Times  fi nds a humanist source of 
emancipation,  27   or those experiences articulated in the various “caring” 
activities located in the private realm,  28   but also those more public, tradi-
tional as well as modern popular forms of religious and cultural rituals, of 
fairy tale cultures, folk music, or, fi nally, the manifold popular forms of a 
Dionysian culture of Festivals and Carnivals,  29   may turn out to be a more 
inspiring source especially  for  critical  political theorizing   than Arendt’s 
theory of the  vita activa  accounts for. While Ernst  Bloch  , for instance, 
emphasizes the signifi cance of such popular cultural traditions for pro-
viding access to certain experiential sources that may at least partly tran-
scend the dominant experiential coordinate system of modern consumer 
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society,  30   it seems as if Arendt takes side with  Adorno   in this respect, 
implicitly sticking to an exclusive idea of “high culture” and mostly 
neglecting the possibility of any kind of popular or “low” culture beyond 
the alienated realm of “cultural industry.”  31   Against this background, it 
is fair to ask whether Arendt indeed may neglect a number of important 
conceptual questions in her account of labor as a fundamental part of 
the  vita activa —like those questions, for instance, of a “theory of vital 
materiality” as recently suggested by Jane  Bennett    32   or, more broadly, 
the problems of a non-materialist “philosophy of labour” which Simone 
 Weil   found indicated, yet not developed, in  Marx  ’s early work and which 
she thought to be a major project “for our century to accomplish.”  33   To 
refl ect on these questions may have especially enriched Arendt’s perspec-
tive on the implications of the existential condition of “natality” which 
she does consider to be crucial for understanding the human capacity to 
act politically and which arguably anchors the artifi cial world of common 
human affairs in a genuinely “ natural  ” experience.  34   

 In fact, this last aspect points to another, theoretically perhaps even 
more fundamental implication of Arendt’s distinction of labor and work, 
besides its anti-economist thrust. This implication regards Arendt’s more 
general understanding of man’s relation toward  nature   and hence concerns 
that problem which above (in Chap.   2    ) was identifi ed as constituting the 
common experiential roots of philosophy and politics. When understood 
in more general terms, Arendt’s perception of man’s “unnatural” nature, 
as it were, as it most clearly comes to the fore in the human capacity to 
fabricate an artifi cial world of things, does share a certain fundamental 
motive with Marx, particularly with his early work, notwithstanding her 
determined critique of Marx’s economism. This motive connects Arendt’s 
anti-philosophical phenomenology of the human condition with a gen-
uine philosophical background. It touches upon a core idea of modern 
philosophical  humanism   in general, and Arendt’s account is as much con-
nected to this tradition as Marx’s idea of a true or perfect humanism (“vol-
lendeter Humanismus = Naturalismus”) as he articulates it in his early 
manuscripts on the problem of  alienation  .  35   

 The paradigmatic modern philosophical formulation of this motive is 
 Rousseau  ’s idea of   perfectibilité    according to which the most fundamental 
characteristic of human “nature” is its indeterminacy and hence man’s 
capacity of self-determination. For Rousseau, this capacity is what most 
clearly defi nes man as man and what at the same time in principle dis-
tinguishes him from all other animals, what virtually excludes him from 
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being completely at home in “the state of  nature  .”  36   Rousseau’s idea of 
 perfectibilité  did not only profoundly infl uence especially that German 
modern philosophical discourse which makes up a major part of Arendt’s 
intellectual frame of reference, from  Kant  ,  Hegel  ,  Marx  , and  Nietzsche   
to  Heidegger  . It also echoes a core theme of early modernity, namely of 
renaissance philosophy,  37   and hence indeed constitutes a major trait of the 
modern mindset as a whole. It is expressively inaugurated, perhaps for the 
fi rst time in its peculiarly modern form, in Pico  della Mirandola’s   human-
ist philosophy. In his  Oration on the Dignity of Man , Pico sets out to give 
a new and more appropriate answer to the old question of “why man is 
the most fortunate of creatures and consequently worthy of all admiration 
and what precisely is that rank which is his lot in the universal chain of 
Being – a rank to be envied not only by brutes but even by the stars and by 
minds beyond this world. It is a matter past faith and a wondrous one.”  38   
To Pico, the core signifi cance of man’s rank within the “chain of Being” 
lies in the fact that he has no peculiar fi xed place in it; it lies in his principal 
and virtually unlimited “mutability of character” and “self-transforming 
nature” as “the maker and moulder” of himself:

  [God] took man as a creature of indeterminate nature and, assigning him a 
place in the middle of the world, addressed him thus: “Neither a fi xed abode 
nor a form that is thine alone nor any function peculiar to thyself have we 
given thee, Adam, to the end that according to thy longing and according 
to thy judgment thou mayest have and posses what abode, what form, and 
what function thou thyself shalt desire. The nature of all other beings is 
limited and constrained within the bounds of laws prescribed by Us. Thou 
constrained by no limits, in accordance with thine own free will, in whose 
hand We have placed thee, shalt ordain for thyself the limits of thy nature. ... 
[T]hou mayest fashion thyself in whatever shape thou shalt prefer.”  39   

   This modern idea of  self-determination   as it is inaugurated in Pico’s 
classical  humanism   takes up, but also decisively changes and transforms, 
the traditional Aristotelian idea of a teleological ethics which rests on 
Man’s capacity to become what he by his  nature   ( physei ) can and at the 
same time ought to be. While the idea of an actively pursued practice of 
ethical self-education as it is inherent in Aristotle’s ethics is adopted in 
modern humanism, the idea of a “natural”  telos  of human existence as 
its guiding principle loses its central status. For Pico, man is free virtu-
ally to become whatever he chooses to make of himself. The classical idea 
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of a teleological ethics, more or less clearly directed by human nature, is 
replaced by the idea of a radically open, undetermined human capacity of 
self-determination. To man “it is granted to have whatever he chooses, 
to be whatever he wills.”  40   Consequently, human existence and human 
freedom on the one side and “ nature  ” on the other are divided and part 
ways, as it were. 

 In Pico, this new understanding of  self-determination   articulates a yet 
unshattered optimism and faith in the almost indefi nite potentials of the 
intellectual and practical abilities of men. In the course of its further 
development—discernible already in  Rousseau   and most clearly articu-
lated in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—this idea substan-
tially changes its tone. What comes to the fore, more and more clearly, 
is the ambivalent reverse of self-determination, namely the problem of 
 alienation  . The “free choices” of women and men to be what they want 
to be, especially those among these choices which are most successfully 
realized, linger on in the form of objectifi ed historical and social “con-
ditions” of any further attempts in self-determination. The liberation 
from being determined by human nature actually reveals the substantial 
determination of the human “condition” by human culture, history, and 
society. Against this modern background,  Pico  ’s humanist optimism had 
turned, at the latest in the perspective of the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries’ cultural and social theory, into a profoundly ambivalent, 
often openly pessimistic view on the self- and world-determining pow-
ers of the “ objectifi ed  ” historical results of human practice. To Georg 
 Simmel  , for instance, when considering the experience of the massive 
objective forces of modern urban life—with their determining effects 
on almost everything surrounding the individual, profoundly shaping 
all the items of daily use, the buildings and means of transportation that 
constitute his or her living environment, and even the bodies of law and 
knowledge produced under these circumstances—it appears as if the lin-
gering results of former activities as the “objective” part of the human 
spirit almost completely predominate over the “subjective” human spirit, 
hence the ability of the individual to actively shape and alter his or her 
own existence’s conditions.  41   To Simmel, representing therewith a gen-
eral experience pervading large parts of the intellectual and especially the 
German discourse of the time, the historical dynamics of self-determi-
nation seemed to have resulted in a situation in which the individual is 
in danger “of being levelled and consumed” completely, yet not by the 
forces of natural necessity, but rather within an “overwhelming abun-
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dance of crystallized, depersonalized human spirit” and an artifi cial yet 
all-embracing “social-technological mechanism.”  42   

 Arendt’s political theory does not share in this marked pessimism that 
dominated the perspective of many of her contemporaries. Instead, she 
stresses that human beings, due to the existential condition of   natality   , 
are also characterized by their ability to begin something anew, hence to 
disturb and interrupt any course of historically and socially determined 
processes. To Arendt, due to the fact that human beings’ existence begins 
with the naturally given event of birth, they, as individuals, each are a new 
“beginning” in the world of human affairs, still more or less completely 
unconditioned by the man-made conditions of social life. It is majorly due 
to this existential condition of originally being a “newcomer” to the game 
of social life that human beings are not merely fabricating, but also politi-
cal agents with the capacity to themselves begin something completely 
new in human affairs. It is this political practice of beginning something 
new which keeps open the liberating potentials of  self-determination  , not-
withstanding its equally strong alienating potentials.  43   

 What Arendt clearly does share in, however, together with the main-
stream of modern philosophy, is the general “ humanist  ” idea of self- 
determination as the genuine capacity, but also as the genuine and quite 
ambivalent “fate” of Man. This is most clearly discernible in her concep-
tual distinction between labor and work. “All living creatures, man not 
excepted,” are contained in the realm of  nature  . But “[w]henever men 
pursue their purposes, tilling the effortless earth, forcing the free-fl owing 
wind into their sails, crossing the ever-rolling waves, they cut across a 
movement which is purposeless and turning within itself.”  44   The most fun-
damental experience which comes to the fore in Arendt’s characterization 
of the activity of  work   is the human experience of not being completely 
at home in nature. As we will see, this fundamental experience also reoc-
curs in the experiential fi eld of political action. Arendt’s assertion that the 
practice of politics is primarily characterized by the fact that women and 
men only here succeed to  make themselves at home  in the world is a direct 
refl ection of this experience.  45   What characterizes the realms of work and 
 action   alike is the fundamental experience that human beings, as soon as 
they begin to actively unfold their specifi cally human potentials, leave the 
realm of nature and enter the artifi cial realms of self-determination, and 
hence realms of almost indefi nite possibilities, posing almost no “natural” 
limits on what humans can choose to  make  of themselves and of the world 
they live in, for the better or the worse. 
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 This short digression may suffi ce to indicate that the distinction between 
labor and work and the question of the  vita activa ’s experiential relation 
toward  nature   bear important implications, while especially the latter at 
the same time remains rather unresolved in Arendt’s theory of human 
activities. We will come back to this question in the fi nal chapter. Let us for 
now return to Arendt’s account of fabrication or work as laid out in  The 
 Human   Condition . The activity of work not only introduces the problem 
of self-determination. By introducing this problem into the  vita  activa   , 
man as  homo  faber    also encounters the question of  freedom  , albeit in a yet 
limited way, regarding both his practical and his mental activities. By fab-
ricating an artifi cial world of things, man’s activity as  homo faber  gradually 
liberates human existence from the burdens of necessity, as it were, and 
from being completely determined by the unending natural cycle of bio-
logical needs and consumption. At the same time, however, this liberat-
ing activity creates new, self-generated conditions of human existence that 
shape the way in which reality is given to men and women. The constella-
tion of a self-created artifi cial thing-world constitutes an experiential fi eld 
in which reality is perceived within a coordinate system that corresponds 
to this artifi cial environment established by the activity of fabrication. The 
experiences connected with work therefore substantially differ from the 
“natural” experiences given in labor. In contrast to the merely natural 
experience of   animal   laborans  of “swinging” in the cyclical movement of 
the process of nature,  homo faber  experiences reality in terms of objects to 
be used and of models to be realized.  46   His experiential position is consti-
tuted by the “experiences of  instrumentality  ” in the sense of the “experi-
ence of means and ends.”  47   Consequently, he “thinks” in terms of “the 
utility standard inherent in the very activity of fabrication” and in terms 
of those “means and ends which arise directly out of his work activity.”  48   
In short: The world created by  homo faber  constitutes the fundamental 
human experiences of “ objectivity  ” and of “ utility  .” 

 To relate with one’s living environment in such terms of instrumen-
tality and  fabrication   does provide an experience of individual freedom. 
Within his world of experience, within the realm of utility,  homo  faber    is an 
 autonomous master of his work and its results  . In his activity of transform-
ing raw material into things that last, by inscribing his creative and calcu-
lating intellect and will into the piece of wood or the stone in his hand, 
fabricating man virtually is a Promethean fi gure. He adds some-“thing” 
to reality which had not been there before and which lasts and resists the 
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natural cycle of becoming and decay.  49   It at least succeeds in doing so for 
some time—a time, to be sure, that may exceed the life span of its creator 
and that therefore in a sense also provides the experience of a worldly 
way of immortalizing human existence.  Homo faber ’s mode of perceiving 
and working with reality provides all the pleasures of practical individ-
ual autonomy and of material creativity and virtuosity. It especially pro-
vides the pleasure of creating artifi cial “things” that last, a pleasure which 
 everybody knows who ever had the opportunity to “build” something by 
following his or her own “model,” or who has a certain sensitivity for the 
beauty of a high-quality piece of craftsmanship, or who has ever inherited 
a Louis-Philippe-style piece of furniture which had been in the property 
of the family for several generations. The fundamental experiences of free-
dom and self-determination that resonate in  homo faber ’s activity most 
clearly articulate an immediately materialist sense of human worldliness, 
the affectionate and caring awareness of the concrete material basis of the 
“world” as the artifi cial edifi ce erected and cultivated by the human abili-
ties of creating and molding useful and beautiful “things” that last. 

 This kind of  freedom   (which bears some kinship with the experience 
that in the liberal tradition of political thought is usually referred to as 
“ negative freedom  ”), however, is for Arendt not yet a political experience 
proper, because it lacks, as we will see, the clearly inter-subjective moment 
characteristic to any authentic political practice. In fact, to confuse  auton-
omy   in this radically individualist (and actually materialist) sense with the 
inter-subjective phenomenon of political freedom necessarily results in a 
purely instrumental idea of political rulership which, according to Arendt, 
actually replaces the logic of politics with a logic of the fabrication of 
things altogether.  50   The marketplace is the utmost of an interpersonal 
realm which is conceivable for   homo faber   ,  51   and the only kind of company 
with others directly corresponding to his experiential framework springs 
from “the need of the master for assistants” and “his wish to educate 
others in his craft.”  52   What is more, his peculiar mode of experiencing 
freedom is ambivalent, particularly because its inherent practical logic has 
expansive, and therefore violent, tendencies. Experiences from the realm 
of  utility   and  instrumentality   not only imply an almost autistic perspec-
tive, but also tend to actively violate certain experiences springing from 
the plurality of women and men living together. There either are no real 
others at all recognized in the experience of utility, or if there are, then 
 homo faber  tends to experience them in the reductionist terms of objects 
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to be used. In the narrative of  Chaplin  ’s  Modern Times , to return once 
again to this instructive example, it is the fi gure of the engineer presenting 
his automatic “eating machine” to the director of the factory who repre-
sents these problematic potentials of instrumentality. Here, in this slightly 
autistic fi gure of a “mechanic salesman” demonstrating at the “object” of 
the poor conveyor-belt laborer his lunchtime sparing idea of automatizing 
the act of eating, the most basic form of human consumption, we have 
the humor and tragedy of  homo faber  following his business without any 
consciousness of the monstrosities the activity of fabrication can give birth 
to when directly applied to human beings. 

 The principal danger of working man’s particular narrow-mindedness, 
the tendencies of fostering phenomena of  de-personalizing reifi cation 
  and of  violent   action that result from his instrumental mode of perceiv-
ing reality, become apparent in the moment when  homo faber , the master 
of his creative will’s imaginations and of his hands’ works, is confronted 
with the fact that there are other “masters” besides him, other creative 
wills’ imaginations, models, and plans, and other hands capable of shap-
ing their environment. The experience of “the other,” understood in 
non- reductionist and more fully humanist terms, virtually goes beyond 
  homo faber   ’s imagination, or it even tends to shatter his frame of experi-
ence and to trigger resistance. In Arendt’s phenomenology of the  vita 
activa , it is as if  Hegel  ’s dialectic of master and servant—the mutual 
degradation of the other into a part of one’s own environment at the 
disposal of one’s creative imagination and fabricating ability, applied to 
satisfy one’s own most basic needs and to realize one’s own negative 
freedom—turns out to be the peculiar existential dilemma of  homo faber . 
In experiential terms, it is a dilemma which arises from but cannot be 
resolved in the coordinate system of  utility  ,  instrumentality  , and  auton-
omy  , but only, at least partly, in the realm of political action. As opposed 
to the merely negative freedom of autonomy, in action, human beings 
realize their potential of a positive, truly political form of  freedom  : “[I]
n doing or acting, we are not masters as we are in fabrication where we 
are confronted with one object. Yet, while we are no masters, we are no 
servants either; we act in insecurity and unpredictability because we act 
into a world composed of free, i.e. unpredictable beings.”  53   This is one of 
the reasons why  action  , the activity most clearly associated with political 
experience, represents the most important part within Arendt’s theory of 
the  vita activa . 
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                                                        NOTES 
     1.    That in  The Human Condition  these experiential aspects often remain in 

the background, may be partly due to the fact that Arendt herself, by 
strictly focusing on the  vita activa , conceptually reproduces the strict sepa-
ration between thought and action which she attempts to overcome. 
Although it is a major consequence she draws from her critique of philoso-
phy, her theory of human activities in a way itself still presumes that this 
distinction “is valid” (see Hannah Arendt: Labor, Work, Action, in: James 
W. Bernauer (Ed.): Amor Mundi. Explorations in the Faith and Thought 
of Hannah Arendt, Dordrecht (Martinus Nijhoff Publishers) 1987, 
pp. 29–42; here: p. 29). This problem had troubled Arendt, as she con-
cedes in her last unfi nished book on  The Life of the Mind  (W, p. 6 f.), ever 
since she had fi nished her study on  The Human Condition . See also her 
remarks on this problem in a discussion with colleagues in Toronto 1972 
(Hannah Arendt: On Hannah Arendt, published in: Melvyn Hill (Ed.): 
Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public World, New York (St. Martin’s 
Press) 1979, pp. 301–339).   

   2.    Arendt in principle shares this idea of examining the specifi c “Stellung des 
Menschen im Kosmos” ( Max Scheler  ) and his peculiar “Positionalität” 
( Hellmuth Plessner  ) with the project of “ philosophical anthropology  ” as 
pursued by some of her German contemporaries (Max Scheler: Die 
Stellung des Menschen im Kosmos. Gesammelte Werke Vol. 9, 3rd edi-
tion, Bonn (Bouvier) 2008; Max Scheler: Die Wissensformen und die 
Gesellschaft, Gesammelte Werke, Vol. 8, 2nd edition, Bonn (Bouvier) 
2008; Hellmuth Plessner: Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch. 
Einleitung in die philosophische Anthropologie, 3rd edition, Berlin (De 
Gruyter) 1975). Contrary to these attempts to formulate a “philosophical 
anthropology,” however, Arendt stresses that she does not intend in  The 
Human Condition  to evolve an “anthropological” in the sense of a philo-
sophical account of human “ nature  ” (HC, p. 10 f.). Viewed against the 
background of her critique of philosophy, this is indeed an important qual-
ifi cation of her peculiar perspective. At the same time, however, the ques-
tion of the relation between the “human condition” and “nature” remains 
an unresolved problem in Arendt’s work. See more elaborately here below 
the passage on labor in this following and the one on Arendt’s normative 
perspective in Chap.   7    .   

   3.    LKPP, p. 43.   
   4.    PhP, p. 94.   
   5.    On labor, see chapter III of HC, p. 79 ff.   
   6.    HC, 96 ff.   
   7.    Albert Camus: The Myth of Sisyphus, New York (Penguin Books) 2012.   
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   8.    HC, 106 ff.; Arendt: Labor, Work, Action, p. 33 f.   
   9.    See chapter IV of HC, p. 136 ff.   
   10.    HC, p. 140.   
   11.    HC, p. 9.   
   12.    I owe this example to Linda Wagner who attended my seminar on Arendt’s 

political theory at the University of Darmstadt, Germany, in 2013.   
   13.    MTW, p. 285.   
   14.    HC, p. 85 ff.   
   15.    HC, 248 ff.   
   16.    On this topic, see Rahel Jaeggi: Welt und Person. Zum anthropologischen 

Hintergrund der Gesellschaftskritik Hannah Arendts, Berlin (Lukas Verlag) 
1997, p. 90 ff. and Dana R. Villa: Hannah Arendt: Modernity, Alienation, 
and Critique, in: Ronald Beiner/Jennifer Nedelsky (Eds.): Judgment, 
Imagination, and Politics. Themes from Kant and Arendt, Lanham 
(Rowman & Littelfi eld) 2001, pp. 287–310.   

   17.    OT, p. 136 ff.   
   18.    An example in this respect is Max  Horkheimer  ’s treatment of the role of 

nature within the alienating dynamics of modern instrumental rationaliza-
tion in his essay  Eclipse of Reason , New York (Oxford University Press) 
1947, p. 92 ff. Due to its stronger Marxian as well as Freudian implica-
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    CHAPTER 4   

    Abstract     This chapter provides an interpretation of Arendt’s account of 
 action   as that form of human activity which she most clearly associates 
with the practice of politics. By acting politically, human beings establish 
a common world of inter-subjective relations in which  freedom   is real-
ized. Against readings of Arendt’s theory of action as implying an under-
standing of politics too elusive to be applicable to real politics, however, 
the chapter emphasizes the signifi cance of spatiality, borders, and stability 
for Arendt’s account. Politics takes place in concrete public spaces which 
require more or less stable borders to serve their function of realizing 
freedom. As such a spatial phenomenon, the practice and experience of 
politics involve an ambiguous ingredient of  instrumentality  .  

