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Introduction 

Over the past few decades. the state has played a rather paradoxical role in the 

discourse of political theory. David Held has stated that: 

On the one hanci, in normative politicai theory. concepts of the political good 
have been elaborated at the level of state institutions and practices: the state 
has been at the intersection of intellecnially and morally arnbiguous 
conceptions of political life. Political theory, by and large, has taken the 
nation-state for granted and has sought to place the state at the centre of 
interpretations of the nature and proper form of the political good. On the 
other hand, the state has been seen as the key unit of political analysis in 
modem societies, demarcating the boundaries of society.' 

At the same time that the central role of the state has been widely (if not explicitly) 

recognized and accepted. a silence has developed around this very concept. This silence is 

even more troublesome because of the cenaality of the state in political discoune-in essence 

the categories of political understanding which are determined and disciplined by the state 

rest on a theoretical foundation which is largely taken for granted. 

At a time when the Western democratic states have declared their final global trïurnph 

and ushered in *-the end of history," this may not seem like such a troublesome state of 

flairs. It is ironic that given this recent %ctory." the need to reconsider the state has rapidly 

become more pressing than ever before. This is due to the nse of a growing number on 

influences. Generally grouped under the rubric of globalisrn. examples of these concems 

include an ubiquitous global web of communication and information technology. the spread 

of multi-national corporations and the accompanying trans-border flows of capital, and a 

recognition of environmental problems that endanger populations and regions of the earth 

which transcend the traditional boundaries of political comrnunities. Each has, in its own 

1. David Held, "Editor's introduction," in David Held, Ed. Political Theory Todqy. 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 199 l), p. 8. 
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way, challenged the nation-state0s ability to cany out the wishes of its citizens. such that 

"[m]ore than ever before there are reasons for doubting whether a primary focus on the 

nature and proper form of the politics of govemments and States can legitimately remain the 

basic subject matter of political theory. At issue is the coherence of the idea of the political.'" 

Voices have begun to break through the silence surrounding the state. however. Prominent 

arnong them are theorists determined to reconsider the role of the modem state in this global 

context. 

Perhaps the pivotal theorist of the modem state is Thomas Hobbes, whose Leviaihan 

was an attempt to theorïze a fonn of political organization in the context of early-modern 

social and political upheavals. He is therefore often at the centre of efforts to rethink the 

nature and function of the state in late-modem society. Hobbes wrote during a tumultuous 

period of British history. and attempted to respond to the challenges posed by the waning 

influence of Chnstianity on politicai life, the subsequent rise of bourgeois society. and the 

more immediate reality of civil war in England. In the face of this extreme insecurity. Hobbes 

developed a theory of the state designed to do no more or less than guarantee total security 

to its citizens. Hobbes began from an imaginary "state of nature." in which individuals Iived 

lives that were, in his famous phrase, "solitary. poore, nasty. brutish and short7'La refiection, 

no doubt, of the very real conditions of mid-17th cenniry England. Lndividuals lived in an 

environment where they al1 were equaily capable of killing anybody else. The insecurity of 

2. Held, "Editor's Introduction," p. 5. 

3. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, condon: Penguin Books, 1985), p. 186. 



the state of nature was inexîricably bound up with the problem of temporal flux and flows. 

The dilemma of time inhered in the state of nature: 

Hereby it is manifest, that during the time men iive without a common Power 
to keep them al1 in awe. they are in that condition which is called Warre; and 
such a warre' as is of every man, against every man. For Warre, consisteth not 
in Battell onely, or the act of fighting; but in a tract of tirne- wherein the Will 
to contend by Battell is suficiently known; and therefore the notion of T h e .  
is to be considered in the nature of ~ a r r e ?  

Tirne. furthermore, is bound up with the notion of movement. The state of nature is a 

condition in which individuals possess a completely unrestncted liberty. Hobbes analyzes 

liberty or freedom in terms of motion; these interchangeable terms "signifieth (properly) the 

absence of Opposition; (by Opposition. 1 mean extemall hpediments of rnoti~n:)"~ The 

solution Hobbes proposed was elegantly simple: a social contract to create a commonwealth 

ruled by an absolute sovereign. Al1 citizens would sumender their political power to the 

sovereign, who would therefore possess total power. In exchange. the sovereign would 

ensure a secure. stable society. Such a solution was an attempt to resolve the predicarnent of 

a Iife of pure temporality. it was. in effect, designed to regulate the motion of men through 

the spatial construct of the state: 

But as men, for the atteyning of peace, and conservation of themselves 
thereby, have made an ArtifIcail man, which we cal1 a Common-wealth; so 
also have they made Artificiall Chahs. called Civill Lawes, which they 
themselves, by mutuall covenants, have fastned at one end, to the lips of that 
Man, or Assembly, to whom they have given the Soveraigne Power; and at 
the other end to their own Ears. These Bonds in their own nature be weak, 

4. Leviathan, p. 1 86, emphasis in original. 

5. Leviathan, p. 262. 



may neverthelesse be made to hold, by the danger, though not by the 
difficulty of breaking themO6 

Hobbes has become the paradigmatic political theorist of the modem state. of 

politicai space and t h e .  He "has become an archetype of those thinken for whom time and 

change constitute a problem to be overcome ... by attempting to abandon time entirely.'" The 

attempt to abandon time, to discipline it through spatial categones such as the state was not 

limited to Hobbes. but has k e n  "crucial in the construction of the most influential traditions 

of Western philosophy and socio-political thought."' Such atternpts. however. have been 

problematized by a growing temporal acceleration and dislocation that destabilizes spatial 

categories beyond their ability to cope with them. Nevertheless, such an expression of the 

rationale for politics continues to hold great sway, both in political practice-such as claims 

by Quebec politicians that a sovereign Quebec is necessary for the protection of its unique 

language and culture, or concems that the proposed Multilateral Agreement on Investment 

undermines the sovereignty of the nation-state-and within the discourse of political theory 

itself. The challenge. as R.B.J. Waiker states, is "to attend to the most fundamental 

assumptions about the relation between unity and diversity and between space and time 

through which the early-modem answer was fixed and pemitted to enter into the most 

6.  Leviathan? pp. 263-264, emphasis in onginal. 

7. R-B.J. Waiker, Inside/Outside: International Relations rzs Political Theory. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 1 12. 
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pervasive practices of modem politicai life.'" in short. the challenge is to reconsider the 

Hobbesian solution. 

This thesis will demonstrate that Hannah Arendt's political theory is a sustained 

attempt to rethink forms of the political centred on sovereign States. More importantly. it will 

demonstrate why Arendt theorized a non-statist fom of politics in her Iater works. To do so. 

it will focus pnmarily on her critique of the modem nation-state, a critique that comprises 

a significant aspect of her text. The Origins of Totalitarianism. This thesis revolves around 

two major themes of Arendt's critique. First, it will iook at the rise of the nation-state to 

show how the nation-state was forced to contradict the basic principle of equality as it 

matured. a principle at the heart of the nation-state. Second-and more importantly-it will 

examine Arendt's critique of the doctrine of sovereignty. a necessary component of the 

nation-state. 1 will show that for Arendt the sovereign status of the nation-state led directly 

to its implication in a number of problems and conditions that prevented it fiom fulfilling its 

role as provider of both a secure home for its citizens and a space within whic h meaningfil 

political action could occur. The specific problems 1 will consider include the dilemma of 

human rights and statelessness, the rise of the bourgeoisie to positions of political influence, 

and the growth of impenaiist and totalitarian movements. Taken as a whole, these elements 

form what was for Arendt a searing indictment of the nation-state as a f o m  of political 

organization, and illustrated vividly the need to rethink the practice of politics in the wake 

of the destruction of World War II. 



In terms of her identification within political theoiy, Hannah Arendt is something of 

a nomad. She wrote in the context of a discipline hught  with labels. categones. and "-isms," 

and yet she consistentiy evaded precise location within this descriptive framework. Arendt 

herself was not bothered by the ambiguous (some might say contradictory or paradoxical) 

nature of her work. In response to the question. "What are you? ... What is your position 

within the contemporary possibilities?" her answer was straightfonvard: 

I don? know. 1 redly don't know and I've never know-n. And I suppose I 
never had any such position. You know the left think that 1 am conservative. 
and the consematives sometimes think 1 am left or 1 am a maverick or God 
knows what. And 1 must say 1 couldn't care less. 1 don't think that the real 
questions of this century will get any h d  of illumination by this kind of 
thing. l0 

Such a response is to be expected fiom a thinker who "considered rnethodological 

discussions to be self-indulgent and irrelevant to real political problems."" However. this has 

not stopped her critics and commentaton fiom attempting to categorize her work-attempts 

rendered problematic by the wide-ranging nature of her topics. During her life. she was 

considered to be fumly entrenched within the Anglo-American tradition of political theory. 

begùining with her magnum opus, The 0rigzh.s of Totaiitarianism. and continuing with later 

writing about such topics as the student and peace movements. the Vietnam War and The 

Pentagon Papers, and other topics of interest mainly to an Arnencan teadenhip. However. 

these were dl subsumed within her larger political project. a reinvigoration of the Western 

10. Hannah Arendt, "On Hannah Arendt," in Melvyn Hill, ed.? Hannah Arendt: The 
Recovery of the Public Worid. (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1979), pp. 333-334. 

1 1 .  Lisa J. Disch, "More Truth than Fact: Storytelling as Critical Understanding in the 
Writings of Hannah Arendt," Political Theory 2 1 (4), 1993, p. 666. 
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political tradition through an examination of fiuidamentd political concepts and categories: 

power, violence, freedom, authority, public and private, action and thinking, and so on. Since 

her death in 1976 (but especially since 1989). there has been an explosion of secondary 

literature examining her work and assessing her contributions to politicai thought. Much of 

this diverges fiom the Anglo-American focus that is predorninant in the literature-" and 

approaches her political theory fiom schools of thought that exist largely on the margins of 

contemporary political discourse, such as feminist" or Continental theory. This latter aspect 

of the literature is one of the more interesthg and fruitful: although the inspirations Arendt 

12. The earliest book-length treatment of Hannah Arendt-and the only one to see 
publication during her lifetime-was Margaret Canovan' s The Political Thought of Hannah 
Arendt. London: J.M. Dent & Sons, Ltd. 1974. Other examples of early Arendt scholarship 
include Peter Fuss "Hannah Arendt's Conception of Political Community." Idealistic 
Studies. 3, 1973, 252-265; Dolf Stemberger T h e  Sunken City. Hannah Arendt3 Idea of 
Politics," Social Research. 44. 1977. 132-146; Leon Botstein and Martin Jay "Hannah 
Arendt: Opposing Views,- Parrisan Review. 45(3), 1978.348-380. Melvyn A. Hill, Ed. "The 
Fictions of Mankind and the Stones of Men," in Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public 
Worid. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1979; James W. Bernauer. Ed. Amor Mundi: 
Explorations in rhe Fai&h and Thought of Hannah Arendt. Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff 
Publishers, 1987; Shiraz Dossa The Public ReaIm and the Public Self The PoIiticai Theory 
of Hannah Arendt. Waterloo: Wilfiid Laurier University Press, 1989. 

13. Just a few examples fiom this burgeoning literature include Patricia Bowen-Moore 
Hannah Arendt's Philosophy of Nataliîy. London: The MacMillan Press. Ltd. 1989; B. 
Honig "Toward an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and the Politics of Identity." in 
Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott, Eds. Feminists Theorize the Political. London: 
Routledge, 1992, pp. 215-235; Mary G. Dietz "Hannah Arendt and Feminist Politics," in 
Lewis P. Hinchrnan and Sandra K. Hinchrnan, Eds. Hannah Arendt: Critical Essays. New 
York: State University of New York Press, 1994, pp. 23 1-260; Lisa J. Disch Hannah Arendt 
and the Limits of Philosophy. Ithaca, NY: Comell University Press, 1994; Bonnie Honig, Ed. 
Ferninist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt. Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995; Ann 
M. Lane "Hannah Arendt: Theonst of Distinction(s)," Political Zleory. 25(1), 1997, 137- 
159. 



drew from theonsts such as ~ e i d e g g e r ' ~  and ~ietzschd' have been well established, a 

number of vnïters have begun making cornedons between elements of Arendt's thought and 

concerns typically associated with various "post-" schools of thought. such as post- 

structurdism, post-modemism. or post-col~nialism.'~ The resuit of ail this is a situation 

14. See, for example, Arendt's The Lijé of the Mind (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1 978), esp. pp. 1 72- 195 of volume two, Willing also Hannah Arendt "Martin 
Heidegger at Eighty," New York Review of Booh. 1 7(6), 1 97 l,5O-%.. See also Margaret 
Canovan "Socrates or Heidegger? Hannah Arendt's Reflections on Philosophy and Politics," 
Social Research. 57( 1 ), 1990, 1 35- 165. Of late, Arendt's penonai relationship to Heidegger 
has overshadowed the intellectual relationship between them. spurred on mostly by Eltbieta 
Ertuiger's Hannah ArenddiWartin Heidegger. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995)' a 
text most notable for its artful use of innuendo and insinuation as tools of scholarly research. 
For opposing perspectives of this text see Richard Wolin "Hannah and the Magician," New 
Republic. October 9,  1995. 27-37, and Ann M. Laue "Hannah Arendt: Theorkt of 
Distinction(s)," Political Theory. 25(1). 1997, 137- 159, esp. pp. 139- 141. An altemate 
account of this period in Arendt's life, one that avoids Ettinger's gossipy. tabloid style, cm 
be found in Elisabeth Young-Brueh13 Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World. (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1982), her masterful biography of Arendt. 

15. See, for example, Arendt's ïhe Life of the esp. pp. 158-1 72, where she identifies 
Nietzsche dong with Heidegger (see note 5. above) as the two 1 s t  theonsts to adequately 
discuss the problem of the will. For an interpretation of Nietzschean themes in Arendt's 
conception of political action, see Dana R. Villa, "Beyond Good and Evil: Arendt, Nietzsche, 
and the Aestheticization of Political Action," Political Theory. 20(2), 1992,274-308; Bonnie 
Honig -'The Politics of Agonism: A Criticai Response to 'Beyond Good and Evil: Arendt. 
Nietzsche, and the Aestheticization of Politicd Action8 by Dana R. Villa" Political Theory. 
2 1 (3), 1993,528-533. 

16. See Villa, Dana R "Postrnodernism and the Public Sphere," Arnerican Political Science 
Review. 86(3), 1992.7 12-72 1 ; David ingram, "The Postmodem Kantianism of Arendt and 
Lyotard," Review of Metaphysics. 42, 1988, 51 -77; Bonnie Honig, "Declarations of 
Independence: Arendt and Derrida on the Problem of Founding a Republic," American 
Politicd Science Review. 85(1), 199 1, 97- 1 13; Norma Claire Moruzzi "Re-Placing the 
Margin: (Non)Representations of Colonialism in Hannah Arendt's The Origim of 
TotaZi~arianism." Tulsa Studies in Women !s L irerature. 1 0, 1 99 1, 1 09- 1 20; Jefiey C. Isaac 
Arendt, Camus, and Modern RebelZion. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992. The 
linkages between Arendt and other post-smicturalist theorists are readily visible on the 
surface, and offer nurnerous oppomuiities for M e r  research. The similarity between Arendt 

(continued ...) 



where Arendt is many things to many people. She is. depending upon who you read, liberal, 

conservative, cornmunitarian. elitist, neo-Arîstotelian, a civic republican. a thinker essentially 

defined by her kwishness. and on and on. Lisa Jane Disch's characterization of Arendt 

scholarship expresses the situation well: "Uniike the academic industries that have spning 

up around interpretation and application of the theones of John Rawls. Jürgen Habermas. or 

Michel Foucault the attention to Arendt's work has been significant without generating 

anything of the consistency of a school of political thlliking or an approach to politics."" 

in spite of this divergence. Hannah Arendt is generally considered to be a primarily 

political theonst. as opposed to a philosopher. She attempted to engage with the most 

pressing and worrisome political developments of her tirne. such as the rise of totalitarianism 

and the fate of the political in a modem, mass society of labourers. Her goal was to corne to 

grips with the implications of these phenomena for modem politics. and try to rescue politics 

from the challenges posed by them. 

(...continued) 
and Foucault with respect to their notions of power and their historicai method is one 
example. Also notable is Paul Virilio's apparent incorporation of Arendtian themes into his 
analyses of technologies of speed, such as in T h e  Prima1 Accident," in The Poliîics of 
Everyday Feur, Brian Massumi, Ed. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1 993), pp. 
2 1 1-2 18, as well as in Bunker Archeology, translated by George Collins (New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press, 1994), an analysis anticipated by Arendt when she wrote that, 
"[mien now live in an earth-wide continuous whole where even the notion of distance, still 
inherent in the most perfectly unbroken contiguity of parts, has yielded before the onslaught 
of speed. Speed has conquered space, and ... it has made distance meaningless, for no 
significant part of a human life-years, months, or even weeks-is any longer necessary to 
reach aoy point on the earth." The Human Condition. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1957), p. 250. 

17. Lisa Jane Disch (1994) Hannuh Arendt and the Limits offhilosophy. Ithaca, NY: 
Comell University Press, p. 2, En. 1. 
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At the same tirne as she is recognized as a theorist trying to reinvigorate modem 

politics, there appears to be a consensus on another aspect of her work. Whatever Arendt 

rnay be or to whatever school of thought she may belong, she is anything but a theorist of the 

state. That this consensus must have been reached implicitly is the ody conclusion that can 

be drawn fiom a survey of the literature. which does not substantively address the question 

of "Arendt and the state." 

This situation is even more perpiexing given how it confiicts with the notion of 

Arendt as apolitical thinker, since in the modern age there is no more prototypically political 

community than the state. The date is at the heart of conceptions of the political, and the 

object of political effort and analysis. Examinations of Arendt's conception of politics that 

do not confkont its relationship to the state. therefore, seem to be ignoring a crucial facet of 

analysis. Peter Fuss's oft-quoted article, "Hannah Arendt's Conception of Political 

~ornrnunity"'~ is notable in this regard. He draws extensively upon The Hiiman Condition 

to cast Arendt as a theorist whose conception of political comrnunity begins and ends with 

the ancient Greek polis. Putting aside for a moment the ments of such a depiction, at no time 

in the article does he mention the state. or try to tie this conception of politics to the modem 

state. Such question-begging-why we or Arendt should care about a new conception of 

political community when the state is already there-is fairly representative of the literature. 

Arendt is interpreted as a theorkt trying to reconceptuaiize the political, but her work is 

abstracted from the idea of the state, the idea that has made the modem conception of the 

political possible. Such readings de-contextualize and ultimately distort Arendt's political 

1 8. idealistic Studies 3 ,  1973,252-265. 
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theory. There are exceptions to this general d e .  Margaret Canovan's second book on 

Arendt's thought notes the centrality of Arendt's diagnosis of the nation-state to her overall 

argument about the rïse of totalitarianism, but goes little beyond that. JefEey C. Isaac's 

excellent interpretation goes further. Isaac contextualizes Arendt's "rebellious politics," as 

he calls if in relation to her critique of the state. While he iauds Arendt for theorking a 

conception of politics that is not reliant upon the state. he is at the same time critical of her 

for "ignoring the *te" and the possibilities for a progressive. emancipatory politics inherent 

in it. Whatever we may think of this assessment, it at least recognizes that the problem of the 

state was at the centre of Arendt's political theory. 

There are two p n m q  ways in which Arendt's critique of the state has been 

overlooked. Fim readings of The ûrigins of Totulituri~nism, Arendt's fkst major text have 

tended to overlook the critique of the nation-state contained therein. The notable exception 

is Canovan's text, mentioned above; however, her analysis of this aspect of Origins is brief. 

Second, theorists focusing on Arendt's post-Origins texts. and therefore on her attempt to 

reinvigorate the political realm. have not contextualized her work with reference to her 

critique of the state. This thesis suggests-if only tentatively-that our reading of Arendt as a 

theorist relevant now, will be enriched by considering her as an early comrnentator on the 

problem of the nation-state in an era of accelerated movement. She was one of the first to 

recognize that movements threatened the secure political space established and protected by 

the state. 

The fust chapter will concentrate on the methodology Arendt employed in The 

U r i , m  of Totalitmianism. Her andysis of the decay of the nation-state was a central aspect 
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of her more general project which was to map the rise of totalitarian rnovements and regimes 

in Germany and Russia The first part of the chapter considen how Arendt's reading of the 

state f i t s  into the Iarger framework of her argument. tt will show that what Arendt thought 

to be most important about the nse and eventual 'Sali" of the nation-state was deterrnined in 

large part by her historico-political project. The second part focuses on how Arendt 

conceptualizes the rise of the nation-state, and those aspects of the nation-state that she saw 

as the most important to understand, given her larger concems. 

Chapter two focuses on Arendt's analysis of human rights and statelessness. While 

hurnan rights were meant to be inherent in al1 hurnan beings. Arendt argues that they were 

in redity enjoyed only by those who were citizens in a state capable of protecting them. 

"Human rights'' in effect were "state Bghts," and so large numbers of stateless people were 

denied what was supposed to inhere in their simple humanity. This situation shows the 

degree to which the state is an artificid form of politicai comrnunity. responsible not just for 

protecting rights that supposedly pre-exist the state (an early justification for the state). but 

for creating and protecting these rights at the sarne time. Arendt argues that these rights are 

necessary if individuals are to participate in political flairs, and thus the failure to extend 

them to ail people bespoke the state7s inability to create a truly inclusive home in the world. 

