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Introduction


I am a sort of phenomenologist, but, ach, not in Hegel’s way—or Husserl’s.

Hannah Arendt



Hannah Arendt is well known for refusing membership in any club whatsoever. This includes not just the illustrious club of phenomenologists but also that of philosophers in general. In a German television interview from 1964, she famously replies to Günter Gaus, who addresses her as a “philosopher”:



I am afraid I have to protest. I do not belong to the circle of philosophers. My profession, if one can even speak of it at all, is political theory. I neither feel like a philosopher, nor do I believe that I have been accepted in the circle of philosophers, as you so kindly suppose.

(Arendt 1994a: 1)





This statement reveals another truth about Hannah Arendt: She does not fit in. There is no “master-discourse” Arendt belongs to, not even “political theory,” let alone (political) philosophy or phenomenology. And some of the exclusions were not always self-chosen, being a Jewish woman in Germany, being a woman in the academic world, being a politically unclassifiable writer between “left” and “right” in a time that asked for clear ideological affiliations. Arendt made it a strength of her analyses that her existential and theoretical answer to these exclusions was to take the position of the “pariah.” Still, in the reply to Gershom Sholem, who falsely assumes that she has emerged from the German Left, she writes: “If I can be said to ‘have come from anywhere,’ it is from the tradition of German philosophy” (Arendt, in Young-Bruehl 1982: 104). What is lurking behind this self-description if we combine it with the opening epigraph reported by Arendt’s biographer Elizabeth Young-Bruehl (1982: 405), where Arendt reluctantly confesses to being “a sort of phenomenologist”?

I believe that there is a lot behind this that is worth being discovered and further elaborated. With her key concept of plurality,1 Hannah Arendt has not only made an important contribution to political theory, but has in fact rethought the philosophical tradition she came from. Although Arendt never spelled this out systematically, plurality is a paradigm that introduces the political into philosophical and phenomenological thought—just as the paradigm of alterity has provoked an ethical turn in phenomenology epitomized by the work of Emmanuel Levinas. For Arendt, the consequences of this paradigm shift were so grave that she broke with the philosophical tradition (at least to a certain extent), since she did not believe that philosophy could adequately conceive of what existence in the plural amounts to. Arendt claims that the crisis of the political in the 20th century has historical roots in Western thinking’s inability to consider the notion of plurality as a basic philosophical concept. Instead of exploring the implications of human plurality, philosophy has limited itself to thinking the “essence of man” in the singular. This, in fact, is the philosophical reason2 why Arendt refuses to be counted among philosophers and promotes “the political” as the domain of plurality. Consequently, she defines her own enterprise of “political theory” precisely through the task of pondering “the fact that men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world” (HC 7).

Now, one could argue that this distinction forces artificial limits onto philosophy, while it would still be equally possible to imbue philosophical discourse with concern for plurality and elaborate this as a genuinely new and transformative approach. This is the path that I will take with this book. In doing so, I also intend to make up for the rather unfortunate consequences that Arendt’s separation between philosophy and political theory has yielded: Since she had declared herself an outsider anyway, scarcely anybody in the phenomenological tradition has felt obliged to thoroughly investigate the implications of human plurality. This is all the more surprising, since it is no secret that phenomenology has its deficits and desiderata when it comes to theorizing political intersubjectivity and interaction.3 With this book I therefore pursue a twofold aim: First, drawing out a phenomenology of plurality from Arendt’s work that systematically spells out the methodical consequences of this politicizing approach as well as the implications for the basic concepts of subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and a political form of the “we”; and, second, presenting a fresh view on Arendt’s connections to phenomenology that fruitfully embeds her within a broader spectrum of traditional and contemporary phenomenological discourse, without forcing her into any club.

My main line of argument will be that one can gain a full understanding of the nature and transformative force of plurality only if one conceives of it in a phenomenological context. Plurality is not something that simply is, but essentially something we have to take up and do.4 Therefore, it manifests itself only as an actualization of plurality in a space of appearances. I take this figure to be the “core phenomenon” that presents the key to Arendt’s related concepts of action, freedom, and the political, as well as to her new understanding of subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and a distinct form of the “we” in a political sense (Chapter 1). In a systematical analysis of this core phenomenon, I address the major phenomenological concepts that are involved in it and transformed by it: appearance, experience, intentionality, subjectivity, and world (Chapter 2). Furthermore, I elaborate on a hidden methodology that is at work in Arendt’s main philosophical work The Human Condition, more precisely in her analysis of the dynamic relations between basic conditions (i.e. life, worldliness, plurality), basic activities (i.e. labor, work, action), and the spaces of the public and the private (Chapter 3). All these issues relate to the actualization of plurality and, thus, the political. This will make it possible to map the terrain for a fundamental phenomenological theory of political subjectivity and intersubjectivity, one that takes its inspiration from Arendt’s initial concern for plurality and at the same time aims at basic phenomenological and ontological questions of the constitution of the self along with different forms of sociality (Chapters 4 and 5).