  Keywords     Action   •   Politics   •   Freedom   •   Spatiality  

       As we have seen, the experience of the other person, and with it the expe-
rience of political freedom, lies beyond the reach of  homo  faber   ’s experi-
ential horizon. It is only in the activity of  action   that human beings are 
able to also transcend the working man’s artifi cial realm of objects and 
material creativity, of  utility   and  instrumentality  , and enter the sphere of 
interpersonal  relations  .  1   And it is in this interpersonal sphere of action 
where the peculiar practice of politics and with it an experience of free-
dom can be realized which transcends the limits and contradictions of the 
individualist sort of liberty characteristic to the experiential realm of utility. 
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Acting politically, human beings react upon the fact that “ plurality  ” is a 
fundamental condition of human existence, that “men, not Man, live on 
the earth and inhabit the world.”  2   In the activities of action and speech, 
human beings react upon each other and relate with each other. By act-
ing and “ speaking  ” (the latter being an indispensable aspect of acting for 
Arendt), women and men turn the “things” of the world from the imme-
diate and primary concerns of  homo faber  into the material preconditions 
and mediators of genuinely  civic  forms of human activities. The world of 
things is now used to connect different actors with each other, therewith 
transcending the merely  objective  and instead realizing the  inter-subjective  
potentials of the   vita   activa .  3   A hammer, for instance, used to knock a nail 
into a roofi ng tile is a tool in the strict sense of the term whose signifi cance 
can be described solely in the utilitarian terms of instrumental rationality. 
The signifi cance of a judge’s gavel, on the contrary, used to command 
silence in a courtroom, transcends these terms of mere “thingness” and 
instrumentality because it has become a medium of interpersonal com-
munication. Accordingly, the question of how to use a gavel properly in a 
courtroom cannot be answered solely with reference to the instrumental 
logic of means and ends. It involves phenomena such as  authority  ,  power  , 
 law  , and discourse which all transcend the realm of utility and instead 
follow a substantially different practical rationale. Likewise, the compre-
hensive phenomenon of a table used to gather a group of people for a 
discussion, a debate, or a negotiation blurs the merely instrumental coor-
dinate system of  homo faber . Transformed into the material basis of activi-
ties that aim at interpersonal relations rather than objects, a “roundtable” 
is not merely a thing anymore. It bears a signifi cance that transcends the 
logic of its original fabrication. 

 In fact, according to Arendt, the whole  logic of means and ends   in 
general does not immediately apply to those activities performed in the 
realm of interpersonal relations.  Action  , in contrast to fabrication, does 
not intentionally “realize” a particular aim in the sense of applying certain 
means in order to bring something about which is planned beforehand. 
It at least does not primarily follow such a clearly end-oriented rationale:

  [In]  fabrication  , … the  ergon , the actual work, is the result and the aim of 
the fabricating process, which in itself, without such an end-product, would 
become meaningless. ... Action, on the contrary, since it is possible only in 
a web of relationships of many wills and many intentions and since it is by 
defi nition related not to dead material, but to other men, who are equally 
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obsessed by ideas and desires, the chances are that no intention ever will 
be realized in even a compromised purity and that no work will ever be 
 recognized by its author as his own in the sphere of action as it can be rec-
ognized by its author in the fi eld of fabrication.  4   

   The particular results achieved by a plurality of persons acting and 
speaking with each other do not primarily determine and defi ne the activ-
ity’s major frame of reference, simply because these results are always open 
to the changing interaction between many different actors and therefore 
unpredictable: “Human action, projected into a web of relationships 
where many and opposing ends are pursued, almost never fulfi ls its origi-
nal intention; no act can ever be recognized by its author as his own with 
the same happy certainty with which a piece of work of any kind can be 
recognized by its maker. Whoever begins to act must know that he has 
started something whose end he can never foretell, if only because his own 
deed has already changed everything and made it even more unpredict-
able.”  5   Accordingly, action, based on the ability to relate to others, does 
not follow an object-oriented logic at all, but rather a principally subject- 
oriented rationale. Rather than fabricating an identifi able objective, action 
reveals the person performing the act in his or her “who I am” among a 
plurality of many other persons.  6   Following such a personal rather than an 
objective rationale, action is in principle not an instrumental activity, but 
an end in itself, insofar as the “end” of the activity is nothing but its own 
actualization. Rather than aiming at  achieving something ,  action   aims at 
 being someone  among a plurality of others. 

 This distinctly personal and interpersonal, as opposed to a merely objec-
tive rationale, of action is crucial for Arendt’s understanding of  politics  . 
In the activities of consciously performing deeds in front of others, of 
addressing others, of trying to persuade others, of disagreeing and argu-
ing with others, of asking others to join in, of joining in and modifying 
the projects of others, of evoking stories as well as continuing and altering 
the narratives evoked by others, in short, in their attempts of  being some-
one among others , human beings actualize their potential of being political 
agents. The existential condition refl ected in this potential, besides the 
basic fact of  plurality  , is the human ability to  spontaneity   which is rooted in 
 natality  , the capacity of beginning something anew (of   archein   , as Arendt 
puts it with the corresponding political term of the Greek  polis   culture),  7   
as well as the ability to voluntarily join in, to support such new begin-
nings of others and act together (  prattein   ) and hence to generate “power” 
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among a plurality of persons. Indeed,  power  , one of the most fundamen-
tal phenomena engendered in the political sphere of human affairs, for 
Arendt virtually consists of nothing but the ability of individuals to volun-
tarily act in concert with others.  8   

 It is only on the basis of this genuinely political activity of action that 
the most signifi cant potentials and the “higher and more meaningful 
activities”  9   of the  vita  activa    are realized. For Arendt,  political   action is 
obviously not just another type of being active, but  the  decisive poten-
tial of human activity altogether, existentially, socially, and ethically, and 
both in individual and in collective terms. Only by acting politically, 
human beings succeed to balance and transcend the tendency of reify-
ing everything, potentially even other persons, inherent in the activity of 
fabrication, to prevent the  world-alienation   looming in the practical logic 
dominating modern  consumer societies  , to fi ght the dangers of modern 
 totalitarianism  . Arendt’s understanding of politics indeed bears  distinctly 
normative underpinnings  , as many of her interpreters emphasize. On this 
background, to some readers, her perception of politics even appears to 
be quite idealistic or maybe even utopian and therefore lacks a realistic 
sense for the actual possibilities and necessities of politics in real life. In 
particular,  Arendt’s claim that action, as opposed to fabrication, does 
not primarily pursue any “purposes” that could be planned and modeled 
beforehand was criticized by many of her readers as rendering an under-
standing of politics way too elusive and unrealistic to be applicable to 
real life. Refl ecting on these issues, Hannah F.  Pitkin  , for instance, in her 
interpretation of Arendt, asks somewhat aggravated: “What keeps these 
citizens together as a body? … What is it that they talk about in the endless 
palaver of the agora?”  10   

 In fact, especially in  The  Human   Condition , Arendt stresses the utterly 
elusive, unpredictable, boundless, and “purposeless” character of “pure 
politics”  11   to a degree at which it indeed appears diffi cult to conceive how 
this emphatic understanding of political action and speaking may be at all 
compatible with questions of stability and institutions and with the prob-
lems of “real politics” and concrete decision-making processes. On closer 
inspection, however, such an exceedingly emphatic and idealist picture of 
Arendt’s  understanding   of political action turns out to be incomplete. Her 
account of politics also entails a distinctly  realistic   trait, especially regard-
ing the question of “what keeps citizens together” any longer than for 
those fl eeting, isolated incidents of spontaneous common activity. In con-
junction with this question, Arendt discusses aspects of politics in which 
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the inherent logic of action somewhat comes close to, or maybe better: is 
somehow  mingled with the world-building logic   of   homo   faber .  12   Action 
and speech, being the activities of constituting relations between different 
actors, inscribe a web of inter-personal relations into the human world of 
things and objects and therewith constitute an immaterial public space 
of appearance in which politics can take place in a relatively stable frame-
work. Therefore action, notwithstanding its performative, unpredictable, 
and boundless character, also has the potential to render permanent effects 
and to alter and shape the world of human experience. By enacting the 
freedom of boundless and spontaneous interactions between individuals, 
politics is also an active “creation” and “preservation” of the “(institution-
ally articulated) public world” which makes freedom “possible in the fi rst 
place.”  13   

 This stabilizing moment comes to the fore most clearly, according to 
Arendt, in the practice of “ founding  ” as it is articulated in the political 
spirit of modern revolutions. Being exemplary enactments of the spon-
taneous, non-instrumental human capacity of making a new beginning 
by common political action, revolutions at the same time entail a self- 
stabilizing logic: “To the extent that the greatest event in every revolution 
is the act of foundation, the spirit of revolution contains two elements 
which to us seem irreconcilable and even contradictory. The act of found-
ing the new body politic, of devising the new form of government involves 
the grave concern with the stability and durability of the new structure; 
the experience, on the other hand, which those who are engaged in this 
grave business are bound to have is the exhilarating awareness of the 
human capacity of beginning, the high spirits which have always attended 
the birth of something new on earth.”  14   Although there is a fundamental 
tension between these two elements, they are both part of the concrete 
practice of real politics. Especially “in the act of foundation,” they are “not 
mutually exclusive opposites but two sides of the same event.”  15   

 To the extent that the “ foundation  ” of common spaces is an integral 
part of its practical  logic  , political action is indeed somehow associated 
with peculiar traits of the activity of  fabrication  . The practice of politics, 
insofar as it is a practice of “founding” of political worlds and spaces, 
bears an element of  instrumental rationality  —just as much as the activ-
ity of remembrance, pursued by poets and historiographers, succeeds 
to rescue human words and deeds, “the most futile” of “all man-made 
things,” from immediately perishing in the moment in which they are 
performed, only by “translating action and speech in that kind of   poiesis  
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  or fabrication which eventually becomes the written word.”  16   In the prac-
tice of politics, the equivalences to the “written word” are institutions, 
common stories, relatively stable boundaries, and all the other forms of 
“materialized power,” as opposed to the spontaneous incidents of pure or 
“lively power.” The latter “disintegrates as rapidly as it appears with the 
being-together of people” and therefore “calls for objectifi cation in politi-
cal institutions, organizations, rights and laws to guarantee duration and 
stability.”  17   Accordingly, the categories associated with Arendt’s under-
standing of politics— plurality  , action and speech,  power  —to the extend 
that they pose the question of how to relatively stabilize political affairs, in 
a sense always indicate an instrumental element. And this is especially the 
case insofar as they describe  spatial   phenomena, like the phenomenon of a 
“ public space  ” in the sense of “a politically organized world.”  18   As it will 
turn out later, this spatial aspect which adds a genuinely realist and also 
somewhat ambivalent tone to Arendt’s account of political action is partic-
ularly interesting with regard to our questions at hand, both in epistemo-
logical and in ethical respects. It remains to be sketched as an ingredient 
of Arendt’s account of political action before we can turn to the question 
of politics as a mode of experience and a mental activity. 

 The conceptual and metaphorical use of the category of “ space  ” and 
of related categories such as “realm,” “world,” or “localization” plays a 
prominent role in Arendt’s political thought. This is discernible in almost 
all of her writings. Also in  The Human Condition , Arendt emphasizes the 
high degree to which the very meaning of human activities depends on the 
spaces in which they take place. Their localization within particular spaces 
“is neither arbitrary nor merely based on historical circumstances, but cor-
responds to the nature of these activities themselves.”  19   Consequently, 
the practice of politics is closely connected to and even to a great extent 
defi ned by the concept of the “ public sphere  ” as the “space of appearance” 
in which the genuinely political human activity of action takes place and 
which, in turn, is permanently constituted and reproduced by this peculiar 
form of activity. Since public spaces represent a distinct dimension of the 
 vita activa , involving their own uses, concerns, and principles,  20   they are 
clearly distinguishable from other spheres of human activity, such as the 
spaces of individual privacy or those of markets. 

 Although Arendt frequently emphasizes these  spatial   implications, how-
ever, she is not always very explicit in  The  Human   Condition  with regard 
to the question of how the concrete shape of such political spaces, that 
is, their institutional organization or their concrete limits and  boundaries 
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ought to be perceived. It  remains especially unclear how according to 
Arendt political spaces are actively stabilized, how the boundaries and 
 limits between them and other spaces of activity are exactly constituted or 
by whom and in which way this “art of separation”  21   of establishing the 
obviously “manmade” public spheres and worlds of communication is per-
formed. In  The Human Condition , this problem of the self-stabilization 
and self-limitation of political spaces is occasionally indicated, for instance 
in the chapter on “ promising  ” and “ forgiving  ” as the most important 
modes of “self-limitation” of human action.  22   Arendt also indicates that it 
is the main function of  laws   and constitutions to put these modes of  self- 
limitation   into practice. Written laws and constitutions not only concretely 
articulate the founding principles of a “republic” and the public narratives 
which evolve from and are permanently reshaped in political action and 
communication. They also help to stabilize, shape, and limit the practical 
and communicative spaces of politics.  23   But apart from these indications, 
Arendt often, particularly in  The Human Condition , omits the questions 
of stability, institutionalization, and of the concrete limitation of politi-
cal spaces and rather focuses on the elusive and intangible character of 
politics. 

 These omissions notwithstanding, however, for Arendt political spaces 
and  public spheres   are not merely abstract conceptualizations, but very 
concrete empirical phenomena with discernible shapes and  boundaries  , if 
rather immaterial ones. The actual signifi cance of this question comes to 
the fore more clearly than in  The Human Condition  in some of Arendt’s 
other major writings. Particularly on the background of her critique of the 
various modern deviations from authentic political action and especially 
of her critique of totalitarianism, Arendt clearly emphasizes that “public 
spaces” demand  spatial   limitations—in the literal sense of the term, to 
begin with. Public communication and the practice of politics demand a 
stable territorial basis. And this also implies a limited capacity regarding 
the size of public spaces in terms of member citizens. Arendt does not 
necessarily argue for the particularly limited structure of modern nation 
states or even for the small-sized city-state in this respect, but rather for 
federal and subsidiary structures and institutions.  24   But still, size plays a 
role insofar as it is one basic and concrete aspect in which public spaces are 
limited and, for that matter, particularistic phenomena. As such, further-
more, they also demand the limiting function of stable institutions and 
positive  laws  .  25   
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 This problem of  boundaries   and limitations not only refers to practical 
considerations in a narrow sense of the term or merely refl ects institu-
tional necessities set by concrete application problems. Rather, it implies 
some major qualifi cations of Arendt’s genuine concept of political free-
dom in general. For Arendt, the practice of  politics   is both the exercise 
and realization of freedom and at the same time the constant activity of 
 self-limitation   of this exercise. Again, Arendt does not argue for any kind 
of “gated” political communities, as it were, or strictly “walled democra-
cies”  26   with clear-cut borders fi xed once and for all. The “meaning of 
politics is  freedom  ” (see above), and political action, permanently opening 
up new horizons of meaning and initiating new stories, has “an inherent 
tendency to force upon all limitations and cut across all boundaries.”  27   
At the same time, political action also constitutes the spaces in which this 
utterly unpredictable and boundless activity of spontaneous beginning can 
be given some sort of a relative stability and continuity.  Political free-
dom   is not a natural, but an artifi cial phenomenon, a product of  self- 
determination   which depends upon a number of self-created conditions. 
In order to be realized and to be more than a “worldless” and literally 
“homeless” state of individual isolation or even of existential “loneliness,” 
freedom requires the stable limits and boundaries of a concrete human 
artifi ce. Freedom as a “worldly reality, is something created by men to be 
enjoyed by men rather than a gift or a capacity,” something that can exist 
only in the “manmade public space.”  28   And it depends on the relative sta-
bility of this space, of its institutional frame and constitution, and this also 
means: of its boundaries and limits. The political sphere, notwithstanding 
the fact that the central meaning of its constitutive rationale is human 
freedom, is not unlimited, neither in terms of the possibilities of human 
activities and experiences, nor in terms of “ space  ,” as Arendt lays out in 
her study   On   Revolution :

   Freedom  , wherever it existed as a tangible reality, has always been spatially 
limited. ... [T]he borders of national territory or the walls of the city-state 
comprehended and protected a space in which men could move freely. 
Treaties and international guarantees provide an extension of this territori-
ally bound freedom for citizens outside their own country, but even under 
these modern conditions the elementary coincidence of freedom and a lim-
ited space remains manifest. What is true for freedom of movement is, to a 
large extent, valid for freedom in general. Freedom in a positive sense is pos-
sible only among equals, and equality itself is by no means a universally valid 
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principle but, again, applicable only with limitations and even within spatial 
limits. If we equate these spaces of freedom – which ... we could also call 
spaces of appearances – with the political realm itself, we shall be inclined to 
think of them as islands in a sea or as oases in a desert. This image, I believe, 
is suggested to us not merely by the consistency of a metaphor but by the 
record of history as well.  29   

   While the political realm is pluralistic, boundless and  unpredictable  , 
constantly in motion and permanently changing, as a concrete and “tan-
gible reality,” it at the same time is characterized by relatively stable limits 
and  boundaries   that determine its concrete shape. “Political boundaries 
between men ... give protection together with limitation, and not only 
separate but also bind men together.”  30   Such boundaries seem to be con-
stitutive and indispensable conditions for public spaces to exist as real 
empirical phenomena in the fi rst place:

  A citizen is by defi nition a  citizen   among citizens of a country among coun-
tries. His rights and duties must be defi ned and limited, not only by those of 
his fellow citizens, but also by the boundaries of a territory. Philosophy may 
conceive of the earth as the homeland of mankind and of one unwritten law, 
eternal and valid for all. Politics deals with men, nationals of many countries 
and heirs of many pasts, its laws are the positively established fences which 
hedge in, protect, and limit the space in which freedom is not a concept, but 
a living, political reality.  31   

   By including this  spatial   and more  realistic   aspect in the picture, Arendt’s 
account of political practice can be summarized as follows.  Politics   is the 
realm of active life in which the meaning of the existential conditions of 
human plurality and spontaneity are played out and thus human freedom 
is realized. Women and men as citizens act in concert and generate power; 
they enact new beginnings and join in the activity of taking up and collec-
tively continuing and altering the initiatives of their fellow citizens. They 
generate and constantly continue and alter the public narratives that inte-
grate these deeds, words, and projects into more or less continuous, but at 
the same time, highly  pluralist   “stories” of and about the common world 
of human affairs. And they create and stabilize public spheres which pro-
vide the worldly spaces and the boundaries in which politics can take place. 
These man-made “spaces” of communication, similarly to the world of 
things fabricated by   homo faber   , in turn become the structural framework 
which enables and at the same time encloses and limits, without, of course, 
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completely determining, all further civic actions of men and women. The 
existence of such political spaces is not only an indispensable condition to 
further realize the type of activity which brought them into being in the 
fi rst place. It also shapes the peculiar mode of experience in which reality 
is perceived within these spaces. 

 But what does reality look like when perceived  from this specifi c expe-
riential position  ? Although Arendt’s refl ections in  The  Human   Condition  
remain especially implicit and inarticulate with regard to this question, it is 
nonetheless quite obvious in her study that also in these activities peculiar 
mental faculties are involved. Her theory of action implies a theory of a 
distinctly political mode of experiencing reality. The next chapter will try 
to reconstruct this implicit theory of political experience from Arendt’s 
texts. 
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    CHAPTER 5   

    Abstract     Taking up the results of the previous chapters, this chapter 
examines the epistemological or experiential implications of Arendt’s 
understanding of the practice of politics. While these implications are not 
elaborately addressed in  The Human Condition , they more clearly come to 
the fore in Arendt’s refl ections in other texts on the concepts of judgment, 
common sense, and understanding. They indicate that politics as a fi eld of 
experience is constituted by a peculiar “ thinking of citizens  ” which can be 
characterized as a worldly mental activity (1) of meaningfully integrating 
particulars, (2) of self-localization, (3) of assuming a We-perspective, and 
(4) of actualizing a bounded form of enlarged mentality.  

  Keywords     Understanding   •   Judgment   •   Common sense   •   Political 
experience   •   Integration   •   self-localization   •   We-perspective  

       By acting politically, citizens not only realize a crucial capacity of the   vita   
activa , at the same time they actualize a mental capacity. Accordingly, the 
man-made immaterial webs of interpersonal communication and interac-
tion inscribed into the human world constitute an experiential coordinate 
system which renders genuinely civic experiences. Public spheres are not 
only spaces of action, practical and communicative networks, but at the 
same time common horizons of meaning that serve as experiential frame-
works of orientation. For Arendt, politics follows a distinct mode of per-
ceiving and interpreting reality. It articulates, as Melvin  Hill   happily puts 
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it in his interpretation of Arendt’s work, not only the practical activity, but 
also the “experience” and “ thinking of citizens   – how they perceive and 
understand what happens in the world.”  1   

 In actualizing this political mental faculty, citizens obviously do not 
follow the logic of instrumental reason, of model building and utility, or 
the causal logic of modern science.  2   Nor do they follow the dialogical 
rationale of “ thinking  ” in the specifi c sense in which Arendt mostly uses 
this term, as denoting the mental faculty which is primarily involved in the 
activity of philosophizing. Politics as a mental activity substantially differs 
from these other modes of experiencing reality. But how exactly, accord-
ing to Arendt, do we perceive reality when we are involved in acting politi-
cally and in trying to be someone among others? How do human beings 
as citizens “think,” how do they experience the world and themselves? 
What do things, deeds, stories, and fellow men and women “mean” when 
they are perceived in genuinely political terms, hence when they are expe-
rienced by citizens acting within public spaces? 