This "homelessness"-the lack of access to a political space that allows individuals to reveal 

their mie humanity-is only one aspect of statelessness, however. Those who were not 

citizens and therefore could not depend upon protection fkom a state were not only denied 

entrance to the political realm, but aiso the very basics of physical safety. 
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Chapter three tums to Arendt's analysis of the relationship between politics and 

economics as it manifested itself in the imperialist movement of the late 19th century. Arendt 

argues that prior to this point, the two realms of politics and economics CO-existed more or 

less independently. This situation did not change untii they came into conflict. at which point 

the econornic principles of capitalism challenged the political principles according to which 

the nation-state was organized. These two sets of principles, according to Arendt, were in 

complete opposition to one another. The political principles of the nation-state were based 

on the notion of boundaries: for the public realm to emerge. it had to do so within a spatially 

delirnited area Capitalism, on the other hand, required unlimited growth and was therefore 

hindered by boundaries. Imperialism was bom when the economy came up against the 

political boundaries of the nation-state. It intmduced the capitalist principle of unlimited 

expansion into the political realm, and chailenged the conception of politics at the heart of 

the nation--te. This situation demonstrated the degree to which the nation-state was unable 

to cope with challenges to the principles at its foundation. 

The fourth and final chapter will turn to the texts that Arendt wrote afier The Origins 

of Total!tariunism. Given the critique that she elaborates in that volume of a state incapable 

of ensuring the basic çafety of millions of people (let alone a vibrant and secure political 

realm), Arendt then seeks to reconceptualize the political so that it is not reliant upon such 

a deeply flawed form of political community. This reconception is rooted in Arendt's 

misgivings about the doctrine of sovereignty. Traditionally. the sovereign statu of states has 

made politics possible. It expresses that society's right and ability to decide its own course 

of action in its own interest-to be sovereign is to be free. It creates the state as the prirnary 
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political actor in international &airS. and detemiines the object of domestic political action, 

the decision-making body or bodies within the state. Arendt argues that sovereignty and 

hedom, rather than being synonymous, are in fact antithetical. Arendt opposes the notion 

of plurality to the doctrine of sovereignty. She argues that fieedorn is not sornething that is 

possessed, but something that is experienced as a product of political action. Action, 

meanwhile, is always action in concert with others. Therefore plurality, rather than 

sovereignty, is required for politics to take place and freedom to emerge. In challenging the 

supremacy of sovereignty to politics, Arendt conceptualizes a situation in which there is not 

one single. over-arching political space, but rather a rnultiplicity of political spaces aEording 

nurnerous oppomuiities for political participation. 



Writing; the State: The Nation-State as Historicai Thread 

-4ntkemitlrm fnot merely han-ed of Jmvs). imperïalkm tnot mereiy conquestl. 
totalitarianism fnot merely dictarorship)-one Mer the orher. one more 
bmtaltv than the other. have demonstrated rhat human dignity needs a nav 
guarantee which can be fd on& in a new politicaf principle. in a new f n v  
on earth. whose validity this tirne musr comprehend the rvhole of hmanity 
while its power m t  remain stricrfy Iimited roofed in and conrroiled b-v 
new fy defined territorial entities- '' 

Arendt3 first major work of political theo., The Origins of Totalitarianism is a 

study of the Nazi and Stalinist regimes in Germany and Russia. respectively. The historical 

scope of the text is impressive. tracing numerous historical and philosophicai currents 

throughout the modem age, charting their development as they cdminated in totalitarian 

regirnes. Arendt witnessed the rise of Nazism, and this was a pivotai moment in her life, as 

it was for so many others. It shifled her interest tiom the abstract concems of philosophy to 

the worldly realm of politics.20 This direct expenence created in Arendt a concem not with 

simply elucidating the nature and practices of totaiitarianism. but with understanding total 

domination. Understanding, as Arendt theonzes. approaches its object much more 

amorphously than do processes of definition and description-understanding is not the sarne 

as a simple enurneration of features or characteristics. It is '-an unending activity by which, 

in constant change and variation. we corne to terms with. reconcile ourselves to reaiity, that 

19. Hannah Arendt, "Preface to the First Edition," The Origins of Totalirurianism. (New 
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1953), p. ix. 

20. It also resulted in a geographicai shift, as Arendt was one of the few who managed to 
escape. She fled Gemany in 1933, and made her way to France. She lived there for eight 
years before fleeing again, this time to New York. See Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, h m h  
Arendt: For Love of the World, pp. 150- 1%. 
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is, try to be at home in the world,'"' and was complicated by the fact that totalitarianism was 

a product of the very political and philosophical tradition it so deeply chdlenged. Arendt's 

study is dso important not only in itself. but because it M e d  much of her later project. It 

is always on the horizon of Arendt's vision a spectre haunting her singular devotion to 

re-invigorating politics in the 20th cenniry. This work is divided into three volumes. entided 

Antisernitism. Imperialisrn. and Torulitur~unisrn, respectively. 

The first volume of Originr concerns itself with the social and political experience 

of Jewish people in Europe fiom the midcüe of the seventeenth centwy to the late nineteenth 

century/early twentieth century." Although antiJewish feelings predate this period, she 

restricts her focus to this tirne because it is crucial for the growth of antisemitic feelings into 

ideologv. Ideologies, distinctively modem phenornena, are 3sms which to the satisfaction 

of their adherents can explain everything and every occurrence by deducing it from a single 

2 1. Hannah Arendt "Understanding and Politics." Partisan Review. 20(4), 1953'3 77-3 92, 
p. 377. 

22. Arendt's discussion of the social dimension of antisemitism is not particularly relevant 
to her argument about the nation-state, and thus will not be exarnined here. It is interesting 
to note, however, that one of the themes she look at, the distinction between "pariah and 
"parvenu," is an important aspect of her work. Where the parvenu ignores fundamental 
aspects of her identity for the sake of belonging, the pariah embraces and celebrates her 
difference. Some commentators have argued that Arendt's theory of the pariah couid be used 
to form the basis of a reconception of politicai action and resistance. See, for example Leon 
Botsteh "Liberating the Pariah: Politics, The Jews. and Hannah Arendt" Salrnagundi. 60, 
1983, 73-106; Ron H. Feldman. "The Jew as Paria.: The Case of H m a h  Arendt," in 
Hannah Arendt, The Jew us Pariah: Jwish Identity and Politics in the Modem Age. Edited 
by Ron H. Feldrnan. (New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1978); Jennifer Ring, "The Pariah as 
Hero: Hannah Arendt's Political Actor," Political nteory. 19(3), 199 1,433-452; Judith N. 
Shklar, "Hannah Arendt as Pariah," Partisan Review. 50(1), 1983,64-77. 
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premi~e."~ In considering the formation of ideologies directed explicitly against Jews. 

Arendt rejects two altemate explanations. According to the "scapegoat theory," what 

happened to the k w s  could have happened to any other groupthe fact that it happened to 

them was thus the equivalent of bad luck. The theory of eternal antisemitism held that hatred 

of Jews throughout the modem era was a manifestation of sentiments that were present at al1 

times in history. Accordingly, antisemitism in general and particular events like the 

Holocaust are - ' o u t b m  [that] need no special explmation because they are naturai 

consequences of an etemai problem.~"" Arendt argues that both theones are the result of a 

wilful forgetting: they "refuse to discuss matters in specific historical 

Understanding the nature of antisemitic ideology and its impact on totalitarian movements. 

according to Arendt. demands a historical reading of its development. 

The first volume of Origins traces the historical path dong which antisemitic 

ideologies developed in Europe. These ideologies did not actuaiiy make an appearance in 

European politics until about the rniddle of the nineteenth century. nieir emergence 

coincided with the beginning of the breakdown of the nation-state. and they reached the 

height of their populaxity and influence when the nation-state finally "collapsed.'? This 

correlation was no mere coincidence, as the fortunes of the Jewish people had become 

inextricably linked to that of the nation-state due to the crucial role they played in its 

development. The determinant of citizenship in the nation-state was nationality, and thus, the 

- - 

23. Origins, p. 468. 

24. Origins, p. 7. 

25. Arendt, Origins, p. 8. See pp. 5-8 for Arendt's discussion of both theories. 
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Jews were not granted the benefits of membeahip in the body politic. However, the Jews 

were able to acquire some degree of security by becoming the principal financiers of the 

state's activities. This occurred at a time when there was a general distrust of the state, and 

no social group wanted to becorne involved in its activities. At the same time, the state was 

beguining to play a greater role in everyday life. such as in economic flairs. Because the 

Jews played such a centrai economic role in the life of the nation-state. they were able to 

achieve some measure of protection under the Iaw. despite their lack of formal citizenship. 

However, the cost of this was an increasing identification of the Jewish people with 

the state; that is, the fortunes of the Jews rose and feII with the fortunes of the state. When 

the state began to break down under a combination of economic and political pressures, the 

backlash was directed at the Jewish people. Arendt closes the first volume with a meditation 

on the Dreyfus Affair. the famous case in which a Jewish oficer of the French General Staff 

was accused and convicted of espionage. The Affair. Arendt argues. was indicative of the 

depth and extent of anti-Jewish sentiments throughout Europe at the close of the nineteenth 

century? It is during this penod that imperiaiist movernents became a forcefül presence on 

the European political stage, and chailenged the conception of political action at the heart of 

the nation-state. 

In the second volume of Origins, Arendt argues that the growth of irnperialism and 

the decline of the nation-state are intimately linked because the economic philosophy of the 

former, in effect, the philosophy of capitaiism, directly contlicted with the political 

foundation of the latter. Imperiaiism developed during the last thirty years of the nineteenth 

26. ûrigins, ch. 4. 
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century primarily as a response to the economic limitations imposed by the borders of the 

nation-state. In search of new markets and oppomuiities for investment, the bourgeoisie 

looked outside the state, commencing the export of superfiuous capital and people. This 

process was made possible by '-the political emancipation of the bourgeoisie."" according 

to Arendt, who became interested in politics only when they realized the need for political 

power to safeguard and promote their economic ventures. Pnor to the impenalist age. these 

ventures took place within the confines of the nation-*te. in areas of society in which 

governrnent was not involved. nius, until investment capital actudly crossed the Iirnits of 

the nation-state system, there was no direct contlict with the nation-state, and the bourgeoisie 

saw no need to become politically active. 

This iioverseas imperialism" was monopolized by the countries of Western Europe. 

which touched off feelings of fnistration and resentment in CentraI and Eastern European 

nations. They had been lefi out of the nish for overseas land. and the ensuing economic and 

political gains. This led to the birth of 'kontinental impenalismg' and the "pan-movements." 

Pan-Gemanism and Pan-Slavism, movements to which Nazism and Stalinism respectively 

owe much of their existence." The most important difference between continental 

imperialism and the overseas imperialism to which it was a reaction was that the colony was 

not geographicdly separated fiom the nation. Simultaneously lefi out of the imperialist rush 

for land and expressing their belief in their ri& like that of other peoples, to temtorial 

expansion, the only outlet for this expansionist drive was to tum on the nation-states of 

- -p 

27. Origins, ch. 5. 

28. Origins, ch. 8. 
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Western Europe. The pan-movements were hostile not oniy to particular nation-states, but 

to the nation-state in general. hdeed, while continental imperialism was a manifest failure 

in t e m  of geographicai expansion, it "succeeded in realiPng the imperiaiist hostility against 

the nation-state by organizing large strata of people outside the party system."" Overseas 

imperialism was the opposite of this: wildly successfid at colonization. but unable to effect 

significant changes in the domestic political structure. 

The two types of irnpenalism did share an emphasis on the u n i h g  principle of race 

over that of nationality, but even this manifested itself differently. Arendt argues that in 

overseas imperiaiism, the turn to race was a response to the absolute othemess of the native 

tribes encountered by the imperialists. Outside of the context of "civilizationo'-i.e. the nation- 

state system-the oniy thing that couid have caused people to be so "savage?' was race, or so 

the argument went. In continental irnperialism, on the other hand. the emphasis was on race 

over nationdity right fiom the very start: % race concepts were completely ideological in 

b a s i ~ , " ~ ~  whereas the absorption of race thinking into the ideology of overseas imperialism 

was a product of experiencing the Other: "race was the emergency explanation of human 

beings whom no European or civilized man couid understand and whose humanity so 

fnghtened and humiliated the immigrants that they no longer cared to belong to the same 

hurnan species."" in any event, both types of imperialism had profound impacts on the 

29. Ori'ns, p. 250. 

30. Origins, p. 224. 

31. Origins, p. 185. 
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nation-state, and also on the totalitarian movements that grew out of them. Arendt devotes 

the third volume of her study to totalitarianism proper. 

The final volume of the trilogy for the most part foregoes the detailed histoncal 

analysis so prominent in the two previous volumes. Having aiready presented her history of 

the events and conditions which coalesced into totalitarian regimes. Arendt turns to look at 

the rnechanisms of power and the paradoxically formless stnicture of totalitarianism. The key 

to totalitarian d e  is the extent to which the entire fabric of everyday social and political life 

is completely tom to shreds. One of the primary means by which the population is controlled 

is the liquidation of the atomized, class-based society that was predominant across Europe, 

and the formation of a mass society. This is a society completely without structure and 

stability. in which individuals are without any ties to other people or society as a whole, ties 

previously secured through class membership. This shapeless. shifting mass. Arendt argues. 

is so entirely without anchorage or direction that it becomes highiy susceptible to movements 

offenng the slightest hint of salvation. 

Salvation reveals itself as the totalitarian movement. Its ideology. couched in the 

language of "scientificality." proclaims the -'infdlibility" of the movement arguing that it 

is "a mere interpreting agent of predictable  force^."^' The most novel aspect of totalitanan 

regimes, meanwhile, is their use of terror as a primary means of control of the masses. By 

exploding the distinction between guilty and innocent and constantly redefining the bounds 

of legality, totalitarianism creates a highly unpredictable society, in which the only stability 

can be f o n d  through faith in the movement. This indeterminacy explains why ardent 

32. Origins, p. 349. 
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followen of the regime. even at the highest levels of power and uifluence, confessed to 

crimes they never committed: in the g ï p  of an unstable existence. the only reality, the only 

truth, was what the movement declared to be real or hue. This constant upheaval of everyday 

life mobilized the totalitarian belief that "everything is possible." A society without anchors 

is a society capable of being made to do anything. The ultimate expression of this principle, 

according to Arendt, was the concentration camps. The camps were homfically successful 

in instituthg an entirely unprecedented mode of existence, one which destroyed, 'imder 

scientifically controlled conditions, spontaneity itself as an expression of human behavior," 

and tiansformed ''the human personality into a mere thing, hto something that even animals 

are n~t . "~ '  

The stnictureless nature of life under totalitarianism is replicated in the organization 

of the totalitarian regime. The organization of power does not resemble the normalized. 

lierarchical nature of other political systems, according to Arendt. Likening it to the intemal 

structure of an onion, she argues that totalitanan regimes are composed of numerous 

overlapping Iayers. This structure "rnakes the system organizationally shock-proof against 

the facniality of the real ~orld." '~  However. even such a design. in spite of how different it 

is from traditional arrangements of power, implies that somewhere underneath al1 these 

layers there is a stable core. This core. howeveq is not stationary. but is instead constantly 

33. Origins, p. 438. 

34. Arendt, "What is Authority?" in Between Past and Future: Eight Erercises in Political 
Thought (New York: Penguin Books, 1977 [196 l]), p. 100. 



moving, thereby preventing the organization of resistance from within while the layered 

nature of the organkation prevents the identification fkom without of the tme locus of power. 

As is evident fiom this synopsis, Origînr covers a large historical and concepnial 

range, crisscrossing and backtracking over a nurnber of themes which Arendt argues 

coalesced into totaiitarian regirnes. Thus. the structure of Arendt's argument is at odds with 

the very title of the text. To fmd the iorigins" of something, as Arendt thought a traditional 

historian might, is to pursue singularîty. to trace back that phenornenon to the primordial 

historical event or condition that produced it. Arendt was actuaily against the decision to use 

The Orig-itzs of Totalitarianism as the title of her text since it misrepresented her project. As 

Lisa I. Disch relates, the working title Arendt proposed was instead, ''The Elements of 

Shame: Antisemitism-imperialism-Racism." The change to The Origins of Toralitariunism 

'kdefmes the work itself. Where 'Elements of Shame' announces a study that violates the 

conventions of social science to explain a contingent event that is incomprehensible within 

that framework -0rigins' suggests a causal analysis that appears to follow those 

 convention^."^^ 

Arendt addressed this distinction between traditional histonography and her own 

approach in her reply to Eric Voegelin's famous review of Origim in a 1953 issue of Review 

of Politics. "Al1 historiography," according to Arendt, 

is necessarily salvation and fiequently justification ... These impulses are 
already irnplicit in the mere observation of chronological order and they are 
not likely to be overcorne through the interference of value-judgernents which 

35. Disch, "More Truth T 'an Fact: Storytelling as Cnticai Understanding in the Writings 
of Hannah Arendt," pp. 675-676. 



usually intempt the narrative and make the account appear biased and 
"'~nscientific."~~ 

The problem Arendt faced was "how to write historically about something-totalitarianisrn- 

which I [Arendt] did not want to conserve but on the contrary felt engaged to de~tro~."~'  

Traditional historical method offered no guidance: the standard ""objective" approach was 

obviously useless in this instance, and to simply add condemnation and stir would do little 

to help avoid this trap of justification and saivation. She resolved this dilemma by writing 

a text in which "the elementary structure of totalitarianism is the hidden structure of the book 

while its more apparent unity is provided by certain fundamental concepts which nui like red 

threads through the whole."" Margaret Canovan's recent reinterpretation of Arendt's 

political thought highlights the centraiity of these intenvoven threads to her overall project 

through reference to a letter Arendt wrote to her editor pt-ior to the initiai publication of 

Origins. In it. Arendt identifies five crucial elements of her study, the "fundamental 

concepts" mentioned in the above quote. These elements include. in no particular order, 

36. Hannah Arendt, "'A Reply to Eric Voegelin." The Review of Politics. 15(1)? 1953. p. 77. 
The issue of value judgements and bias in Arendt's treatrnent of totaiitarianism has been an 
issue for some commentators. Robert Bumowes. in his 1969 essay "Totalitarianism: The 
Revised Standard Version," (World Politics. 21: 272-294), clahns that "The Origins of 
Totalitarianism is flawed as an aid to systematic comparative political analysis by its 
judgemental and pejorative tone." Locating totalitarian regimes within some comparative 
schema was not a concem for Arendt, who undertook a primarily political' rather than an 
academic engagement with the phenornenon of totalitarianism. 

37. "A Reply to Eric Voegelin," p. 77. 

38. "A Reply to Eric Voegelin," p. 78. 



"antisemitism, decay of the national state, racism, expansion for expansion's sake, [and] 

alliance between capital and mo b."j9 

Arendt herself did not attach greater significance to any one of these five themes. 

since that would be inconsistent with her approach-the thread metaphor illustrates this quite 

clearly. She felt that traditional historiography presented an account composed of a single 

narrative. tracing developments through t h e  in a straight line fiom the start of the thread to 

its end, from or@n to culmination; Arendt's multiple threads. however. intersect one another 

throughout 0rigim.40 Metaphoricafly. Arendt pmduces a woven fabric in place of a single 

thread. It is thus rather confusing to read the comments of Ian Kershaw. who claims that the 

"basic argument" in Origins "explaining the growth of totalitarianism-the replacement of 

classes by masses and the emergence of a 'mas  society7-is clearly flawed.'+" Whether or not 

such an explanation is "clearly flawed" is something of a side issue. since Arendt is not 

making that claim in the fiat place: her explanation of the growth of totalitarianism is in fact 

much more complex. Ironically, in dismissing what he claims to be Arendt's argument. 

39. Margaret Canovan, Hannah Arendt A Reinferpretafion of Her Political Thoughr. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 28. Canovan denves this information 
fiom Arendt's "Outlines and Research Memoranda," a part of the Arendt papers held in the 
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 

40. Arendt's own historical method thus has strong fiinities wiih Michel Foucault's 
conception of genealogy, which also "opposes itselfto the search for 'ongins."' (See Michel 
Foucault, bWietzsche, Genealogy, History," in n e  Foucault Reader, Paul Rabinow, Ed. New 
York: Pantheon. 1984). The similarities and differences between Arendt's and Foucault's 
thought comprise an area with considerable potential for analysis, although to my knowledge, 
it has yet to be comprehensively examined. 

4 1. Ian Kershaw, The Nari Dictatorship: Problem und Perspectives of lnferpretarion Third 
Edition. (London: Edward Arnold, 1993)' p. 2 1. 



Kershaw actually seems to confïrm Arendt's suspicions about the b*blinkered9' nature of the 

rnajority of historicai research, which seeks to reduce the explanation of histoncal events to 

a single cause. Isolating any one of Arendt's themes to the exclusion of the othes is like 

pulling out one of the threads: it will unrave1 the fabric of her argument." 