With a political take on these issues, I intend to fill a gap in the rich phenomenological research we already have on the self in empathic, emotional and ethical relationships with others, as well as on the “we” in basic intentional intertwinings. As far as I can see, much of this research is remarkably unpolitical,5 reinforcing a primacy of theoria by treating the issue of sociality, collective intentionality, and the self in interaction with others mostly from an “epistemological” or “ontological” perspective. Although I take these questions to be important, I will argue, along with Arendt, that there is a fundamental sense in which such a perspective misses out on the fact that the space of appearance where these social encounters and interactions occur is not neutral. Furthermore, if we want to take seriously the idea that there is a plurality of subjects at the heart of (social) ontology, we will also have to recognize the fundamentality of the political perspective on social ontological questions. I will therefore try to establish such a perspective by examining questions like these: What does it mean to be a person and a self together with others? How do self-expression and plural expression correlate? What roles do appearance and visibility (in public or in private) play alongside linguistic and narrative elements for being a self, for acting together, and for constituting a group? Why do I need others for my actions to be meaningful? What kind of we-formations do the activities of speaking, acting and judging yield? What kind of sharing comes to pass in the sharing of a common world and space of appearance?

Instead of the “limits of philosophy” (Disch 1994) that Arendt allegedly reinforced, I see strong philosophical potential in the treatment of plurality. As Cavarero (2005: 191) states: “Arendt’s plurality is, first of all… the incontrovertible fact of an elementary ontology, or, perhaps, a radical phenomenology.” In this book I want to spell out what such an “elementary ontology” and “radical phenomenology” amounts to by clarifying how “plurality is ontologically constitutive of the world” (Villa 1996: 84, cf. also Betz Hull 2002, Borren 2010). Certainly, such a systematical and methodological perspective on the self-proclaimed “thinker without bannisters” who moreover “felt that the less said about method the better” (Young-Bruehl 1982: 405) is—to say the least—unusual. I believe that it is necessary, in order to work out how Arendt uses phenomenological means to elaborate an alternative way of thinking. In doing so, I additionally hope to contribute to Arendt scholarship by bringing to light that there is a coherent, methodical, and conceptual framework behind Arendt’s statements on plurality, which is phenomenological in origin and is crucial for understanding her approach in its entirety.

To be sure, the literature on Arendt is vast and growing, which is why I consider it fruitful to discover new terrain with and beyond Arendt in the context of an autonomous “phenomenology of plurality,” instead of simply delivering another interpretation of her work. Having said that, it seems that focusing in on a specific phenomenological perspective on Arendt still is a desideratum in the literature. Although it is certainly not the only perspective that can be taken on Arendt’s work, maybe not even an obvious one, as matters now stand, it is a central viewpoint for understanding Arendt’s conceptual mindset. This philosophical aspect of Arendt’s work, which I want to reinforce, has been pushed into the background by a strong reception in explicitly political terms. In the last twenty-five years, Arendt was presented as a radical political thinker of modernity, anticipating some post-modern elements even, with a taste for revolutions, grassroots democracies and civil disobedience (cf. e.g. Ingram 1988, Canovan 1992, Isaac 1992, Benhabib 1995, Honig 1995, Bernstein 1996b, Villa 1996, Benhabib 2003). This is a picture that is certainly more appropriate than the polis-nostalgic Aristotelian Arendt was seen as being during her lifetime. The newly established focus on her political writings on totalitarianism, imperialism, human rights, and Jewish politics was utterly important for understanding her central political motives. Yet this approach has reached a point where we are running the risk of losing the philosophical dimension that lies in Arendt’s conception of “the political” in favor of discussing politics.

So, in contrast to the contemporary phenomenological investigations on the self and sociality, which are rather depoliticized, one important strand of the Arendt-reception has continuously moved toward a view that allows only for the political perspective, and even regards philosophical interpretations as somewhat illegitimate (these argumentations often invoke Arendt’s statements I quoted at the very beginning, but as I have made clear, I do not see why it could and should not also be a philosophical task to consider plurality). I therefore deliberately position my investigation of Arendt’s phenomenological roots in the field of the philosophical studies of her work, simply because this aspect has been significantly underexposed in the recent debate.6 This does not at all mean that I want to “depoliticize” Arendt. Rather, I want to counter certain interpretations that “de-philosophize” her (Disch 1994). I believe that both the distinctly political and the philosophical side of Arendt communicate with each other and are, in this sense, deeply interconnected. But since one side cannot be reduced to the other, I reject the claim that it is impossible to gain any philosophical insights from Arendt’s writings that are not directly apprehended through her theory of totalitarianism (Canovan 1992).