 Again, these questions are clearly implied, but not very clearly answered 
in Arendt’s study on  The  Human   Condition . Her most systematic refl ec-
tions on the connection between human practices and experiences rather 
deal with the mental implications of the activity of  fabrication  . As we 
have seen, man as   homo   faber  pursues his activity of fabricating things 
within the categories of  instrumental rationality  . This instrumental mind-
set, furthermore, corresponds to the coordinate system of the space or 
experiential fi eld, the “strictly  utilitarian   world,”  3   in which fabrication as 
an activity takes place. With regard to the experiential side of action and 
politics, Arendt only gives a number of rather vague hints. She indicates 
that there are specifi c intellectual capacities involved in experiencing the 
world politically, such as the communicative use of language, the  activity 
of   “storytelling,” the “political art” of  rhetoric   in the sense of persuasive 
speech, or the practice of public  remembrance  .  4   She further indicates that 
these activities indeed render somehow specifi cally political experiences: 
They constitute “meaning,” engender “stories” to be told and to be pub-
licly remembered, realize freedom in the sense of the initiation of and 
the individual participation in common, collective endeavors, and, fi nally, 
they render these endeavors legitimate.  5   Apart from these indications,  The 
Human Condition  does not provide a more systematic account of political 
experience or political reasoning, comparable to Arendt’s more elaborate 
refl ections on  homo faber ’s instrumental rationality. 
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 In other parts of her work, Arendt addresses the issue more elaborately, 
although still not very systematically, by using a number of further con-
cepts, particularly those of “ common sense  ,” “ understanding  ,” and “ judg-
ment  .” In her late texts, Arendt especially emphasizes the  signifi cance of a 
Kantian account of judgment for her perspective on political experience. 
To work out a more elaborate political epistemology of this term was sup-
posed to be the subject matter of the unwritten third part of  The Life of the 
Mind . Accordingly, most of Arendt’s interpreters agree that she “regards 
the capacity for judgment as the political faculty  par excellence ”  6   among 
the mental faculties of human beings. The concept denotes the faculty 
of individuals to distinguish in particular cases—referring to particular 
objects, problems, actions—between right and wrong, but also between 
beautiful and ugly, by judging from the perspective of an “enlarged men-
tality.” This perspective is constituted by the ability to “think for oneself,” 
to judge from one’s personal and hence  particular  experiential position, 
while at the same time being able, by actualizing the faculty of “ imagina-
tion  ,” to “think from the other person’s standpoint,” to take into account 
within one’s own judgment the perspectives of many others judging from 
different personal experiential positions and hence to integrate the plural-
ity of opinions given in the constellation of being someone among others 
into a common perspective.  7   

 As a complementary term, Arendt also often applies the concept of 
common sense (or, when she refers to  Kant  ’s specifi c understanding of the 
same term: the concept of   sensus   communis   8  ) to express certain peculiari-
ties of political experience.  9   On other occasions she indicates that the con-
cept of “ understanding  ” may most accurately describe the mental faculty 
involved in politics. In her essay  Understanding  and   Politics , for instance, 
Arendt claims that the activity of “understanding,” “distinct from many 
others,” constitutes the peculiar “form of cognition” of “acting men.”  10   
This conceptual reference to understanding deserves special attention, not 
only because it coincides with Arendt’s use of the same concept to indi-
cate her theoretical self-perception (see above), which, of course, makes 
the term particularly interesting for the present study. What is more, it 
is quite obvious, although Arendt does not really clarify her use of this 
term, that its implications partly differ from that of the other concepts 
mentioned above and therefore substantially complement her account 
of political experience. Arendt’s use of the term understanding especially 
clarifi es her very peculiar account of the concept of judgment and her very 
selective, partly even contradictory reading of Kant in this respect which, 
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in terms of theoretical exegesis, indeed renders “a rather misleading pic-
ture of Kant’s aesthetics.”  11   Read against the background of her quite 
different refl ections on the concept of understanding, her idiosyncratic 
interpretation of Kant turns out to be a deliberate reinterpretation of his 
theory of aesthetic judgment in terms of political experience, combining 
his concept of “ enlarged mentality  ” with substantially different theoreti-
cal ideas and therewith transforming its epistemological implications.  12   
In her refl ections on understanding, Arendt emphasizes more clearly, for 
instance, the republican (or neo-Aristotelian) bearings of her perspective 
on political experience, as opposed to its rather liberal bearings resonating 
in her Kantian concept of judgment, and relates it to the  classical Greek   
accounts of practical  reason   ( phronesis )  13   and political friendship  14   as well 
as, if only implicitly, with certain Hegelian motives  15   and modern concep-
tions of  hermeneutics  .  16   

 Hence, these different concepts— judgment  ,  understanding  ,  common 
sense  —have different implications; in some respects, they even seem to 
contradict each other. Yet in the way Arendt uses them, they are clearly 
related and actually coincide in many respects. In fact, Arendt’s very cre-
ative interpretive handling and connection of these concepts seem to 
be interested not so much in their correct exegesis but primarily in an 
experimental conceptual elaboration of the very idiosyncratic questions 
of her theoretical exercises, especially of those “experiential” questions 
left open in     The Human Condition . As a consequence, her account of 
judgment selectively draws from Kant’s theory while at the same time 
substantially transforming its epistemological implications, just as much 
as she selectively draws from the  hermeneutic   tradition when refl ecting 
on the concept of understanding while at the same time giving the term a 
very genuine, distinctly political meaning. In terms of  exegesis  , Arendt’s 
idiosyncratic use of the terms judgment and understanding (partly also her 
account of narration and common sense) often appears misleading, partly 
even distorting. When interpreted as interrelated, deliberately experimen-
tal concepts, however, they help to reveal her genuine theoretical ques-
tioning. Seen together, their experimental reinterpretation by Arendt 
most accurately articulates, even if in a rather unsystematic, tentative, and 
unfi nished manner, her account of  political experience  . 

 Under this premise and read against the background of Arendt’s 
account of political action as it was sketched in the preceding chapter, her 
use of these terms can indeed be interpreted as indicating different but 
interrelated aspects of the peculiar “thinking of citizens” and the most 

64 H.-J. SIGWART



general contours of politics as a “fi eld of experience.” I want to suggest 
that from these contours four major aspects of her tentative account of 
political experience can be reconstructed: The thinking of citizens is, fi rstly, 
an interpretive practice of  political integration of particulars . As such, it, 
secondly, implies a constant civic practice of interpretive     self-localization  
which, thirdly, generates  the pluralist and at the same time common perspec-
tive of a political “We.”  Within this framework, fi nally, political experience 
turns out to constitute  a bounded form of enlarged mentality . 

  1. The  Integration   of Particulars   In political experience, individuals 
refer, to begin with, to substantially different aspects of reality than those 
referred to in philosophy. Thinking as philosophizing “is concerned with 
eternal, nonhuman, and nonpolitical things.”  17   Political experience, on 
the contrary, is concerned with “words, deeds, and events,” being the 
most elusive and dynamic of all man-made things within the affairs of 
human communities.  18   It does not refer to unchangeable and universal, 
but to historical and contextual, objects and questions. Consequently, the 
activities of  judgment   and  understanding   are themselves historical and 
contextual modes of intellectual orientation, dealing with “the  particular 
  and  contingent  ”  19   from the perspective of “men in the plural, as they really 
are and live in societies,”  20   and hence rendering “insights into the world 
of human affairs” with a relative, not a universal validity. Instead of being 
“valid for all intelligible beings,” they “are strictly limited in their validity 
to human beings on earth,” hence to the experiential fi elds constituted in 
human practice  21  : “The notion of good ( agathos  ),” for instance, “has no 
connection here with what we mean by goodness in an absolute sense; it 
means exclusively good-for, benefi cial or useful (chrésimon) and is there-
fore unstable and accidental since it is not necessarily what it is but can 
always be different.”  22   Political judgments do not claim to be valid in the 
sense of compelling truth claims. They are rather suggestions for common 
agreement, discursive and “persuasive activities” which “‘woo’ or ‘court’ 
the agreement of everyone else.”  23    

 Notwithstanding this focus on “the particular and contingent,” how-
ever, the experience of citizens at the same time also implies the mental 
integration of particulars into comprehensive horizons of meaning which 
serve as common frames of reference.  Remembrance  , for instance, which 
Arendt considers to be an important “mode of thought” in the realm 
of politics, “is helpless outside a pre-established framework of reference, 
and the human mind is only on the rarest occasions capable of retaining 
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something which is altogether unconnected.”  24   Consequently, political 
experience implies some sort of a “thinking completion,” the motive of 
a mental  generalization   of particulars, “which indeed every enacted event 
must have in the minds of those who then are to tell the story and to con-
vey its meaning.”  25   According to Arendt, experiences which by their very 
nature are utterly particular, isolated, or private phenomena, often remain, 
“politically speaking, irrelevant and without consequence.”  26   This holds 
true, for instance, for love between individuals properly understood,  27   
or for the motive of “ compassion  ,” or most generally for “the strength 
of passion itself, which, in contrast to reason, can comprehend only the 
particular, but has no notion of the general and no capacity for general-
ization.” The effect of “this inability to generalize” is indeed a principal 
“incapacity” of such radically isolated experiences “for all kinds of predica-
tive or argumentative speech, in which someone talks  to  somebody  about  
something that is of interest to both because it  inter-est , it is between 
them.” Contrary to such isolated particulars, any form of “talkative and 
argumentative interest in the world”  28   involves a peculiar sort of  generaliz-
ing   or meaningfully integrating practical logic “which fi ts all our particular 
sense data into a common world.”  29   

 The specifi c  meaningfulness   of political experience therefore implies a 
focus on particulars and at the same time an aspect of integration or “ gen-
eralization  ” of the civic perception of human affairs. By generalization, 
the experienced particulars are broad or tied together into some sort of an 
ordered constellation. This political sort of generalizing logic, however, 
is substantially different from other mental modes of integrating or inter-
connecting particulars. It can be clearly distinguished from the relation 
between means and ends as experienced in  fabrication  , between causes and 
effects as experienced in the (natural) sciences, or between appearances 
and essentials or universals as experienced in philosophy. In contrast to sci-
entifi c reasoning, for instance, the major concern in political experience is 
not primarily the disinterested or instrumental comprehension of objects 
in order to actively “handle things whose nature is at our disposal,”  30   but 
rather their “meaningful” relation toward other objects, that is, as inte-
grated parts of a comprehensive constellation. Whereas  instrumental ratio-
nality   perceives the relations between particulars exclusively in terms of 
means and ends or causes and effects, the political experience of the inter-
connected relations between particulars involves the generalizing idea of a 
comprehensive context integrating the manifold of particulars. Instead of 
merely connecting particulars within (mostly linear) chains of causation, 
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it perceives them as being integrated in the meaningful general structure 
of a common political “world.” In other words, political experience is 
oriented toward “meaning,” as opposed to “truth” or “utility.” In most 
general terms, the concept of “meaning” as used by Arendt articulates 
the experience of the relation between something as a particular toward 
its comprehensive context. As Arendt explains, echoing a classical  topos  of 
modern  hermeneutic   epistemology, the “meaningfulness” of something 
virtually consists of its quality of being a part of something, as it were, of 
being a “particular” and at the same time a “constituent” of a more com-
prehensive whole.  31   

 In contrast to  philosophy  , however, this political or “worldly” mode 
of mental generalization does not bear universal implications. To the 
contrary, the mental act of political  generalization   itself remains partic-
ularistic. Political understanding always starts with and always remains 
bound to  particulars  —contrary to the universalistic generalizations of 
philosophy. According to Arendt, such universal generalizations, when 
they are applied in the public sphere, turn into anti-political, peculiarly 
philosophical attempts to “escape … from the particular” altogether. Such 
universalistic speculations try to connect any particular which is “in itself 
meaningless” directly “to the universal”—the only comprehensive frame-
work from which, according to philosophy, “meaning” in terms of truth 
can be derived.  32   For Arendt, the political experience of meaning has to be 
clearly distinguished from such universalistic speculations. This is why she 
vehemently criticizes  Kant  ’s idea of a continuous “progress” of world his-
tory as rendering the otherwise meaningless particulars of human stories 
meaningful in the fi rst place as an anti-political attempt to fi nd meaning 
in history by escaping from the particular.  33   Contrary to such specula-
tive escapisms, in political experience also the “generalizations” remain 
bound to the condition of particularity, as it were. The activities of politi-
cal understanding and  judgment   move within the “worldly” and therefore 
man-made and itself always particular comprehensive framework of a con-
crete public space and the stories enacted and told within it.  34   A concrete 
public’s “story may contain rules valid for future generations also,” as 
Arendt stresses with reference to the classical Greek mode of  understand-
ing   political deeds and words, “but it remains a single story.”  35   

 The idea of such concrete  generalizations   is particularly present in 
Arendt’s use of the concept of  understanding  .  36   Similar to  judgment  ,  for 
Arendt understanding renders a specifi cally  pluralist   form of knowledge 
about the world of human affairs which enables individuals to meaningfully 
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relate themselves to these events, to mentally participate and to orient them-
selves within the world of politics. Whereas the mental activity of judgment, 
however, primarily focuses on concrete instances and cases, in Arendt’s use 
of the term “understanding,” the integrative or synthetic aspect of political 
experience more clearly comes to the fore. By politically “understanding”, 
women and men integrate the particulars of politics into the comprehensive 
framework of a meaningful common “world” and its constitutive narratives. 
Only by integrating the various incidents of political action into such pat-
terns of meaning, can women and men “come to terms with what irrevocably 
happened and be reconciled with what unavoidably exists.”  37   Accordingly, 
understanding is the mental activity of refl ecting upon or experiencing the 
 particularity   or singularity of incidents, deeds, and words, and at the same 
time of experiencing the constituent place of such particulars within their 
comprehensive contexts. Metaphorically speaking, comprehending a piece 
of clay to be a particular fragment of the more comprehensive structure 
of a vase, to belong at a specifi c spot within this comprehensive structure 
and hence to be different from and at the same time to be related to other 
neighboring pieces of clay in the way of complementary parts, is to under-
stand its “ meaning  .” Politically speaking, to understand the “meaning” of 
a deed or a sentence or a story is to comprehend it to be woven into the 
complex matrix of a public discourse, to perceive its relation to other deeds 
and sentences and stories, but neither in terms of their “universal” meaning 
nor in terms of chains of causation, or of means, ends, and effects, but in 
terms of a particular among other particulars within the all but universal or 
even harmonious, yet nonetheless somehow comprehensive constellation of 
the common practical affairs of a particular political public. 

 Regarding this emphasis on “ generalization  ” in terms of “ integration  ,” 
Arendt’s concept of understanding shares some principal traits with the 
 hermeneutic   tradition, for instance with Hans-Georg  Gadamer  ’s her-
meneutic philosophy. It is not just her account of common sense which 
resembles Gadamer’s socially and politically embedded reading of the com-
monsense tradition—as opposed to  Kant  ’s rather apolitical account of the 
    sensus communis .  38   There are also substantial parallels between Arendt’s 
use of “ understanding  ” in general and Gadamer’s Hegelian emphasis on 
“ integration  ” in his account of the hermeneutic problem.  39   Accordingly, 
Arendt’s concept of understanding adds a hermeneutic emphasis on 
“integration” to her account of political experience. This emphasis does 
not, however, bear any  traditionalist   implications, as it arguably does in 
Gadamer’s hermeneutic philosophy. Political experience as understood by 
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Arendt does imply an integrating motive, but in a distinctly open, liber-
ating, and also in a rather contingent sense. For Arendt, to understand 
politically means to participate in the common world, but not in a merely 
passive or receptive way. It means to actively and creatively participate 
in the sense of   archein    and   prattein   . Understanding politically not only 
requires the ability to meaningfully relate to the perspectives of others 
and to integrate oneself (in Gadamer’s term: to “einrücken”  40  ) into the 
meaningful horizon of the common world and its “tradition” of stories 
and memories. It equally requires “the autonomy of the minds of men and 
their possible independence of things as they are or as they have come into 
being.”  41    Political narratives   are stories that constantly remain in the status 
of a plot “to be continued” and spontaneously rewritten by many differ-
ent authors. They are like plays which are still in the making while being 
performed. Their plots emerge from the numerous public suggestions of 
the participating actors on the “story’s” next dramatic turn, as it were. 

 This openness of political stories is the way in which the citizens’ fun-
damental capacity to begin something anew in political action manifests 
itself in terms of political experience. In her essay on     Understanding 
and Politics , refl ecting on the disturbing experience of  totalitarianism  , 
but arguably also on this decisive general feature of political experience, 
Arendt stresses that “a being whose essence is beginning may have enough 
of origin within himself to understand without preconceived categories 
and to judge without the set of customary rules which is morality. If the 
essence of all, and in particular of political, action is to make a new begin-
ning, then understanding becomes the other side of action, namely that 
form of cognition, in distinction from many others, by which acting men 
(and not men who are engaged in contemplating some progressive or 
doomed course of history) eventually can come to terms with what irre-
vocably happened and be reconciled with what unavoidably exists.”  42   In 
other words, political  generalization   implies a distinctly creative (or with 
Kant's term: an imaginative) motive. Accordingly, the vase metaphor used 
above to explain the “ meaningfulness  ” of a constellation between particu-
lars has to be corrected with regard to one of its implications in order to 
adjust it to the peculiarity of political experience. In the political mode of 
understanding reality, the comprehensive constellation of the “meaning” 
of particulars (metaphorically: the shape of the vase) is not to be under-
stood as a given premise preceding the experience of the particular (the 
piece of clay). On the contrary, the distinct experiential position of politics 
is constituted by the very fact that the particular is prior to the whole 
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or the “general,” as Arendt indicates, for instance, in her refl ections on 
 Kant  ’s concept of  judgment  :

  The chief diffi culty in judgment is that it is “the faculty of thinking the par-
ticular”; but to think means to generalize, hence it is the faculty of mysteri-
ously combining the particular and the general. This is relatively easy if the 
general is given – as a rule, a principle, a law – so that the judgment merely 
subsumes the particular under it. The diffi culty becomes great “if only the 
particular be given for which the general has to be found.” For the standard 
cannot be borrowed from experience and cannot be derived from outside. I 
cannot judge one particular by another particular; in order to determine its 
worth, I need a  tertium quid  or a  tertium comparationis , something related 
to the two particulars and yet distinct from both.  43   

   In terms of political experience, to perceive a particular as being a 
part of something means to actively  participate   in imaginatively evoking, 
reproducing, and constantly reshaping this “something.” The thinking of 
citizens can be understood as the mental activity of “fi nding” a general-
ization which is not simply given, or even more precisely: it is the mental 
activity of  making  and  creating  such a “general” in the fi rst place, and of 
reproducing and permanently reshaping it from the manifold particulars 
of common affairs. Hence, the political integration of particulars as under-
stood by Arendt generates meaning in terms of  generalization  s which not 
only themselves remain bound to particularity but are also permanently 
in the making, as it were, in the process of being actively shaped and 
reshaped in the open endeavor of public discourse. 

 In order to fully understand the genuinely political character of these 
generalizations, however, a further characteristic trait of political experi-
ence has to be considered. It derives from the fact that the primary and 
immediate concern and orientation of politics is not toward “objects” 
but toward other “subjects.” As Arendt frequently emphasizes, the defi n-
ing “content” of politics consists of the agent-revealing acts of  disclosure   
by which individuals participate in the non-objective world or the web 
of interpersonal relations which builds up the public sphere.  44   As a con-
sequence, political experience refers to persons rather than things. This 
holds true with regard to the “particulars” as well as to the “general-
izations” involved in the civic mode of understanding and judging. The 
former eventually are to be understood in terms of  individuals  localizing 
 themselves  in a web of relations; the latter integrate this web not so much 
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in terms of “objects” or “contents,” but rather in terms of a somewhat 
generalized form of political   subjectivity   . This leads us to the next two 
characteristics of the thinking of citizens indicated in Arendt’s writings. 

  2.  Self-localization     In political experience, individuals not only perceive 
(and create) the meaningfulness of particulars as being integrated in the 
comprehensive context of public discourse; they also perceive (and create) 
a meaningful position  for themselves  within this comprehensive context. 
Political understanding is not only a genuinely integrative mode of expe-
riencing particulars in terms of perceived “objects”; more importantly, 
it is a “subjective” act of self-integration or self-localization. It implies 
the setting of a personal perspective  within  the comprehensive contexts 
of public discourses which in the fi rst place constitutes the position from 
which objects and phenomena can be perceived in their character as “par-
ticulars” of the “world.” In understanding the world of human affairs 
politically, individuals primarily comprehend  their own place as constituent 
particulars  or as   participants    in the common space and practice of politics. 
Political experience fi rst and foremost implies a “mutual involvement in 
the enacted stories that unfold in our public world”; it renders the experi-
ence of being “drawn out of ourselves, and to be inserted in a public world 
of shared experience, shared vocabulary, shared spectacles.”  45    

 Hence, political understanding constitutes an experience of not merely 
looking on, but actively         participating    in, in a sense of personally becom-
ing a part of those integrating generalizations engendered in politics. It 
virtually is a self-involving mode of experience and therefore, as Arendt 
indicates by referring to Hegel, always bears a very personal motive of 
“ reconciliation  ,” the attempt to personally “be at peace with the world”  46  : 
“Understanding, as distinguished from having correct information and 
scientifi c knowledge ... is an unending activity by which, in constant 
change and variation, we come to terms with and reconcile ourselves to 
reality, that is, try to be at home in the world.”  47   By “ understanding  ” the 
“world” politically, human beings not only integrate particulars, but also 
orient  themselves  and fi nd a place for themselves within the common spaces 
of political action. This self-involving mode of understanding is “the only 
inner compass we have” without which “we would never be able to take 
our bearings in the world” and “to be at home on this earth.”  48   According 
to Arendt, such acts of experiential  self-localization   are a crucial aspect of 
political experience. They indeed can be understood as the enactment of 
“ common sense  ” par excellence, “that sixth sense that we not only all have 
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in common but which fi ts us into, and thereby makes possible, a common 
world.”  49   

 In  epistemological   terms, this self-localization  within  the “fi eld of expe-
rience” of the human world implies an immanent perspective of political 
experience which, again, clearly distinguishes it from the refl ective activity 
of philosophizing.  50   The most fundamental condition of  philosophy   is its 
localization outside of the public discourse on common affairs, achieved 
by a “deliberate act of abstaining, of holding oneself back from the ordi-
nary activities determined by our daily wants.” It requires a radical “with-
drawal from the world” and “from doing,” from any form of immediate 
practical involvement and hence also “from the partiality of immediate 
interests that in one way or another make me part of the real world.”  51   In 
contrast to this philosophical mode of experiencing human affairs “from 
outside,” the political understanding of meaning is a genuinely world- 
bound mental activity; it requires as its most fundamental condition that it 
“in one way or another” does have the potential of making citizens “part 
of the real world.” As opposed to the experiences of reality in terms of 
necessary relations of causality between things, the perception of reality 
in terms of “meaning” for Arendt implies an experiential constellation in 
which the experiencing person perceives himself or herself as an integrated 
and an actively participating part of the experienced reality. 