Given the interwoven nature of her argument(s). there is an implicit danger in 

concentrating on Arendt's treatment of the nation-state to understand its role in her study of 

totalitarianism4' (and to a Limited degree in this context. her overd body of work). Although 

I wish to give this treatment the attention it has not received to date. and that it fülly deserves, 

1 do not want to lapse into a reductivist stance, whereby every aspect of Arendt's political 

theory of totditarianism (and similarly her later ( re ) fodat ion  of politics) can be explained 

by her diagnosis of the state. Once again, the thread metaphor is helpful: the conceptual 

threads that Arendt employs interconnect with one another continually-it is impossible to 

corne to terms with Arendt3 treatment of antisemitism, for example. in a theoretical vacuum. 

The rise of antisemitism as Arendt understands it is intimately linked to the decline of the 

nation-state, and those two elements on their own are only contributors to the rise of 

42. Of course, Kershaw is correct in the sense that Arendt's concept of a mass society is 
central. She identifies its creation as a necessary-but not suffi~cient-factor in the ability of 
totalitarianism to govern as it does. Note also that Arendt does not even recognize it a s  one 
of her ''fhdarnental concepts." The destruction of a class-based society and its replacement 
with an arnorphous rnass society is a crucial aspect of the consolidation of totalitarian power. 
It does not, however, factor into her explanation of the "growth of totalitarianism,"per se. 
This sort of difference illustrates nicely the disjuncture Arendt envisioned between her own 
goals, questioning how the emergence of totaiitarianism was possible, and those of traditional 
historians, who she thought investigate the question of why totalitarian regimes arose in 
Germany and Russia. 

43. This danger is therefore present in any restricted consideration of these five major 
themes, 
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totalitarian regimes. It is impossible to detach one £iom the other. and thus an understanding 

of one requires an understanding of both. Of course. such a clairn does not mean that for a 

full exposition of Arendt's conception of the state. one m u t  reproduce the entire argument 

in Originî. However, a concentration on the thread of the state must inevitably draw upon 

the other threads in Arendt's concepnial fabric without attributing to it a fundamentai role. 

Similady, the crisis of the state that Arendt documents is one aspect of the general politicai 

malaise endernic to modem society against which Arendt situates her text." 

And yet. it is misleading to argue that Arendt is concemed with "the state,?' i.e., the 

state as an abstract theoreticai consmict. in the fmt place. To the degree that she offen a 

historical account, she is not writing a history of the state. but rather a history of a particular 

variety of state. the modem nation-state and as a critique of the modem state. it is also a 

critique of the f o m  of the political rooted in the modern state. That Arendt is focussed on 

such a historically and geographicaily specific manifestation of the state should come as no 

surprise since it is entirely consistent with her politicai and historical aims. Insofar as the 

state has a role to play in the formation of totalitarianism. Arendt sought to analyze it "in 

historical terrns. tracing ...[ it] ... back in history as far as ï [Arendt] deemed proper and 

necessary.'"* This meant coming to tems with the state in its distùictively modem 

incarnation as nation-state. 

44. Totditarianism, meanwhile, is not that malaise, but is a particularly homfying and 
extreme manifestation of this malaise, which infects daily life across the Western world. 

45. Arendt, "A Reply to Eric Voegelin," p. 78. 



28 

As we saw previously. Arendt's theory of the nation-state is embedded within an 

analysis of a range of themes that combine to form The Origins of TotaZitariunism. Getting 

at this theory therefore necessitates extracthg "the decay of the national state" fiom the other 

threads in Arendt's argument. What this really amounts to, therefore, is conûasting Arendt's 

concept of the nation-state with her consideration of the totalitanan "state" in Origins. A 

central binary which structures Arendt's argument is the way that totalitarian regimes differ 

from normal states. What is crucial for Arendt is not simply thm totalitarian regimes differ 

fiom normal states. but rather it is how they differ that concems her. The term "normal" must 

be applied cautiously. since it refers to a wide range of polities, from representative 

democracies to tyrannies and dictatorships. From the perspective of understanding 

totalitarianism, however. the differences between these states are irrelevant. Only the 

common feature is crucial: politicai systems from democracies to dictatonhips dl belong 

within. and can be undemood through. a system of state-centric political thinking. 

"Totalitarian rule." on the other hand. "confronts us  with a totally different kind of 

government,'* one which "has exploded the very alternative on which al1 definitions of the 

essence of govemments have been based in political philosophy. that is the alternative 

between lawful and lawless government. between arbitrary and legitimate power.""' It is this 

distinction that dlows us to categorize states dong a continuum. In exploding this 

distinction, totalitarianism, as we will see, explodes the very concept of the state. 

46. Origins, p. 461. 

47. Origins, p. 46 1 .  
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Seeking a greater understanding of the nature of &-the very alternative on which al1 

dennitions of the essence of governments have been based in political philosophÿ' does not 

necessady require an in-depth understanding of Arendt's theory of totalitariaoism: although 

the breakdown of the nation-state contributed to the nse of totalitarïanism, the reverse does 

not hold. Totalitarianism itself is centdly but not solely responsible for the breakdown of 

the nation-state. However, because totaiitarianism "explodes'' the basic category at the heart 

of western political thought's understanding of political systems and represents for Arendt 

the extreme antithesis to the western politicai tradition, her description of totalitarian 

movements is highiy illustrative of the nature of "normal" States. Arendt's theory of 

totalitarianism thus plays a relatively minor role in elaborating her theory of the state. except 

as is the case with d l  binaries, in showing what the Arendûan state is not. 

"State," or "Na tiou-state?" 

in her discussion of the state, Arendt's terminology shifis back and forth between 

"state" and "nation-state." The distinction she draws between the two related concepts is a 

crucial aspect of her argument. The unhyphenated ''tate" serves aimost as an ideal type for 

Arendt, an unrealized, aithough perhaps not unrealizable. category against which the 

histoncally occuning nation-state c m  be compared. When compared in this way, the nation- 

state ultimately fails to live up to the promise of the state as a type of politicai comrnunity. 
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As Canovan points out, Arendt views the state as an artificial rather than a natural 

entity? It did not exist in ail times and in ail places but arose in response to a specific set of 

conditions and circumstances. For Arendt, the rise of the full y- fledged nation-state in 

particular is a resuit of the newly found political equality that came about &er the feudal em 

It did not appear suddenly out of nothing. but began "under the tutelage of the absolute 

rn~narchies '~~ and evolved over the course of rnany decades. Arendt does not devote a great 

deal of time to this period when the nation-state was in its infancy and which she considers 

to have decisively ended with the French Revolution. since it did not have significant 

implications for the European colmaies in general. The emergence of the nascent nation-state 

structure did not affect the masses at dl ,  "who continued to live in a more or Iess feudal 

~rder," '~ and had littie immediate political impact, especiaily when compared with the 

revolutionary nature of the Mly fledged nation-state that emeqed at the time of the French 

Revolution. Arendt summarizes this period only to contextualize the later development of 

the nation-state, and a brief discussion of this time will serve the same purpose here. 

There was a strong link between the social and the political realms under feudalism, 

such that there was. practically speaking, no distinction between them. The nobility estab- 

lished itself as the class upon which the monarchy could rely for financial suppon, and 

thereby identified itself as the d i n g  class. When the support of the nobility began to wane, 

the absolute monarchs searched for another class in society with which they could make a 

48. Canovan, Hnnnah Arendt: A Reinterpretarion ofher Political Thought, p. 32. 

49. Origins, p. 14. 

50. Origins, p. 14. 
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sirnilar arrangement. in the interim, they tumed to individuai 'court Jews" who couid nipply 

the necessary income to fund their (primarily military) ventures. This was. however. a fairly 

limited interim arrangement, and the monarchs' search ultimately proved to be a failure: 

[b]y the end of the eighteenth century it had become clear that none of the 
estates or classes in the various countries was willing or able to become the 
new ruiing class. that is to identa itself with the governinent as the nobility 
had done for centuries." 

The absolute monarchies had failed to fmd a social group willing to act as the 

political representative of the entire nation, as the nobility had under feudalism. This failure. 

Arendt writes. "led to the full development of the nation-state and its claim to be above al1 

classes, completely independent of society and its particular interests. the true and only 

representative of the nation as a whole."" The body politic of the nation-state had become 

fully sovereign, separate both fiom those who fonn the govemment and Eom the population 

within its borden. As David Held states. "in the language of the times. it [the state] was an 

'artificiall Person'. quite distinct fiom the person or assembly who must bear or represent 

itvWs3 This distinction was a revolutionary change in the fom and rnanner of rule. 

This, according to Arendt. was the historical pattern of events which led to the rise 

of the nation-state. However, Arendt never does explicitly defme what she understands by 

the term "nation-state," enumerating the necessary and sufficient conditions for a political 

body to be considered a nation-state. However, a number of characteristics can be gleaned 

51. Origins. p. 17. 

53. David Held, Democracy and the Global Order, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1995), p. 38. 'Artificiall Person' is a quote from Thomas Hobbes. 



fiom various aspects of her text. 1 wodd like to first briefly turn to a section of Held's 

discussion of the nation-state, one which lays out a nurnber of characteristics typicdly 

associated with modem States. Held writes that "the concept of the nation-state, or national 

state, as some prefer, ought not to be taken to ïmply that a state's people necessarily 'share 

a strong linguistic, religious, and symbolic identity."?" Furthemore. Held points out that 

'nation' does not mean 'nationalism.' The conjuncnire of the two elements. nation and state. 

does not signal a necessary harmonization of political institutions with national interests. 

Rather, %bat makes the 'nation' integral to the nation-state ... is not the existence of senti- 

ments of nationalism but the unification of an administrative apparatus over precisely dehed  

territorial bo~ndaries.'"~ Held notes that while there are instances where these boundaries do 

completely enclose an entire single nationality, there are also numerous cases where the 

nation-state contains multiple nationalities. 

Arendt, on the other hand. argues that the conjoining of nation(a1ity) and state was 

necessary for fundamental aspects of the nation-state to flourish. such as the notion of 

equality. The modem state arose during an era in which the principle of the equality of al1 

people spread throughout Europe, and was a founding p ~ c i p l e  of the nation-state. Equality 

of dl citizens was fidamental to the body politic of the nation-state, which more than any 

other form of the state could not gant privileges to a particular segment of the population 

and still c l a h  to uphold the pnnciple of equality. The challenge. however, was that humans, 

54. Held, Dernocracy and  the Global Order, p. 49. 

55. Anthony Giddens, Social T h e o ~  and Modern Society, p. 172, quoted in Held, Democ- 
racy and the Global Order, p. 49. 
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according to Arendt were inherently unequal. Outside of the political reaim, individuais 

possess a range of ascnptive qualities. characteristics and capabilities which radicaily 

differentiate them from one another. These amibutes constitute %e dark background of 

mere givenness, the background formed by our unchangeable and unique nature.'' and this 

background "breaks into the political scene as the alien which in its al1 too obvious difference 

reminds us of the limitations of human activity-which are identicai with the limitations of 

human eq~ality.''~ In the public realm, where political action is inherently a process of action 

in concert with one's peers, the capability for action is constrained by the level of equality. 

But this dserence, when it emerges in the political realm. a difference stemming not from 

an individual's words and deeds but from characteristics over which they have no control, 

breeds hostility and fear. They represent %ose realms in which man cannot change and 

cannot act and in which. therefore, he has a distinct tendency to d e s t r ~ ~ . " ~ '  The resort to 

nationality as the basis of citizenship is a response to this danger. and Arendt argues that it 

is a response found not only in nation-states. but in other highly advanced political 

comrnunities. as in the polis of Ancient Greece. Basing the nation-state on an ethnically 

homogenous population, she States. reflects the "hope to eliminate as far as possible those 

naturaI and always present differences and differentiations which by themselves arouse dumb 

hatred, mistrust, and discrimination ...'"' This particular facet of the nation-state highlighted 

the schism between state and nation-state. Arendt points out that %e state inhented as its 

56. Origins, p. 301. 

57. Origins, p. 301. 

58. Origins, p. 301. 
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supreme function the protection of dl inhabitants in its temtory no matter what their 

nationality, and was nipposed to act as a supreme legal instit~tion.''~~ However. because of 

the rise of national consciousness, this goal was subverted. such that nationality became the 

determinant of citizenship. In effect. although this was not explicitty proclaimed to be the 

case, "only nationals could be citizeas. only people of the same national origin could enjoy 

the full protection of legal institutions...'* 

This does not mean that Arendt's argument about the link between nationality and 

the state is incompatible with most standard definitions of the modern state. As the opening 

of this chapter rnakes plain. Arendt's theory of the nation-state is heavity influenced by her 

historico-political project. She does not argue that a state rnust always be nationally or 

ethnically homogenous if it is to be properly labelled a "nation-state." Rather. Arendt 

illuminates the way in which national homogeneity was entwined with the nation-state's 

development and consolidation of political power. The nation-state arose and came to its full 

expression during a period in history when Europe was in the midst of a push towards 

national sovereignty. The impact of this was especially felt in Western Europe. where the 

nation-state tradition took root and flourished. The means accordhg to which a people could 

declare to the rest of the world that they were civilized, that they had corne of age as a nation, 

was by organizing their political community dong national lines: political nationhood was 
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a cardinai indicator of national maturity6' These three concerns, therefore. are historically 

tied in with one another, and it is impossible to consider questions of temtory and 

institutions without understanding how the development of these aspects of the nation-state 

are connected with issues of nation and nationality. 

As we shali see below. the nascent nation-state could not support itself without 

establishing a special relationship with the Jewish people, thereby creating a situation of 

necessary inequality. As mentioned in the above sumrnary of the first volume of Qrigins. 

Arendt demonstrates the fbdarnental role the Jewish people played in the eady development 

of the nation-state. A look at this section of the text reveais how national homogeneity 

reflected on the growth of a unified "administrative apparatus." Once again, it m u t  be 

pointed out that Arendt's purpose is not to illuminate particular aspects of the nation-state 

in the abstract. but to consider the interplay between these aspects and other conditions of 

European life which contributed to the decay of the nation-state. We cannot therefore, learn 

much fiom Arendt about the bureaucratie apparatus per se that is needed to maintain the 

nation-state, but what we can leam M e r  highlights the importance of nationality to the 

6 1. Arendt's discussion of the process of nation-building in Germany is especially interest- 
h g  in this light. G e m  national consciousness was a highiy "negative?' phenornenon. since 
it "had not been the f i t  of a genuine national development but rather the reaction of foreign 
domination." (Origins, p. 167) In an effort to unite the various German States, the ernphasis 
shifted towards arguments about the cornrnon tribal origin of the German peoples. Arendt 
discusses this because it laid the framework for "race-thinking" in Germany Iater during the 
penod up to and including the rise Nazis to power. @ also highlights the manner in which 
''nation" is a constmcted category like any other.) 



growth of the modem state.6' This apparatus began to develop early on in the life of the 

nation-state, according to Arendt. She continues: 

This was meant to be for administrative purposes only. to be sure. but the 
range of interests, financial and otherwise, and the costs were so great that 
one cannot but recognize the existence of a special sphere of state business 
fiom the eighteenth century on." 

Because it created a body politic in which nationals were equal as citizens. the nation-state 

could not then tum to a particular group within the nation to finance its business. as the 

nobility did under feudalism. Doing so would politically privilege that class, and therefore 

contradict the principle of national equaiity. The Jewish people at the d a m  of the nation- 

state were in a rather precarious position: their population widely dispersed throughout 

Europe, they were everpvhere non-citizens, essentiaily dependent upon the goodwill of 

governments for protection. 

To remedy this situation. the Jewish people stepped in to assume to role of financiers 

of the state's activities. In return, the umbrella of the state was extended to cover them-to 

provide them with the same sectuity afforded to citizens. The emancipation edicts. designed 

to extend full protection under the law to Jewish people. "had a double hc t ion  and an ever- 

present equivocd meaning.'* On the one hand, they were an expression of the demands of 

equality made by the very nature of the nation-state. On the other hand. they were --the clear 

62. in her later works, Arendt did consider the role of bureaucracy in modem society and 
in relation to politics. Refemng to modem govemance as a process of "housekeeping on a 
national scale," she was harshly critical of the extent to which politics had become 
synonymous with mere administrative matters. 
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result of a graduai extension of specific Jewish privileges, granted originally oniy to 

individuals [the Court Jews], then through them to a small group of well-to-do Jews.'"' and 

evennially to al1 Jews. when the fmancial demands of the nation-state required large-scde 

fûnding. Thus. according to Arendt. the emancipation edicts were symbolic of both equality 

and privilege; more irnportantly. however. they represent the earliest recognition of the fact 

that special action was needed to accomrnodate the presence of minorïty peoples who did not 

belong to the 'proper" nationality to automatically receive protection under the law-that the 

nation-state was inherently fiawed, in other words. Not only did it require the extension of 

privilege to the Jews to protect hem,  but the nation-state itself needed it if it was to survive 

and remain effective as a means of political organization. 

Throughout her discussion, Arendt co~l~tantiy shifts her frame of reference back and 

forth: at h e s  she is taking about particular nation-states or -'the'' nation-state. and at times 

she seems to be speaking of the nation-state "system." The notion of a system of nation-states 

flows directly from the concept of national sovereignty. A corollary to the belief that one's 

own nation has the inherent right to manage its own flairs. to govern itself as it sees fit, is 

that other nations share the same right. This tenet of the nation-state system was not intended 

to be divisive. It shares nothing with nationalin sentiments, for example. which munpet the 

superiority of one group of people at the expense of other groups. It was an expression of the 

"national principle according to which mankùid was a farnily of nations vying for 
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excellence...'* The reciprocally held belief in the national nght of self-determination was 

not meant to be divisive, but was meant to contain the g e m  of a larger unity: the whoie was 

to be greater than the s u  of its national parts. 

More than a merely laudable goal. Arendt intimates that such a conception of 

"mankind" was necessary if the nation-state was to remain a viable form of political 

comrnunity-which it ultimately did not. The system as a whole was especially susceptible 

to the slightest instability, both "internai" and "extemal.'. As soon as "mankind" was not seen 

as a collection of nations CO-existing harmoniously, the ability of the nation-state to promote 

the interests of the nation was jeopardized. As the numbers of stateless people continued to 

multiply early in this century, for example, remedies to the problem were quickly sought out. 

One such solution open to the state was to insist "on its sovereign right of expulsiorf" to rid 

itself of stateiess people. However. because other States were equally unwilling to accept 

them. the only option open to the state was to smuggle "its expelled stateless into the 

neighbouring countnes, with the result that the latter retaiiated in kind.'*8 The lesson to be 

leamed from this exercise was that "full national sovereignty was possible only as long as 

the cornity of European nations e ~ i s t e d . ' ~ ~  Statelessness was also in part an "extemal" 

phenomenon, and in combination with imperiaiism and total war, opened rifts in the nation- 

state system that never did heal. The moral of history was clear: just as  totalitarianism could 

66. Origins. p. 126. 

67. Origins. p. 283. 

68. Origins, p. 284. 

69. Originr, p. 278. 
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not truIy be total d e s s  and until it spanned the globe. the nation-state could not be 

completely secure as long as influences could emerge from outside the nation-state system. 

It is to an examination of just how these outside pressures afEected the nation-state that we 

will now m. 



"Human" Rights vs. "State Rights" 

No paraâox ojcontemporuiy politics ir filled with a more poi'ant irony 
than the discrepancy benveen the eflorts of rvell-meaning ideaikts who 
stubbornly insist on regarding as "inalienabfe " those human rights. which 
are enjo-veed onIy by citkem of the most prosperous and ciidked countries. 
and the situation of the rightless themelves. neir  simion has deteriorated 
just  ai^ stubbornfy, untiI the interment campprior to the second World War 
the exception rather than the d e  for the statefess-hm become the routine 
solution for the problem of domicile 0f"dispfaced persons. "m 

The issues of human rights and "statelessness" jointiy offer a compelling illustration 

of the impact of the modem state on large strata of the European population. It is no accident 

that Arendt discusses the two in tandem: those most in need of a doctrine of human rights 

have historically been stateless people, those who have been stripped of their citizenship and 

of their home in the world-in short. everything but their humanity. In theory, these rights 

were inherent in al1 humans. in practice, only those who were citizens of a state able to 

safeguard these rights enjoyed them; "human rights" were effectively supplanted by "state 

(or national) rights." possessed not by human beings but by citizens. The ultimate tragedy 

of this situation was that millions of people thrown into such a life as "mere" hurnans would 

uitimately lose even that status in the concentration camps, institutions designed to degrade 

humans into mere animals. Through her critique of this situation, Arendt reveds the role she 

envisioned for the state, especially in relation to political practice. The nation-state, however, 

was unable to play such a role because of inherent problems, such as the possibility of 

statelessness. 

The Declaration of the Rights of Man outlines the rights that are to belong naturally 

to al1 humans as well as the role of the state in protecting those rights. The rights enumerated 
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are familiar to citizens of western democratic states: freedom of speech, assembly, and 

expression, protection against excesses of state power. and so on. It was drafied in 1789, just 

prior to the French Revolution. This was also, according to Arendt, the moment when the 

nation-state achieved matunty. and that nation-state par excellence, the French Republic, 

burst ont0 the stage of European history." This seeming coïncidence is actually anything but: 

the nation-state and the docirine of human rights are. in a manner of speakhg, siblings. Their 

parent was ? h e  revolutionary concept of equality."" It chaltenged the belief that the nature 

of society, that which detemiined the way things were. flowed from the top down. from the 

dictates of religion or history or tradition. The ultimate expression of this challenge was the 

Declaration of the Rights of Man. This Declaration, Arendt wrote. '-was a tuning point in 

history. It meant nothing more nor less than that fiom then on Man, and not God's cornmand 

or the customs of history. should be the source of Law.'" Human rights became politicized; 

they were now a matter of "government and constitution," no longer a product of "social. 

spintual, and religious forces."'" At the sarne time. they were also foundational. They were 

"proclaimed to be 'inalienable.' irreducible to and undeducible from other rights or laws.'' 

and therefore, "no authority was invoked for their establishment; Man himself was their 

- -  

7 1. Canovan, Hannoh Arendt: A Reinterpretation of her Political Thought. p. 32. 