Furthermore, I want to reach beyond the rather unsatisfying philosophical level of accounts that content themselves with the thesis that Arendt’s “hidden philosophy” (Betz Hull 2002) is an eclectic bouquet of different ideas developed by an outstanding personality in “dark times.”7 Instead of portraying Arendt’s philosophical background as a mixture of idiosyncratically interpreted influences from Aristotle, Kant, Heidegger, Marx, or others, I therefore opt for a straightforward phenomenological interpretation. Apart from the fact that I pursue an independent project of a “phenomenology of plurality” with this strategy, such an interpretation can lean into the claim that Sarah and Lewis Hinchman (1994: 168) also defend, namely that “Arendt approaches politics and the life of the mind from a thoroughly modern phenomenological-existential perspective, despite her many selective borrowings from classical thought and practice.” This confirms that Arendt’s take on the classics had essentially been shaped by “the existentialist tradition in which its author had always been most at home” (Hinchman and Hinchman 1994: 179), as much as it had always been integrated into a phenomenological framework, as I would like to add—and as I will show in this book through the example of Arendt’s interpretation of Kant. This framework, to be sure, is hidden as a deep structure underlying her thought, but it is crucial for understanding her main theoretical moves.

More often than not, however, the role of phenomenology in Arendt’s work is either misapprehended or narrowed down to her relationship to Heidegger. This brings us to another central point in the reception that has obfuscated instead of clarifying things. When Arendt’s romantic relationship with Heidegger became public in the 1990s, publications of a most different quality emerged. As unfortunately seems to be typical, the revelation of a private love story had a much greater influence on how the female philosopher Arendt was perceived than it did on the perception of the male philosopher Heidegger: That the woman who had made judgment one of her central themes had apparently had a clouded sense of it in her private life became a subject that was directly reinterpreted into her work. Authors who had always deemed her existential-phenomenological roots politically suspicious were now establishing “guilt by association” (Villa 1996: 115), insinuating that Arendt had stayed trapped in the role of the submissive young Jewish lover of the National Socialist professor during her whole lifetime.8 That the so-called “magician from Messkirch” (Löwith 1995: 4), the rector of Freiburg University from 1933 and, as we know now, author of the infamous Black Notebooks, was her main teacher in phenomenology, made it clear: the existential-phenomenological influence in her work could only be ruinous.9

Two publications that stand out as works of exceptional quality and careful scholarship in this debate are Seyla Benhabib’s The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt (1996/2003) and Dana Richard Villa’s Arendt and Heidegger. The Fate of the Political (1996). Both of them in their way thoughtfully show how “Arendt did not merely appropriate Heideggerian categories … but transformed them” (Benhabib 2003: xv) through her crucial categories of action and plurality (cf. also Hinchman and Hinchman 2006). Still, both authors feel uncomfortable with Arendt’s phenomenological roots: While Villa pursues a postmodern interpretation of Arendt’s and Heidegger’s respective political philosophies that tends to avoid phenomenological links, Benhabib openly rejects what she calls Arendt’s “phenomenological essentialism” (Benhabib 2003: xliv, 123f.) as methodologically pernicious for her whole project.10

Even if recent studies have come to a more positive recognition of the phenomenological elements in Arendt’s thought (Betz Hull 2002, Parekh 2008, Egner 2011, Fielding 2011, Birmingham 2016, Hummel 2016), connections to phenomenological discourse remain either very selective or stay on the surface of phenomenological research—with very few exceptions (Taminiaux 1997, Dodd 2009, Vasterling 2011b, 2015, Borren 2010, Mensch 2007, 2009, 2017, Held 2012). The problem seems to be that scholars of Arendt often ignore the phenomenological tradition, aside from the Heideggerian influence, and, vice versa, phenomenologists tend to overlook or marginalize Arendt’s contribution to phenomenology. Although short chapters on Arendt can be found in prominent introductions to phenomenology (Burke 1997, Moran 2000, Hart 2002, Vasterling 2011a), Arendt has been given much less attention in phenomenological debates than other “sort-of phenomenologists” like Jacques Derrida or Jean-Luc Nancy, even when dealing with the largely underdeveloped notion of political intersubjectivity. Therefore, the picture of Arendt’s involvement with phenomenology remains rather blank. Veronica Vasterling, the author of the article on Arendt in The Routledge Companion to Phenomenology writes: “The influence of Heidegger on Arendt’s work is generally acknowledged. What is hardly acknowledged is that hermeneutics and phenomenology are a very important, arguably the most important, part of this legacy” (Vasterling 2011b: 571, cf. Vasterling 2015: 158).