 Hence, the aspect of  self-localization   via  participation   underscores the 
subjective rather than objective orientation of political experience, insofar 
as it is the practical and cognitive act of connecting with other human 
beings by which human beings make themselves at home in the political 
world. Being mentally at home within a public discourse in the politi-
cal sense implies the ability and the mental habit to take into account 
“how and in what specifi c articulateness the common world appears to 
the other,” more precisely, how it appears to the many others. “This 
kind of  understanding   – seeing the world (as we rather tritely say today) 
from the other fellow’s point of view – is the political kind of insight par 
excellence.”  52   At the same time, the idea of self-localization also high-
lights once more that neither the comprehensive whole of a public space 
nor the individuals’ positions within it are simply objectively given facts, 
but rather permanently in the making and constantly in the remaking. 
Political participation in terms of a mental act of self-localization implies 
not only to connect with “equals” but also to individually confi rm one’s 
personal “distinctness.”  53   This is why individual acts of participating are 
never completely “conditioned” by the many others who also participate 
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in the shaping and reshaping of common stories.  54   Rather, such acts of 
self- localization constitute that kind of reciprocity within inter-subjective 
relations which is characteristic for political freedom (as opposed to mere 
individual autonomy). It consists of the activity of actually participating 
in public discourse and at the same time of recognizing the others’ free-
dom to do the same, by taking into account both one’s own and the oth-
ers’ perspectives on common questions and problems. In other words, it 
renders one’s own perspective to be “particular” and distinct, yet at the 
same time connected and integrated. Only by making oneself politically 
“at home” in such a public space, in the sense of being someone among 
others, the genuinely political experience of freedom can be realized. 

 Both the activities of  judging   politically and of  understanding   in terms 
of making oneself at home politically presuppose and at the same time con-
stitute a web of interpersonal relations. Only such a web of interconnected 
acts of self-localization generates the peculiar “Wirklichkeitsdichte,” 
the high density of worldly reality, as Arendt expresses it in the German 
version of  On Revolution ,  55   which is characteristic for public spaces. 
Understanding (or   phronein   ) within these spaces renders “action and 
thought” as “almost one and the same, summed up as it were and bound 
together in the great words with which man meets his destiny and asserts 
himself in his essentially human condition. This he can do only if he lives 
together with others in the way of a  polis  , if he lives a political life in 
the original sense of the word.”  56   Only within such dense interpersonal 
constellations of public spaces, can human beings successfully orient their 
judgments on political questions. It is “one’s community sense” of partici-
pating in such a common space which “makes it possible to  enlarge one’s 
mentality  . Negatively speaking, this means that one is able to abstract 
from private conditions and circumstances, which, as far as judgment is 
concerned, limit and inhibit its exercise. Private conditions condition us; 
imagination and refl ection enable us to liberate ourselves from them and 
to attain that relative impartiality that is the specifi c virtue of judgment.”  57   
Such individual acts of  self-localization   are reiterated in any concrete act 
of political judgment which always implies an appeal to the “community 
sense”: “In other words, when one judges, one judges as a member of a 
community.”  58   

  3.  We-experience     This “community,” in turn, is permanently created and 
virtually consists of nothing but such self-localizing acts and the interper-
sonal connections constituted by them. Accordingly, the genuinely politi-
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cal “ generalizations  ” engendered in the mental activity of  citizens  are 
themselves to be understood in  personal  terms, as primarily constituting 
an  inter-subjective  constellation. The specifi c character of these “general-
ized” interpersonal relations implied in political experience can be further 
clarifi ed, again, by distinguishing them from the way in which persons may 
relate to each other in the activity of thinking as philosophizing. According 
to Arendt, philosophizing in its classical form indicates the inter-personal 
constellation of a dialogue, either between individuals or in the form of 
the tacit inner “dialogue with myself” in the Socratic sense. Genuinely 
civic mental activities, while they do rely on the ability of individuals to 
“think” in this sense, at the same time transform this dialogical into the 
quite different interpersonal constellation of a multitude of citizens simul-
taneously present in a public sphere. Compared with the dialogical nature 
of philosophy, political experience appears to be more immediately related 
to the existential condition of  plurality  , insofar as the activities of under-
standing and of judgment are always embedded in and confl ate a plurality 
of many different perspectives. They rely on “the simultaneous presence 
of innumerable perspectives and aspects in which the common world pres-
ents itself”  59   in the public realm and on the “infi nite number of differ-
ent standpoints, to which correspond the most diverse points of view.”  60   
The difference “between the art of persuasion” as “the political art of 
speech,” for instance, and “the art of dialectic” as “the art of philosophical 
speech” is, as Arendt argues with reference to  Aristotle  , “that the former 
always addresses a multitude whereas dialectic is possible only as a dia-
logue between two.”  61    

 Rather than being merely inter-subjective or dialogical in nature, the 
civic confl ation of many different perspectives of a multitude into a plural, 
yet common experiential position seems to constitute a somewhat collec-
tive mode of common perspective which at the same time remains plural 
and diverse. In her late texts, Arendt often uses the pronominal metaphor 
of the fi rst-person plural to indicate the peculiar kind of “sameness in utter 
diversity”  62   of this interpersonal constellation: The “true plural of (politi-
cal) action,” which is “paradigmatic for the political sphere,” constitutes 
the experiential perspective of a “ We  .”  63   “The only trait that all (the) vari-
ous forms and shapes of human plurality have in common is the simple fact 
... that at some moment in time and for some reason a group of people must 
have come to think of themselves as a ‘We.’”  64   In other words, not only the 
particulars but also the “ generalization  s” engendered in political experi-
ence are to be understood in personal terms. The constitutive integrating 
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whole engendered in the mental activities of political  understanding and 
judgment is that of a “generalized” political subject which assumes the 
pronominal form of the fi rst-person plural. To make oneself “at home in 
the world” by way of political understanding implies not only to fi nd one’s 
place within the world of objects, deeds, and stories told in a common 
public sphere, but also to perceive these objects, deeds, and stories from 
the perspective of a “We” in which “I” am and many others are participat-
ing. To understand from the position of this political “We” does therefore 
not so much imply “to understand one another as individual persons, but 
to look upon the same world from one another’s standpoint, to see the 
same in very different and frequently opposing aspects.”  65   

 Arendt’s metaphoric use of this pronominal formula may be under-
stood to describe similar constellations than those that have recently been 
discussed under the headings of “ collective intentionality  ” or “We inten-
tion.”  66   According to Arendt, the interpersonal constellation of a “We” 
apparently emerges when the practice of political judgment and under-
standing is vividly enacted and broadly shared by many actors in a pub-
lic sphere. It constitutes a somewhat common or collective experiential 
position, but not in terms of commonly shared convictions with a clearly 
defi ned content. The commonality of this peculiarly political interpersonal 
constellation does not seem to imply any defi nite content or even a collec-
tive “identity” rooted in a common cultural  tradition  . It rather seems to 
leave room for, it even seems to depend upon plurality, diversity, confl ict, 
and the open and contingent character of politics  67  :

  We don’t know the future, everybody acts into the future [which] nobody 
can at all know. Nobody knows what he is doing, because the future is being 
done. Action is a WE and not an I. Only where I am the only one, if I were 
the only one, could I foretell what’s going to happen from what I am doing. 
Now this looks as though what actually happens is entirely contingent, and 
contingency is indeed one of the biggest factors in all history.  68   

   Arendt’s idea of a political “ We  ” obviously does not imply any collectiv-
ist notion of common “ identity  ” or even a  Rousseauian    volonté générale .  69   
In Arendt’s understanding of public discourses,  contingency   is a major fac-
tor. But although citizens may disagree about almost everything, there still 
seems to be one common conviction or “generalization” they implicitly 
share. By controversially discussing and somehow deciding their common 
public affairs, the citizens’ numerous particular opinions are integrated 
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by the commonly shared notion of forming a “We” as the plural subject 
of their debates and decisions. The commonness of political experience is 
constituted, so Arendt seems to suggest, solely by this peculiar constella-
tion of a fi rst-person plural. In terms of content, this subject’s perspective 
remains highly pluralistic, diverse, and contested. Political “ generaliza-
tion  s” always remain open, contested, and fl exible, not only because they 
are substantially bound to particularity, and not only because they always 
remain in the status of being constantly and simultaneously shaped and 
reshaped by many participants, but also because they do not primarily 
refer to and hence “generalize” certain experiences of concrete contents, 
ideas, or convictions, but rather the experience of     political subjectivity  as 
an open interpersonal constellation. Not identity, not even “solidarity but 
plurality; not shoulder to shoulder, but action in concert by distinct indi-
viduals, is the mark of a political life in common.”  70   Seen from the partici-
pating individual’s perspective, to “generalize” in this political sense does 
not mean to fi x one’s judgments or understandings by claiming a general 
validity for certain particular ideas, but rather to extend and enlarge their 
experiential basis by integrating them into the generalized perspective of 
the public. The thinking of citizens is an “ enlarged mentality  ” in terms of 
a highly pluralist but inter-personally connected and integrated “We.” At 
the same time, however, it is a substantially bounded mentality. 

  4. A Bounded Form of Enlarged Mentality      When taking into account the 
 hermeneutic   and integrative aspects of political experience sketched so far, 
it is not surprising that Arendt transforms the concept of  judgment   she 
takes from  Kant   into a quite different idea. It is especially understandable 
why she transforms Kant’s transcendental and potentially universalistic idea 
of an “enlarged mentality” into an empirically concrete and particularistic 
political category, ignoring the fact that Kant’s own conception places 
substantial “constraints upon how much he can allow relations of com-
munity to enter into the formation of judgments.”  71   Rather than being 
a misunderstanding, this conceptual transformation seems to be the very 
point of her  political  reading of Kant. Her reinterpretation of the idea of 
an  enlarged mentality   into a concept of political theory deliberately fuses it 
with her hermeneutic concept of understanding, the reference to  concrete 
particulars  and the mental act of creatively deriving the  concrete general-
ization  of a political “We” from them. The mental activity of citizens does 
not unfold in a transcendental framework constituted by a  counter-factual  
regulative idea of “the other” and the  hypothetical  manifold of all possible, 
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theoretically conceivable perspectives. Rather, it unfolds in the  concrete  
framework of public discourse, constituted by the  empirically embedded  
enlarged mentality of public opinion, articulated by  real  other citizens and 
groups of citizens  actually  present within a particular  public space  :

  It needs the presence of others “in whose place” it must think, whose per-
spectives it must take into consideration, and without whom it never has 
the opportunity to operate at all. As logic, to be sound, depends on the 
presence of the self, so judgment, to be valid, depends on the presence of 
others. Hence judgment is endowed with a certain specifi c validity but is 
never universally valid. Its claims to validity can never extend further than 
the others in whose place the judging person has put himself for his consid-
erations.  Judgment  ,  Kant   says, is valid “for every single judging person,” but 
the emphasis in the sentence is on “judging”; it is not valid for those who do 
not judge or for those who are not members of the public realm where the 
objects of judgment appear.  72   

    This political variant of an “ enlarged mentality  ” is not a purely Kantian 
idea strictly speaking. For Arendt, however, this more political and prag-
matic, epistemologically “impure” variant apparently more accurately 
describes the practical logic of that “enlarged” mental activity as it is actu-
ally practiced by citizens within public spaces. Being aware of the argu-
ment’s deviation from Kant’s original intention and also, by the way, of 
its quite ambiguous normative implications (see Chap.   7    ), Arendt’s inter-
pretation claims that this is indeed how politics and political experience 
works. On the basis of this partly transforming interpretation, the Kantian 
concept more clearly coincides with the Greek understanding of  phronesis  
as well as with the idea of   common sense   .  73   And it seems especially to bear 
distinctly realist and spatial implications that highlight those questions of 
limitation and of boundaries we already encountered in Arendt’s general 
conception of political action (see Chap.   4    ). Expressed in the terms of 
Arendt’s theory of judgment, these implications suggest that the practical 
form of “enlarged mentality” realized in the experience of citizens is at the 
same time a substantially “ bounded  ” form of experience. Political experi-
ence is embedded in a concrete “space” of appearances and interpersonal 
relations which, because it is concrete, is always limited. 

 Some of the implications of this bounded character of political expe-
rience are addressed, for instance, in Arendt’s critical refl ections on the 
substantial differences between political and scientifi c experience and the 
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latter’s impact on the intellectual situation in modernity, with the faculty 
of thinking having become “chiefl y the handmaiden of  science  , of orga-
nized knowledge.”  74   This question fi gures quite prominent in Arendt’s 
writings. The perspective and mental activity of modern science, especially 
the extraterrestrial extension of human technology and scientifi c experi-
ence in the twentieth century, even explicitly mark the major “vantage 
point of our newest experiences and our most recent fears” from which 
Arendt’s consideration of the  vita activa  is undertaken.  75   It is no coinci-
dence that Arendt chooses the problem of modern science as the starting 
point of her theory of action in     The Human Condition .  76   With regard to 
the epistemological or experiential side of this theory, the topic is right to 
the point. Modern natural science is presented by Arendt as the more or 
less direct opposite of the mental activity of political understanding, espe-
cially regarding its  spatial   implications. 

 The question occurs in a number of Arendt’s texts. It is most clearly 
laid out in the fi nal chapter of  The Human Condition  and in the essay 
on     The Conquest of Space and the Stature of Man .  77   In this essay, Arendt 
responds to a “Symposium on Space” held in 1963 on the technological 
extension of the human horizon into extraterrestrial spaces and on the 
question of what this “exploration of  space   is doing to man’s view of him-
self and to man’s condition.”  78   On this occasion, Arendt refl ects on the 
“humanistic” consequences of the general progress made in theoretical 
physics during the twentieth century. She argues that scientifi c progress, 
particularly the ongoing “conquest of space” with the means of scientifi c 
reason and the extension of the world of man beyond the earth and into 
the unlimited space of the universe (at fi rst in theory and imagination, then 
in practice), is substantially changing the whole spatial coordinate system 
in which human reality is conceived. This substantial change of perspec-
tive produces an ever-growing gap between the world of sense perception, 
common language, and common sense on the one hand and the physical 
universe as grasped by the abstract categories and the technical devices 
and measuring instruments of natural science on the other. In fact, Arendt 
diagnoses an almost complete detachment of the latter from the former 
since the formulation of quantum theory and Heisenberg’s uncertainty 
principle. Moreover, the fact that the insights and experimental results of 
natural science increasingly lay beyond the limits of the human capacity 
of sense experience, even beyond the human capacities of comprehen-
sion and description in common language, confronts with the question of 
whether there may be “absolute limits” of human knowledge in general 
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that come to the fore in this development: “[I]t might be wise to suspect 
such limitations whenever it turns out that the scientist can do more than 
he is capable of comprehending.”  79   

 That  science   seemingly tries to push and blur these proposed “limits” 
is a consequence, as Arendt argues, of its own inherent logic which is 
grounded on a specifi c experiential position and a corresponding mode of 
human knowledge. Scientifi c experience looks upon “earth-bound nature 
from a truly universal viewpoint, that is from an  Archimedean   stand-
point taken, wilfully and explicitly, outside the earth.”  80   This perspective 
requires an attitude toward reality which is in principle indifferent to the 
practical and ethical concerns of human affairs: “The very integrity of sci-
ence demands that not only utilitarian considerations but the refl ection 
upon the stature of man as well be left in abeyance. ... [M]an, insofar as he 
is a scientist, does not care about his own stature in the universe or about 
his position on the evolutionary ladder of animal life; this ‘carelessness’ is 
his pride and his glory.”  81   It seems to be this peculiar attitude—a natu-
ral science variant of Max  Weber  ’s “intellectual honesty,” one might say, 
which seems to consist of a consequent dispensation of any form of mental 
“ self-localization  ”—which for Arendt provides the experiential basis for 
the enormous extension of human knowledge about nature and for tech-
nological progress. 

 The same attitude however for Arendt has ambivalent social, cultural, 
and political side effects. The disinterested, virtually dislocating rationale 
of natural science not only unfolds extraordinary potentials for scientifi c 
discovery and the extension of “objective” human knowledge particularly 
about nature. It also tends to dissolve the “humanist” basis of “ common 
sense  ” and “everyday language” as those substantially different modes of 
refl ection on humanist concerns which provide the very conditions under 
which the experience of reality can be “meaningful” for human beings:

     We have come to our present capacity to “conquer space” through our new 
ability to handle nature from a point in the universe outside the earth. ... 
Without as yet actually occupying the point where  Archimedes   had wished 
to stand, we have found a way to act on the earth as though we disposed of 
terrestrial nature from outside, from the point of Einstein’s “observer freely 
poised in space”. If we look down from this point upon what is going on 
on earth and upon the various activities of men, ... then these activities will 
indeed appear to ourselves as no more than “overt behavior”, which we can 
study with the same methods we use to study the behavior of rats. ... All 
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our pride in what we can do will disappear into some kind of mutation of 
the human race; the whole of technology, seen from this point, in fact no 
longer appears “as the result of a conscious human effort to extend man’s 
material powers, but rather as a large-scale biological process.” Under these 
circumstances, speech and everyday language would indeed be no longer a 
meaningful utterance that transcends behavior even if it only expresses it, 
and it would much better be replaced by the extreme and in itself meaning-
less formalism of mathematical signs.  82   

   The passage highlights that Arendt’s immediate concern here is a gen-
eral critique of scientism. But it also brings to the fore very interesting 
implications of this critique for her understanding of political experience. 
On the one hand, the indifferent, disinterested perspective that initiates and 
impels the extensive dynamics of scientifi c progress demands its virtual dis-
location, an intellectual abstraction and an actual emancipation from that 
down-to-earth perspective (in the literal sense) from which reality in the 
practical terms of human concerns is experienced. On the other hand, it is 
only through these self-localizing modes of cognition, through “humanist 
concerns,” “ common sense  ,” and “everyday language,” that reality can be 
experienced as being meaningful. In other words, the dislocating logic of 
unlimited expansion and the self-localizing logic of  meaningfulnes  s seem 
to directly contradict each other. Viewed against the background of the 
disinterested logic of modern science, it turns out for Arendt that among 
the very conditions of any possible sphere of objects to be accessible for a 
perception of their “meaning” is that this sphere is not infi nite or infi nitely 
extensible.  83   Indeed, to Arendt, the world of common affairs, as much as 
the “We” experiencing this world from within and therewith rendering 
it meaningful, is not boundless, elusive, abstract, and universal, but con-
crete, particular, and hence always limited and particularistic. Accordingly, 
acts of self-localization and the experience of meaning seem to require 
comprehensible  boundaries of perception  . This is what the extensive pro-
cess of modern science unintentionally seems to prove for Arendt.  84   

 Translated into more general terms, Arendt’s spatial imagery in this 
context helps to complement and to summarize the reconstruction of 
the specifi c features of political experience as indicated in her theoretical 
exercises. Political experience refers to the contingent, constantly chang-
ing, contextual, and historical matters of human affairs, and perceives 
them in terms of relations of particulars and constituents to the practical 
generalizations of the plural, yet comprehensive, integrated contexts of 
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public spaces. It, secondly, is a “self-localizing” mental activity by which 
individuals make themselves “at home” in the common world of public 
spheres. Any act of political understanding and interpretation is an act of 
personal participation in the public discourse. This activity implies, thirdly, 
the perspective of a fi rst-person plural, the concrete “We” of a political 
community. Accordingly, the integrative or generalizing aspect of politi-
cal experience is to be understood primarily in subjective rather than in 
objective terms, and therefore relatively independent from any sort of 
consent in terms of content or commonly shared values. The most funda-
mental political generalization which integrates a concrete public sphere 
into a comprehensive pattern is the subjective “general” of a public “We.” 
Finally, the peculiar experience of reality rendered by political experience 
can be “meaningful” only if it is discerned from within a frame of refer-
ence, or from within a “space” of appearances, which is not infi nite, but 
discernible as a concretely delimited “whole” that consists of intercon-
nected parts and participants—even if this space is highly dynamic and 
permanently changing. The thinking of citizens consists of the activity of 
constantly beginning anew, of opening up new possibilities and initiating 
new stories and chains of action the end of which are utterly unpredict-
able. At the same time, however, the sphere of appearance which politics 
demands to take place is not an infi nite but a limited “space” with con-
crete and relatively stable boundaries. These boundaries are as constitutive 
for its existence as are personal freedom and the human ability of initiating 
new beginnings. “[I]t is only by respecting its own borders that this realm, 
where we are free to act and to change, can remain intact, preserving its 
integrity and keeping its promises.”  85   
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    CHAPTER 6   

    Abstract     According to Arendt, the mental activity of political theorizing 
on the one hand resembles the worldly practical logic of political experi-
ence as examined in the previous chapter. On the other hand, it at the 
same time is characterized by a gradual  epistemological deviation   and 
emancipation from the limited horizons of practical political understand-
ing. This is realized by a practice of critical understanding which oscillates 
between genuinely political and genuinely philosophical experiences and 
which locates itself in a distinctly comparative and multi-contextual frame 
of reference. This account of a wandering type of theory has important 
implications for Arendt’s relation toward modernity, for her method of 
interpretation and conceptual construction and for the language of her 
political theory.  