72. Origins. p. 1 1. 

73. Origins, p. 290. 

74. 0rigrgrns? p. 29 1. 



source as well as their dtimate The doctrine of human rights and the nation-state 

were both responses to the profound social and political upheavais expenenced across 

Europe. Where human rights were the response to "micro" conditions-the changing status 

of the individual as a result of the delegitimation of pre-modem socio-historical narratives- 

the nation-state was a "macro" level phenomenon. It arose out of the ashes of the feudal 

socio-political structure. 

Because the law in general. and human rights in particular. had become an object of 

politicai consideration, the Gate took on a new importance. It becarne not just the enforcer. 

but aiso the creator of the law. The Iaw was to be the ultimate expression of political 

equality, as it ideally applied to al1 citizens in the same manner, regardless of whatever 

individual or group characteristics differentiated them. Without the law forged by the state. 

attempts to enforce any standard of right and wrong in an age when old sources of authority 

had been delegitimized were doomed to failure: 

By lawful govemment we understand a body politic in which positive laws 
are needed to translate the immutable ius naturale or the etemal command- 
ments of God into standards of nght and wrong. Only in these standards. in 
the body of positive laws of each country. do the izrs naturale or the 
Cornmandments of God achieve their political re~dity.'~ 

Laws can only have relevance for political flairs, therefore. if they are "positive laws." 

Arendt's conception of positive law is in tune with the legal and philosophicd tradition of 

"legal positivism," which argues that "whatever is enacted by the lawmaking agency is the 

75.  Origins, p. 29 1 .  

76. Origins, p. 464. 
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law in the ~ociety.?'~ Positive laws are most commoniy distinguished fiom na- laws, the 

... 
-'unmutable izcs naturde or the etemal Commandments of God" in the above quote. Positive 

laws separate questions of legality fiom questions of morality: a law need not be moral to be 

legal. Arendt takes up this point in terms of the source of the law's authoriq. Positive laws 

do not rely upon a transcendent realm of authority. such as religion. Arendt notably puts a 

rather unique spin on this. as she includes the "laws of histoe. or the "laws of econornics" 

within a broad definition of " n a d  law." Totalitarian regimes. she argues. are attempts to 

realize in space these tempod laws. Staluiist totalitarianism purports rnobilize the 

inexorable economic laws of class conflict, the temporal nature of which spnngs from its 

ba is  in the Mmist conception of history. Nazi totditananism proclaims to make manifest 

racialized laws of history! which proclaim the Geman people to be the destined ruiers of the 

world. The laws of God are etemd. and thus removed fkorn the human world; similady. the 

temporal basis of totalitarianism locates the movement's authority in the hture realization 

of these laws, and is thus equally removed fiom the here and now. Of course. positive laws 

may-and often do-fdl in line with these transcendent realms. *'translating" transcendant laws 

into standards applicable to human affairs. The crucial point, however, is that if these 

"naturd Iaws" (broadly defined) are to have any authority in the politicai realm, they must 

be made immanent. 

Positive laws are an instrument of the state whose purpose, to Arendf is to mate the 

space within which community can be secured and political action can take place. The law, 

and therefore the state that assumes responsibility for enacting and enforcing the law, is fim 

77. Martin P. Golding, Philosophy of L m .  (Englewood ClifEs: Prentice-Hall, 1975), p. 25. 
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and foremost an instrument of stability, meant to contain and limit the inherently provisional. 

temporal nature of human Me. That positive laws are inertiai forces to counter the transitoiy 

nature of human existence does not mean that they are cast in Stone. They are "changing and 

changeable according to circumstan~es,"~~ but are "primarily designed to function as 

stabilizing factors for the ever-changing rnovements of men."'g n i e  word '-movement" is 

here used with precision. and not merely for whatever rhetorical force it may possess. It is 

no accident that Arendt employs the notion ofmovement in this context and also in reference 

to imperialist and totalitarian movements. She does so to draw attention to the temporal 

character of hurnan existence in the absence of some outside force that can impose a degree 

of order. For what is movement or motion but a question of a change of location over time? 

Space becomes not totaily but highly irrelevant. Time is the key, and in. as it were. -'living 

in time," human beings forego the order and certainty offered by spatial enclosures. Positive 

Iaw is meant to construct just such an enclosure; it is, therefore, a spatial entity. opposed to 

the flux and danger of a temporal existence. 

Although Arendt is usually described as a unique political thinker. one who defies 

categorization according to any particular school of thought, her perspective on the 

relationship between space and time and po litics in Origins is fairly conventional (although 

as 1 will propose in Chapter Four. her later works can be read as diverghg significantly from 

this convention). Temporality is viewed as a threat, something that can and will undemine 

the stability and security of political cornmunities. By extension, the only refuge fiom the 

-- 

78. Origins, p. 463. 

79. Origim, p. 463. 



dangers of time is that offered by a spatially enclosed political comrnunity, in this case the 

nation-state. in the context of modem politicd thought. perhaps the most vivid theorist of 

space and tirne is Thomas Hobbes. Hobbes paints a p i c m  of hurnanity in a '-state of nature." 

their movements untethered to any stable fixtures. In short. they lead a temporal existence 

lacking any stability or fixity in space. The result is the infamous 'WU of al1 a g a k t  ail'' and 

a life that is "nasty, bmtish. and short." The solution of course. is the Leviathan. An absolute 

state to which individuals surrender al1 of their rights in exchange for their own security. it 

captures them within a spatial enclosure. The Leviathan's boundaries impose a Iimit on and 

regulate the movements of people. The similarities between Hobbes and Arendt in this regard 

are striking. For both theorists' the political space of the state is needed to buttress the 

inevitable chaos apparent in "the ever-changing movements of men."" 

For Arendt. this space serves very important and specific purposes. One of these was 

the creation of a condition of equaiity among the citizens who inhabit this space. In making 

such a claim. Arendt is very explicitly arguing against the tenets of the Declaration of Human 

Rights. The Declaration proclaims that, human beings. by virtue of their very humanity. are 

inherently equal. People did not need to be --made" equal. since such equality was an ever- 

present fact of life. Arendt. however, holds the opposing view: hurnan beings are by their 

80. It should be apparent that while Arendt and Hobbes agree in their assessment of the 
problem, they disagree in their assessment of the required solution. W l e  this aspect of their 
relationship is largely implicit within OriginsT. Arendt does concentrate expliciùy on Hobbes 
as a prototypicaily bourgeois thinker-Hobbes as politicd economist for the bourgeoisie-in 
the second volume on Irnperialism. We will therefore retum to Hobbes in the following 
chapter dealing with the links between politics and econornics in the Arendtian state. The 
argument there, as we shall see, once again can be read in terms of space, time, and 
movement. 



very nature unequal, owing to the differentiation of skills, personal characteristics. etc. The 

notion of equality was thus not a nanual. but an artificial idea: "We are not born equat: we 

become equal as members of a group on the strength of our decision to guarantee ourselves 

munially equal rights.'"' The state was meant to be the political structure which would 

embody and make reai and effective this decision. 

Furthemore. the politicai equality created and ensured by the laws of the state is not 

only an end in itself, but aiso a means to an end. It prepares the groundwork for the 

establishment of community and the possibility of political action. Without equality. political 

action is, according to Arendt, next to impossible: 

Our political life rem on the assumption that we can produce equality 
through organization. because man can act in and change and build a 
cornmon world. together with his eqlrals and on& with his equals. '' 

Political action accomplishes two things, one of which Arendt develops M e r  in her post- 

Origins texts, the formation of identity," and one which she refers to in this quote. the 

81. Origins, p. 301. 

82. Origins, p. 301. 

83. Arendt argues that identity is a highiy arnorphous and shadowy phenornenon one which 
the individual cannot locate in isolation firom other individuais. It is, essentiaily, a singularly 
unique aspect of the individual, signifying '%ho" a person is as opposed to "what" a penon 
is. This distinction is a crucial one for Arendt. Enumerating a list of qualities and charac- 
teristics, such as race, gender, etc, identifies *%haty' a person is. None of these are unique to 
the individual; they are in a sense possessions, something a person "has" whether they want 
them or not. They are M e r m o r e  qualities upon which a stable political comrnunity cannot 
be constnicted. Identity, who a person is, cannot be enurnerated in such a marner, as a list 
of traits and characteristics. It is not something a person "has." but rather something 
disclosed to others through speech and action. The "disclosure of ' who' in contradistinction 
to 'what' somebody is-his qualities, gib, talents, and shortcornings, which he may display 
or hide-is implicit in everything somebody says and does." (Human Condition, p. 179) 

(continued ...) 



building of -'a common world." Political action in concert with one's peea provides 

individuals the opportunity to establish and live in a community with others. This community 

is crucial, according to Arendt, for a truiy hurnan Iife. Living in a community with one's 

equals opens up a space in which ideas, opinions, and beliefs can be shared with others. and 

in which action can become signifie- rescued from the vicissitudes of tirne. The 

importance of the nation-state was that through the creation of political equdity and the 

protection of hurnan rights. it provided an arena within which this individuality could be 

expressed and community could be built. The nation-state set out to satisQ what was fiom 

Arendt's perspective a necessary aspect of Living a M y  human life. As the enormous number 

of stateless people indicated, however, it also created a situation in which dus effectively 

could be denied to individuals and entire social groups. 

We can turn to The Human Condition to see how Arendt understood the '-arena" the 

nation-state was to create-Le. the public sphere. It is a realm where individuals corne 

together and reveal themselves through speech and action. It is within this "space of 

appearances" that the distinctive identity of an individual-"who" he or she is as opposed to 

"whatT7-is revealed. Equaiity is a prerequisite for action in this reaim. because under Arendt's 

conception of political action, it is by definition "action in concert." and one can only act in 

concert with one's peers. If this fundamental condition of equality is not fulfilled, the 

relationship between individuals becomes asymmetrical. It takes on elements of a 

(.. xontinued) 
Identity is thus reciprocally defined, and its revelation is not a process of self-disclosure, but 
a disclosure to others. Once an action takes place, it cannot be undone, and can produce 
reactions unforeseen when the original action took place. The continual give and take of 
action and re-action results in an identity that is never fixed, but constantly (re)constnicted. 



cornmand/obedience situation. This removes the element of freedom fiom what is done, and 

Arendt is clear in stating that what distinguishes the realm of action fiom other aspects of 

human existence is that coercion plays no role in the public realm." These cornbined actions. 

finaliy, constitute *'the web of human relatiooships." This web is spun, Arendt tells us. 

whenever people corne together and act and speak "directly to one an~ther.'"~ Once again, 

the spatial imagery of Arendt's language is illuminating. A web is built firom nurnerous 

overlapping and crisscrossing strands, held together only by the simple fact of diis 

intersection. Similar to that spun by a spider, the assemblage of events put into motion by 

instances of action constitute a 'web." Because people act into this web of relationships, 

action is dways interaction. The result is a complex pattern of actions and reactions such that 

tracing the consequences of a particular action becomes effectively impossible-at least to 

those who are not temporaily removed fÏom the events. Action thus possesses an inherently 

unpredictable character, which defies any attempts to know in advance the outcome. 

Being temporally removed, the idea of "looking backward," (re)introduces the 

concept of time to Arendt's conception of the state. The function of the state, as we have 

seen is to provide a home for the "ever-changing movernents" of human beings. Because of 

the highly provisional nature of these rnovements. the danger of forgetting is an ever-present 

84. Arendt argues that the presence of Eeedom was a fundamental aspect of the polis of 
Ancient Greece: "What al1 Greek philosophers, no matter how opposed to polis Life. took for 
granted is that fieedom is exciusively located in this political reaim ..." (The Human 
Condition, p. 3 1) This situation is not unique to Ancient Greek society, either. It is an 
inviolable element of al1 political life: "Without a politically guaranteed public realm, 
fieedorn lacks the worldly space to make its appearance.' ("What is Freedom?" in Between 
P a t  and Future, p. 149) 

85. The Human Condition, p. 183. 
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one. And for Arendt this is perhaps the worst danger of ail: to forget action is to deny the 

actor a t d y  human life. To Mly understand the role of remembrance in Arendt's thought, 

it is necessary to contextualize politicai action within the vitu acriva, the active life of human 

beings-put simply, what we "do.'? 

Action is only one aspect of the vira activa. one third of the triumvirate of labour, 

work, and action. Labour is perhaps the most basic of the three. The purpose of labour is to 

sustain biological existence; it satisfies the essential needs of human life. The realm of labour 

is not a realm of fieedom: necessity holds sway. Ternporally. the act of labouring is the most 

impermanent: "the mark of dl labouring [is] that it leaves nothing behind. that the result of 

its effort is almost as quickly consurned as the effort is spent."' Time under labour is 

circular: it is a continual process of s a t i s w g  the same bodily requirements over and over 

again; just as the rhythm of the biological world is circular (birth. life. dea* rebirth). so too 

is labour-time. 

The purpose of work is to construct artifice. "Work." Arendt tells us. "provides an 

'artificial' world of things, distinctly different fiom al1 natural surroundings.'"' The products 

of work are made to endure, unlike the products of labour. Where the results of labour barely 

outfast the act of labouring, the distinguishing feature of the '~iorld of things" is precisely 

its quality of duration, or durability. They are at the same time use objects. and thus their 

"consumption" occurs over an extended penod of time-they are, indeed, used rather than 

86. The Human Condition, p. 

87. The Human Condition, p. 
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consumed: %bat usage wears out is d~rabil i ty."~~ Similady, where the temporal process at 

the heart of labour is cucular (and therefore fieeting), work is govemed by a strictly Iinear 

conception of t h e .  It fuids its beginning in the mode1 or plan and cornes to a dud end in the 

finished product. "The finished thing is an end product in the twofold sense that the 

production process comes to an end in it ('the process disappears in the product.' as Marx 

said) and that it is o d y  a means to this end."89 What survives. therefore. what lasts through 

tirne, is neither the work process nor the worker, but the thing itself. 

Action, finally. exists in a rather curious relationship to labour and work. Whereas 

it is a simple matter to define labour and work in terms of what they accomplish there is no 

similar definition for action. There is, in other words. no telos inherent to action. Action is 

the result of plurality. the basic fact that "we are al1 the sarne. that is. human. in such a way 

that nobody is ever the sarne as anyone else who ever lived lives. or will live.'* Like work. 

action has a definite beginning, but the similarïty ends there. Because we act into a constantly 

changing web of hurnan relationships, it is impossible to undertake an action with any 

reasonable certainty about the outcome. There is a vaguely linear process at work-as with 

anything that possesses a definite origin-but it differs fbndarnentally fiom that dominating 

the process of work. Work moves in a single straight line fiom ongin to cuimination. The 

after-effect of action, however. is highly fkgmented because actions spawn re-actions, which 

perpetuate an action and at the 

8 8. The Human Condition, p. 

89. The Human Condition, p. 

90. The Human Condition, p. 

sarne tirne start a whole new chai. of events. The ability to 
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constmct a story around instances of action cm only corne after. with the benefit of 

hindsight. The only definite outcome of action is the creation of history through story-telling, 

but even this depends upon the presence of others who will remember. 

Action is thus the only aspect of the vita activa that allows human beings the 

oppomuiity to be remembered. Labour is anonymously cyclical, and in work what lasts is the 

end product, not the worker. But what survives in action is not the result (as it cannot be 

known in advance with any certainty, and is to a large degree the product of forces beyond 

the actor's control), but the actor and the act itself. It is not the case that actions will aiways 

be remembered. but the possibility that they may be remembered creates the conditions for 

a fully human life. Remembrance and history are possible only if action is possible. Action. 

furthemore, can only occur in the public reaim, and for Arendt the glorious potential of the 

nation-state was that it was to create just such a space (to be clear: the nation-state and the 

public realm are not coextensive. The public realm is a particular space within the nation- 

state, existing alongside other spheres, economic, social. and so on). The history of 

statelessness, however, reveals another story altogether. 

The human rights embodied by the Declaration of the Rights of Man were thus of 

central importance in the nation-state's attempt to secure a stable space for its citizens. 

Arendt, it should be noted, does not discuss the particulars of those rights which are 

traditionally located under the rubric of "human rights.'*' M e a d  the bulk of her discussion 

9 1. However, Arendt points out that the right of asylurn is a special case due to its nature 
as the only "international" right of the Rights of Man. Significantly, this right was never 
r e d y  abolished, but neither was it ever enforced: "But though the right of asylum continued 
to function in a world organized into nation-states and, in individual instances, even survived 

(coritinued. ..) 
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concenmtes on the nature of political equality and its relation to human rights. Because the 

Declaration of the Rights of Man proclaimed rights to be inherent in every human being, the 

notion of  equality was "built in." so to speak. The doctrine of human rights expressed the 

fiindamental equality of al1 human beings. an equality that was cmcial for the formation of 

political community, and gave them the ri&& needed for the full exercise of their political 

capacities. Human beings were inherently equal. and it was the duty of the body politic to 

ensure and safeguard this equafity. Sadly, the countrïes of Europe never lived up to the Io@ 

ideals of the Declaration. While the document championed the notion of a set of basic and 

indienable rights for d l  people, the actual enjoyment of these rights was Iimited to a 

relatively srnall number of people, those with a daim to citizenship in some state. In effect, 

these basic fieedoms were pnvileges bestowed upon the few. rather than rights guaranteed 

to and enjoyed by d l .  The source of this tension can be traced to the notion of "man" implicit 

in the declaration. It was an abstract universal being, stripped of any contextualization. a 

figure outside the matrices of tirne and space. It was. as Arendt says. a being  ho seemed 

to exist nowhere, for even savages lived in some kind of social order.'*? The challenge posed 

was thus one of how to translate the articles of the Declaration into enforceable standards. 

The upshot of this was that oniy those who lived under a political system capable of 

safeguarding hurnan rights actually enjoyed these rights. Arendt continues her reading of the 

perception of the day: 

(...continued) 
both World Wars, it was felt to be an anachronism and in conflict with the international 
rights of the state." Origins, p. 280. 



Ka tribal or odier 'backward' community did not enjoy human rights. it was 
obviously because as a whole it had not yet reached that stage of civilization, 
the stage of popular and national sovereignty, but was oppressed by foreign 
or native despots. The ivhole question ofhwnan righrs. therefore. w m  quickly 
und inextricubly blended with the question of national emancipaiion; onIy the 
emancipated sovereigny of the people. of one 's ow7n people. seemed tu be 
able to insure t l ~ e r n . ~ ~  

Rights that were supposed to be inherent in al1 people. a product of their very 

humanity, were possessed ody by '*civilized" people who had reached a particular stage of 

political maturity. Political rnahtrity. in tum, was revealed by the presence of the nation-state. 

The laws of the nation-state were "supposed to embody and spell out in the form of tangible 

laws the eternal Rights of Man. which by themselves were supposed to be independent of 

citizenship and c~mrnunity,~*~ and in situations where national laws did not measure up to 

the standard set by the Rights of Man, the citizens of that political community 'vere 

expected to change them. by legislation in democratic countries or through revolutionary 

action in despotisrn~.'"~ Human rights were in effect repiaced by O'state rights," that is to Say 

rights which not inherently a part of being hurnan. but which were a priviiege of being a 

citizen of some nation-state. 

Furthermore, because the modem state is aiso inevitably a nation-state. this meant 

that large groups of people who were living within the boundaries of the nation-state. but 

were not citizens of that state, had no legal recourse if their rights were violated. To the 

degree that one's existence as a fûily human being depended upon membership in a political 

93. Origins, p. 29 1 ,  emphasis added. 

94. Origins, p. 293 

95. Origins, p. 293. 
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community, the rnemben of these groups did not exist at dl .  Not only was this a fact of life 

for Jews scattered across Europe, but in the early 20th century and indeed. to this day, the 

huge numbers of refugees. created either by shifting boundaries during and after wartime or 

by people fleeing their homeland to escape war. starvation. persecution, or any number of 

threats, also became stateless. They were dependent upon the goodwill of the authorities of 

the territory in which they found themselves. 

In practice, therefore, the Declaration became a more or less irrelevant document, 

which 'mver became law but led a somewhat shadowy existence as an appeal in individual 

exceptional cases for which normal legal institutions did not ~uf f i ce . '~  The political problem 

which most clearly revealed this contradiction between the theory of the "Rights of Man" and 

the practice of "human rights," as  well as revealing the inherent tensions of the nation-state. 

was the growing population of stateless people. Arendt States that. 

[mluch more troubling in fact and much more far-reaching in consequence 
has been statelessness. the newest mass phenornenon in contemporary 
history, and the existence of an ever-growing new people comprised of 
stateless persons, the most symptomatic group in contemporary politics." 

