
James Thomas Snyder | There is special 
tragedy in Hannah Arendt’s death, at 
age 69, in 1975. Had she lived just five 
more years she would have seen the 
first cracks split the façade of the to-
talitarian bloc that held dominion over 
most of Europe and Asia her entire 
adult life. She spent much of her ca-
reer trying to understand that domi-
nation, and in so doing laid bare the 
means of its ultimate destruction.

In 1980 Polish state authorities 
recognized the Solidarity trade union, 
which then became the only indepen-
dent organization in the Communist 
bloc. In that instant Arendt would 
have understood that Communism 
was a dead letter. As she wrote in her 
collections of essays, the intellectual 
bulwark of Communism was a funda-
mental denial of politics. Totalitarian 
regimes by definition divorce their 
societies from political freedom in any 
sense that we understand. Once the 
Polish authorities recognized an orga-
nization separate from the party, they 
created a space in which Poles could 
challenge the regime’s entire legitima-

cy. Questioning the state that assumed 
ultimate authority was equivalent to 
destroying it. It took time, but ten 
years later Central Europe was again 
free.

The open space making that criti-
cal challenge possible, Arendt writes, 
is politics—and freedom. Politics as 
freedom may be an alien notion to a 
Western public grown worn and cyni-
cal about public life and their elected 
leaders. That is why the most pene-
trating and passionate writers on 
democratic values tend to be Central 
Europeans like Arendt who survived 
the brutalities of totalitarian rule in 
the 20th century. As an intellectual 
she had a surfeit of experience in the 
modern world.

Arendt grew up in a Jewish family 
in what is now Russian Kaliningrad, 
old Königsberg, the home of Immanu-
el Kant. She studied philosophy under 
Karl Jaspers and Martin Heidegger 
and wrote her dissertation on St. Au-
gustine. Her awakening to Germany’s 
precarious position came early. In 
1933 she escaped arrest by the Gesta-
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po for her work researching anti-
Semitism and fled to Paris where she 
worked as a stateless refugee for a Zi-
onist organization that settled Jewish 
children in Palestine. During the Ger-
man occupation she was interned but 
escaped again and left France in 1940 
to settle in the United States. Seven 
years later she became an American 
citizen. In her fiercely engaged life, 
she experienced Nazi persecution, 
the Cold War, the civil rights move-
ment, the Eichmann trial in Jerusa-
lem, and the social aftershocks of 
1968, contributing her unquenchable 
intellect to our understanding of it all 
in a prolific career of writing and 
teaching spanning nearly fifty years.

These books, two of three in a pro-
jected series, bring together previously 
uncollected lectures, unpublished es-
says or untranslated works by Arendt 
in order to round out the thinking of 
her better-known work. Responsibility 
and Judgment attempts to fill in the 
unfinished third part of her master-
piece, The Life of the Mind, following 
her examination of “Thinking” and 
“Willing.” (All that remains for her 
last section on “Judging” are these es-
says, a previously published lecture on 
Kant’s political philosophy, and two 
prefatory epigraphs to The Life of the 
Mind that she wrote just before she 
died.) The Promise of Politics collects a 
once unmanageable body of work that 
followed The Origins of Totalitarian-
ism, examining the legacy of Karl 
Marx, whom she eventually dismissed 
in a letter to her mentor, Jaspers. “The 
more I read Marx, the more I see that 
you were right,” she wrote. “He’s not 
interested in freedom or in justice.” 
But it was her examination of Marxist 
totalitarianism’s moral disseverance 

from all prior political understanding, 
notes editor Jerome Kohn, that pro-
voked an entirely fresh look at politics 
itself.

Responsibility and Judgment col-
lects much of Arendt’s work written 
after Eichmann in Jerusalem, her re-
port on the banality of evil. The book 
produced vicious controversy that en-
dures today, as she revealed Adolf 
Eichmann, the Nazi desk murderer 
par excellence, as an ignorant buffoon 
who carried out extraordinary evil at 
a distance, she argued, because he was 
fundamentally incapable of thought. 
She ultimately judged him responsible 
for funneling millions of Jews to death 
camps—based on his self-avowed Kan-
tian duty to the Führer, no less—but 
was profoundly disturbed by his in-
ability to reflect on the consequences 
of his actions.