  Keywords     Epistemological deviation   •   Self-localization   •   Multi- 
contextuality     •   Interpretive simultaneity   •   Multi-linguality  

       The major contours of politics in terms of a fi eld of experience and of a cor-
responding civic mental activity outlined in the previous chapter, together 
with Arendt’s critical perception of the “ Platonic position  ” of mainstream 
philosophy, form the epistemological background of her self- understanding 
as a political thinker. When Arendt insists on being a political theorist rather 
than a philosopher, she takes side with the worldly activity of political judg-
ment and understanding against the detached, abstract activity of thinking 

 The Experiential Position of Political 
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as philosophizing. This critical turn against the tradition’s general hostility 
toward politics and the realm of human affairs is a constitutive motive of 
Arendt’s theoretical perspective. It makes the specifi c features of political 
experience an essential part of the epistemological framework of her politi-
cal theory—a theory which is itself “conceived for the purpose of political 
action.”  1   

 Against this background, Arendt’s marked self-refl ective abstinence 
may indeed be understood as being itself motivated by her theory’s epis-
temological  alignment with politics  .  2   Arendt’s outwardly or worldly ori-
ented attitude as a political thinker corresponds to a method of theorizing 
which in many respects seems to follow a similar rationale than the civic 
practice of appearing in public. In this respect, Arendt’s self-perception 
as a theorist squarely follows Kant’s ideal of publicity, an ideal which she 
underscores as a crucial intellectual principle also in her reading of Jaspers.  3   
Consequently, the reasons for shifting the focus in her description of the 
various forms of public engagement away from self-refl ection and toward 
“self-revealing” public exercises equally apply to Arendt’s understand-
ing of both the practices of politics as well as of theorizing. In addition, 
also the claim of her theory’s logic of inquiry to think “in and with the 
city,” that is, to be intimately intertwined with its concrete subject mat-
ter, renders the idea of a separate and abstract treatment of epistemologi-
cal and methodological questions to appear epistemologically inadequate. 
In contrast, such an intertwined  epistemology   may be more accurately 
articulated in terms of a  sub-text   constantly present in concrete empirical, 
interpretive and historical studies. And this is indeed the case. Instead of 
explicitly dealing with epistemological questions regarding her concept 
of theory from a meta-perspective, Arendt’s work as a whole consists of 
implicit epistemological “exercises” on the question of “how to think” 
which accompany and are inscribed into her concrete analyses of histori-
cal and contemporary phenomena as well as her interpretations of other 
thinkers  and her examinations of the practical logic of political words, 
deeds and actions,  political narratives  , and experiences of “men of action.” 

 Hence, Arendt’s rather unusual sub-textual mode of epistemological 
examinations directly refl ects her attempt to locate her political theory’s 
experiential position in the midst of the common human affairs of citizens 
and their fi eld of experience. This epistemological alignment with politics, 
however, is not Arendt’s fi nal word on the experiential position of political 
theory.     Political experience  in the sense outlined in the previous chapter 
and  understanding politics theoretically  are related mental  activities, but 
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they are not identical. Arendt’s  political theory   takes side with politics 
against philosophy, but it does not simply assume “the position of the 
political man.”  4   The attempt to theoretically understand politics on the 
one hand and the mental practice of politics on the other closely resem-
ble each other, but for this very reason they have to be cautiously dis-
tinguished. When they are identifi ed or confused with each other, the 
result is either a curious “rebellion of the philosopher against philosophy” 
which attempts to intellectually “escape from the perplexities of modern 
philosophy into the unquestioning commitment of action.”  5   Arendt con-
siders this activist anti-philosophical rebellion to be a characteristic trait 
of modern philosophical “ existentialism  ,” and she holds it to be as prob-
lematic in its practical implications as the classical philosophical escape 
from action. Or otherwise the result is less problematic in immediately 
practical terms, but still misleading in terms of theoretical analysis, that the 
theorist unconsciously over-intellectualizes the understanding of political 
practice by completely identifying it with his own experiential position. 
This, in fact, is one of the major mistakes, according to Arendt, of  Kant  ’s 
“unwritten” political philosophy. Kant’s too narrow focus on the fi gure of 
the spectator or onlooker of society as the paradigmatic model for recon-
structing the practical logic of politics in effect prevents him from fully 
grasping the nature of the political judgment of men of action (in contrast 
to theoretical judgment) and of the political experience of  citizens  .  6   

 A further example for Arendt of such an  over-theorization   of the polit-
ical is a certain form of political “ cosmopolitanism  ” which assumes an 
understanding of political action as being capable of engendering one 
global common fi eld of civic experience. To Arendt, “men cannot become 
citizens of the world as they are citizens of their countries.”  7   To be sure, 
experiential cosmopolitanism, like the sort of reasoning which may consti-
tute the global fi eld of a “ Gelehrtenrepublik  ” in the Kantian sense of the 
term, is not impossible from Arendt’s perspective.  8   The “main social and 
political function” of such universal intellectual discourses, however—as 
much as the function of “universities” as the peculiar institutions which 
help to enable such discourses—“lies precisely in their impartiality and 
independence from social pressure and political power.”  9    Universities   as 
institutions indeed for Arendt somewhat transcend the peculiar partiality 
of a society’s logic of practice, but only  because  they at least potentially 
“provide the only place in society where power does not have the last 
word – all perversions and hypocrisies to the contrary notwithstanding.”  10   
Kant’s “republic of scholars,” being politically powerless and having to 
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be powerless, as far as Arendt is concerned, in order to fulfi ll its proper 
function of critique, is not to be confused with a “ world republic  ” in 
the  truly political sense of the term. Regarding the idea of such a real 
political community on a global scale, Arendt is indeed highly skeptical. It 
seems as if such a cosmopolitan fi eld of experience which would actually 
have the potential to universally generate the high “density of reality” (see 
above) which is characteristic to political experiential fi elds, without turn-
ing tyrannical or even totalitarian, is neither practically conceivable nor 
even desirable from Arendt’s perspective. 

 We may leave open the question whether these critical interpretations 
of “ cosmopolitanism  ” and of Kant are convincing in terms of  exegesis  .  11   
In the case of  Kant  , Arendt’s critique may be more plausible with regard 
to certain forms of contemporary Kantianism than with regard to Kant 
himself. What is more interesting for our present concern, however, is 
the self-refl ective epistemological sub-text of these interpretations. On this 
level, they indicate that for Arendt the epistemological alignment with 
politics, although necessary, does indeed not yet fully defi ne the experien-
tial location of theory. Rather, this alignment has to be accompanied by 
a gradual distinction from politics to prevent misleading identifi cations, 
both in terms of the  over-politicization   of critical theorizing and in terms 
of the  over-theorization   of politics. In both cases of misconceiving the 
relation between politics and theory, equally easy to fall into, the theorist 
loses sight of the most genuine potentials as well as the genuine limits and 
ambivalences of the practice of politics. In order to keep open the theo-
retical perspective on these potentials, limits, and ambivalences of politi-
cal experience, theory’s turn against philosophy’s hostility toward politics 
has to be balanced by an emancipative move into the other direction, 
as it were. To Arendt, the experiential positions of politics and theory 
are, of course, compatible; they even depend on each other. But there 
nonetheless remains an inescapable, yet very productive, tension between 
the two. Both are an intellectual play with the components of  plurality  , 
diversity, and commonality, as well as with the potentials for intellectual 
emancipation inherent in political experience. In the practice of theoriz-
ing, however, these components play out in a substantially different way or 
on a different level, as it were, than in politics. Politics and theory may be 
 divided merely by differences in degree   rather than in principle. But these 
differences in degree indeed make all the difference, as far as Arendt’s 
experiential position as a theorist is concerned. They set an only gradual 
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but crucial distinction between political experience proper and political 
theorizing. 

 Due to this distinction, the relation of Arendt’s theory toward the public 
realm of common  understanding   assumes a principally ambiguous form, 
oscillating between alignment with and emancipation from politics.  12   This 
brings a genuinely equivocal tone into her work which is discernible in 
almost all of her writings, and especially in those of her texts that deal with 
the mental activities of human beings. It is no coincidence that these texts 
have always been particularly puzzling to her interpreters. The problem is 
clearly refl ected, for instance, in Ronald  Beiner  ’s critical representation of 
Arendt’s Kantian theory of judgment. Beiner interprets Arendt’s account as 
actually entailing two different theories, one to be found in Arendt’s early 
writings, the other in her late work. The latter, according to Beiner’s inter-
pretation, not only emphasizes different aspects, but actually contradicts 
Arendt’s earlier perspective and, in addition, is founded on a misinterpreta-
tion of Kant’s concept of aesthetic  judgment  . This interpretation quite accu-
rately articulates the equivocal character of Arendt’s concepts. Rather than 
implying an early and a late variant which contradict each other, however, 
Arendt’s conceptualization of judgment is puzzling because it works on 
two different levels,  13   just as much as her conceptualization of understand-
ing and to a certain degree even her concept of  common   sense work on two 
different levels.  14   On a fi rst level, these concepts are explicitly focused on 
articulating the crucial characteristics of  political experience  . On a second 
level, they at the same time entail a self-refl ective epistemological  sub-text   
which articulates Arendt’s own experiential position as a theorist, a position 
which is constituted by an alignment with, but also by a method of gradual 
deviation from political experience. Accordingly, these two different layers 
are closely related and  intertwined, but nonetheless distinct  . The theorist’s 
perspective gradually deviates from the citizen’s experiential position. It 
therefore also gradually changes the nature of the mental activity of judg-
ment and of understanding. And this in principle holds true for Arendt’s 
early as much as for her later texts, although the sub-text appears to fi gure 
ever more prominent the longer Arendt struggles with these questions. 

 But what, more concretely, does this sub-text say about Arendt’s expe-
riential position? How does she attempt to transcend the limited experi-
ential horizon of public opinion and of common sense without losing the 
connection to political experience and the genuine meaning of the con-
crete empirical incidents of human affairs to which “the curve which the 
activity of thought describes must remain bound ... as the circle remains 
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bound to its focus”?  15   This indeed is the crucial epistemological ques-
tion examined in Arendt’s “exercises” on the problem of “how to think” 
adequately in political theory. Due to the sub-text character of Arendt’s 
refl ections, they do not give a straightforward and systematically evolved 
answer to this question. But when read against the background of the 
major characteristics of political experience sketched in the previous chap-
ter, her exercises do render an impression of the most general features of 
her theory’s gradual  deviation   from politics. 

  1. Theoretical    Self-localization   This gradual  deviation   manifests itself, 
to begin with, in a shift of emphasis in the relation between the activity of 
politics and its mental implications, and hence in the concrete constellation 
in which     vita activa  and     vita contemplativa  are interconnected in theory.  16   
While “ understanding  ” as the activity of refl ecting on politics for Arendt is 
nothing but “the other side of action” and hence inconceivable outside the 
practical world of common affairs and its activities of immediate participation, 
the relative weight, as it were, of these two sides of the same activity nonethe-
less differs in theory and politics. In theory, the emphasis lies on the refl ective 
or mental element involved in political experience, whereas in politics, the 
active and immediately  participatory   element gradually prevails.  17   In a dis-
cussion with colleagues about this question, Arendt, speaking as a theorist, 
admits “that I am, of course, primarily interested in understanding. This is 
absolutely true. And I will admit that there are other people who are primarily 
interested in doing something. I am not.” Opposing the more “immanent” 
accounts of theory advocated by some of her discussion partners, Arendt 
emphasizes that this conscious gradual dissociation from politics is a decisive 
trait of her intellectual self-localization: “This need (of understanding) is, of 
course, much stronger in me than it usually is in political theorists, with their 
need to unite action and thought. Because they want to act, you know. And I 
think I understood something of action precisely because I looked at it from 
the outside, more or less.”  18    

 In this respect, Arendt sides with  Kant  ’s dissociation of public philos-
ophizing from real     political action   and  power  , notwithstanding her cri-
tique of Kant’s otherwise still too philosophically biased understanding 
of politics. The theorist’s attitude indeed approximates the perspective of 
a Kantian onlooker, therewith introducing a principal tension and a clear 
distinction, if only a gradual one, into the relation between theory and 
politics. A characterization of this relation can also be found in Arendt’s 
essay on Lessing where at one point she sketches  Lessing  ’s attitude toward 
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the common world of public affairs. The passage quite accurately also 
sketches Arendt’s own position in this respect:

  [Lessing] lacked, according to his own judgment, that happy, natural con-
cord with the world, a combination of merit and good fortune, which 
both he and  Goethe   considered the sign of genius. Lessing believed he 
was indebted to criticism for something ... which never quite achieved that 
natural harmonization with the world in which Fortuna smiles when Virtù 
appears. ... [He] never felt at home in the world as it then existed and prob-
ably never wanted to, and still after his own fashion he always remained 
committed to it.  19   

   Arendt’s practice of theorizing, equally indebted to criticism, equally 
refrains from achieving a “natural harmonization with the world.” In 
contrast, it aims at rendering a critical perspective which, although it is 
empirically embedded in political practices and intimately bound back to 
political experiences, at the same time still remains aware of the  gradual 
difference   from politics which constitutes the possibility to understand 
political experience  theoretically  in the fi rst place. As a consequence, the 
theorist, according to Arendt, has “to keep back to a large extent from 
participating, from commitment.”  20   

 As a consequence of this shift of emphasis, Arendt’s practice of theoriz-
ing quite obviously deviates from political experience proper  in its mode 
of     self-localization  within political spaces  . The general idea underlying 
Arendt’s experiential phenomenology that “the place” where individu-
als come to stand and hence “the conditions they are subject to” majorly 
infl uence “what goes on in [their] minds” (see above), applies to theory as 
much as to any other kind of human experience. Theory’s “place” in this 
sense is in the midst of common human affairs. The peculiar mode how-
ever in which the theorist actively assumes this place or position gradually 
differs from the citizen’s mode of self-localization. Instead of actively par-
ticipating and of making oneself “at home” in the common affairs, deeds, 
and stories of a concrete public discourse, the theorist’s practice of self-
localization is more about exposing oneself to the ambiguities and tensions 
inherent in human affairs and to “point out the antinomies within think-
ing and acting, within judging and deciding, within being and experienc-
ing.”  21   Referring to the peculiar position from which her critical analysis 
of  totalitarianism   is pursued, for instance, Arendt expresses this exposing 
or confronting nature of theorizing as follows: “Comprehension does not 
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mean denying the outrageous, deducing the unprecedented from prece-
dents, or explaining phenomena by such analogies and generalities that the 
impact of reality and the shock of experience are no longer felt. It means, 
rather, examining and bearing consciously the burden which our century 
has placed on us – neither denying its existence nor submitting meekly to 
its weight. Comprehension, in short, means the unpremeditated, attentive 
facing up to, and resisting of, reality – whatever it may be.”  22   To keep open 
the necessary space for the “shock of experience” and its unsettling conse-
quences requires some sort of a gradual methodological “alienation” from 
the commonsense routines of understanding,  23   and an attempt to locate 
theory in an experiential  in between  position. 

 The major signifi cance of this  in between     position, which is empirically 
grounded in both time and space, yet also gradually alienated, is indi-
cated in the two passages of Arendt’s work where she may come closest 
to explicitly examine her own experiential position as a theorist, namely in 
the preface to     Between Past and Future  and in the last chapter of  Thinking . 
Here Arendt depicts her own position in using the mathematical meta-
phor of a temporal and spatial parallelogram of contradicting experiential 
forces.  24   In both passages, Arendt refers to a parable from Franz  Kafka  ’s 
“collection of aphorisms entitled ‘HE’” which she fi nds to quite ade-
quately express the particular location of “the thinking ego.”  25   Actually, 
for Arendt, Kafka’s work as a whole appears primarily concerned with the 
“relationship between experience and thought,”  26   and hence inherently 
self-refl ective in terms of  epistemology  . Accordingly, although Kafka’s 
parable and maybe even more so Arendt’s interpretation of it are highly 
metaphorical, it is obvious that both clearly entail a self-refl ective episte-
mological sub-text dealing with the authors’ own experiential positions. 

 In Kafka’s narrative, which Arendt interprets exactly in terms of such 
a self-refl ective  sub-text  , the thinking ego’s location is characterized as a 
“battleground” between the experiential forces of past and future as they 
appear to an individual refl ecting on them. This location is constituted 
by a peculiar enactment of man’s ability of active self-localization within 
reality. It is engendered not merely by some sort of an “objective” contra-
diction between the two forces of past and future, but rather by the fact 
that the “thinking ego” is able to actively take a position, to pay their due 
to each one of them, yet at the same time to claim his own “subjective” 
ground to stand on by refraining from fully associating with either one of 
them: “It is the insertion of man with his limited life span” and his con-
scious self-localization on an  in between position in time  which “transforms 

94 H.-J. SIGWART



the continuously fl owing stream of sheer change – which we can conceive 
of cyclically as well as in the form of rectilinear motion without ever being 
able to conceive of an absolute beginning or an absolute end – into time as 
we know it.”  27   At the same time, it is this peculiar act of relating oneself to 
these contradictions which opens up possibilities for a gradual withdrawal 
from the present and for critical self-refl ection.  28   

 Again, although Arendt’s interpretation of  Kafka  ’s literary and highly 
metaphorical imagery itself remains highly metaphorical, it is obvious 
that she considers this imagery as articulating crucial epistemological 
problems. In principle she seems to agree to a great extent with Kafka’s 
metaphorical characterization of his experiential position—with one 
important exception. According to Arendt, Kafka’s depiction of the 
problem renders an idea of critical thinking which is too abstract and 
not enough grounded in the concrete experiential fi eld of human affairs: 
“The extreme parsimony of Kafka’s language, in which for the sake of 
the fable’s realism every actual reality that could have engendered the 
thought-world is eliminated, may cause it to sound stranger than the 
thought itself requires.”  29   Kafka ascribes to his metaphoric fi gure of the 
“thinking ego” a position so elusive, detached, and “outside the game of 
life”  30   that the experiences of past and future in his imagery are almost 
completely “emptied, as it were, of their concrete content and liberated 
from all spatial categories.”  31   It is as if his fi gure “jumps out of this world 
altogether”  32   into an experiential position which provides “barely enough 
room to stand.”  33   As a consequence, Kafka seems to understand “the 
region ... of thought” too exclusively in terms of “a timeless, spaceless, 
suprasensuous realm,”  34   therewith implicitly sharing in the philosophical 
tradition’s notorious enmity toward the concrete experiences of common 
human affairs. Kafka’s parable eventually indulges in the same “old dream 
Western  metaphysics   has dreamt from  Parmenides   to  Hegel  , of a timeless 
region, an eternal presence in complete quiet, lying beyond human clocks 
and calendars altogether.”  35   

 To Arendt, the practice of  political theorizing  , in order to be able to 
understand the inherent meaning of political processes and constellations, 
requires a more solid ground to stand on, both in terms of time and space. 
It must assume an experiential position in the midst of those public spaces 
in which these processes and constellations are engendered and take place. 
As a consequence, the critical focus on contradictory experiential forces in 
theory must be complemented by the quite different temporal  experience 
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as it is given in “ordinary life,” in the sequence of deeds and stories embed-
ded in the concrete   spatial    reality of a common world of human affairs:

  That we can shape the everlasting stream of sheer change into a time con-
tinuum we owe not to time itself but to the continuity of our business and 
our activities in the world, in which we continue what we started yesterday 
and hope to fi nish tomorrow. In other words, the time continuum depends 
on the continuity of our everyday life, and the business of everyday life, 
in contrast to the activity of the thinking ego – always independent of the 
spatial circumstances surrounding it  – is always spatially determined and 
conditioned. It is due to this thoroughgoing spatiality of our ordinary life 
that we can speak plausibly of time in spatial categories, that the past can 
appear to us as something lying behind us and the future as lying “ahead”.  36   

   In other words, in order to incorporate the peculiar experience of “time” 
as perceived from the perspective of citizens involved in their practical affairs 
within a “human artifi ce,” the theoretical focus has to be gradually shifted 
to the “spatial” dimension in which this peculiarly  political time  occurs. It is 
an adequate representation of this meaningfully integrated “ spatial dimen-
sion  ” of everyday life which, according to Arendt, “is missing in Kafka’s 
description of a thought-event.”  37   The practice of political theorizing must 
somehow  account for this dimension  , yet without neglecting its own pri-
marily critical and emancipative thrust. Consequently, in Arendt’s alterna-
tive imagery of a “parallelogram” of forces, the concrete spatial experience 
of a common world is integrated into the picture and at the same time com-
bined with its experiential counterpart. This seems to me to be the meaning 
of her curious metaphor of a “third force” as the “resultant diagonal” origi-
nating from the clash between past and future in acts of critical thinking: 
“[T]his diagonal, though pointing to some infi nity, is limited, enclosed, as it 
were, by the forces of past and future, and thus protected against the void; it 
remains bound to and is rooted in the present – an entirely human present 
though it is fully actualized only in the thinking process and last no longer 
than this process lasts.”  38   The thought-events of theorizing are anchored in 
an act of self-localization in the midst of the concrete spatial reality of politi-
cal experience, while at the same time being oriented toward the indefi nite 
experiential horizon of critical questioning. “This diagonal force, whose ori-
gin is known, whose direction is determined by past and future, but which 
exerts its force toward an undetermined end as though it could reach out 
into infi nity, seems to me a perfect metaphor for the activity of thought.”  39   

96 H.-J. SIGWART



 This idea of an act of  self-localization   which uses fundamental, yet con-
tradicting temporal experiences for constituting a squarely “subjective,” 
but for this very reason also a critical   in between    position   quite obviously 
represents a crucial insight for Arendt. Although it may be only vaguely 
sketched here, it is clear that this position—the position of political the-
ory—has to be distinguished from “ philosophy  ” as much as from “ citi-
zenship  ,” but also  from the erroneous idea of “ objectivity  ” underlying 
the self-perception of modern historiography  40   as much as from “imma-
nent” conceptions of social critique. It especially implies a decisive change 
of metaphor if compared to Arendt’s depiction of the  Platonic position  . 
In Arendt’s parallelogram of experiential forces, the “appearances” of the 
common world, its deeds and stories, are considered, in contrast to Plato’s 
cave metaphor, as the very subject matter, as the major experiential source, 
and even as the medium of critical thought. “[T]hought itself arises out of 
incidents of living experience and must remain bound to them as the only 
guideposts by which to take its bearings.”  41   There seems to be no “out-
side” of the cave for Arendt, or if there is one, this outside does not provide 
a perspective from which the genuine meaning of “human affairs” can be 
properly understood. Actually, when perceived from within,  Plato  ’s “cave” 
turns out to be a space of freedom rather than a prison. Accordingly, politi-
cal theory, although a critical refl ection of political experience, must not 
disconnect from this world, or it disconnects “the very key words of politi-
cal language – such as freedom and justice, authority and reason, respon-
sibility and virtue, power and glory” from their “original spirit ..., leaving 
behind empty shells with which to settle almost all accounts, regardless 
of their underlying phenomenal reality.”  42   In contrast to trying to escape 
from the appearances into the light of essences, theory must remain bound 
to the “original spirit” of the “game of life” while at the same time being 
able to critically understand and question the game’s most fundamental 
rules. This requires to assume the equivocal experiential position in “the 
quiet of the Now in the time-pressed, time-tossed existence of man.” It 
attempts to assume a position that resembles, “to change the metaphor, 
the quiet in the center of a storm which, though totally unlike the storm, 
still belongs to it.”  43   

  2. In Between Philosophy and Politics   This peculiar mode of critical refl ec-
tion which “belongs to” yet still is “unlike” political experience (to 
translate the metaphor) constitutes an  in between  position in two crucial 
respects. It is located, fi rst of all, in between philosophy and politics, both 
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understood in experiential terms.  Political theory   deliberately leaves open 
the tension within “the relationship between specifi cally philosophical 
experience and our experience when we move among men.”  44   It aims at 
rendering a third position beyond the false alternative “either of interpret-
ing philosophical experience with categories which owe their origin to the 
realm of human affairs or, on the contrary, of claiming priority for philo-
sophic experience and judging all politics in its light.”  45   This third posi-
tion, in order to equally consider philosophical and political experiences in 
their own terms, keeps a critical distance from both. Performed from this 
in between position, Arendt’s practice of theorizing transforms the mental 
activity of “ understanding  ” into something which in part resembles both 
philosophical and political experience proper, but at the same time gradu-
ally differs from each of them. This practice of theorizing from between 
philosophy and politics indeed aims at squaring the circle of constructively 
combining two contradicting modes of experience by keeping an equi-dis-
tance from both.  46   Described from either side, the experiential localization 
at this  in between  position appears to be substantially equivocal.  