Arendt argues that compared to the other crises that "bdermined the stability of 

Europe's nation-state ~ystern,"~' the presence-indeed, the very possibilis-of statelessness 

demonstrates the inherent problems of the nation-state system. It is a predicament that 

erupted from the inside. so to speak, arising not due to extemal influences such as the impact 

96. OriginF, pp. 280-8 1. 

97. Origins, p. 277. 

98. Origins, p. 270. 
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of imperialism but rather as a resdt of the intrinsic structure of the nation-state. The 

unhyphenated state is a political body characterized k t  and foremost by the priority of the 

d e  of law over al1 individuals within its temtory. The law was the great equalizer. The 

nation-state. however. fùndamentally altered this aspect of the state. Because of the peculiar 

historical circurnstances under which it arose. a homogeneous population was deemed 

necessary if the new system of states was to function effectively. The criterion of this 

hornogenization was of course nationality. In a system where nationality was the determinant 

of citizenship, those who did not belong to the proper nationality were by de finition excluded 

from the body politic of the nation-state: "only nationals could be citizens, only people of the 

same national origin codd enjoy the full protection of legal instit~tions."~~ n i e  ever-present 

tension between the nation and the state was thus resolved, and -rhe transformation of the 

state from an instrument of law into an instrument of the nation had been completed; the 

nation had conquered the state. national interest had priority over  la^..."'^ The resulting 

limitation to citizenship effectively excluded large numbers of people from membership and 

participation in the state. 

Arendt's discussion of the rights the stateless people lost is a fascinating and 

instructive one. This section of Origins contains Arendt's most impassioned and forceful 

critique of the modem state. and for good reason. Arendt experienced first-hand the 

precarious nature of statelessness. since she herself was not a citizen of any country from the 

99. Origins, p. 275. 

100. Orighs, p. 275. 
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time she fled Germany in 1933 until she received her Amencan citizenship in 195 1 .'O1 The 

existence of stateless people demonstrated forcefùliy just how problematic the notion of the 

"Rights of Man" had come to be in an era dominated by the nation-state; these rights. 

'gsupposedly indienable. proved to be unenforceable-even in coutries whose constitutions 

were based on them-whenever people appeared who were no longer citizens of any 

sovereign state."'" This is the dtimate result of statelessness. and for Arendt the most crucial 

aspect of this phenomenon that befell millions of people in her own t h e .  and continues to 

do the sarne to this day. Because ihurnan rights" are in actuaiity national rights. protected by 

and dependent upon citizenship in a nation-state. %bat we must cal1 a 'human nght' today 

would have been diought of as a general characteristic of the human condition which no 

tyrant could take a ~ a ~ , " ' ~ ~  but in reality was somethhg else entirely. The ultimate irony of 

this situation. for Arendt. was that the nation-state was trumpeted as the hallmark of a 

civilized society. However, only in this most civilized of societies. "a completely organized 

humanity, could the loss of home and political status become identical with expulsion from 

101. Elisabeth Young-Bmehl, Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World. New Haven: Yale 
University Press, p. 113-258. interestingly, the period of Arendt's life in which she was a 
citizen of no political body whatsoever was also the most politically active period of her life, 
as she assisted Jewish organizations while in France (fiom 1933 to 1941), and then engaged 
in nurnerous debates withùi and about the Jewis h diaspora during the 1 940's in New York. 
This apparent contradiction itself signals the need to rethink the state-centred theory of 
politics, so that it can accommodate a wider range of political practices. di of which may not 
be tied to the state. 



humanity a l t ~ ~ e t h e r . " ' ~  Adding M e r  to the irony was the fact that stateless people who 

obeyed the law couid count on being completely ignored. while stateless crirninals would at 

least receive some level of attention fiom the state.'05 

The concept of statelessness is closely related to another concept. this one uniquely 

Arendtian, that of worldlesmess. Statelessness, as we have seen is essentially a lack of legai 

standing in a cornrnunity. One is not recognized in any way: invisibility. therefore. is the 

hallmark of statelessness. Worldlessness. on the other hand. cannot be described in this 

manner. It is not a legal matter. but instead reflects the way the majority of people experience 

everyday life under conditions of modemity. Michael Gottsegen's recent interpretation of 

Arendt begins fiom the position that her aoalysis of the masses and mass socieîy is one of 

the central concepts one must come to terms with in order to hlly comprehend the 

relationship between Origins and Arendt's subsequent works.'" Life in a mass society is the 

quintessence of a worldless existence: 

the conditions of modem life have conspired to agglomerate the b u k  of the 
population into a mass in which feelings of loneliness. meaninglessness, and 

104. Origins. p. 297. 

105. Arendt at one point discusses how the only two ways that refugees and other stateless 
people could improve their position in sociev was either by resorting to crime ("Only as an 
offender against the law can he [the stateless peson] gain protection fiom it. As long as his 
trial and his sentence las& he will be safe fiom that arbitrary police d e  against which there 
are no lawyea and no appeals.") or if they were lucky enough to be bom geniuses, "[a] much 
less diable and much more difficult way to rise fiom an unrecognized anomaly to the state 
of recognized exception.. ." While at first their exceptionai nature-in terms of nationality- 
served to exclude them, it was only a m e r  deviance fiom the "norm" that codd bring thern 
once again under the urnbrella of the state. See Origim, pp. 286-287. 

106. Michael G. Gottsegen, The Political Thought of Hannah Arendt. (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1994), p. 3. 



anonymity correlate with real social isolation, worldlessness~ and 
atomization. 'O7 

Although this p henomenon is particularl y marked in totalitarian societies. Arendt does not 

argue that the growth of mass society is solely within the domain of totalitarianisrn. As this 

quote implies. the dangers of m a s  society inhere in '-die conditions of modem life." 

conditions which exist to some degree in d l  Western societies. The conditions of totditarian 

mass society, therefore, does not differ in kind but in degree from the conditions of other 

cornmunities in the West. 

Worldlessness is also experienced politically, or more specificaily, to be worldless 

is to be without a political space in which to act. Political action and the presence of a human 

world in which to act are mutually reliant upon one another. This is not a tangible world of 

objects, but is instead a world %hich consists of words and deeds and owes its ongin 

exclusively to men's acting and speaking directly to one another."'" It is a space where 

hurnans appear before one another, where politics occurs and the fullest experience of human 

existence can be gained. 

Gottsegen links up the condition of worldlessness with that of being stateless. He 

points out that "Arendt does not directly relate her analysis of the worldlessness of the 

stateless to her consideration of the condition of the masses of mass society,'-what I have 

here identified as a more general condition of worldlessness experienced across western 

10% Gottsegen. p. 3. 

1 08. The Human Condition, p. 1 83, emphasis in original. 



societiedut argues that there are significant similarities between them.lW While the two are 

very sirnilar concepts. there is a crucial difference, one that shodd not be glossed over. -As 

c m  be surmised fiom the redity of workUessness as a fact of life for many in modem States. 

it is possible to be a citizen and still be worldless. The opposite. however. does not hold true. 

A stateless person-under conditions where the nation-state holds sway-is aiso a worldless 

person, but a worldless person is not necessarily stateless. The difference may seem slight. 

but it is hindarnental. A stateless peson is deprived not only of a place in the world to act 

and speak. but of any level of stability or physical security whatsoever. Citizens in a mass 

society may also be lacking a world constituted by their interactions with others, but at the 

very least they can rely on some degree of physicai security. 

An excellent exarnple of this is revealed in the discussion of the steps taken by the 

Nazis as a prelude to their extermination of the Jews that Arendt takes up in Eichmann in 

Je~usaIem,"~ One such step. in countries that were either occupied or allied with the Nazis. 

was the preparation of legislation to make stateless those people the Nazis wanted to send 

109. Gottsegen, p. 6.  

1 10. Hannah Arendt Eichmann in JemaIem: A Report on the Banality of Evil. (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1994 [1963]). Eichmann is ofien considered to be a cornpanion piece of sorts 
to The Origins of Totalitarianism. On the surface, of course, this is true, since they both 
address the same histoncal and political phenornenon: the events of the Holocaust However, 
they differ in certain fundamental aspects, most notably Arendt's description of the Nazis: 
in Origins, Arendt condemns them as exemplars of the most radical evil, almost devils 
incarnate (indeed. she compares the concentration camps to a sort of Hel1 on earth); in 
Eichmann, however, she proposed the notion of a banal evil; as she says of Eichmann. 
"[dlespite al1 the efforts of the prosecution, everybody could see that this man was not a 
'monster,' but it was difficuit indeed not to suspect that he was a C~OW," (p. 54) but that 
"[hie was not stupid. It was sheer thoughtlessness-something by no means identical with 
stupidity-that predisposed hirn to become one of the greatest cruninals of that period." @. 
287-8) 
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to the concentration camps. This step, according to Arendt '%as important on two counts: 

it made it impossible for any country to inquire into their [the victims'] fate. and it enabled 

the state in which they were resident to confiscate their property.'" " Ultimately, this step was 

probably a mere formaiity, just another aspect of the bureaucracy of murder.'" That Arendt 

thought it was most likely a symbolic act more than anything else is apparent in a comment 

she makes after relating the experiences of the Nazi regime in Denmark. When it came time 

to round up the German Jews who had sought rehige in Denrnark. their statelessness was 

tumed against the Nazis to thwart their efforts: "[tlhe Danes. however. explained to the 

German officiais that because the stateless refugees were no longer Gerinan citizens, the 

Nazis could not c l a h  them without Danish assent."'" However, it was not their statelessness 

that ultimately protected them, but rather the desire of the Danish government to do so. 

Because they did. "none of the preparatory moves. so important for the bureaucracy of 

murder. could be carried out. and operations were postponed until the fall of 1943."11J In any 

event, it is instructive to see how the notion of statelessness was strategically deployed by 

the various parties involved. For the Nazi regime. the stripping of citizenship was the final 

step of a process designed to remove any possibility of resistance to their genocidal plans. 

1 1 1. Arendt, Eichmann in Jemlern ,  p. 1 1 5. 

1 1 2. Arendt captures the nature of this bureaucracy succinctly : the bureaucrat possessed an 
'"objective' attitude-taking about concentration camps in tems of 'administration' and 
about extermination camps in tems of 'economy' ..." (Eichmann in Jerusalem, p. 69). 

1 13. Arendf Eichmann in JewaIem, p. 1 72. 

1 1 4. Arendt, Eichmann in Jemalem, p. 1 72. 
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The Danes, on the other hand turned the refugees' statelessness against the Nazis. arguing 

that their lack of citizenship removed hem fiom the Nazis' sphere of influence. 

As the f h - t  chapter highlighted, fiom its inception the nation-state was a highly 

problematic f o m  of  political community when m g  to accommodate a non-national 

element within its borders. This chapter has expanded upon that theme. drawing out the 

specific implications of statelessness: the absence of a Legitimate claim to possession of 

human rights. and therefore an exclusion from the public world in which they could exercise 

these rights and reveal their unique humanity. This does not mean, however. that citizens of 

the nation-state actually expenenced the sort of political realm that the nation-state was, in 

Arendt's view. supposed to institute. The consolidation of political power in the han& of the 

bourgeoisie and the rise of imperidkm introduced principles that subverted those of the body 

politic of the nation-state, M e r  preventing the development of a substantive politics 

sympathetic to the Arendtian vision. The next chapter will examine the impact of this 

subversion on the nation-state. 



Intersections of the State: PoIitics and Economics 

When. in the era of imperialhrn. btcsinessrnen became politicianr and ivere 
acclairned as sratesrnen. while statesmen were t a k n  seriously oniy ifthey 
taiked rhe language of success$d businessmen and 'thought in continents. ' 
these privale practices and devices were gradua/& tranjorrned into d e s  
and principles for the conduct of public @airs."5 

Boundaries are integral to the modem state. The =te is by d e f ~ t i o n  a form of spatial 

enclosure, although the importance of this containment has fluctuated across historical time 

and space. The pre-modem states of Europe. with their highly fluid boundaries and 

overlapping claims to authoritative d e .  c m  be more accurately described as possessing 

"tiontien" rather than borden. Regardless of their name, they bear little resemblance to the 

highly rigid borden of the modem nation-state. This chapter will examine two manifestations 

of boundaries in Arendt's discourse on the state in Origins. The first is territorial: the modem 

nation-state, if it is to be an effective form of political community. m u t  be a geographically 

bounded entity. In being so bounded, the state constitutes and Uisututionalizes the arena 

within which politicai action can occur. This produces the need for a specificaily foreign 

policy as disthguished fkom the typical policy concems of the nation-state-in other words, 

the theory and practice of international relations. 

The second type of boundaries, in contrast to those between states, are those within 

states These boundaries demarcate the various spheres of life within the modem state: 

political, economic, social. religious, and so on. They are therefore less distinctly 

geographical than those between states, but are no less important. Ln a modem democracy, 

for example, certain sites become privileged domains within which "reai" politics is said to 



take place (such as legislatures). Of course, this process of segregation is itself a highiy 

political act. since it can legitimize and norrnalize oppressive practices, such as the 

subordination of women and their relegation to the private sphere.' I6 Such practices have 

been the subject of insighdul and penetrating critiques from a number of "marginalw' 

perspectives, such as feminism, post-stmcturaiism. and Marxism. This challenge to the 

tracütionally liberal doctrine of separate spheres creates a fertile ground for political 

contestation: as one conternporary theorist has pointed out. "[tjhe State appears to hold the 

key to economic development, to social security, to individual liberty. and. through 

increasing weapons 'sophistication,' to Iife and death i t~e l f . " '~~  Understanding the nature of 

these intersections between state and society is therefore important for accurately 

concepniaiizing the state and imagining new fonns of critical resistance. 

The Origins of TotaIitarianism is, among so many other things. a meditation on the 

rnanner in which these boundaries between state and society have shifted throughout 

modemity. These shifts had a decisive impact upon the nation-state. and therefore have 

resulted in a reshaping of the poliùcal. Arendt undertakes this analysis by charting the nse 

of irnperialism, which had profound consequences for the relationship between politics and 

econornics. She argues that the era of imperialism resulted in the fvst major clash between 

the political and the econornic in the modem era, between the nation-state and the forces of 

116. See, for example, V. Spike Peterson "Security and Sovereign States: What is at Stake 
in Taking Feminism Seriously?" in V. Spike Peterson, Ed., Gendered Sfcztes: Feminist 
(Re) Visions of International Relations Theory. (Lynne Reimer Publishers: Boulder, 
Colorado, 1 W 2 ) ,  especially pp. 45-49. 

1 17. Martin Carnoy, The State and Polirical Theory. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1984), p. 3. 



64 

capitalism. The result was a redefition of the political, and a corresponding weakening of 

the nation-state. This was the Iegacy of "overseas imperialism." "Continental imperialism," 

on the other hand, was represented by the "pan-movements'iPan-Slavism and Pan- 

Germanism-that developed in response to the Western European control of oveneas 

imperialism. As the name implies. this was a fom of imperialism directed not outwards at 

far-flung lands, but uistead inward toward the rest of Europe. It was a movement motivated 

primarily by resentment over the exclusion of Eastern European countries fiom the 

colonkation of Afinca and other temtories. The ideology of the pan-movements was driven 

by irace-thinking," amassing and mobilizing adherents by arguing that it was their destiny 

as a race to subjugate and d e  other races. The ernphasis on mobilization and motion is key, 

as  Pan-Slavism and Pan-Germanism are hdamentally rnovernents inherently hostile to the 

stability and relative inertia of the state. They are also important to Arendt because they are 

the antecedents of the later totalitzuian movements and regimes that came to power in 

Gexmany and Russia. And as a movement that seeks-and ultimately cannot survive without- 

total domination, totalitarianism attempts to completely obliterate any distinction between 

state and society. 

The aim of this chapter will be threefold. First, 1 will examine Arendt's discussion 

of overseas imperialism to bring to light the contradiction and codict  between the values 

of capitalist econornics and those of the nation-state. Second, the dynamic between 

movements (both irnperialist and totalitarian-in this context the broad simïlarities are more 

important than the particular differences) and parties (the prirnary political organization 

within the nation-state) will be considered. Finally, there will be an analysis of totalitarianism 
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in power, to highlight how the structures and organizations of total domination differ fiom 

those of nation-states. 

Although the bulk of Arendt's argument about the relationship between the state and 

civil society is camïed out in Imperialism. she does address the issue in the previous volume. 

Antisernifism. That discussion does not significantly illuminate any aspect of Arendt's theory 

of the state. Nevertheless, it historicdly situates the Iater analysis, and must therefore be 

bnefly addressed. As we saw earlier. the nation-state arrived fully fledged in Europe only 

d e r  the absolute monarchs were unable to find a social class capable of assuming the role 

previously held by the nobility under feudalism. Ln essence. they were unable to forge a 

permanent link between the state and civil society, and with the nse of the nation-state, the 

link was broken completely. The nation-state existed apart from society. above the divisions 

of econoniic or social class. It did, however. assume a central economic roIe in the life of the 

country when it "chose to establish itseif as a tremendous business c~ncern." '~~ The nation- 

state was dnven to this position because of its conflict with the bourgeoisie. Arendt claims 

that the bourgeoisie went the way of pnvate investment, avoiding al1 involvement with the 

state and refusing active financial participation in what appeared to be an '"unproductive' 

enterpri~e.""~ The Jewish people stepped into this financial vacuum, and this evennially 

paved the way for the growth of antisernitism as an ideology. Antisernitism flourished as the 

power and influence of the nation-state graduaily declined. What is important for our 

purposes here, however, is Arendt's contention that for the fmt century or so of the nation- 

- 

118. Origins, p. 17. 

119. Origins, p. 17. 



state's existence, the bourgeoisie had nothing to do with it. They were highly apolitical, 

avoiding public life to concentrate on their private economic &airs. This was the general 

historical situation in Europe until the last decades of the nineteenth century. tn contrast to 

what went on before, these decades were rnarked by '-the politicai emancipation of the bour- 

geoisie" and their emergence ont0 the stage of European politics. For Arendt. the link 

between imperialism and the bourgeoisie is clear "imperialism m u t  be considered the first 

stage in political d e  of the bourgeoisie rather than the last stage of ~apitalism.""~ 

The theorist against whom Arendt writes in this context is Thomas Hobbes. Arendt 

argues that Hobbes more than any other theorist illuminates the nature of the relationship 

between the bourgeoisie and the nation-state."' She claims that he is not just the primary but 

the sole philosopher of the bourgeois class. He "is the only great philosopher to whom the 

120. Origins, p. 138. The allusion to imperialism as -the last stage of capitalism" is of 
course a reference to Lenin's claim to that effect. 

12 1. Given that Arendt was writing on the relationship between the bourgeoisie, the 
econorny, and the state in late 19th-century Europe, one would expect her to at least bnefly 
address the contribution of Mamism to our understanding of that period. However, Arendt's 
project was quite ngidly guided by her prirnary concem, which was "her wish to draw 
attention to the *subterranean currents' out of which totalitarianism had emerged. and to 
stress the degree to which it constituted a radical break with Western political and 
philosophical traditions." One such curent, as we saw in the first chapter, was the "decay of 
the national state," and to show how the rise of the bourgeoisie to political power contributed 
to this decay. Arendt turned to Hobbes. Arendt's engagement with Mancian thought, not only 
in Origins but throughout her life. is a cornplicated one, and a full consideration of it is 
beyond the scope of the present study. Nevertheless, a couple of important points bear 
directly on The Origirzs of Totalitarianism. One critique of Origim is that Arendt's concept 
of totaiitarianism is based too heavily on Nazi totalitarianism, and many of her conclusions 
cannot be applied to or are contradicted by the Soviet experience. Arendt was aware of this 
shortcoming, and had planned a cornpanion volume examining the 'iotalitarian elements in 
Marxïsm." This was never written, although certain aspects of what she intended to write did 
appear in later works. See, Margaret Canovan's "'Totalitarian Elements in Marxism'," 
Chapter Three of Hannah Arendt: A Reinterpretation ofher Political Thought, pp. 63-98. 
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bourgeoisie can rightly and exclusively lay claim. even if his principles were not recognized 

by the bourgeois class for a long the."'" Leviathan provides the bourgeoisie with the ideal 

moral and political nlunework to pursue their dream of uniimited accumulation of weaith. 

This fkmework. fùrthennore. is a total one, leaving nothing out or to chance: '-there is hardly 

a single bourgeois mord standard which has not been anticipated by the unequaled 

magnificence of Hobbes's 10gic.'"~ Hobbes' theory of the state flows from his conception 

of human nature, although as Arendt points out. he did not conceptualize '-Manw in the 

abstract, but rather -bourgeois man." The picture of bourgeois man Arendt draws from 

Hobbes is of a being without any intrhsic characteristics or qualities to determine his own 

worth, a man who is "essentially a function of society and judged therefore according to his 

'value or worth ... his price; that is to Say so much as would be given for the use of his 

power.'" This price is socidly determined a result of the fluctuations of supply and 

demand.'" These fluctuztions are not beyond uuluence however. as Hobbes's definition of 

power shows. Arendt states that 

power, according to Hobbes. is the accumulated control that pemiits the 
individual to fix pnces and regulate supply and demand in such a way that 
they contribute to his own advmtage? 