Eichmann represented a break with 
the previous inquiry into “radical 
evil,” as she called it, of The Origins of 
Totalitarianism. Eichmann posed the 
question of whether evil could be com-
mitted due to pure thoughtlessness 
rather than malice as historically un-
derstood in moral philosophy and legal 
theory. Her essays here expand on this 
discussion of the nature of judgment, 
guilt, and responsibility in totalitarian 
societies, deeply rooted in her experi-
ence of Nazi Germany. Her conclu-
sions can be unsettling, if only for re-
minding us how repressive regimes 
circumscribe moral human action. She 
acknowledges the need to judge and 
assign responsibility for mass crimes 
but also recognizes the difficulty of 
doing so in a totalitarian state that 
makes such offenses possible.

In a previous work, Arendt admir-
ingly cites Patrick Henry’s exhorta-
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tion, “Give me liberty or give me 
death,” but notes we cannot possibly 
demand that of other people. Individ-
uals reasonably choose life over lib-
erty when faced with the gun. For the 
minions of totalitarian regimes, it was 
their death or imprisonment over that 
of their victims, an impossible choice 
to make. Far from the clichés of “fol-
lowing orders” or “cogs in the ma-
chine” the low-level functionaries 
who carried out mass exterminations 
in Nazi Germany or Soviet Russia, 
Arendt argues, were simply replace-
able in a totalitarian state that served 
the leader’s will.

Arendt writes that the only possi-
ble moral action in such a state is dis-
engagement: not to participate, not to 
endorse the regime. Certainly this is 
difficult enough in a totalitarian envi-
ronment, where action, expression, 
and even thought are regulated. The 
only way to judge true criminal be-
havior in such a state, she argues, is to 
seek out and punish those who ac-
tively endorsed and supported the 
policies and the regime. But even 
under these circumstances, our judg-
ment is clouded. 

Examining a postwar proceeding 
against low-level workers at Aus-
chwitz, Arendt worries about the out-
come: the admittedly loathsome men 
are convicted both for individual 
crimes and the industrial-scale murder 
that the camp was designed to perpet-
uate. She notes that the individual 
crimes were banned under the prewar 
Weimar criminal code that the Nazis 
had not bothered to rewrite. But the 
code had nothing to say about a state 
policy of extermination that removed 
those who set the mass murder ma-
chinery into motion from the actual 

killing, which was left to others under 
threat of coercion. In short, she writes, 
“what the old penal code had utterly 
failed to take into account was the re-
ality of Nazi Germany in general and 
Auschwitz in particular.” 

This is an unnerving argument 
because our moral sense demands re-
sponsibility, judgment, and punish-
ment for high heinous crimes, even 
under repressive regimes. That was 
clearly the rationale for the trial of 
those crude defendants of Auschwitz, 
singled out as “intolerable cases” by 
the postwar government. War crimes 
tribunals for Iraq, Rwanda, and Yugo-
slavia also stand for that principle. But 
this can have unintended effects for 
justice and teaches us much about the 
limits of moral action and responsibil-
ity under repressive regimes. In the 
case of Drazen Erdemovic, for exam-
ple, the Yugoslav tribunal sentenced a 
remorseful soldier who was forced to 
slaughter civilians under penalty of 
summary execution. He ultimately re-
sisted, a courageous fact that had no 
practicable outcome as other soldiers 
stepped forward to machine-gun and 
grenade 500 helpless Muslim victims 
at Srebrenica.

To that end, Arendt’s essays here 
demonstrate the pervasive extent of 
moral corruption in repressive re-
gimes, undermining the common as-
sumptions about guilt and responsi-
bility that we hold in free societies.  
Václav Havel wrote about how totali-
tarianism in practice destroyed the 
morality of the individual, and ex-
amples like these in fact reinforce 
Arendt’s original thesis of “radical 
evil”: unfree societies obliterate 
human conscience. The individual 
cannot object to, oppose, or obstruct 
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evil. He cannot be held responsible, 
but in the end even if he has his life, 
his “guiltlessness” matters none at 
all. The machinery of repression and 
death rolls on.

If moral choice requires freedom, 
in Kant’s words, then human moral 
action depends entirely on politics. 
Since we all know that the political 
realm is a den of iniquity and corrup-
tion, this is an uncommon and ironic 
assertion to make. That may be be-
cause we have not looked closely 
enough. Arendt in fact argues that 
politics, as separate from rule, or law, 
or policy, is an idea that has been 
long neglected by our tradition of 
political philosophy. In The Promise 
of Politics, she examines the root of 
that neglect and makes a heroic at-
tempt to force politics back to the 
core of the canon. The great Greek 
political philosophers, she notes, 
placed philosophy above politics, 
never entered the arena, and held the 
whole messy business in contempt. 
(Socrates compares the guardian of 
his ideal republic to a “well-bred 
watch dog.”) In fact, there is no an-
cient tradition examining what poli-
tics really is. Roman political tradi-
tion in turn lionized Greek philoso-
phy by reifying the notion of “foun-
dation” upon which the Roman 
establishment myth is based and from 
which our own founders derived 
much of their inspiration for the es-
tablishment of the American Repub-
lic (both echo Aristotle’s assertion 
that political communities are “estab-
lished” for the “highest good”). For-
tunately, unlike their Roman pro-
genitors, the rights Americans guar-
anteed enshrined politics—not rule—
as the foundation of the state.