 In terms of philosophical experience, theory can be understood as an 
attempt to rearticulate the  Socratic   perspective on human affairs and to 
incorporate it into a practice of understanding which directly draws from 
the experiences of “men of action.” According to Arendt, Socrates’s phi-
losophy, since it is based on “a still-intact relationship to politics  and  the 
specifi cally  philosophical experience  ,”  47   is bound to concrete experiences, 
but also genuinely critical. Particularly the Socratic understanding of the 
philosophical experience of “ wonder  ” (    thaumazein ), since it is the ultimate 
existential source of man’s ability to ask questions, even questions which 
may challenge and shake the foundations of    common sense experience, for 
Arendt is an indispensable ingredient of any sort of critical understanding 
of reality.  48   To the extent to which the practice of theorizing involves this 
Socratic motive, it gradually contradicts the integrative logic of politics. 
As a consequence, Arendt’s theoretical position clearly deviates from the 
“ thinking of citizens  ” in its form of  subjectivity  . Compared with the inter- 
subjective and collective perspective inherent in political experience, the 
motive of philosophical “wondering” introduces a distinctly individualistic 
experience into the practice of theorizing which in a way is not completely, 
but gradually, alien in the experiential realm of politics. To a certain degree 
the civic mode of experiencing reality, due to its inherent practical logic, 
“can only look with suspicion on everything that concerns man in the 
singular.”  49   
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 Constituted by an individual intellectual act of claiming “ subjectivity  ” 
against the forces of past and future, political theory cannot unreserv-
edly share into the experiential position of a political “We,” or if so, it is 
an extended or enlarged “We” which transcends the horizon of a con-
crete political public and its experiential coordinate system of citizenship 
properly understood. If theoretical inter-subjective relations do consti-
tute a “common” fi eld of experience, this fi eld from Arendt's point of 
view rather resembles a Kantian republic of scholars than a real republic. 
“ World citizenship  ,” the horizon of “humanity” or “mankind” under-
stood as a concrete experience, is constituted, not in terms of political 
experience proper, but rather by the free exercise of scholarly reasoning in 
a “reading public”  50   and by the intellectual  cosmopolitanism   of “artists, 
writers, and, generally, men or women whose genius forced them to keep 
the world at a certain distance and whose signifi cance lies chiefl y in their 
works, the artefacts they added to the world, not in the role they played in 
it.”  51   The major means of communication and modes of experience real-
ized in this peculiar fi eld are modeled after the mutual reading and inter-
pretation of such works, after the dialogical vis-à-vis encounter of authors 
and interpreters—a model which quite substantially differs from a “real” 
public discourse among a plurality of citizens simultaneously articulating 
the controversial yet integrated multi-perspectival constellation of a politi-
cal “We.” 

 In order to incorporate these genuinely philosophical and individualist 
motives into an intellectual practice of theorizing “in and with the city,” 
however, the experience of  wonder   ought not to be generalized to a point 
where it results in a complete decomposition of political experience and a 
loss of orientation in the “world common to all.”  52   In contrast to this anti- 
political turn of the philosophical tradition, the motive of wonder ought 
to be redirected and brought back, as it were, into the experiential realm 
of common human affairs. This seems to mark out the point in which 
Arendt’s understanding of political theory indeed entails a genuinely phil-
osophical ingredient, in terms of a “new political philosophy from which 
could come a new science of politics.” In this new political philosophy, 
the motive of wondering would be turned into a genuinely philosophical 
mode of participating in the  amor mundi  of citizens: “If philosophers, 
despite their necessary estrangement from the everyday life of human 
affairs, were ever to arrive at a true political philosophy they would have to 
make the plurality of man, out of which arises the whole realm of human 
affairs – in its grandeur and misery – the object of their  thaumazein .”  53   
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  3. Multi-contextuality      This theoretical mode of self-localization, how-
ever, not only constitutes a position  in between  philosophy and politics. Its 
position is located  in between , secondly, also in more concrete, empirical 
terms. Arendt’s theory gradually deviates from political experience also in 
its experiential relation to the spaces of politics, and especially in its mode 
of experiencing the  spatial constellations   of plurality and particularity. 
The “ thinking of citizens  ” accounts for  particularity   primarily by making 
oneself “at home” and by recognizing other citizens’ equally legitimate 
place in a concrete public realm. The practice of theorizing accounts for 
 particularity   by highlighting and by cautiously examining the plurality of 
the many common political worlds existing simultaneously in  space   and 
successively in time. It stresses the experience that     plurality  determines 
not only the relation between citizens  within  the public realm, but also 
the relation  between  different political “worlds,” public “spaces,” and 
common fi elds of experience. Any public space by defi nition is part of a 
multiplicity of other such spaces. Doreen  Massey   articulates a similar idea 
in her theory of political spaces: “Without space, no multiplicity; with-
out multiplicity, no space. If space is indeed the product of interrelations, 
then it must be predicated upon the existence of plurality.”  54   Besides the 
fact that “it is not man, but men who inhabit the world,” Arendt’s theo-
retical examinations also stress the experience that it is not one, but many 
different political “worlds” they inhabit. Her practice of theorizing wan-
ders between these different spaces of common affairs, consciously cut-
ting across their self-asserting boundaries of meaning and resolving their 
comprehensive narratives into simultaneously present fragments of many 
spaces, pasts, and traditions. If the civic practice of political action consists 
of an activity of making oneself at home in the world, Arendt’s theory’s 
specifi c gradual  deviation   from this practice consists of a wandering refl ec-
tion which belongs to “the world” but is not “at home” in either one of 
its many concrete spatial realizations.  

 In methodological terms, this critical deviation from political experi-
ence is realized by the distinctly  comparative  character of Arendt’s practice 
of  theorizing  . Arendt’s propensity to combine her conceptual, phenom-
enological, and structural analyses with an abundant number of concrete 
empirical examples from very different contexts, thereby often overleaping 
centuries and continents as if a distance of some hundred years or of some 
thousand kilometers were simply not a problem, but rather substantially 
help to clarify the conceptual argument, is well known. What indeed char-
acterizes all of her writings, even if in a different degree, are their frequent 
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side glances into historical and regional peculiarities, into biographical 
miniatures of different, political, literary, and philosophical historical fi g-
ures from a whole variety of contexts or into the intricate etymologies of 
Greek or Latin concepts and their equivalents in modern languages. This 
characteristic focus on abundant comparative empirical refl ections (while 
the reader may be rather awaiting a clearly composed line of conceptual 
argument and a succinct defi nition) may at fi rst sight merely appear as 
an idiosyncratic peculiarity, even as a notorious lack of coherence of her 
work. But it may also be understood as a crucial method of theorizing, as 
Arendt’s peculiar method of gradual deviation or  alienation   from politics 
which opens up the space for the “wondering” motive of critical thinking, 
yet without completely “jumping out of human time altogether.”  55   

 The critical distance of Arendt’s practice of theorizing is indeed not 
so much realized by a “contemplative,” but rather, at least primarily, by 
this strictly empirical, yet abundantly “comparative” method of theoriz-
ing. Instead of following the predominantly contemplative logic of the 
Western philosophical tradition, Arendt’s theory articulates the experi-
ence of “ wonder  ” in terms of the method and “experience” of  empirical 
comparison  . Instead of withdrawing completely from the disharmonious 
chaos of the realm of opinions into critical philosophical contemplation, 
Arendt’s theory uses this realm’s fundamentally pluralistic nature to realize 
a much more concrete and down-to-earth mode of intellectual emancipa-
tion and methodological alienation. By assuming a distinctly comparative 
perspective, Arendt’s theory makes the actual plurality and fragmentation 
of political experience as it empirically manifests itself in the numerous 
political worlds in time and space the experiential basis of her refl ections. 
This comparative way of theorizing remains bound to concrete incidents 
and to the common world of politics. At the same time, it makes this very 
connection a source of critical emancipation, by enacting a mental prac-
tice of wandering between different worlds and fi elds of experience which 
brings out the highly fragmented and pluralist character of those constel-
lations in which the world of politics empirically presents itself. 

 A major epistemological consequence of this fragmented experien-
tial framework of Arendt’s theory, of its comparative cross-cutting of 
 experiential horizons and its refl ective practice of wandering between 
them, is that it in principle does not claim to constitute a “universal” 
perspective. It is even principally skeptical of the very possibility of such a 
“universal”  understanding   of human affairs. Contrary to any sorts of phil-
osophical or scientifi c claims of “objectivity,” the practice of theorizing for 
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Arendt is constituted by a distinctly “subjective” act of  self-localization  . 
More than any other mode of experiencing social reality, the “small none-
time-space” of the theoretical position rests on the individual’s ability to 
claim “subjectivity” in the midst of the “common” times and spaces of 
political publics (see above). As a consequence, Arendt’s peculiar way of 
approaching her theoretical questions highlights the legitimacy, even the 
epistemological necessity of many different theoretical positions, when it 
comes to the interpretation of human affairs. The  Socratic   insight that 
“absolute truth, which would be the same for all men and therefore unre-
lated, independent of each man’s existence, cannot exist for mortals,” and 
that therefore “only through knowing what appears to me – only to me, 
and therefore remaining forever related to my own concrete existence – 
can I ever understand truth,”  56   holds true with regard to any empirically 
grounded experience of concrete worldly phenomena, but it especially 
holds true for political theory. 

 At the same time, Arendt’s  wandering   political theory does claim to 
realize a genuine and a different perspective on politics if compared to 
political experience proper. Quite obviously, the comparative theoreti-
cal interpretation of political words, deeds, and stories cannot follow the 
same logic of a meaningful integration of particulars that is inherent in the 
political experience of citizenship. Yet the  differentia specifi ca  of theoreti-
cal understanding is not its allegedly “universal” or “trans-historical” per-
spective, but its      multi-contextual  mode of understanding political reality. 
Rather than mentally participating in the constitution of the commonly 
shared meaningful context of a political community, theoretical interpre-
tation constantly combines and compares different experiences from dif-
ferent public realms and worlds. Instead of merely rearticulating political 
experiences in terms of  citizenship  , Arendt’s theoretical interpretations of 
certain particulars, words, deeds, and narratives simultaneously refer to 
different comprehensive contexts and to a variety of places and political 
worlds in time and space, and hence articulate a meaning which perma-
nently oscillates between these different experiential constellations. 

 In terms of Arendt’s empirical and conceptual references, this  multi- 
contextuality   is refl ected, for instance, in her equivocal and multi-faceted 
theoretical position of being, in terms of “space,” at once a  Jewish  , a 
German, and also an Anglo-American political theorist, and at the same 
time as not really being either one,  57   or, in terms of “time,” of being, 
if only “reluctantly,”  58   a distinctly modern thinker and at the same time 
a determined critic of modernity.  59   Especially the latter tension between 
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the allegedly “modern” and “anti-modern” traits of Arendt’s thought can 
help to further clarify the major signifi cance of her theoretical method of 
comparison. 

  4. Interpretive Simultaneity      One of the major consequences of Arendt’s 
distinctly comparative practice of theorizing is its liberating effects with 
regard to such  ancient  – modern   dichotomies. Viewed from Arendt’s 
comparative perspective, such epochal juxtapositions primarily refl ect 
the contradictions and limitations of modern historical consciousness 
and of that sort of historical speculations which constitute the specifi -
cally modern variant of Western metaphysics. There are certain passages 
in Arendt’s writings which seem to suggest a modernist interpretation 
while others strongly seem to indicate certain anti-modern motives in 
her theory. Accordingly, the confl icting interpretations of Arendt’s the-
ory as primarily modern or anti-modern can claim to be well grounded 
in the sources. At the same time, these seemingly contradictory results 
may indicate that an interpretation of Arendt’s position in such historical 
or epochal terms is partly misleading in the fi rst place.  60   As far as Arendt 
herself is concerned, it indeed seems as if she simply refuses to at all 
defi ne her own theoretical perspective in terms of such unequivocal nor-
mative and self- affi rmative theoretical  self-localizations   within the grant 
temporal narratives either of historical progress or of historical decay 
and decadence. Instead, her genuinely comparative theoretical refl ec-
tions render a perspective on  history   from which the clear distinction 
between modern and pre-modern epochs is partly dissolved. To Arendt, 
the end of the philosophical tradition, its intellectual self-dissolution as it 
was enacted in  Marx  ’s great fi nal attempt to articulate the human experi-
ence in terms of a grand narrative of human history, brings about not 
only the end of pre-modern metaphysics, but also the end of those grant 
historical narratives themselves which for Arendt represent the modern 
derivatives of metaphysics. According to Arendt, the traditional neglect 
of history in classical  metaphysics   was historically followed by an equally 
unbalanced intellectual turning around of the philosophical perspective 
by completely historicizing it in the nineteenth century, especially in the 
works of Hegel and Marx. Like all acts of complete inversion, however, 
also this turning around of the philosophical tradition eventually leaves 
untouched and only reproduces, according to Arendt, its major traits, if 
only in a distorted way.  61   One or the other variant of the idea of  tradition 
  is therefore implied also in the main currents of modernity, not only in 
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“conservatism which believes that we can restore ‘values’ without actu-
ally restoring reality,” but also in “ liberalism   which believes the thread 
[of tradition] can simply be spun on and on, as it were.”  62   Contrary to 
such distorted and somewhat concealed traditionalisms inherent also in 
the modern grant narratives, the breakdown of the Western tradition 
of metaphysics as understood by Arendt actually destroys any idea of a 
clearly established temporal framework for critical thinking. Her diagno-
sis that the spell of “ tradition  ” is broken therefore results in the gradual 
dissolution of any categories of historical chronology, at least insofar as 
they claim to provide for theory a fi xed temporal frame of normative 
orientation.  

 Instead of following the historical idea of a more-or-less clearly ordered 
temporal sequence of political “times” successively following each other, 
the overall framework of Arendt’s refl ections often seems to be inspired by 
the idea of an  interpretive simultaneity  , theoretically speaking, of the vari-
ous realms of politics in time and space.  63   In this respect, her perspective 
in a sense anticipates more recent arguments for a critical dissolution of 
the modern grant  temporal  narratives of a universal history and of clearly 
distinguishable epochs in favor of highlighting instead the  spatial  dimen-
sion of social reality. At the beginning of an essay which is considered as 
one of the founding texts of the so-called  spatial turn   in the humanities 
and social sciences, Michel  Foucault   articulates the core idea of this turn 
as that of a theory which ought to be liberated from the “great obses-
sion of the nineteenth century [with] history.” Instead of focusing on the 
latter’s major “themes of development and of suspension, of crisis, and 
cycle, themes of the ever-accumulating past, with its great preponderance 
of dead men and the menacing glaciation of the world,” a theory of space 
would rather interpret the present and “our experience of the world” in 
terms of “simultaneity,” hence not in terms “of a long life developing 
through time” but in terms of a “network that connects points and inter-
sects with its own skein.”  64   

 Notwithstanding the substantial differences between their general 
theoretical conceptions, this characterization of the “spatial turn” by 
Foucault articulates an idea which is also present in Arendt’s theory. 
It is most clearly articulated in her interpretation of Walter  Benjamin  ’s 
method of theorizing as a fragmented reading of single historical inci-
dents. Regarding its self-refl ective subtext, Arendt's emphatic description 
of Benjamin’s hermeneutics is a quite adequate characterization of her 
own position.  65   Arendt characterizes Benjamin’s work as an attempt to do 
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without and actually to liberate himself from the fi xed and predetermined 
interpretive framework of history in terms of  tradition  . She sketches the 
interpretive function of such a traditional framework as follows: “Insofar 
as the past has been transmitted as tradition, it possesses authority; insofar 
as authority presents itself historically, it becomes tradition. […] [T]radi-
tion puts the past in order, not just chronologically but fi rst of all system-
atically in that it separates the positive from the negative, the orthodox 
from the heretical, that which is obligatory and relevant from the mass 
of irrelevant or merely interesting opinions and data.”  66   Convinced that 
“the break in tradition and the loss of authority which occurred in his 
lifetime were irreparable,” Benjamin sought to think beyond this grand 
narrative of a predetermined temporal framework of an ordered transmis-
sion of meaning in terms of tradition. Instead, he tried to discover “new 
ways of dealing with the past,” and he found them in a method of reading 
and quoting historical texts, incidents, and experiences as single “thought 
fragments” immediately speaking to the present: “In this he became a 
master when he discovered that the transmissibility of the past had been 
replaced by its citability and that in place of its authority there had arisen 
a strange power to settle down, piecemeal, in the present and to deprive 
it of ‘peace of mind’, the mindless peace of complacency.”  67   Resolutely 
thinking through the “break in tradition” and liberating his own thought 
from the old “spell of tradition,” Benjamin, according to Arendt, creates a 
post-traditional  hermeneutics   which is immediately “fed by the present,” 
but at the same time “works with the ‘thought fragments’ it can wrest 
from the past and gather about itself.”  68   Arendt famously describes this 
method with the metaphor of hermeneutic “pearl diving”:

  Like a pearl diver who descends to the bottom of the sea, not to excavate the 
bottom and bring it to light but to pry loose the rich and the strange, the 
pearls and the coral in the depth and to carry them to the surface, this think-
ing delves into the depths of the past – but not in order to resuscitate it the 
way it was and to contribute to the renewal of extinct ages. What guides this 
thinking is the conviction that although the living is subject to the ruin of the 
time, the process of decay is at the same time a process of crystallization, that 
in the depth of the sea, into which sinks and is  dissolved what once was alive, 
some things “suffer a sea-change” and survive in new crystallized forms and 
shapes that remain immune to the elements, as though they waited only for 
the pearl diver who one day will come down to them and bring them up into 
the world of the living – as “thought fragments”, as something “rich and 
strange”, and perhaps even as everlasting  Urphänomene .  69   
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   This fi nal passage of her essay on Benjamin indeed renders a quite ade-
quate description of her own method of interpreting the crystallizations 
of fragments of the past into meaningful confi gurations in the present. 
Arendt’s own post- traditional   theory in a way consists of a similar herme-
neutic practice of “tearing” signifi cant experiences “out of their contexts 
and arranging them afresh in such a way that they [illustrate] one another 
and [are] able to prove their  raison d’être  in a free-fl oating state, as it 
were.”  70   Instead of clinging to ideas of a temporal or “chronological” 
normative order, Arendt’s comparative empirical examinations of political 
experiences deliberately create a   simultaneity    of worlds and human arti-
fi ces which, although concretely located in different, partly remote times 
and spaces, are principally of more or less equal rank, in the sense that they 
immediately speak and relate to each other in terms of their fundamental 
political experiences. 