The fixing of prices and the regdation of supply and demand is undertaken entireiy without 

regard for anybody or anything else. Al1 that concems the Hobbesian individual is the 

122. Origins, p. 139. 

123. Orig»rî, p. 139. 

124. Originî, p. 139. 

125. Origins, p. 139. 



maximization of his own profit and property. In short. ai1 that mattea is the accumulation 

of power, because as more property and wealth is acquired. greater power is required to 

protect i t  Despite this disparity in power, human beings in the Hobbesian -te of nature are 

ail inherently equal because they each possess the ability to kilt another-even the weakest 

can stab a person in the back. This fact of life creates a situation of great instability. The fear 

and distrust which pervades relations between people obstnicts the normal functioning of the 

process by which pnces are set and transactions take place. The need for stability and 

security to ensure the continuation of these relations is what drives the need not just for a 

state, but for a Leviathan, a state possessing absolute power.'26 

The theory of the state Hobbes expounded in Leviathan holds a unique position in 

the history of Western political thought. Arendt argues that it is the only theory in which 

there is no unifjmg principle transcending the interests and concems of the individual: 

Hobbes's Leviathun exposed the ody political theory according to which the 
state is based not on some kind of constituting law-whether divine Iaw, the 
law of nature. or the Iaw of social contract-which detemines the rights and 
wrongs of the individual's interest with respect to public affairs. but on the 
individual interests themseives, so that 'the private interest is the same with 
the publique.' "' 

To safeguard these private interests, individuals mutually agree to surrender dl of their 

politicai power to the state. In other words, the basis of the state is power, a power that is del- 

egated by ail individuals to the state. The state therefore "acquires a monopoly on killing and 



69 

provides in exchange a conditional guarantee against being ki~led.""~ The corollary of this 

is that al1 "social responsibilities" are also delegated to the state: the individual is thus 

relieved '-of the burden of caring for the poor precisely as he asks for protection against 

criminals."'" The result is a society of completely atomized individuais. each pursuing their 

own self-interest under the umbrda of an dl-powerful state to which they owe their loyalty 

only to the extent that it protects them fiom each other and ensures the normal functioning 

of the economy. 

As Arendt points. out, this lack of a unimg myth in Hobbes's theory of the state 

creates what looks on the surface to be a paradox. The state stems from the desire to escape 

the fear and instability that pewades the "state of nature." However. the body politic that 

Hobbes envisions to escape fiom this situation is itself unstable. For Arendt. this instabiiity 

rnanifests itself in two ways. The fmt stems fiom the total absence of shared values tying 

individuals to the state or each other, beyond the need for protection. Membership within the 

state "does not change the solitary and pnvate character of the individual ... or create 

permanent bonds between him and his fellow men."'30 The sole purpose of the state is to act 

as the police; concerns about the creation of comrnunity are irrelevant. However, divorced 

from any ends beyond itself. amassing power does not in itself guarantee the long-term 

survival of the state. and without the construction of "new props fiom the outside," it would 

inevitably "collapse ovemight into the aimless. senseless chaos of the private interests fiom 

128. Origim, p. 141. 

129. Origins? pp. 14 1-142. 

130.0ri@z.s, p. 140. 
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which it ~prings."'~' The state m u t  either selfdestruct or seek new avenues for the 

accumulation of power. This is the second source of uistability. one stemming not from the 

population's relationship to the state, but fiom the state's own raison d ëlre. Paradoxically. 

to remain stable, the state must constantiy expand. 

Hobbes himself obviously did not consider the Leviathan to be unstable-his political 

concems drove hùn to theorize anything but an unstable forrn of political community. 

Hobbes was witnessïng the very beginning of the shift from a feudal to a capitalist society: 

his stroke of genius, according :O Arendf was in seeing precisely where these changes would 

What Hobbes actually st- fiom is an unmatched insight into the political 
needs of the new social body of the rising bourgeoisie. whose fundamental 
belief in an unending process of property accumulation was about to 
eliminate al1 individual safety. 13' 

The dangerous possibility that this social change would. intentionally or not. 

"eliminate al1 individual safety," drove Hobbes to theorize a state which would accomplish 

the exact opposite. The Hobbesian state seeks to create an environment of complete safety 

and absolute peace and stability through the delegation of al1 political power fiom the 

individual to the state. From Arendt's perspective the era of impenalism marks the tïrst 

histoncal moment when Hobbes's principles. embodied in the political aspirations of the 

bourgeoisie, found their way onto the political stage, and the conflict between the 

bourgeoisie and the nation-state began. 

13 1. Origim, p. 142. 

132. Origim, p. 142. 
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Arendt argues that up until the Iast few decades of the nineteenth century, the period 

when imperialism developed. the bourgeoisie as a class was Iargely apolitical. The nation- 

state neither interfered with their quest for greater wealth nor did it seem to open new 

avenues for the flow of capital and generation of wealth. and thus they could &ord to ignore 

it. They were 'iip to then ... the fim class in history to achieve economic pre-eminence 

without aspiring to political r~le.""~ Their aspirations changed significantly. however, once 

it became apparent that the nation-state stood in the way of their economic goals. Although 

pivotai gains were made by the bourgeoisie during the imperialist era. neither the nation-state 

nor the bourgeoisie won decisively. The resistance offered by the national institutions of the 

state resulted in only partial victories for the bourgeoisie. whose quest to restructure those 

institutions to suit their own purposes was "always only half su~cessful.'"~" The impact of 

this penod in tems of '-the decay of the national state." however. is more directly apparent, 

and set the stage for later challenges fiom the continental imperialist movements. 

The clash between the nation-state and the bourgeoisie was seemingly inevitable. 

Capitaiist rationality, Arendt argues, is driven by one fundamental precept: the "inherent 

law" of capitalism is the need for "constant economic g r o ~ t h . " ' ~ ~  This drive for expansion, 

for an "increase in actual goods to be used and con~umed.""~ 

economy was to remain heaithy. The concept of expansion 

was necessary if the capitalist 

was bom out of %e redm of 

- - 
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business speculation, where expansion meant the permanent broadening of indusirial 

production and economic transactions characteristic of the nineteenth cent~ry.""~ This 

expansion could be workably achieved for quite some time. since there was nothing 

inherently economicdy problematic with the idea of a constantly growing level of econornic 

production and consurnption withui the nation-state. Ultimately. the capitalist economy 

codonted not an economic obstacle to growth but a political one. It encountered the borders 

of the nation-state. ImperiaIism was boni out of this meeting: 

hperiaiist expansion had been touched off by a curious kind of economic 
crisis, the overproduction of capital and the emergence of 'supeffluous? 
money, the result of oversaving, which could no longer find productive 
investment within the national  border^.'^^ 

Arendt is not claiming that imperialism was the h t  move capitalism had made towards the 

development of an international economy. As we saw in the fmt chapter. the nation-state had 

always allowed for a particular international dimension (the "brotherhood of nations"). and 

likewise capitalism. This international trade. however, was prirnarily within the nation-state 

system as a whole, and there was relatively little risk in commerce between nation-states. In 

this respect the econorny could grow without demanding that the nation-state expand dong 

with it. Therefore. the economic aspect of imperialism in and of itself-the quest for new 

sources of raw materials and new markets for the goods produced fkom those materials- 

posed little danger to the integrity of the nation-state. However, economic growth through 

imperiaiist expansion was significantly different fiom the growth that preceded it, and 

- - -- - - - - - 

137. Origins, p. 125, emphasis added. 
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occurred entirely within the boundaries of the nation-state. Impenalism brought Europeans 

face to face with the African and the hdian, exotic peoples with different customs and 

traditions and skin colour. To the "civilized" Europeans, they harkened back to an earlier. 

less "advanced" and therefore more dangerous tirne. A sure sign of savagery: they had not 

yet even realized that most European indicator of a civilized society. the nation-state. The 

bourgeoisie therefore demanded the protection of their superfluous capital (invested in 

mining, agriculture. etc.) by their national institutions. fiom the dangers posed by foreign 

"primitive" people. It was an easier, less threatening task to ask that the state. for which 

expansion was a largely foreign idea., expand, than it was to consider r e ~ c t u r i n g  economic 

practices, so that the economy would not have to choose between expansion or stagnation. 

It was easier to expand something not amenable to expansion than it was for the bourgeoisie 

to question their own economic practices. 

With imperialism, the bourgeoisie introduced the notion of expansion into the realm 

of politics. As Arendt states. "expansion as a permanent and supreme alln of politics is the 

central political idea of irnperiali~m."'~~ The purpose of political expansion was to 

continually acquire ever greater arnounts of power. in order to protect the bourgeoisie's 

economic investrnent. Political expansion as it was manifest in irnpenalism was an entirely 

novel goal for political action, according to Arendt. Of course. expansion as a political goal 

pre-existed this moment, although in a rather different form and for different ends. Imperid- 

ist expansion was in some respects similar to the older practices of conquest and empire- 

building. The difference, Arendt argues, is twofold. Fkst, these practices were undertaken 
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by a different sort of politicai community. She uses the example of the Roman Republic, 

which differed b m  the nation-state in that the bais  of the Republic was law. This was an 

instrument that could be used to un@ the disparate conquered peoples under the sway of the 

Republic. However, the modem nation-state is not a political comrnunity like the Roman 

state, and it could not accommodate the notion of expansion without serious consequences 

for the body politic of the nation-state. Second. previous expansionary aims were for a quite 

definite purpose. the goal of empire building. There was dways a sense in which the 

expansion was finite and circumscribed Iimited to very definite territorial and political aims. 

hperialist political expansion, however, did not have any similar restrictions holding it back. 

It was a quest for power, not for the sake of empire or nation, but for the sake of power. It 

could never be a finite process, Arendt argued, because power unhinged fiom any telos 

beyond itself, such as the national good, cannot support itself. Power must prop itself up 

through the acquisition of even more power. For al1 practical purposes. the process must 

continue indef~tely, lest it collapse on itself, a point that Hobbes made al1 too clearly. This 

process of continual expansion to rule other nations is incompatible with the nation-state 

because of the unique role of bordes in the constitution of the modem state. 

Although bordes have always existed in one form or another, they have had varying 

roles in different times and places. in the ancient Greek polis. belonging to a city-state was 

the determinant not only of citizenship, but of humanity-as Aristotle's dictum, "man is by 

nature a political animal" ill~strates. '~~ Furthemore, the edge of the city-state was the limit 

140. Keeping in rnind, of course, that Aristotle's use of "man" in this context was no 
accident-the categoy of "citizen" systematically excluded the vast majority of the 

(continued ...) 



of politics: the wars and violence that were a fact of life outside the polis were by definition 

apolitical.'" War was not "politics by another means." but the end of politics altogether. 

Similarly, the nature and function of borders changed in other historical e r s .  David Held 

identifies this as one major differentiation between the "political units" of pre-modem 

Europe and the modem nation-state. These regions were far from being discreet. rigidly 

bounded territorial entities. Held describes feudal organization as a "political system of 

overlapping power and divided authority."'" The boundaries of these pre-modem states were 

fluid, constantiy open to challenge and change. They did not strongly demarcate regions kom 

one another, and claims to legitimate rule often crossed over these bordes. 

The importance of boundaries increased significmtly with the rise of the nation-state. 

Indeed, boundaries are so necessary that the nation-state could not exist as nation-state 

without clearly defined boundaries. According to Arendt. nation-states "more than any other 

political bodies were defined by boundaries and the limitations of possible conquest ..."'43 It 

is no mere accident or coincidence of history or terminology that the modem state is at one 

and the same time a nation-state and a state that relies so heavily on borders for its very 

(...continued) 
population, namely women and slaves. 

14 1. See Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New York: Penguin Books. 1990 [1963]), p. 12. 
Arendt argues that politics in Ancient Greece was defined as a discursive process of 
argumentation and persuasion undertaken with one's equals. Acts of violence were by 
definition apolitical because of their coercive nature. Arendt draws on this in her own 
conception of politics, which relies heavily on the human capacity of speech. 

142. David Held, Democracy and the Global Order: From the Modern Sfafe to Cosmopoli- 
tan Governonce, p. 32. 



existence. As we saw in the previous chapter? the concept of the nation-state ofien refen to 

a particular political arrangement. a precise separation of space into discrete regions, each 

with its own administrative and coercive structure, niere is ofien littie or no connection 

between these bordered geographical areas and nationdity or ethnicity. Arendt, however. 

focuses on the link between nation-states and nationality in her reading of the evolution of 

the nation-state. Borders. for Arendt, pointed to a unique aspect of the nation-state when 

compared to other forms of political organization, one intimately linked to nationaiity: 

borders ailowed for the mobilization of consent. 

Arendt states that the nation-state is based on '9 homogenous population's active 

consent to its g~vernrnent."'~ Uniike in political communities such as the Roman Republic, 

Arendt argues that the bais  of the nation-state is not the law. but the nation. A cornmon, 

shared nationdity is the ground in which the nation-state takes root. In making this claim, 

Arendt draws a sharp line between a national foundation for states and a legal one; the law. 

for Arendt, is an %national" institution. In applying to everybody equally, the law ignores 

national differences. Although the legal tradition in states like the Roman empire is of course 

the product of a particular cultural milieu, its strength lies in the fact that it is not lirnited to 

that restricted domain. Arendt argues that the source of the Empire's stability lay precisely 

144. Origim, p. 125. She does not explicate exactly what she understands by this concept, 
however. We are offered neither a mechanism according to which this consent is sought by 
the nation-state, nor a means by which the population c m  give its consent. However, 
Arendt's theory is driven by her historiographical concem. and the precise nature of these 
mechanisms is undoubtedly a secondary issue. The general contours of her conception of 
consent as it applies to the experience of imperidisrn can be traced, in spite of this silence 
on Arendt's part. 
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in the uoiversatity of the Iaw, "so that conquest could be followed by integration of the moa 

heterogenous peoples by imposing upon them a cornmon  la^."'‘'^ 

Nation-states, however, are not based upon such a common law. They have their basis 

in a shared language, history, and culture. The body politic of the nation-state is founded 

upon the &active consent" of individuals who share in that common history. language. and 

culture to political institutions and rituais rooted in these commonalities. This need for 

consent explains why the nation-state is so reliant on bordes. and is less able than other 

forms of political organfzation to incorporate conquest and expansion. The border locates the 

limit of the nation, and therefore the extent to which consent has been or m u t  be sought. A 

population is able to give consent to a body politic that shares its own heritage. Conversely, 

a nation caimot consent to d e  by another nation. As Arendt States: 

The nation. however, conceived of its law as an outgrowth of a unique 
national substance which was not valid beyond its own people and the 
boundaries of its own temtory." 

This had important implications within the context of growing irnperialist 

movements. It put the nation-state directly into conflict with the interests of the bourgeoisie. 

The bourgeoisie. needing to develop new markets and opportunities for economic growth, 

sought to expand their econornic reach across the globe. However, to safeguard their 

investment, they also demanded the protection of the nation-state. Political expansion was 

required to accommodate economic expansion. This is the situation alluded to in the 

quotation that opens this chapter: a strange inversion whereby businessmen become 
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statesmen and vice versa. In asserting pressure on the nation-state to accommodate their 

expansionkt interests, the bourgeoisie in effect imposed econornic rationality on the political 

realm. But the limitless growth that was perceived as economically ideal was a formula for 

political disaster. "The political structure," Arendt tells us, "carmot be expanded indefinitely. 

because it is not based on the productivity of man. which is. indeed. unlimited."14' To 

conquer another nation and impose a foreign law on them contravenes a pnnciple tenet of 

the nation-state system the equality of ail nations and the concomitant right of each to self- 

determination. Such an imposition was rarely successful, leading either to an awakening of 

national consciousness and subsequent rebellion, or to a degeneration into t y r a . ~ y . " ~  

Furthet, the protection of capital is accomplished by exporting the nation-state's 

instruments of violence? the police and the army. Just as the political power of the state is 

harnessed and directed by the nation. and thereby limited in its scope. the nation-state's 

instruments of violence are also circumscribed by national interests. Within the nation-state, 

Arendt argues that the nation resaains and guides the institutions of the  tat te.'"^ As soon as 

the instruments of violence are exported beyond the borders of the nation-state. however, 

they are no longer bound by concerns about the "national good." The distinction between 

national rule and imperial domination becomes clear. The colonies are not connolled through 

147. Origins, p. 126. 
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a power rooted in, controlled by. and serving the nation but through Uistruments of violence 

untethered fiom any such r e s b t s .  

Party vs. Movement 

The rise of overseas imperialism. dnven as it was by a paramount concem for 

expansion and the economic "bottom line." had Unportant consequences for the nation-state. 

It was not, however. the sole impenalist movement nor the mon infiuential. The counterpart 

of overseas imperialism was continental imperialism. In a broad sense, they shared a 

common goal, to expand their political control to other temtories. They are. however. also 

fundamentaily distinct, as demonstrated by the terms Arendt uses to describe them. in where 

they took root and where they sought to expand. The nation-states of Western Europe were 

the dominant players in overseas imperialism. which was directed outward beyond Europe 

to other continents. Continental imperialist movements. on the other hand. g e w  in the stares 

of Eastern Europe. Iargely as an expression of resentment over being lefi out of the overseas 

impenalist rush for [and. Correspondingly. it was pointed inward at the objects of their 

resentment, at the nation-states of Europe. Differing in their specitic aims. the two types of 

imperialism also differed in their eflects, in terms both of their effectiveness and their 

implications for the nation-state. Overseas imperialism was incredibly successfid in 

continually appropriating temtory? but attempts to institute changes in national political 

struc tues  were large l y-aithough not entirely-unsuccessfu1. Continental imperialist 

150. The distinction between power and violence is important for Arendt, who argues that 
the terms have become codated. See "On Violence," in Crises of the Republic, (New York: 
Harcourt Brace and Company, 1972), pp. 105- 198. 
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movements, on the other hand did not reaiize their dream of bringing the rest of Europe 

under their nile. They were, however, successful in harnessing hostility towards the nation- 

state to organize people outside of traditional political structures. 

There appears to be something of an inverse relationship between these two goals. 

territorial expansion and change to national political structures. The reason for this stems 

fiom the inwarcUoutward dichotomy that differentiates continental and overseas imperiaiism. 

Directing their efforts beyond the nation-state system. the bourgeoisie had Iittle interest in 

domestic political rnatters. Their "political emancipation." as Arendt terms it, created an 

interest in the nation-state only to the extent that it could be harnessed to M e r  their 

expansionist desires. Expansion was the primary goal. and change in national political 

structures subordinate. pursued only insofar as it would aid in realizing the primary goal. 

Continental imperialist movements reversed this emphasis. Motivated by a feeling of 

exclusion fiom the scramble for wealth, they himed their energies towards the nation-states 

that excluded them. Their primary focus was therefore not the capture of territory. but the 

destruction of those nation-states. Assuming control of thïs area was not an end in itself. but 

rather a means to a different end. The dialecticd play between the two types of imperiaiism 

is evident in their combined impact: "[tlhe nation-state system's min. having been prepared 

by its own overseas imperialism, was evennially carried out by those movements which had 

originated outside its own realm."lsl 

The primary "traditional politicai structure" that continental imperidism repudiated 

in its organizational structure was the political party. The party was the primary vehicle 
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through which citizens of a nation-state could participate in political &airs. The party had 

a legitimate function within the mechanism established to accomplish the -fer of political 

power. It was thus tightly integrated within the body politic of the nation-state. and the 

repudiation of the political party was an outgrowth of continental imperialism~s hatred of the 

state. Arendt discusses two variants of the party system. The British systern was 

characterized by the presence of two main parties. To form the pvernment. a p q  wouid 

therefore require a majority of votes cast. The nation-states of continental Europe. on the 

other hand, possessed a mdti-party system. Under this system. parties rarely, if ever, 

captured the majority required to assume power. Governments were typically composed of 

a coalition of ofien disparate interests. 

The "fundamentai distinction?? between the British two-party system and the 

Continental multi-party system therefore revolved around *-the party's h c t i o n  within the 

body politic."'5' This function was detemiined by the proxirnity of a party to political power. 

Within a two-party system. there was an identification between the state and the government 

becaw "one party always represents the government and actually d e s  the counw so that, 

temporarily, the party in power becomes identical with the state.""' Furthemore, although 

the party in power is identified with the power of the state. this does not mean that the party 

in opposition is lefi out in the cold. Arendt States that: 

[a]s the two parties are planned and organized for altemate d e ,  d l  branches 
of the administration are planned and organized for altemation. Since the nile 

152. Origins, p. 252. 
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of each party is limited in tune, the opposition party exerts a control whose 
efficiency is strengthened by the certainty that it is the d e r  of tomorrow.'" 

Within mdti-party systems, the function of the politicai party was not to assume full political 

power, and therefore in essence to becorne the govemment. Because of the highly fractureci 

nature of contests for politicai power. there was no opportunity for a party to solely assume 

power. Govemments were a product of coalitions between parties. and there was never an 

identity between party and governrnent. This perpetual distance between party and 

govemmental power-between party and state-produced widespread feelings of alienation. 

Parties never enjoyed the feeling of becoming the government. but only of being able to 

grasp a limited and fleeting amount of power. Where the party in effect becomes the state in 

the Anglo-Saxon system. the Continental state is aiways above parties, distinct from their 

particula.., private inter est^."^ Because parties in both systems are necessady implicated in 

the structures and mechanisms of political power established by the state. they possess a 

stabilizing function. This was especially tme in the two-parîy system. Arendt clearly prefers 

the two-party system, since it guarantees a higher degree of stability. by preventing feelings 

of widespread alienation frorn politicai power. This stability provides a measure or 

reassurance to citizens. who can locate their place in the world-or at least, in the state. 