Arendt helps correct this historical 
oversight in one essay, “Introduction 
into Politics,” her attempt to define 
politics itself (the original collection 
of lecture notes in German was origi-
nally published as “Was ist Politik?”) 
and to rally her students to an en-
gaged civic life. Describing politics 
may seem peculiarly solipsistic, like 
describing air or water.  But the num-
ber of works describing politics (rath-
er than prescribing it) can be counted 
on a hand or two.  Few outside of fic-
tion have attempted to examine it 
subjectively. Political practitioners 
have been loath or utterly unequipped 
to write about their tradecraft.  Politi-
cal scientists are more concerned with 
quantitative methods and dispense 
with philosophic means.  Only politi-
cal theorists spend any time on the 
first questions of politics but they re-
main, for lack of a better term, too 
theoretical.  Few look at politics from 
the inside out. Bringing her experi-
ence in political advocacy, Arendt 
alone attempts the leap.

The initial failure to examine poli-
tics, the later focus on foundation, and 
the ultimate emphasis of political ends 
over its means combined, Arendt 
writes, were perverted by Karl Marx in 
the 19th century and then brutally en-
acted in the 20th century.  Marx be-
lieved philosophy was for changing the 
world rather than thinking, she notes, 
and, linked with the millennia-old con-
tempt for politics, his revolution envis-
aged a pure “administration of things”: 
an unaccountable bureaucracy that, 
combined with the apparatus of terror 
and ideology, became totalitarianism as 
we knew it.  The Western tradition’s 
original failure to examine the gift of 
politics led us to the Gulag.
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Moreover, it was in the French 
revolutionary tradition’s all-out at-
tempt to achieve freedom—from po-
litical enemies, class enemies, race 
enemies, religious enemies—that free-
dom was lost. That has been the 
bloody, tragic legacy of the last centu-
ry.  “The meaning of politics is free-
dom,” Arendt writes, and we have 
learned from terribly bitter experience 
that any attempt to achieve freedom 
through the elimination of politics 
leads to tyranny and murder on a 
huge scale.  And it is often the smart-
est among us—Plato’s progeny—who 
have the least respect for politics in 
the first place.

Despite the age of these articles, 
they still have relevance to us today.  
Arendt’s aggressive examination of 
the Western canon is now being mir-
rored in the Muslim world, as intel-
lectuals begin to probe the rigid hier-
archy of Islamic thought and law 
codified and handed down unexam-
ined over centuries.  And her insights 
into politics give lie to the justifica-
tion of the London bombers, who 
targeted civilians because their demo-
cratically elected government sup-
ported war in Iraq.  This is a too-
simple yet too-clever argument—echo-
ing Sartre and countered by Camus a 
generation ago—whose contempt for 
democracy places Islamist extremism 
in the same camp as communism and 
fascism.  More profoundly but less 
obvious to us, the moral foundation 
for the illegitimacy of terrorism is 

that violence in democracies can 
never be justified because their liber-
ties guarantee politics: the open space 
to debate and change public actions.  
Violence to force “political” ends re-
turns us to that dark historical aber-
ration we escaped from less than a 
generation ago.

As the debate continues  about the 
roots of terrorism, autocracy, and in-
tolerance, it is a useful reminder that 
just fifty years ago our antidotal West-
ern liberal democracy was no sure 
thing.  In 1956, the West had just 
begun to recover from the most de-
structive war in its history, and yet it 
appeared on the brink of a yet-more 
cataclysmic conflict.  The weakened, 
demoralized European democracies 
had just joined the United States to 
face down totalitarianism, but only a 
year later could do nothing as Soviet 
armor crushed the Hungarian Spring.  
The great aberration of liberal demo-
cratic development stagnated for an-
other 45 years in Eastern Europe but 
ended as its citizens reasserted their 
political will.  We may still expect a 
new spring from Africa to western 
and central Asia.  Politics will see it 
through.
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