 Accordingly, none of Arendt’s empirical studies, neither her examina-
tions of the     polis  or the  Roman republic   nor those of the modern revolu-
tions and of various other contemporary political phenomena, can be said 
to be either exclusively affi rmative or exclusively critical. To the contrary, 
it appears as if these examinations deliberately aim at dissolving the old 
quarrel between the ancients and the moderns into an experiential  con-
temporaneity  among those Greek, Roman, American, and European citi-
zens, statesmen, founders, protesters, and revolutionaries who, during the 
long political history of the West, were all involved and participated in the 
numerous, more or less successful projects of enacting a common world 
of meaning and action. To derive from the temporal  multi- contextuality 
  of these numerous projects a clear and unequivocal normative hierar-
chy among them apparently is as implausible for Arendt as an attempt 
to immediately translate their spatial multi-contextuality into a clear 
normative or critical judgment. Against the background of her compar-
ative theoretical refl ections, a clear-cut normative “ modernism  ” or “anti- 
modernism” turns out to be as implausible as a theoretical Euro- Centrism, 
Americanism, Nationalism, or any other form of intellectual provincial-
ism would be. Instead of exclusively dwelling on temporal  successions and 
epochal distinctions, Arendt’s wandering mode of theoretical refl ection 
fuses historical and synchronic comparisons into one multi- contextual per-
spective which focuses on the conceptual crystallizations as they emerge 
from the various political fi elds of experience in space and time. Seen from 
this perspective, the idea of a chronologically and normatively ordered 
authoritative “tradition” or story of “progress” is replaced by a distinctly 
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open idea of history as “the historical space in which certain forms of gov-
ernment appeared as recognizable entities.”  71   

  5. An Oscillating Logic of Conceptual Construction   The logic of this pecu-
liar comparative mode of theoretical refl ection is also clearly discernible in 
Arendt’s often inspiring and thought-provoking, but at times also bewil-
dering,  method of constructing and applying theoretical concepts  . In 
terms of its mode of hermeneutic  integration  , the fragmented and multi-
contextual nature of her theory’s fi eld of experience apparently requires 
the application of somehow equally fragmented interpretive concepts 
which imply a somewhat oscillating hermeneutic semantic. Rather than 
evolving systematically organized and clearly defi ned concepts, Arendt’s 
refl ections often unfold in a meandering, frequently digressing, sometimes 
deliberately redundant fl ow of arguments which in many cases assumes 
the form of almost literary narratives rather than systematic argumenta-
tion. Her major concepts, being the results of these meandering narrative 
refl ections, instead of providing clear defi nitions, seem to deliberately keep 
open the tensional character of the fragmented and  multi-contextual   expe-
rience they articulate. They “are not constructed upon a single argument, 
diligently unfolded, or upon a linear narrative,” but rather composed of 
“complex thematic strands,” while “[t]he interconnections between the 
strands are sometimes left to the reader”—to a degree that the reader is 
“often baffl ed by how the pieces fi t together” or even wonder “whether 
there is, in fact, a consistent perspective behind her varied refl ections” at 
all.  72    

 There is often consistency in these refl ections, but it is the quite pecu-
liar consistency of a wandering, notoriously unsettled mode of theoretical 
 understanding  . Arendt’s concepts deliberately maintain a gradual uncer-
tainty and openness, translating the fragmented and multi-contextual fi eld 
of theoretical experience into “dialectical,”  73   in the sense of gradually 
fl exible, oscillating interpretive concepts. Instead of functioning as clearly 
determined analytical tools, undoubtedly integrated, as it were, into a 
fi xed system of interpretation, Arendt’s major concepts apply a distinctly 
open, partly underdetermined semantic.  74   This semantic leaves open an 
interpretive and analytical margin which allows Arendt to fuse a variety of 
historical and spatial horizons into one meaningful perspective. To fi nally 
integrate them into a determined framework of unequivocal meanings and 
“defi nitions” would necessarily contradict their own fragmented experi-
ential basis. Although Arendt held it to be crucial for a proper theoretical 
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understanding of the manifold diversity of human affairs that the concepts 
used in theory should be as clearly defi ned as possible, it is nonetheless 
an inherent trait of almost all of her major concepts that they imply such 
an open, underdetermined, and oscillating interpretive semantic. This is 
no self-contradiction, however, but rather an elaborate attempt to simul-
taneously meet two equally important yet contradicting requirements of 
theoretical conceptualization, namely to render clear distinctions  and  to 
account for their multi-contextual, fragmented, and equivocal experiential 
background. 

 One of the best examples of such a conceptual fusion of very differ-
ent  ancient   and modern, civic and philosophical experiential horizons into 
a deliberately open, oscillating term is Arendt’s understanding of “ poli-
tics  ” and “ political action  ” as reconstructed in the previous chapter. This 
understanding is formulated on the basis of a reinterpretation of civic as 
well as philosophical terms and concepts, of ancient Greek, but also of 
the partly quite different Roman experiences with politics, articulated 
in the phenomenological and existentialist terms of early twentieth cen-
tury’s continental philosophy, understood in the light of the prudential 
republican realism of the American political tradition, critically confronted 
with the deeply disturbing questions raised by the fundamental European 
experience of modern  totalitarianism  , and blended with the emancipative 
enthusiasm of contemporary forms of political self-empowerment. The 
crucial motive of this conceptual fusion is a twofold one, consequently 
resulting in a distinctly dialectical conceptual logic. It aims to elicit the 
fundamental signifi cance of politics for individual human existence and for 
society  in general  by composing a concept of the political which equally 
relates to all of these different contexts and hence integrates them into 
one “generalized” interpretive perspective. But it also aims at articulating 
a truly multi-contextual (instead of a trans-contextual or even “universal”) 
theoretical perspective by articulating the experience of the fragmentation 
of real politics into different worlds and of the tensions between them 
which cannot be completely reconciled in one comprehensive, ultimately 
fi xed conceptual “ generalization  .” This  genuinely comparative insight 
into a principal and unsolvable hiatus implied in any attempt to general-
ize and to defi ne is, actually, one of the most fundamental insights con-
stituting her theory’s critical method of gradual deviation from political 
experience proper and the latter’s inherent tendency to “integrate” and 
“generalize” particulars into the commonly shared public stories of a 
political community. 
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 Accordingly, Arendt’s concept of  freedom   also remains equivocal, bear-
ing republican, but also liberal implications, stressing its “positive,” but 
also considering its “negative” aspects,  75   focusing on its precondition of 
“liberation” from necessity while at the same time emphasizing the prob-
lematic side effects of such acts of liberation for the political constitution 
of freedom,  76   and even examining the “abyss of freedom” which opens up 
in the modern experience of the totalitarian project to proof that for man 
and his freedom of  self-determination   virtually everything is possible—
not only in mental but also in practical terms.  77   Likewise, her concept 
of “ law  ” oscillates between its  ancient   Greek, its quite different Roman, 
and its distinctly modern implications in terms of the idea “of a right to 
have rights,” without fi nally fi xing a clear position regarding the contra-
dicting claims derived from these different implications.  78   Instead of such 
fi nal fi xations, her concepts provide a multi-contextual perspective on the 
major phenomena of human affairs, in which the single contexts’ under-
standings partly contradict, but also balance each other and thence render 
a “dialectical” (as opposed to a clear, but all too schematic) understanding 
which always includes an inescapable interpretive hiatus that articulates 
the fragmented experience of the phenomena itself. 

 This peculiar interpretive semantic, refl ecting the plural and contin-
gent character of  political experience  ,  clearly distinguishes the logic of 
Arendt’s conceptualizations from any one of the empirical political terms 
and experiences these conceptualizations refer to. It is this gradual dis-
tinction which defi nes them as being theoretical as opposed to political 
concepts. They render  generalizing  interpretations insofar as they identify 
equivalences between the various contextual understandings of political 
phenomena. But they also render  fragmentizing  interpretations insofar 
as they leave open and point at the tensions between these partly equiva-
lent, partly contradictory variations. Theoretical concepts thence fi rst and 
foremost articulate the insight that any phenomena in human affairs by 
necessity—because all of them, instead of being eternal, “natural,” uni-
versally valid and unchanging phenomena, by their very “nature” only 
appear in the “man-made” realms of human self-determination—can only 
be experienced in the pluralist form of a variety of concrete and there-
fore particular and different political realizations. In other words: Theory 
articulates the experience that “in the realm of plurality … any so called 
‘part’ can be more than the ‘whole’ it belongs to,” wherefore the realities 
of “Man-people-Humanity” never fully relate to each other in terms of 
“parts and whole.”  79   Indeed, it seems to be this insight into the neces-
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sarily  fragmented social ontology  of the realm of human affairs itself, most 
clearly brought to the fore by the multi-contextual orientation of Arendt’s 
theory, which is refl ected in the very peculiar interpretive semantic of her 
major concepts. This insight inserts some kind of a  hermeneutic uncer-
tainty principle  , as it were, into Arendt’s conceptual framework. 

  6. Multi-linguality      Such a multi-contextual logic of “uncertainty” is 
also refl ected in the role that  language   plays in Arendt’s writings,  80   for 
instance in that peculiar kind of etymological investigations often applied 
in her practice of theorizing. These  etymological examinations   are not 
primarily applied in order to bring out an allegedly “original” meaning of 
a term, in the sense of its true signifi cance, nor are they merely pursued to 
elaborate the complex genealogies of concepts, although this is an aspect 
of them. More importantly, however, they serve the purpose to bring out 
the cultural differences and historical changes of their meaning, often 
indicating different “historical judgments of political communities”  81   on 
where to locate them within the realm of human affairs and therewith on 
how to practically understand them. Arendt’s etymologies, hence, aim 
to concretely bind back terms and ideas to their actual experiential basis 
which, of course, also implies to bring out the highly fragmented struc-
ture of this basis and therewith to multi-contextualize the allegedly uni-
contextual meaning of the most fundamental common terms of everyday 
language.  82   What Arendt’s multi-contextual etymological refl ections 
bring out are not so much chronological lingual genealogies in terms 
of “tradition,” but rather the complex crystallizations of fragments into 
nonetheless meaningful present confi gurations.  Language  , with its rich 
 historical  basis, yet at the same time its immediately  present  practical sig-
nifi cance, most clearly draws out these major post-traditional features of 
Arendt’s understanding of such processes of crystallization of political 
experiences.  83    

 Arendt not only frequently dwells on the multi-contextual etymology 
of words and concepts in this manner. Also her own practice of writing 
unfolds in between different languages and ingeniously uses the range 
of uncertainty opened up by her work’s bilingual character and by the 
 problem of translation  . Arendt’s  wandering   political theory, so it seems, 
not only moves within different cultural and historical horizons while not 
being really “at home” in either one of them. It also seems to virtually speak 
different languages, emphasizing different aspects in different tongues.  84   
Writing her major works in the “foreign” language English, Arendt herself 

110 H.-J. SIGWART



translated many of them (sometimes on the basis of fi rst draft translations 
by others) back into her mother tongue, German. These self-translations 
resulted in German texts that often substantially differ from the English 
originals, both in terms of length and in terms of content. The quite intri-
cate history    of  The Origins of Totalitarianism  and of the book’s various 
editions, for instance, refl ects, among other things, also Arendt’s oscil-
lating refl ective movement of articulating her thoughts fi rst in English, 
then in German, and fi nally, again, in English, each time partly chang-
ing the tone and emphases of her text, yet without clearly relinquishing 
its earlier versions.  85   The German edition of     The Human Condition  and 
maybe even more so Arendt’s translation of   On Revolution    into German 
are particularly interesting further examples in this respect. In fact,  Über 
die Revolution  is not just a translation, but a substantially extended version 
of  On Revolution . It not only entails additional explications regarding, for 
instance, such sources whose intimate knowledge Arendt could take for 
granted when addressing an American, but not necessarily when address-
ing a German, audience.  86   More importantly, the extended German ver-
sion of the book also entails numerous additional sentences and passages 
in which Arendt attempts to further explain substantial theoretical argu-
ments. And these additional explanations, formulated in a different lan-
guage, sometimes also differ in their tone and emphasis from the English 
version.  87   By using the unavoidable uncertainty of translation for a varying 
articulation of her own perspective, Arendt’s bilingual practice of writing 
underscores the multi-contextual orientation of her theory. 

  7. An Experimental Logic of Discovery      This multi-contextual methodol-
ogy inherent in Arendt’s theoretical language and conceptual framework 
is, again, not clearly laid out but rather implicit and articulated in terms 
of a methodological  sub-text  . In fact, the distinctly comparative empiri-
cal orientation and multi-contextual perspective of her work may itself be 
understood as another reason why Arendt, regarding her own method of 
theorizing, refrained from all-too-explicit and all-too- schematic and clearly 
laid-out epistemological self-refl ections. Not only did she discern a gen-
eral problematic tendency inherent “in the nature of academic quarrels” 
in which “methodological problems are likely to overshadow more funda-
mental issues.”  88   More importantly, she was especially skeptical of method-
ologies in the form of abstract (and “ fabricated  ,” as it were) “instruments,” 
explicitly defi ned beforehand and systematically applicable to any possible 
problem, subject matter, and, above all, to any kind of experiential context. 
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For Arendt, such pre-established methodologies tend to underrate the sig-
nifi cance of contingency and spontaneity in the realm of human affairs  89   as 
well as the empirical fragmentation of politics into many different worlds 
and experiential horizons. They therewith in effect, even if mostly unin-
tendedly, also substantially delimit the potentials for  comparative research  .  

 Arendt’s alternative practice of theorizing with its characteristic trait 
of a deliberate “ uncertainty  ”—which undoubtedly is part of the specifi c 
“tone” of her oeuvre—surely indicates a very unconventional “ methodol-
ogy  .” But to Arendt, political theory, if it ought to be truly comparative, 
requires a methodological basis which is substantially “different from such 
mental processes as deducing, inducing, and drawing conclusions whose 
logical rules ... can be learned once and for all and then need only to be 
applied.”  90   In contrast to such pre-established methodological schemes, 
a  comparative method   of theorizing has to be experientially open and 
therefore distinctly  experimental  , gradually underdetermined, and rather 
narrative than systematic and predefi ned. It requires a method which 
resembles, we might say, that of an “extraordinary” as opposed to a “nor-
mal science” in the sense of Thomas S.  Kuhn  ’s famous distinction.  91   The 
project of a wandering political theory must apply a conceptual  logic of 
discovery   which is fl exible enough to translate the tensional, fragmented, 
and multi-contextual constellations of political reality into scientifi c inter-
pretive concepts which correspond to these fragmentary constellations. 
Consequently, theory has to be able to question any predetermined ter-
minological premises and established methodological routines, even the 
most fundamental assumptions of a peculiar system of thought and its 
methodology. 

 Against this background, Arendt’s etymological examinations, her 
practices of self-translation and of writing in different languages, and 
especially the oscillating semantic of her major concepts may indeed be 
understood as important aspects of her distinctly comparative “method” 
of political theorizing. In fact, especially in terms of method, when the 
term is understood in the broad sense just sketched, Arendt’s  wandering 
practice of theorizing   turns out to provide a highly original perspective 
which can serve as a rich source of inspiration. The characteristics of her 
theorizing just outlined may potentially imply, for instance, interesting 
methodological contributions to the broad recent discussion in political 
theory on the project of a distinctly  comparative  , inter-civilizational politi-
cal theory.  92   Arendt’s refl ections surely do not meet her own high stan-
dards of experiential openness in every respect,  93   and they remain almost 
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exclusively within the limited coordinate system and experiential horizon 
of the “West.” Notwithstanding these shortcomings, however, within this 
horizon, her theory exerts a quite original methodology of fusing different 
political languages and fi elds of experience. To this end, Arendt integrates, 
besides her methods of conceptual construction, comparative etymology, 
and bilingual writing, a number of further rather unconventional meth-
ods, such as her narrative method of  storytelling    94   or her characterological 
method of critical analysis.  95   The common purpose of these methods is 
to realize a “wandering” type of interpretive refl ection which is empiri-
cally bounded, but not completely at home in either of the many political 
worlds it investigates, either present or past, but rather takes the intellec-
tual liberty of “ simultaneously  ” visiting very different worlds of common 
affairs and of fusing, by way of experimental conceptualizations, their dif-
ferent experiential horizons into a multi-contextual perspective. 
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    CHAPTER 7   

    Abstract     This fi nal chapter provides a brief overview of the  normative   
and  ethical   implications of Arendt’s wandering thought. Her theory 
stresses the signifi cance of political experience also in normative terms. 
The genuine contribution political theory has to offer to public politi-
cal discourses is nonetheless rather critical than justifi catory. Its vocation 
is majorly to understand the necessary conditions and the limitations of 
the political mode of understanding reality. These limitations particularly 
derive from the spatial conditions of the practice of politics. Against the 
background of the multi-contextual and fragmented social ontology of 
numerous political spaces and worlds brought out in Arendt’s exercises in 
political thought, her theory not only highlights the signifi cance of poli-
tics for realizing freedom, but also indicates certain ethical ambivalences 
involved in it.  

  Keywords     Political ethics   •   Critique   •   Nature  

       As the previous chapter sought to demonstrate, the question of “how to 
think” turns out to be crucial for Arendt’s practice of political theorizing, 
notwithstanding her reservations against “ epistemological  ” and “method-
ological” meta-theories. This holds true also with regard to the  normative   
orientation of her political thought. It was her attempt to critically react 
upon the most pressing  ethical questions   posed to political thought by the 
experiences of the twentieth century which especially revealed for Arendt 

 The Limits of Political Horizons 
and the Vocation of Theoretical Wandering                     



the necessity to start from refl ecting anew the nature of political experi-
ence and its relation to theory. Accordingly, Arendt’s theoretical alignment 
with politics, majorly motivated by this reaction as it was, has important 
normative implications. Insofar as Arendt’s studies aim at bringing out 
the crucial signifi cance of  politics   for the realization of human  freedom  , 
her understanding of political experience itself provides the major frame 
of normative orientation for her practice of theorizing. Consequently, the 
major concepts Arendt derives from political experience, such as plurality, 
publicity, natality, and freedom, are not merely analytical concepts which 
help to understand the foundations of political action, but also articulate 
normative principles of her theoretical framework. 

 Also with regard to these normative principles, however, her  alignment 
with politics   is supplemented with a subtle and only gradual but decisive 
deviation from political experience proper. In politics, those principles 
serve as the basis of a practice of tying networks of common communi-
cation, action and meaning, of making common decisions, and also of 
rendering narratives of “ reconciliation  ,”  justifi cation  , and the legitimacy 
of a concrete project of realizing political freedom. In Arendt’s practice 
of theorizing, the same principles fi rst and foremost serve as sources of 
 critique  . In fact, if there is a genuine contribution political theory has to 
offer to public discourses, for Arendt it seems to be primarily its strong 
potential for  critical  understanding rather than justifi cation. Also in this 
respect, Arendt sides with thinkers like  Benjamin  ,  Kafka  , or  Lessing  , and 
against what she held to be the false truth claim of the  Platonic   tradition. 
Instead of being able to tell citizens what they ought to do, how they 
ought to act and judge, and what kind of beginning they ought to enact 
together, theory’s peculiar intellectual strength rather lies in its potential 
to gradually alienate itself from these practices and to critically refl ect upon 
their conditions, foundations, and limitations. 

 The methods of theoretical comparison and  gradual deviation   are cru-
cial also regarding this critical orientation. It was already indicated in the 
previous chapter that these methods of theorizing cut across the mod-
ern–pre-modern divide. This holds true also with regard to Arendt’s 
understanding of critique. There is a strong critical thrust against moder-
nity discernible in Arendt’s writings. This thrust, however, ought to be 
seen, instead of interpreting it as some sort of romanticist anti-modern 
homesickness, as consciously transgressing the clear distinction between 
modernity and the pre-modern Western tradition, at least as far as this 
distinction is meant to establish clear-cut normative criteria for political 
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theory. Not only is Arendt’s critique of  modernity   oriented at an under-
standing of political freedom which, as we have seen, is itself genuinely 
modern—or more precisely: inspired by the genuinely “humanist” mod-
ern idea of  self-determination  . What is more, the problematic effects of 
those particularly apolitical or even anti-political social self-perceptions 
which Arendt’s critique of modern societies primarily focuses on closely 
resemble those anti-political attitudes she also emphasized in her critique 
of the Platonic philosophical tradition. Finally, while it is true that the 
juxtaposition of these apolitical self-perceptions in modernity with ancient 
Greek and Roman perceptions of politics helps Arendt to bring out the 
former’s most problematic aspects, it is not so clear on closer inspection 
that this juxtaposition is meant to in turn rest on a clear-cut normative 
affi rmation of the  polis   or the  Roman republic  . 

 Arendt’s examinations of Greece and Rome, besides emphasizing the 
signifi cance of ancient experiences with politics, too often also deliber-
ately articulate the profound ambivalences involved in these experiences 
to count as straightforward justifi cations of pre-modern politics as an 
undoubted model of political self-organization. Her marked interest in 
ancient political concepts, languages, and self-perceptions, instead of 
expressing a romantic longing for the “happy consciousness” of  antiquity  , 
is primarily motivated by a critical turn against any sort of experiential 
provincialism, including a too narrowly modernist provincial contempora-
neity, and toward an experientially open practice of theoretical wandering 
which aims at constituting a multi-contextual perspective. Arendt’s com-
parisons are neither clearly oriented at or “at home” in  modernity   nor, of 
course, in the fantasy lands of a classicist romanticism. On the contrary, 
one might even say that Arendt perceives antiquity in distinctly modern 
terms as well as  modernity   in terms majorly inspired by antiquity, as if she 
deliberately tries to take the interpretive perspective of a stranger in any of 
the two historical provinces, coming from the reciprocally other province. 

 As a consequence, Arendt’s framework of critique is constituted neither 
by an unequivocal reference to the political experience of antiquity nor 
by an unequivocal affi rmation of the “project of modernity,” but rather 
by her  multi-contextual   understanding of political experience which is 
derived from a whole variety of concrete political projects in time and 
space, including ancient as well as modern ones. The main focus of critique 
derived from these different experiential contexts aims at identifying the 
various phenomena of political vacuum and apolitical tendencies occur-
ring in very different historical contexts, and especially of identifying those 
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literally  anti-political   constellations in which such tendencies under certain 
circumstances may crystallize. This, of course, does not mean to deny 
that especially modernity provided many examples of such anti-political 
tendencies for Arendt. Against the background of the  totalitarian   catastro-
phes in the twentieth century, Arendt was convinced that the decay and 
increasing dissolution of politics as a concrete practice and as a commonly 
shared experience were the decisive problem not only of the philosophi-
cal tradition of the West, but also, and even more imminently, of modern 
Western societies in her own time. Consequently, her  political theory   is 
determined to advocate and revitalize these vanishing experiences and to 
defend politics, not only against philosophy, but also against what she took 
to be the inherently apolitical, partly even anti-political forces inherent in 
the development of Western modernity. Large parts of Arendt’s work are 
dedicated to deal with the intricate origins and the destructive effects of 
these anti-political forces within the modern development. The panorama 
of European politics from the eighteenth to the twentieth century that she 
unfolds in the     Origins of Totalitarianism  as well as her critical interpreta-
tion of the French Revolution, but also her studies on the tradition, self- 
perception, and the social role that was forced upon the European  Jewish   
communities in the course of the modernization of Europe are all theo-
retical and historical examinations of these  anti-political tendencies and 
constellations  . In these practices of anti-politics, the civic experiences of 
imaginative integration and meaningful self-localization, of enlarged and 
creative understanding and of a common and plural political subjectivity 
are dissolved into the experiences of social necessities and of individual 
isolation, of the narrow and schematic rationale of ideological deduction 
and of society as an unfolding of anonymous, irresistable social forces.  1   

 Against this background of her  critique of weak and vanishing politics   
and its devastating effects, Arendt attempts to identify and explain the 
characteristics of authentic politics as the civic practice of constituting and 
reproducing the common horizons of public spheres in which political 
freedom can be realized. But also in this respect, Arendt refers to different 
historical contexts in which different aspects of politics most clearly come 
to the fore. Phenomena as distinct as the Greek  polis   of the classical era, 
the institutions of the  Roman Republic  , the American revolutionary and 
founding era, the various attempts and ideas of international  Jewish   politi-
cal self-organization in the face of the totalitarian threat, the Hungarian 
Revolution, or student protests against the Vietnam War all appear as 
exemplary historical cases of authentic politics. Arendt’s  comparative 
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account of these variants of politics does focus on historical and cultural 
differences, and it does put a special emphasis on the severe dangers posed 
by the apolitical tendencies within the self-perception of modern society. 
More importantly, however, it aims at a conceptual fusion of these dif-
ferent contexts into an empirically and theoretically tenable concept of 
the political in general which in some of its major aspects transcends the 
modern–pre-modern divide. 