Movements. on the other hand are rooted in a deep sense of hostility towards the 

state; as Arendt puts it, "[tlhere are no movements without hatred of the   ta te...""^ The 



movements Arendt examines, Pan-Gerrnanism and pan-~lavism."~ were both touched off 

by a strong resentment towards the nation-state. This relationship was expressed in two 

different but related ways. There was the fkustration over being left out of the overseas 

imperialist expansion enjoyed by the nation-states of Western Europe. and the tribalism that 

was 'Vie nationdism of those peoples who had not participated in national ernancipation and 

had not achieved the sovereignty of a nation-state.'"" Because they had not experienced the 

founduig of their own state. the regions in which the pan-movements found the most fertile 

soi1 were those in which there was a pervasive sense of rootlessness. Without the experience 

of living within the nation-state system and therefore under conditions of political belonging, 

the ideology of the pan-movements could appeal to individuais by olTenng them a sense of 

belonging. They preached the divine origin of their own people over and above the 

religious/Westem belief in the divine origin of humanity. This relegated the individual to an 

inferior, secondary role relative to the nation. One's own divine origin and value was no 

longer a result of simply being human, but "only indirectly through mernbership in a 

peop1e,"ls9 contra the Rights of Man. Individual distinctiveness was second to national 

identity. Those from different nations were the non-divine Other, and fellow nationals were 

157. Although Arendt quite often does not qualiQ what she means when she employs the 
term "movement," it must be pointed out that she assigns it a fairly restrictive range of 
meaning. She speaks of overseas and continental imperialist movements, often ailuding to 
others but concentrating on only those two. They are the most important to her, as they are 
the precunon of the Nazi and Stalinist totalitanan movements-the other movements she 
analyzes. My own use of the term d l  follow Arendt's. 

158. Origiw, p. 227. 
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only important not because of anything they did but due to a characteristic they had no 

control over. &Divine origh," Arendt proclaims. g'changed the people into a uniform 'c hosen' 

mass of arrogant  robot^."'^ 

The movements mobilize this mas, moulding it into action-into movement. The 

focus of action is aïrned directly at the &te. chailenging "the institution of the state" itself?' 

Not only is this directed outwards at other states? but it is also airned inwards at the state in 

which the movernents originated. They bypassed entirel y the political processes established 

by the state, narnely the party system and the social bais of political parties, namely classes. 

These classes? like political parties. are stabilizing factors, since they provide an individual 

with a location in society. and a means of positioning themselves relative to othes. The 

ironic feature of this mobilization against the state was that it was seemingly emptied of any 

actuai goal or end. Because the movements coalesced around sentiments of tribal solidarity, 

they were faced with the fact that 'ho definite goals or prograrns could be deduced kom the 

sentiment of tribal bel~ngin~."'~' However. the novel aspect of movements was precisely that 

they could employ a fom of organinng their adherents that did not need such policies. since 

-Vie only thing that counts in a rnovement is precisely that it keeps itself in constant 

rnovement." '63 

160. Origins, p. 234. 

161. Origins, p. 264. 

162. Orighs, p. 260. 

163. Origins, p. 260. 



Totalitarianism and the Nation-state 

Arendt has been criticized by some commentators who argue that her account of 

totalitarian regirnes is problematic because it does not allow for the comparative study of 

political systems. S he 

does not attempt to locate totalitarianism within a typology of political 
systems or to anaiyze it in terms of a general and inclusive set of political 
categories; insîead, she draws a sharp conceptual and theoretical line between 
totalitarianism and *-the traditional political forces-liberai or conservative, 
national or socialist. republican or monarchist. authontarian or 
democrati~.'"~ 

Thus, Arendt has failed to assimilate totalitarian regimes into the accepted fiamework within 

which politics is normally undemood and made comparable. What this really boils d o m  to. 

I think? is a claim that Arendt does not describe totalitarianisrn according to the categories 

and institutions typical of states. the primary unit in political thought. Arendt was fully aware 

of this "limitation" in her work. and took it on for a very explicit purpose. To try to shoehom 

totalitarian regimes into these categories was seen as a dangerous act of normalization by 

164. Robert Burrowes, "Totalitarianism: The Revised Standard Version," (World Politics, 
2 1, 1969,272-294). p. 278. This sentiment is shared by Herbert J. Spiro and Benjamin R. 
Barber in "Counter-Ideological Uses of Totalitarianism,'. (Politics and Sociew 1, l970,j- 
X), who also argue that totalarianism's implication in Amencan post-war foreign policy 
limits its potential analytical value: "[a]s an essentialist concept serving as a cornerstone of 
Amencan counter-ideology in the cold war, totalitarianisrn has nullified whatever utility it 
might have had-forgettuig for the moment the concephial objections that can be made to its 
analytic use-as an explanatory category in modem political science." (p. 2 1) interestingly, 
both Burrowes and Spiro and Barber approach Origins as comrnentators on the concept of 
totalitarianism-they do not contextualize the text within Arendt's larger theoretical 
Framework or take into account her novel nistoncal approach. See aiso Bernard Crick, 
"Hannah Arendt and the Burden of Our Times," (Political Quarterly, 1997,77-84); Irving 
Howe, "Totalitarianism Reconsidered: Yesterday's Theories, Today's Realities," (Dissent, 
Winter 199 1,63-7 1); Michael Walzer, "On Failed Totalitarïanisrn," (Dissent, Summer 1983, 
297-306). 
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Arendt. Like trying to fit a round peg into a square hole, it could be done, but at the cost of 

euly king  able to understand totalitananism. This, then, is the crucial point behind Arendt's 

statement that "totalitarianism diffen essentially from other forms of politicai oppression 

known to us such as despotism, tyranny, and dictatoship'-that totalitarianism difEers from 

other types of polities not simply in degree but in kind. Totalitarian regimes are a breed apart. 

according to Arendt, and any attempt to locate them on a continuum of political systems is 

fiitile and misguided. The centrai fact of totalitananism is not that it seeks to limit fieedom. 

as authoritarian regimes do.I6' Toralitarianism is unique in that it seeks not merely to limit 

fieedom, but to abolish it completely. In line with this aim is a completely atypicai 

institutional arrangement designed specifically to accomplish this goal. 

Totalitarianism ushered in revolutionary changes, and to understand how it tries to 

totally abolish fieedom, it is helpfid to consider it using the terminology of revolutions. The 

word "revolution" conjures images of the cosmos: astronomically. it referred to "'a recming, 

cyclical rn~vement."'~~ Traditionally. revolution was a metaphor for return. a restoration of 

the old order.I6' Modem usage of the term diverges from this usage. and taik of revolution 

invokes the sense of something completely novel. a new beginning. From either perspective, 

the results are sirnilar: following the sweeping changes ushered in by revolutionary parties. 

there is a point when the process of change and upheaval cornes to an end, as the issues and 

165. Origim, pp. 404-5. 

166. On Revolution, p. 42. 

167. On Revolution, p. 43. 
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concerns of everyday life intmde. The party loses its "revolutionary m~rnenhun"'~* and must 

then, as the phrase goes, get down to the business of goveming. As the new regùne stabilizes. 

the revolution draws to a close-momentum diminishes, movement ceases. 

Talk of "revolution,'? "momentum." and 'movements" captures perfec tl y the marner 

in which totalitarianism centres on notions of temporality and flow rather than spatiaiity and 

inertia. It opposes the stasis and permanence of that prototypical spatial entity, the modem 

nation-state. With totalitarian revolution. the upheavd never ends. indeed, it cannot end. 

since the instant this motion ends. stability and nomalcy begin to encroach. This is not 

merely an extension of TrotsSr's theory of 'permanent revolution" although that phrase may 

best capture the nature of totalitarianism's 'perpetual motion-mania."'69 Where Trotsky 

envisioned a series of comrnunist revolutions in a number of countries, totalitarian societies 

experience the instability and provisionality typical of revolutionary moments at al2 rimes. 

Institutiondly, this *-shapeless structure" is embodied in a totally unique arrangement 

and distribution of power. Arendt likens the arrangement to the intemal structure of an 

onion.'" An onion is composed of nurnerous layers upon layers. each layer (with the 

exception of the innermost and the outermost) simultaneously covering and covered over by 

another layer. Each layer represents an administrative level within the totalitarian regime, 

reproducing the offices of the layer undemeath it. The result is a multiplication and 

duplication of offices. This reproduction creates a sense of chaos and instability, as those on 

168. Origins, p. 392. 

169. Origins, p. 306. 

170. See Hannah Arendt, "What is Authonty?" in Berneen Past and Future. p. 99-100. 
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the outside are unable to see beyond the layer closest to hem; the inner, more authentic 

centres of power are therefore hidden, shielded fiom reality just as society rernains ignorant 

of the tme workings of totalitarian power. The spatial nature of the metaphor is reveding: 

the farther away a layer is from the inner core, the farther away it is fYom the reai heart of 

power. a distance that is inversely proportional to its proximity to everyday life. The 

distribution of power in nation-states can also be described through spatial metaphors. such 

as a horizontal line (representing equality, as in federal states) or a pyramid (where the apex 

of power is the leader. with power flowing down from himher), but those metaphors once 

again reveal how the nation-state is an instrument of stability and order. 

Borders are an intrïnsic element of the nation-state. They operationalize the doctrine 

of sovereignty, since a state's clairn to the unchecked right to manage its own &airs as it 

sees fit is rneaningless without some idea of where that right begins and how far those affairs 

extend (and where the rights of other states begin). Similarly. borden act intemally to 

demarcate the sphere of political action-they determine what c m  properly be considered a 

part of politics. This chapter has exarnined different ways in which these borders have been 

challenged and undermined. The clash between the political and the economic spheres 

precipitated by the political emancipation of the bourgeoisie highiighted limitations of both 

the borders between nation-states and the borders within the nation-state. The of 

economic principles into the political realm, driven largely by the rise of imperialism, 

produced a decisive shift towards a conception of politics that hinged on the accumulation 

of power for the sake of power. Such a politics was contradictory to the nation-state's basis 
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in the active consent of its population to king govemed. Continental imperialist rnovements 

were very effective at mobilizing widespread hatred of the nation-state into forceful 

movements that existed independently of the nation-state. Finally, totalitarian regimes 

maintained their power by completely abolishing the borden separating the political realm 

fiom civil society. Taken together. these phenornena demonstrate forcefully the limitations 

of a conception of politics rooted in the p ~ c i p l e s  govemuig the nation-state. Arendt's post- 

Origim texts continue and elaborate on the critique of the nation-state begun in her fmt 

major text. in the process she builds on her conception of politics. a politics that is not 

centred on the state, and is only hinted at in wm. It is to an examination of this continued 

critique that we will now tum. 



Acting Without a Bannister: Toward a Global Politics 

"What I propose. therefore. is very simple: it k nothing more than to think 
what we are doing. '"" 
"You said 'groundless thinking- .' I have a metaphor. ..rvhich I have never 
publiihed but kept for myself: I call it thinking without a bannirter. .. mat i.. 
as you go up anàdown the stairs you can ahvays hold onto the bunntkter so 
that you don? faIl dmvn But rve have lmt thk bannister. That ir the way I tell 
it to myself: -4nd rhis k indeed what I try to do. "'- 

This chapter wiil focus on the texts Arendt wrote af3er the publication of The 0ri'n.s 

of Totditariunism. The prevalent theme throughout Arendt's Origins critique of the nation- 

state is the challenge faced by the nation-state in attempting to forge a space for political 

thought and action. Ultimately, it was a challenge the nation-state could not live up to. as the 

previous chapters have demonstrated. The very ongin of the nation-state belies the paradox 

between its basis in the equality of al1 peoples and the systematic exclusion of entire groups 

of non-nationals frorn the benefits of citizenry; the failure to protect the human rights of 

those who had only those rights, and not the rights bestowed upon citizens. to guarantee them 

a place in the world demonstrates the incongruence between the theory and the practice of 

the nation-state as the institutional guarantor of a t d y  public space; and to the degree that 

it could create some pale shadow of a vibrant public sphere through the party system, the 

nation-state was still impotent to prevent it fiom being overtaken by the narrow economic 

interests of the rising bourgeois class. For Arendt, the situation was clear: as a means of 

sheltering and providuig security for people, the nation-state proved to be a manifest failure. 

This failure did not stem fiom the w h s  of fortuna or simple bad timing, but because the 

1 7 1 . The Human Condition, p. 5 .  

172. Hannah Arendt, "On Hannah Arendî," in H m h  Arendt: The Recovery of the Public 
Wodd (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1979), pp. 336-337. 
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very structure of the nation-state made it al1 but inevitable. Furthemore. it was beyond 

saivation, unable to cope with the global political environment that ernerged d e r  World War 

II. 

This chapter will examine Arendt's post-Origim texts to determine the relation of the 

state to Arendt's (re)conception of the political. The relationship between Origins and 

Arendt's Iater texts is an interesting and compler one. Various themes that predorninate in 

her later works h d  their genesis in Origim, and many of these works retum to specific 

concerns or issues raised in that text? There is. however, one distinction that can be made: 

The Origins of Total i~ianism was primarily a critical work, an engagement with and an 

attack of those elements of modem western civilization that coalesced into totalitarian 

regimes. elernents that were present ail across the west. The works that followed. on the other 

hand, comprise a project of rebuilding what had been previously cntiqued. Given her original 

critique of the nation-state, it shodd come as no surprise that Arendt remains harshly critical 

of the state as the locus of political action. 

nirough her continued critique of the doctrine of sovereignty, Arendt formulated a 

conception of meaningful political action located "outside" the state. This position is in 

strong contrast to moa  conceptions of politics, which identify the state as the arena within 

which politics must necessarily occur. in this way, Arendt articulates a way of "acting 

without a bannister" to complement her notion of "thinking without a bannister." Arendt's 

conception of politics, fiom this perspective, has definite anarchistic overtones, since it calls 

173. Perhaps the most obvious and certainly the most controversial of these is Eichmann 
in Jerusdem: A Report on the Banality of Evil. 



for a radical devolution and relocation of political power fiorn the centre-the state-to 

numerous centres. ''" 
The metaphor that Arendt uses to describe her own theoretical method thinking 

without a bannister. dso hints at an important aspect of her critique of modemity. one that 

affords a usefd starhg point for her analysis of the state. She confronts the modem notion 

that the possibility of thought and action rnust necessarily rest upon a stable. universaiist 

ground. Origim highlights this well, in attacking the Nazi and imperialist grounding in 

racism, or the Stalinist proclamation of the proletariat as the universal class of history. She 

continued these assaults in later works, challenging liberalism's foundation in the detached. 

sovereign subject, the quest for an objective, "Archimedead' standpoint of the physical 

sciences (a perspective echoed by the behaviourist school of thought in the social sciences). 

and so on. Arendt shied away fiom such bannisters in her own thought not simply because 

she recognized their inherent theoretical difficulties. but because she witnessed firsùiand the 

horrors that can erupt from putting such foundational. ideological thinking into practice. 

Similarly. Arendt criticizes the modem nate because it rests on an equally 

implausible bannister of its own. This bannister, in effect what makes the modem state 

174. This reading of Arendt is thus similar to that of Jefiey C. Isaac in Arendt, Camus. and 
Modern RebelIion. interpretations of and attitudes toward Arendt's post-Origim work are 
diverse to Say the least. Some see her as  an anti-democratic elitist fearful of the possibilities 
of a "mass" politics; othes read Arendt as a neo-Anstotelian, championing a (particularly 
naive) revival of the Greek polis; still others identifi her as part of the civic republican 
tradition, as sympathetic to anarchist visions of a grassroots politics, or as a sadly apolitical 
cornmunitarian. The list could go on. Taken together, these readings compose a challenging 
and engaging terrain. While some of this is no doubt due to inconsistencies and 
contradictions w i t h  her extensive body of work, much of it is also due to the manner in 
which her works simply resist definitive attempts at categorization. 
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possible, is the concept of sovereignty. As a concept constitutive of the modem state, it also 

constitutes conceptions of the politicai-at the heart of political action and analysis lies the 

(often unexamuied) sovereign status of the state. Sovereignty can be described as. '-the 

political authority within a cornrnunity which has the acknowledged right to exercise the 

powers of the state and to determine the rules. regdations and policies within a given 

territ~ry.""~ AS this description indicates, the concept of sovereignty is highly bound up with 

the concept of fkeedom whether the term is applied to political communities or individuals. 

A sovereign state is one that is fiee fiom extemal influence. allowed to determine for itself 

how to order its politicai &airs (likewise the sovereign individual. a conception of 

subjectivity at the heart of the various incarnations of liberaiism). The doctrine of sovereignty 

expresses the state's purported independence fiom extemai challenges to its ability to effect 

a particular course of action. The challenges can originate fiom numerous sources: other 

States. multi-national corporations. technological change. international organizations, and so 

on. 

Alongside this extemal dimension is an intemal dimension. which relates to domestic 

politics. The doctrine of sovereignty determines the highest political authority within a 

temtory. One of the earliest modem elaborations of this doctrine can be found in Hobbes 

Leviathan. The Leviathan is an ail-powemil state. to which individuais have surrendered 

political power. This constitutes the state as the site of a "unique political power ... sovereign 

power or sovereignty-the authorized, hence rightful, use of state powers by the person or 

175. Held, Democracy and the Global Order, pp. 99- 100. 
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assembly established as ~overeign.""~ With the nse of representative democracy and later, 

universai suffrage, the contestation over this power has become synonymous with politics. 

The political sphere of legislatures. parliaments, and so on has corne to assert a hegernonic 

control over dornestic political discourse. Modern theories of politics focus aimost 

exclusively upon how to achieve this power or influence those who hold it. Answering 

questions about who govems and how they govem (contesthg elections. determination of 

policy, and allocation of scarce resources) seems to be the alpha and omega of politics and 

politicai analysis. O b  unacknowledged is the fact that these questions could not be asked 

the way they are asked in the first place, were it not for the state and state sovereignty 

creating and maintainhg the particular politicai space in which these questions and their 

answers can become meaningful. 

Arendt recognized early on that the concept of sovereignty was a mur& problematic 

one. Although it was effective as an hpetus to state-building, spurring nations on to achieve 

statehood in the belief that national rnaninty was oniy apparent under conditions of national 

selfdetermination. the reality of relations between seerningly sovereign states told a different 

story of national "independence" altogether. One need look no M e r  than Origins to see 

how theory and practice collided. Arendt tells a story of nascent states, independent fiom one 

another on the d a c e ,  requiring an international element. the web of Jewish people across 

Europe, for theïr very survival; of these same states helpless in the face of huge migrations 

spawned by the rise of çtatelessness; of an economic system that depended upon continual 

expansion, an expansion that neither knew nor respected national boundaries; of the quest 

176. Held, Dernocracy and the Global Order, p. 41. 
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for total domination rooted in the absolute upheaval of everyday life and seeking to enslave 

the entire globe. On top of it ail, this was a story told against the backdrop of total war and 

the invention of weapons that could destroy al1 Ue on earth. Indeed these tales were not yet 

complete when Arendt told them and are still being written today. Questions of hcw to 

protect hurnan rights in a global context or respond to the acceleration of capital. cultural. 

and information flows are ever-present, and relatively new issues such as environmental 

destruction or the threat of nuclear war have emerged on the international scene to reveal the 

limitations of the sovereign state. 

Arendt fiames her critique of sovereignty within a unique formulation of the concept 

of fieedom. As we saw above, traditional elaborations of state sovereignty argue that it is 

precisely sovereignty which creates and protects the conditions necessary for freedorn. This 

capacity for self-determination is exercised in two different manners. Intemationally. states 

are recognized as independent actors in their relations with other states. Domestically. self- 

determination creates the space within which citizens are fiee to choose the course of their 

own &airs. This is the heart of the concept of negative fieedom; autonomous acton are free 

from outside restrallits. to act however they please. or not to act at dl. Arendt argues that this 

conflation of sovereignty with negative freedom is false and misleading, because it fails to 

take account of the worldly conditions under which politics occurs. 

The primary condition for politics to take place. according to Arendt, is not 

sovereignty but plurality. ~ct ion '"  owes its very existence ''to the fact that men. not Man, 

177. Action is of course one of three elements in what Arendt refers to as the Vita Activa, 
the active life of human beings. The other two elements are labour and work, which 

(continued. ..) 
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live on the earth and inhabit the wor~d."'~~ The distinction here between simple rnultiplicity 

and plurality is a crucial one, because the presence of difference. the notion that 'me are dl 

the same, that is. human, in such a way that nobody is ever the same as anyone eise who ever 

lived, lives, or will  ive"'^ is required for action to occur. Recognition of its importance can 

be gained fi-om looking back to the totalitarian regimes. They sought to eliminate this 

plurality; by removing the space between uidividuals that distinguished and connected them 

at the same t h e ,  they attempted to reduce the population to a single. amorphous mass of 

indistinguishable beings.'" 

The p l d i t y  required for political action is reveaied through action. Speech and 

action before others achieves the "disclosure of the agent.'' This revelation of identity. of 

%how a person is as opposed to ' ~ h a t "  they are, is a reflexive process. It is not within the 

control of the actor, because every action begins something new. and this chah of events, of 

actions and reactions, cannot be guided by the original actor. It cannot be so directed because 

(.. .continued) 
respectively satis@ the biological necessities of human Iife and conshuct the built (i.e., 
artificial) environment in which humans live. For the purposes of this chapter, we need not 
consider labour and work in great depth (see Arendt's discussion of the vitu activa in The 
Human Condition). It is important to note, however, that for Arendt action is synonyrnous 
with politics; action is always political action, and to speak of one is to speak of them both. 

178. The Human Condition, p. 7. 

179. irhe Human Condition, p. 8 .  

180. This vision was most fully realized in the concentration camps. See Origins, 437459. 
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people act in a context established and perpetuated by the actions of the community, what 

Arendt terms the Web of human relation~hips.?"~' 

So far, fiom the perspective of questions about fieedom and sovereignty, such a 

description of politics is rather uncontrovenial. Notable more perhaps for the distinctive 

terminology Arendt employs. arguing that politics must take place as a group effort poses no 

necessary challenge to the doctrine of sovereignty as negative keedom. Theones that 

champion the sovereign actor. be it a state or an individual. recognize that politics is the 

product of these actors existing in a milieu composed of other (also sovereign) actors. 

Arendt's critique, however, stems fiom her belief that political action involves a rather 

different form of fieedom? sornething akin to positive fkedom-although she does not employ 

that terrn. 

Arendt's conception of fieedom is. however. a multi-faceted one, and she avoids 

succurnbing to a one-dimensional eitherlor choice behveen negative and positive fieedom. 

She recognizes the importance of the fieedorn to choose whether to engage in politics. She 

therefore sees the importance of negative liberty, which is required to make this choice 

fieely-just as there m u t  be a lack of constraints barring people from politics. one cannot be 

coerced into acting (of course. it is possible to speak of being forced to act due to, Say, a 

feeling of outrage brought on by some event, but this is a different matter). However, she aiso 

considers fieedom to be associated with politics on another level. Negative fieedom can be 

fairly accurately described as  a possession, something one aiternately possesses or lacks. 

Such a description is reflected in Ianguage: one either has or does not have the fieedom to 

18 1. The Humun Condition, pp. 1 8 1 - 1 88. 
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choose (how) to act. Arendt's alternate conception of fkeedom cannot be so described. It is 

not something that is possessed as a precondition of action. but emerges out of action in 

concert with others. It is experienced rather than owned. This freedom exists only when 

people come together to deliberate upon and pursue a course of action-that is, when people 

come together to take part in politics. 

The incompatibility behveen freedom and sovereignty that Arendt describes now 

becomes clear. The doctrine of sovereignty portrays political actors as possessing a 

fundamentdly negative Eeedorn. Their political actions and choices are the resdt of their 

own process of independent deliberation and decision-making. Under Arendt's conception 

of politics. however, to limit fieedom to this negative connotation is to prevent a more robust 

type of freedom fiom being reaiized. This fieedom does not predate one's entrance to the 

politicai realm, but makes its appearance only as a resdt of joint action with others. For 

politics as Arendt understands it to materialize, actors must relinquish their claims to 

sovereign status and recognize that politics is possible when and only when such claims are 

abdicated. 

Such a critique of sovereignty, however, remains at the level of the individuai. The 

link back to state sovereignty is made through the further clairn that Arendt's conception of 

politics cannot be realized within modem, sovereign states. These states-or at least, the 

specific states that concern Arendt-are al1 representative democracies. They institute a 

conception of politics in which the primary legitirnate object of political effort is state 

(governmental) power, and have accepted very specific prachces to accommodate the tramfer 

of this power. 
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While it is possible for Arendtian action to occur within this context. the nature of 

representative democracy is such that these insrances are both rare and fleeting. Democratic 

theory as it is currently practiced provides oppominities for participation. but these 

oppominities are far too limited in number and in scope. The possibilities for action in 

modem democracies are. for Arendt, very shallow and unsubstantive. Voting eveiy few years 

or playing a minor role in the electorai process leaves the participant not with the feeling of 

taking part in a process of open deliberation and action. but rather of being a small cog in a 

large and impersonal electoral machine.'" Arendt argues that representative democracy. 

rather than opening a space for the exercise of political power, actually relies on a surrender 

of that power. Arendt's conception of power is similar to her understanding of freedom in 

that it is not a 'rhing" that exists independently of political action. but is instead created and 

sustained by such action. Representative democracies. however. function based on citizens' 

relinquishing their ability to participate, delegating that authority ont0 a select few. Readings 

of representation revolve around two poles. in the first. the representative is put in place to 

simply carry out the will of the people; in the second, the representative is able exercise some 

level of discretion-he/she is not simply a conduit for the people's will. The fust option is 

problematic because it reduces politics to administration: *gpoliticai matters are those that are 

dictated by necessity to be decided by experts; hence there is no need for Madison's 'medium 

of a chosen body of citizens' through which opinions m u t  pass and be purified into public 

182. He says fiom personai expenence and with only the slightest hint of bittemess. 
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~ i e w s . " ' ~  ï h e  second form of representation actuaily closes off entry into the public redm 

and thus "the people are not admitted to the public realm, once more the business of 

govemment has become the privilege of the few ..."'" 

As mentioned previously, there have been moments in history that Arendt points to 

as shining examples of qualitative political action. Most typically. these have been times of 

revolution, and Arendt remarks that they al1 share one thing in common. the council systern. 

AU revolutions have initially demonstrated the presence of what Arendt refers to as .'public 

happiness," the widespread experience of participation in public affairs. This took place 

through town halls or workers' councils, and their revolutionary recurrence in the context of 

such dissimilarity of history and geography makes them worthy of analysis: "It is precisely 

the absence of continuity. tradition and organized intluence that makes the sameness of the 

phenornenon so very  trik king.'^'^^ Arendt larnents the fact that although these councils seem 

to appear wherever revolutions occur, they have always been fleeting endeavours. Either they 

inevitably succumb to a post-revolutionary centralization and consolidation of power (as in 

the case of the French or Russian Revolutions), or else no accommodation is made for their 

participation in the constitution of the new state (as in the Amencan Revolution). These 

organs possessed the characteristics necessary for widespread participation. Primary among 

-- 

183. On Revulution, p. 237 

184. On Revohtion, p. 237. 

185. On Revohtion, p. 262. 
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these was that they reflected '-the elementary coincidence of fixedom and a Limited ~pace.'''~~ 

Their intimacy enabled a true "space of appearances" to be opened up. one in which groups 

of individuals could actively and substantively take part in the public realm. Federal 

principles, Furthermore-the most lasting and important legacy of the American Revolution. 

according to Arendt-united the various councils together. The result is therefore a 

multiplicity of public spaces to which individuals have access. 

A cornmon criticism of such participatory democracy schemes is that they could not 

accommodate a large number of participants. In effect. representative dernocracies function 

because the political process serves to filter and condense numerous voices and constrain 

"who speaks." Participation on a large scale would open the floodgates. thereby paralyzing 

the system and grinding the machinery of govemment to a halt What such a claim overlooks. 

however, is that while a multiplicity of spaces opens politics up to everybody. this does not 

mean that everybody will participate. Arendt's arguments in this regard have led to charges 

of elitism. She points out that under situations where the political redm is open to dl. only 

an "elite" will participate. Arendt's elitism however, is not the sort of '-top-dom" oligarchie 

elitism that wodd be deserving of critique. It is instead an elitism that emerges out of 

individual decisions about whether to participate. The exclusion that would result therefore, 

'would not depend upon an outside body; if those who belong are self-chosen. those who do 

not belong are self-excl~ded.'"~' The crucial task is to institute a process whereby ail have 

the option to participate in politics if they so wish. 

186. On Revolution, p. 275. 

187. On Revolution, p. 280. 
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It is necessary to dispel a popular conception of Arendt as a Greek revivalist. a 

reading that sees Arendt's normative project as an attempt to create these public spaces in 

the image of the Greek polis. This reading is largely inspired by Arendt's exploration of 

action contained in The Hzman Condition. Arendt identifies action as  one component of the 

vira activa, dong with labour, which satisfles the biological needs of human life, and work. 

which creates the built environment that we inhabit. These three aspects of the active life of 

human beings form a hierarchy, one that is constantly shifting across space and t h e .  

DBerent cultures at different moments in their history will regard one part of the vita activa 

more highly than the others. Some may consider action to be highest in the hierarchy, such 

as in Ancient Greece, while others may favour labour or work. Arendt's own normative 

position is clear: for her, action is the epitome of human activity. as it is ody through 

political participation that one's own unique humanity can be revealed to the ~ o r l d . ' ~ ~  

At the same time as Arendt put fonvard her own normative project-tryhg to reclaim 

the suprernacy of political action-her historical project was. in part to chart the manner in 

which the hierarchy of the vita activa has changed throughout the modem age. We need not 

retrace the entirety of her argument in this regard,IS9 but can step in at the present day. The 

20th century, she argues. has been characterized by the dominance of labour over the other 

188. This vaiuation of action does not, however, entai1 a subsequent devaiuation of labour 
or work-Arendt, in focussing on the reinvigoration of political action in the 20th centwy, 
was not in any way "anti-labour" or "anti-work." Ml three facets of the active life on hurnan 
beings are significant; labour and work are not only necessary as pre-conditions for the 
possibility of action, but also for the very existence of the species. 

189. See "The Vira Activa and the Modem Age," her brilliant final chapter of The Human 
Condirion. 
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parts of the vita activa. The Western world has become a society in which labour has been 

glorined in both theoreticai and practical ternis. This glorification is reflected in the current 

status of political institutions, which have become focussed predorninantly on questions that 

were at one time purely withui the purview of the private realm. The modem state has 

become a system of -'housekeeping on a national scale." where the notion of housekeeping 

reflects the fact that in Ancient Greece economic matters were dealt with in the pnvacy of 

the household. 

Because her normative goal was to recapture the supremacy of action. and her 

analysis was couched in a reading of the Greek experience. the conclusion has been reached 

that Arendt wanted to reinstate the Greek mode1 of action. Arendt charnpioned the 

'-philosophical adoption. the precise resuscitation of the Greek-or, more exactly, the 

Aristotelian-concepts ofpolis, politics, and citizenry."'" By extension. the lirnit of Arendt's 

hope for the nation-state was that it begin to mode1 itself more or Iess closely after the polis 

of old. She was thus a vociferously anti-modem thinker. seeing nothing redeeming in modern 

politics. Driven by her rewlsion over the horrors of totalitarianism and the general vapidity 

of 20th century representative dernocratic politics. she fled back to a historicd era 

characterized by the political primacy of the contest of words and deeds conducted in the 

light of the public stage. 

This reading is mistaken 1 think. because it mistakes an aspect of Arendt's 

methodology for a set of normative claims. While it is tme that Arendt devoted a great deal 

190. Dolf Stemberger, "The Sunken City: Hannah Arendt's Idea of Politics," Social 
Research 44, 1997, p. 132. 
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of time to a dissection of ancient Greek political life, she did not do this to promote it as a 

complete remedy for the malaise she perceived in modem politics. Arendt recognized that 

this malaise is a distinctly 20th century dilemma and as such required an equaily distinct 

solutiowwhat worked in the past under a set of entirely different conditions would not work 

in the present. However, this uniqueness did not mean that some radical break with the past 

had occurred; modem politics is both different from and a part of the political tradition it 

inherited. in seeking a way to recapture some of the value and joy that was once an indelible 

part of political action, Arendt turned to this tradition, to see how past cultures responded to 

the sorts of problems and conditions presently facing the (Western) world. She therefore 

turned to the Greeks because she perceived their society to be one in which political action 

was supreme. Likewise. she considered the Roman Empire in terrns of how they dealt with 

questions of authority and tradition: this does not mean that she advocated a r e m  to the 

Roman political system. 

However, the sort of speechifjmg that dominated the ancient polis is usually (and 

nghtly) found to be lacking substance when judged from the perspective of contemporary 

political ambitions and goals. From the perspective of the political categories of ancient 

Greece. modem politics has been overrun by the interests of the private realm of the 

household, issues that are therefore not supposed to be the sniff of political discourse and 

action. Because this interpretation of Arendt locates her squarely in the Greek camp, it is 

argued that by extension she too is hostile to social interests. to questions of social and 

economic justice-a claim that is made of Arendt by a variety of commentators, not just those 

who locate her in the Greek tradition. The result is therefore a politics emptied of most 



substantive concems. reduced to acts of war, revolution or the founding of new states, or 

oratones about the sa~ne.'~' Hannah Arendt becomes a thinker who elucidated central aspects 

of the history of political thoughl but also one who ultimately had little-if anything-to offer 

those who look to her work with the hope of enlightenment about conternporary political 

problems and strategies. 

Such a charge, 1 th& ignores another aspect of her approach closely related to her 

appreciation for the depth of the Western political tradition. At the sarne tirne as she sought 

to learn as much as she codd from the pas& Arendt possessed a tïreless determination to 

dways be a "situated" political thinker. She believed in the need to avoid abstract 

philosophizing when approaching important political questions. a belief reflected in her 

many essays on the centrai controversies of her tirne. such as the student movement of the 

late 1960's. the Vietnam War, or the space race.'= to name but a few. Her own methodology 

19 1. As Mary McCarthy once expressed the dilemma "if al1 questions of economics, 
human welfare, busing, anything that touches the social sphere, are to be excluded from the 
political scene. then ... 1 am lefi with war and speeches. But the speeches can't be just 
speeches. They have to be about something." (In Hannah Arendt, "On Hannah Arendt,?' p. 
3 16) It m u t  be noted that there are a range of opinions about Arendt's stance in this matter. 
For some, she is actively and purposehilly seeking to exclude these concems fkom the 
political realrn (see, for example, Joseph M. Schwartz, "Arendt's Politics: The Elusive 
Search for Substance," Praxis International 9(1-2), 1989,2547); for othen, this exclusion 
highlights an accidental shortcoming of Arendt's theoretical framework, as opposed to a 
purposeful act of exclusion. interestingly. Arendt herself admits that the social and the 
political may not have been watertight categories for the Ancient Greeks, either, as in 
comments such as, "[flreedom itself needed therefore a place where people could corne 
together-the agora, the market-place, or the polis, the political space proper." (On 
Revolution, p. 3 1 ). 

192. This final example was Arendt's topic in "The Conquest of Space and the Stature of 
Man," in Befween Past and  Future, pp. 265-280 The same theme also opens The Human 
Condition. 



therefore revealed a recognition that any adequate conception of politics must allow for room 

beyond the relatively narrow concerns of war and revolution. However, the notion that she 

must drafi a list of topics that should properly be labelled "political" surely would have 

seemed absurd to her. since, as she henelf pointed out, "at al1 times people living together 

will have flairs that belong in the realm of the public-'are worthy to be talked about in 

public.' What these matters are at any histoncal rnornenr is probably utreriy differe~~t." '~~ 

This redization is reflected in her own thought as well. Although she steadfastly rnaintained 

in her theory a rigid distinction between the sociaVeconomic and the political realrns. so that 

much of what we would consider a vital matter for politics to address would be excluded. in 

actual practice this distinction was much less uncompromising. As Jefiey C. Isaac puts it, 

"one could argue that in her more concrete discussions she does not allow her considered 

judgements to be constrained by unwieldy de~isions."'~~ This opens up the entire range of 

traditionally political questions for debate within Arendt's non-sovereign political spaces. 

Ultimateiy, therefore, what is of lasting relevance is not Arendt's formulations about what 

should be discussed in poiitics, but rather her focus on how the politicai realm should be 

constnicted to open up that discussion (of whatever) to as many people as wish to 

participate. 

193. Hannah Arendt, "On Hannah Arendt," p. 3 16, emphasis in original. 

1 94. JeBey C . Isaac, Arendt, Camus, and Modern Re bellion. p. 1 63. 

195. An interesting perspective on this matter of the content of politics results fiom a 
consideration of the great technological progress Arendt was witness to, as evidenced by the 
opening of The Human Condirion, which discusses the first artificiai satellite to orbit the 
earth. Arendt noted the '?mcomfortable rnilitary and political circurnstances" attending the 

(continued ...) 



Conciusion 

The modem state. as typified by the Hobbesian account, arose in response to the 

danger of temporal accelerations and dislocations epitomized by the state of nature. The 

nature of this response was brilliant in its simplicity: the disciplining of tirne through space. 

the sovereign space of the state. Hobbes's brilliance is apparent in the depee to which his 

theory of the state remains a focal point for contemporary political theonsts of the state. 

Hannah Arendt is not typically considered one of these. This thesis has demonstrated the 

problems associated with such a reading of her position. Prirnary arnong these is the danger 

of seeing Arendt as  a thinker out of touch with the global political environment in which she 

was caught up. Arendt accepted the Hobbesian pnnciple of the state as an instrument of 

stability in the face of temporal flux, or as she expressed it. '-the ever-changing movements 

of men.'' However, her critique reveals the state as a spatial body designed to contain and 

discipline tirne. but. ironically, also one outpaced by a range of temporal flows. Ultimately, 

these flows accelerated beyond the capacity of the sovereign state to deal with them. 

(.. .continued) 
launch. Nevertheless, the positive side of technological development was compelling and 
Arendt foresaw a time when technoiogy would release human beings from the fetters of 
necessity. The satisfaction of the species needs of humanity would one day be 
technologicaily possible, thereby reducing many contemporary political questions to a simple 
administrative matter. While one might Say that Arendt was being slightly naive in making 
such a prediction. current discourses on technological change suggest that this theme has a 
powemil hold over a large segment of the population, and Arendt's oniy error was the time 
line she posited. Arendt stated that automation could achieve this liberation within a "few 
decades" as she expected (The Human Condition, p. 4). Many contemporary pundits on 
technological change would probably take issue not with Arendt's prediction, but with her 
ambivalence towards such a development. Indeed, open practically any issue of Wired 
magazine and herald the coming techno-utopia prophesied by futunsts preaching at the alter 
of fiee enterprise and global information flows. 
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The problems faced by the state that revealed this contradiction were apparent fiom 

the very start. The nation-state, as we have seen, originated in response to the growth of the 

concept of equality. This equality was possible because of the national homogeneity of the 

population. Equality was considered to be possible only where this basic level of sameness 

was present. However, the nation-state required a non-national international element, the 

Jewish people. to provide the financiai support it required to survive and fünction effectively. 

The principle of equality underlying the nation-state. while laudable in theory, proved 

inoperable in practice. 

The homogeneity of the populations of nation-states is closely linked with the 

doctrine of sovereignty. This doctrine proclaimed the indienable right of a nation to 

determine its own &ain as it saw fit. However, the sovereign status of the nation-state 

inevitably created a number of problems for the state. The Declaration of the Rights of Man 

proclaimed that al1 people possessed a number of indienable rights, rights they possessed by 

virtue of their simple humanity. But once again, theory and practice diverged. The nation- 

state was charged with the responsibility of enforcing these rights, and the situation arose in 

which human rights were only enjoyed by citizens of some nation-state. Those people who 

could not daim citizenship were effectively denied their "human" rights. This meant 

exclusion from a public realm in which they could exercise their political capacities. But 

more importantly, the stateless were denied the most basic level of physical safety and 

security of being. 

While borden exist between states as an expression of their sovereignty, there are 

also bordes within states, separating the various spheres of activity within states. These 
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borden are as inherent a part of the nation-state as the borden between States. Both types. 

Arendt argues, broke down in the face of imperialist movements. Overseas imperialism, 

driven by the "political emancipation of the bourgeoisie." introduced the economic principles 

of expansion and unlimited growth into the political realm. These perverted the conception 

of politics at the hem of the nation-state as political power became disconnected fkom 

national conceptions of the political good. Continental imperialism meanwhile. rnobilized 

large nurnbers of people into politicai movements that existed entirely outside of the party 

system and other institutions of the nation-state. While it was manifestly unsuccessfil in 

terms of the accumulation of land and wealth, continental impenalism was very effective at 

undennining these institutions. 

Finally. this thesis has shown how Arendt continued her critique of the state in the 

texts she wrote after The Origins of TotaIitarianism. Her primary focus remained the 

problerns inherent in the concept of sovereignty. While sovereignty is typically taken to be 

synonymous with fieedom-specifically, a negative conception of freedom-Arendt in fact 

argues that sovereignty and freedom are incompatible ideas. Arendtian fieedorn is not 

something to be possessed. but emerges out of political action undertaken in concert with 

othea. It is necessary, for this action to occur, that the actor relinquish the claim to an 

unchecked capacity of selfdetemination. Putting aside clairns to sovereignty decentres the 

realm of representative democratic politics dominant in the nation-state, and opens up the 

possibility for the creation of multiple spaces for individuais to exercise their political 

capacities in concert with one another. 
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This thesis has demonstrated that for Arendt the notion of a sovereign state created 

a number of politicai problems that prevented it fiom fiilfilhg its primary gods, the 

maintenance of physical safety and the creation of a stable public realm. It has aiso argued 

forcefùlly on behalf of the continued relevance of Arendt's tem. not only for abstract 

debates in the history of political thought, but for the very red giobal political problems and 

conditions facing the world today. That this has been only a tentative kst step. with many 

more avenues of inquiry available, speaks to the depth and originality of Hannah Arendt's 

political theory. 
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