 This critique of  anti-politics   and the plea for (re-)activating authentic 
forms of citizenship constitute the most obvious level of normative and 
critical reasoning present in Arendt’s work. It also entails the problem of 
the potentially devastating effects of a complete inability to “think” for 
oneself on politics as Arendt encountered it in the fi gure of  Eichmann  .  2   
Besides this, however, there is a second and less obvious level of critical 
refl ection present in Arendt’s practice of theorizing. According to Arendt, 
a critical political theory cannot only remind “men of  action  ” of their 
business of commonly acting, judging, and beginning. It also ought to 
ask questions about the limits, contradictions, and aporia of this business 
itself. On this second level, her theory aims at a critical determination of 
the limitations of political experience itself. This second-order critique, 
as it were, is potentially always “in a certain confl ict with the polis, which 
must demand respect for its laws independent of personal conscience.”  3   
Political theory is dedicated not only to understand the common affairs of 
politics in their own terms, but also to confront the civic perspective with 
its own contradictions and the highly fragmented nature of its experiential 
basis. In other words, insofar as the practice of theorizing also integrates, 
by way of comparison, the genuinely philosophical motive of “wondering” 
into its refl ections of the “human artifi ce,” it cannot completely respect, 
but necessarily has the tendency to critically challenge “the specifi c politi-
cal reality of the citizens”  4   and the boundaries of political experience. 

 On  this second, more principal level, Arendt’s account of theoretical 
critique aims not only at articulating the logic of political practice from 
within, but primarily at refl ecting upon the conditions of political expe-
rience  —and this means, also upon its limits given by these conditions. 
These  limitations   seem especially to derive from the distinctly spatial con-
ditions of political experience, and from the fact that the spaces of politics 
somehow have to be distinguished from an outside and protected in order 
to serve their purpose of constituting concrete spheres of political action. 
This idea of distinct political spaces as a necessary condition of political 
freedom bears substantially ambivalent ethical implications. Besides the 
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obvious references to the classical distinction of   oikos    and   polis   , Arendt’s 
refl ections on this question in a sense can also be compared in some 
respects to various modern ideas of differentiated social spheres, such as 
Max  Weber  ’s theory of modernization  5   or Michael  Walzer  ’s conception of 
various “spheres of justice” in modern societies.  6   All these conceptions of 
“spheres” and “spaces,” the ancient as well as the modern ones, in one way 
or the other seem to involve political problems not only of inclusion, but 
also of exclusion (both in terms of membership and of content). The idea 
of a principal plurality of spaces resonating in such conceptions indicates 
that “[e]very order is the temporary and precarious articulation of con-
tingent practices,” that “[t]hings could always have been otherwise and 
every order is predicated on the exclusion of other possibilities.”  7   In terms 
of  ethics  , the fragmented ontology of political spaces inherent in Arendt’s 
understanding of political experience has ambivalent consequences. This 
is refl ected in Arendt’s interpretation of the exclusive, and actually partly 
even repressive and violent, nature of the polis as such a distinct space  8   as 
much as, even if in a different sense, in Walzer’s concept of the political 
“art of separation”  9   or in Weber’s somewhat heroic and tragic understand-
ing of politics and its peculiar “Bereichsethik.”  10   A somewhat “exclusive” 
and therefore ambivalent character of distinct political spaces is even indi-
cated in John  Rawls  ’s theoretical justifi cation of a clear separation of the 
public sphere and its public reason from the more “comprehensive doc-
trines” that constitute the “background culture” of a democratic society. 
Rawls, referring to Isaiah  Berlin  , at least clearly notes that “[n]o society 
can include within itself all forms of life” wherefore “the inevitable effects 
of our culture and social structure” always involve the exclusion of “some 
ways of life that realize in special ways certain fundamental values.”  11   

 A clear awareness of this constitutive limitation of political spaces is 
indeed also present in Arendt’s spatial understanding of politics. In con-
trast to Rawls, however, who asserts that the social necessities of exclu-
sion he indicates “are not to be taken for arbitrary bias or injustice,”  12   
for Arendt these constitutive  limitations   indeed  pose serious ethical ques-
tions  . One of the most interesting passages in this respect is a section in 
    On Revolution  in which Arendt refl ects on the problematic consequences 
of the principles of compassion and of the universal idea of “human 
rights” in the course of the French Revolution.  13   Referring to Hermann 
 Melville  ’s novel  Billy Budd , she argues that it is indeed the problem of 
the limited normative scope of political ethics which is involved here. In 
Arendt’s interpretation, Melville’s novel is a metaphoric refl ection on the 
 fundamental tension between the claims of morality, such as the idea of 
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inalienable human rights, and the claims of politics as a concrete and tan-
gible reality. Melville’s story about a fundamental confrontation within 
human affairs between absolute innocence and absolute evil particularly 
brings to the fore, according to Arendt, the necessarily ambivalent role 
of political virtue when it gets involved into “absolute” moral questions. 
While Billy Budd represents uncompromised morality and goodness, the 
fi gure of Claggart represents absolute amorality. The most interesting fi g-
ure in the novel for Arendt, however, is Captain Vere who represents the 
ethics and virtue of political reason which somehow—in ethical terms—
stands between the other two. Getting involved into the confl ict between 
absolute innocence or goodness and absolute evil it turns out that “virtue” 
has to defend itself against both, therewith revealing its own moral limita-
tions. It is when, in the person of Captain Vere, the logic of political virtue 
is introduced into the confl ict that “the tragedy begins”:

  Virtue – which is perhaps less than goodness but still alone is capable of 
embodiment in lasting institutions  – must (sometimes) prevail at the 
expense of the good man .... Laws and all “lasting institutions” break down 
not only under the onslaught of elemental evil but under the impact of abso-
lute innocence as well. The law, moving between crime and virtue, cannot 
recognize what is beyond it, and while it has no punishment to mete out to 
elemental evil, it cannot but punish elemental goodness. ... The absolute – 
and to Melville an absolute was incorporated in the Rights of Man – spells 
doom to everyone when it is introduced into the political realm. ... The 
tragedy of the Captain, the only really tragic fi gure in this story, is ... that he 
is conscious of the deeper injustice involved in what he is doing and what 
he has to do.  14   

   This  realist theme   of a certain normative ambivalence of politics which 
Arendt refl ects here in her interpretation of Melville—again, in a meta-
phorical and literary rather than in an explicitly theoretical manner—
articulates a general trait inherent in her language of political spaces and 
borders.  15   Arendt’s use of these concepts often even seems to indicate that 
political freedom as a “tangible reality,” paradoxically, always involves an 
element of  violence  . The “practice of violence,” which for Arendt is noth-
ing but the consequent application of instrumental rationality within the 
sphere of action,  16   may only be “a marginal phenomenon in the political 
realm.”  17   It is also true, however, that “[p]ower and violence, though 
they are distinct phenomena, usually appear together,”  18   just as the spatial 
conditions of politics and the stabilizing and limiting aspects of political 
institutionalization, of bureaucratic organization, or of any other form of 
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materialized  power   always involve an element of the apolitical  instrumen-
tal logic   of  fabrication   (see Chap.   4    ). When it comes “to protect the bor-
ders of the political sphere,” an element of “violent action” may even be 
an inevitable concomitant, literally a “Grenzphänomen” in the sense of an 
“ultima ratio,” as Arendt notes in the German version of  On Revolution , 
of the practice of politics.  19   

 While Arendt’s  political theory   quite obviously does emphatically 
defend and hail the grandeur of political freedom and resolutely criticize 
the numerous forms of anti-political world alienation into which human 
beings’ practices can potentially derail, it also, less obviously, articulates 
a “critique” (in the Kantian sense of the term, as it were) of the   limits   
of political experience   itself  . The common meanings and narratives that 
constitute public realms for Arendt do have important normative impli-
cations, but they at the same time imply a somewhat limited and com-
promised variant of  ethics  , morality, and justice—gradually compromised, 
as it were, for the sake of its concrete, common, worldly realization in 
relatively stable “public spaces.” Any authentically political project pur-
sues the genuinely humanist concern of realizing freedom, but it never 
really coincides with the moral idea of humanity.  20   Political action and the 
commonsense experience of  citizenship   not only have integrative, but also 
exclusive implications, in terms of both persons and content. There is “a 
price to pay” for the political foundation of freedom, as Arendt occasion-
ally notes,  21   simply because politics is founded in particulars and embedded 
in a highly fragmented social ontology of political realms, and therefore 
always, by necessity, falls short in reality of its effectively universal norma-
tive claim for freedom. 

 Again, compared with Arendt’s determined critique of  anti-politics  , as 
put forth, for instance, in her theory of totalitarianism, her refl ections on 
the French Revolution or her critique of Western  metaphysics  , this second 
level of a  critique of political experience   itself is less explicitly formulated 
in her texts. Notwithstanding the vagueness of Arendt’s position in this 
respect, however, the centrality of the moral questions just indicated for 
her understanding of political experience and of political theory is quite 
obvious. Besides the major signifi cance and the fragility of  political free-
dom  , the ultimate ambivalence and the limitations of political experience 
is surely one of the most fundamental ethical problems involved in the 
self-refl ective sub-text of Arendt’s practice of theorizing. It is, for instance, 
refl ected in the fact that Arendt, besides focusing on the experiences of 
“men of action,” also shows a distinct interest in political borderline 
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 fi gures, as it were.   22   What these fi gures (writers, poets, literary critics, 
some philosophers) have in common is that they, instead of being imme-
diately involved in the public affairs of politics and common self-determi-
nation, primarily pursue the quite different public intellectual practices 
of  criticizing  , disturbing, and opening up the concrete political horizons 
of their societies. These various modes of critique, although they all in a 
sense gradually deviate from the “thinking of citizens,” for Arendt appar-
ently serve a vital function in public discourse. They permanently keep 
open  in practice  the possibility of human beings not only to participate as 
equals in politics, but also to draw, not so much as equal, but as unique 
individuals, from experiential reference points beyond the concrete hori-
zon of political experience in which they happen to live and participate. 

 To make a genuine contribution to such deviating discourses appears 
to me the primary ethical concern also of Arendt’s own theoretical 
endeavor—and in general  the most fundamental ethical responsibility to 
which political theory   from her perspective ought to be dedicated. The 
citizen’s  amor mundi , in order to be prevented from degenerating into 
a narrow and exclusive provincialism, aggressive forms of nationalism, or 
even into ideologies of complete collective self-functionalization, needs 
to be accompanied by the poet’s careless political irresponsibility, by the 
novelist’s affi nity for uncomforting and even alienating intellectual experi-
ments, and by the wandering political theorist’s subversive propensity to 
transcend any concrete collective political horizon and to question the 
self-confi dence and creedal passion of political deeds, narratives, and tra-
ditions. The way in which Arendt’s  political theory   is apt to support “the 
purpose of political action” is not to directly engage and actively par-
ticipate in politics, but rather to engage in “critique” in the sense of a 
practice of “limitation and purifi cation”  23   of politics, and of discovering 
“the sources and limits”  24   of the civic mode of experiencing reality. What 
theory can contribute to the practice of politics is its genuine “way of 
defending the possibility of politics by defi ning its limits.”  25   

 The most fundamental ethical implication of Arendt’s wandering politi-
cal theory is its contribution to the  critical practice of experiential devia-
tion   by which every truly free public discourse among “men of action” 
should be accompanied. Also in this critical respect, Arendt’s compara-
tive empirical method and the multi-contextual and oscillating concep-
tual framework of her wandering thought prove to be highly original and 
 powerful. With respect to one particular question, however, Arendt’s  cri-
tique of politics   also reveals a conceptual gap  in her normative refl ections, 
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one which somewhat corresponds to the gap we already encountered in 
her theory of the   vita   activa . It regards the question of “ nature  ” and its 
signifi cance for the practice of politics. As it was indicated in Chap.   3    , this 
question remains particularly unclear in Arendt’s theory of action where-
fore especially those experiential potentials of labor that may be connected 
with this question are curiously left out of the theoretical consideration. 
Interestingly, Arendt’s second-order critique of the practical logic of poli-
tics seems to underscore the normative signifi cance of this very question, 
notwithstanding her marked reservations against any applications of a 
fi xed concept of “human nature” in political theory.  26   In some passages, 
Arendt still seems to strongly indicate that only certain experiences of 
“nature”—and consequently a theoretical refl ection of the relation of poli-
tics (as the practice of self-determination and as the “human artifi ce” in 
which this practice takes place) toward nature—can ultimately provide a 
basis for a critique of  the moral limits of political experience  . 

 Her concept of natality especially indicates such a critical reference to 
“ nature  ,” or to somewhat natural experiences in which those aspects of 
the human condition come to the fore which are not self-determined, 
but simply naturally given.  27   In referring to such experiences, however, 
the term indeed introduces a somewhat alien argument into Arendt’s 
phenomenological framework of her major political concepts. It not only 
seems to bear genuinely “anthropological” and philosophical (maybe even 
theological  28  ) implications. What is more, the concept also tends to blur 
the more or less clear distinction between the realms of nature on the 
one hand and of self-determination on the other which is indeed crucial 
for Arendt’s theory of the  vita activa . Still, for Arendt, the term marks a 
fundamental condition and articulates a crucial insight of political experi-
ence. Political action, because it refl ects the “ natality  ” of human beings, 
“is like a second birth, in which we confi rm and take upon ourselves the 
naked fact of our original physical appearance.”  29   Political experience itself 
is therefore ultimately rooted in a genuine experience of “ nature  .” As a 
consequence of this existential connection toward certain experiences of 
nature, the condition of natality not only provides the experiential basis 
on which processes of political self-determination can be kept open for 
new beginnings within human affairs. It also sets a principal limitation to 
self-determination in the fi rst place. The “idea of man creating himself” 
fi nds its necessary limits in “the very factuality of the human condition,” 
because “nothing is more obvious than that man, whether as member of 
the species or as an individual, does not owe his existence to himself.”  30   
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 Insofar as human existence, and particularly the human ability of politi-
cal action, is rooted in man’s natural condition of natality, it articulates 
both the factual indeterminacy and the moral  limitations   of the human 
capacity of freedom and self-determination. Jürgen  Habermas  , in his 
refl ections on the fundamental moral problems involved in contemporary 
bio-technology, applies Arendt’s idea of  natality   precisely in this sense of 
a concept that determines the ethical limits of human self-determination: 
“With the concept of natality Arendt builds a bridge from the creaturely 
( kreatürlichen ) beginning [of any individual] to the consciousness of a 
grown up subject of being able to constitute a beginning of a new chain of 
action. ... Human beings experience themselves to be free actors because 
birth, as the watershed between nature and culture, already marks a begin-
ning. ... The ability to be oneself as a person requires a reference point 
beyond the strands of tradition and the frameworks of interaction in which 
the identity of a person biographically constitutes itself.”  31   In other words, 
 the  naturalness  of human beings’ birth  , “the naked fact of our original 
physical appearance” as it is articulated in Arendt’s term of natality, turns 
out to be a fundamental existential precondition for individual freedom 
which must remain untouched by the human abilities of collective  self- 
determination   if a complete self-functionalization of the human species is 
to be prevented. 

 Arendt’s own understanding bears very similar critical implications, 
but they are not systematically unfolded or thoroughly examined with 
regard to their conceptual premises. In fact, her specifi c understanding 
of that “watershed between nature and culture” which is marked by her 
concept of  natality   surely belongs to those major questions raised by 
Arendt’s political theory which remain unsatisfactorily unanswered in her 
work. The same holds true for her understanding of the term “ nature  ” 
itself, to begin with, which actually seems to oscillate between the classi-
cal Greek understanding of  physis  and a distinctly modern understanding 
of the term. On the one hand, this underdetermination of her concept 
of nature in a certain sense is  another very good example of a distinctly 
multi-contextual and therefore oscillating term  . The only vaguely indi-
cated contours of the term clearly cut across the ancient–modern divide 
in its attempt to fuse classical and modern perceptions and hence dem-
onstrate the “ synchronizing  ” and liberating potentials of Arendt’s  wan-
dering practice of theorizing  . On the other hand, the concept also quite 
clearly marks an unresolved problem in Arendt’s theory, and this especially 
regards the term’s normative implications.  32   That it arguably is a genu-

THE LIMITS OF POLITICAL HORIZONS AND THE VOCATION OF THEORETICAL... 129



inely “ philosophical  ”  question (and Arendt herself would surely agree that 
the question of  nature   is genuinely philosophical), which marks this unre-
solved problem, may be no coincidence. Her concept of  natality   may not 
only indicate the “watershed between nature and culture.” It may also 
mark the conceptual point where her determined political critique of phi-
losophy might have to be complemented and balanced with a genuinely 
philosophical determination of the limits of politics—as one ingredient of 
those deviating critical discourses which ought to accompany any project 
of realizing political freedom. 

 Be that as it may, what Arendt’s work undoubtedly demonstrates is a 
clear awareness of the fact that these deviating discourses and the lofty 
spaces of a “republic of scholars,” as it were, regardless of their predomi-
nantly literary, theoretical, or philosophical character and notwithstanding 
their potentials for intellectual critique, can never be a substitute for a real 
“city” and a truly political public space. Any sort of  critique   must recog-
nize and to a certain degree even depends upon the fruits of human labor, 
upon     homo faber ’s capacity of building a world for men and women to live 
in and upon the citizens’ power of enacting a public space of inter- personal 
relations, communications, and meanings in which women and men can 
appear and interact with each other and “organize the living together of 
many human beings in such a way that peace, the condition for the quiet 
of contemplation is assured.”  33   As a consequence, the general thrust of 
Arendt’s practice of theorizing, although principally critical, does not carry 
that moment of contempt for the city which she understood to be the 
most obvious trait of the Platonic philosopher’s attitude to human affairs. 
Arendt’s wandering theory’s perception of politics is a  gradually alienated   
one; her “intellectual attitude” rests upon a “resolute refusal” to be  “inte-
grated politically or socially.” Only this gradual alienation makes possible 
“that attitude of superior disdain which gave rise to  La Rochefoucauld’s 
  contemptuous insights into human behaviour, the worldly wisdom of 
 Montaigne  , the aphoristic trenchancy of  Pascal  ’s thought, the boldness 
and open-mindedness of  Montesquieu  ’s political refl ections”  34  —and, we 
might add, the unsparing clarity of  Arendt’s wandering political theory  ’s 
analysis of the grandeur, the limitations, and the inherent dangers of politi-
cal experience. Still, this intellectual attitude clearly differs from that of a 
philosopher trying to liberate himself from the allegedly confused experi-
ence of the many altogether. In Arendt, the  experiential realm of politics 
does not appear as a cave or, for that matter, as a second cave of public or 
historical obscurity and confusion. Rather, it is the only sphere of human 
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affairs in which individuals can make themselves “at home” in the world 
and realize freedom, even insofar as they actualize their potential to be 
resolute critics of the negligent and inacceptable, the hardly avoidable, and 
also the inevitable shortcomings of the “human artifi ce.” 

 Read against this background, Walter  Benjamin  ’s description of  Paris  
and of his character type of the stranger as  fl aneur  may render the best 
metaphoric characterization of the “city” as perceived from Arendt’s wan-
dering theory’s experiential position:

  This Paris was not yet cosmopolitan, to be sure, but it was profoundly 
European, and thus it has, with unparalleled naturalness, offered itself to 
all homeless people as a second home ever since the middle of the last cen-
tury. Neither the pronounced xenophobia of its inhabitants nor the sophis-
ticated harassment by the local police has ever been able to change this. ... 
[The city’s] boulevards, Benjamin discovered as early as 1913, are formed 
by houses which “do not seem made to be lived in, but are like stone sets 
for people to walk between”. This city, around which one still can travel 
in a circle past the old gates, has remained what the cities of the Middle 
Ages, severely walled off and protected against the outside, once were: an 
interior, but without the narrowness of medieval streets, a generously built 
and planned open-air  interieur  with the arch of the sky like a majestic ceiling 
above it. ... It is the uniform facades, lining the streets like inside walls, that 
make one feel more physically sheltered in this city than in any other. [The 
city’s arcades and passageways] are indeed like a symbol of Paris, because 
they clearly are inside and outside at the same time and thus represent its 
true nature in quintessential form. In Paris a stranger feels at home because 
he can inhabit the city the way he lives in his own four walls. And just as 
one inhabits an apartment, and makes it comfortable, by living in it instead 
of just using it for sleeping, eating, and working, so one inhabits a city by 
strolling through it without aim or purpose, with one’s stay secured by the 
countless cafes which line the streets and past which the life of the city, the 
fl ow of pedestrians, moves along.  35   
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