Hence it is no surprise that the dominant manner of reception is still interpreting and judging Arendt through the lens of Critical Theory and Habermasian theorems,11 which Benhabib’s approach represents at its best, complemented by the (less dominant) counter-conception of a poststructuralist take on Arendt’s performative concept of the political (Villa 1996, Honig 1993, Heuer 1997). Although these views also cover philosophical questions—in contrast to exclusively political approaches—they leave some important philosophical potential in Arendt’s writings unexplored, and I believe that this is closely related to the ignorance of the key role that phenomenology plays in it. By elaborating this thesis, I hope to open up a third productive way of reading Arendt’s work and of getting more phenomenologists interested in working with her ideas.

To achieve this, it will also be necessary to present Arendt’s involvement with the phenomenological tradition from a much broader perspective than is usually done: My claim is that the phenomenological dimension of Arendt’s work has to be seen not just in terms of Heidegger, but along the lines of her own generation of “second-generation phenomenologists” like Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, Levinas, Fink, or Patočka. All of these thinkers developed their own approaches by critically working through the “first-generation phenomenologists” Husserl and Heidegger. Some of them also included other influences, like Marxism in the case of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, or the Jewish religious tradition in the case of Levinas, in order to confront ethical and political questions. What is decisive is that these proponents, in one way or the other, revolutionized phenomenology in the name of phenomena and of concerns that were not sufficiently addressed or even addressable by the approaches of the “first generation.”12 Arendt fits perfectly well into this scheme, and therefore belongs, as I want to demonstrate, to those thinkers who have taken phenomenology to a different stage by testing and questioning its limits—in her case, through the paradigm and core phenomenon of plurality. This needs to be spelled out as an explicit phenomenology of plurality, which I will do systematically in the following chapters. What adds to this promising constellation of thought is how Arendt wanted strictly to extract political principles only from political phenomena and experiences themselves, and in this sense represents a much purer phenomenological approach to the political than approaches guided by Marxist influences.

Thus, instead of portraying her only as a—more or less rebellious—offspring of Heidegger, I want to see Arendt as part of larger movement of phenomenological approaches to intersubjectivity and the political. This entails that I will examine her (critical) relations to the “first generation,” including, alongside Heidegger, also Jaspers and Husserl, and that I will frequently draw lines of comparison to the projects of other “second generation phenomenologists.” This shall also serve systematic ends that are important for locating a phenomenology of plurality within the phenomenological debate: What is the phenomenological ancestry of concepts like intersubjectivity and Being-with(-another) for a political and action-orientated conception of plurality? How does this relate to the concept of alterity? What role do the more general phenomenological notions of appearance, experience, and enactment (Vollzug) play within the development of a theory of plurality? How influential are the methods of drawing one’s concepts only from experience, of examining essential structures of givenness, and of capturing human life through the idea of existentialia instead of categories of objectivity? Finally, how are all of these classical concepts and methods subverted by a pluralistic and political take on them?

In Arendt’s critique of Heidegger, Jaspers, and Husserl, which I will address in the very first chapter of this study, we can clearly see how plurality emerges as a concern within the phenomenological tradition. In the systematic work that I connect to this historical emergence in the following Chapters 2–6, the transformative power of this concern shall be made explicit: To take one’s point of departure from the insight that being human cannot be constructed in terms of essence in the singular but has to be conceived as existence in the plural not only poses pressing ethical and political questions, but revolutionizes traditional philosophical key terms like reality, meaning, self, and truth, as the continuing and enduring “intersubjective transformation” (Apel 1976) of philosophy since the last century makes known. As has been argued by Dan Zahavi (2001b), phenomenology has played a central part in this development from the very beginning, namely with Husserl’s conception of transcendental intersubjectivity. We shall see why this transcendental approach does not satisfy Arendt and why she has always kept a critical distance from Husserl.13 On the other hand, I will argue that there are ideas in Arendt’s conception of plurality that are nevertheless very close to Husserl’s theory of transcendental intersubjectivity, like her argument that plurality is needed for the constitution of reality and objectivity, and her picture of a historical lifeworld which is considerably shaped by the Husserlian concept of meaning-bestowals (Sinnstiftungen).

With such an approach that spans over some long-established divides, preferring to bridge them with common problems and structures, I also want to make clear that I understand phenomenology not only as a pluralistic but also as a coherent tradition. There is no monolithic conception that allows for identifying just one version of phenomenology—rather, as Merleau-Ponty (2005: viii) holds, phenomenologists are recognizable by a certain style and methodological commitment. The diversity of Arendt’s arguments against Husserl, Heidegger, and Sartre, as well as her views shared in common with Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, Levinas, and Patočka, shows that there are crucial disputes over the things themselves that point to different paths that can be taken. This does not mean, however, that the phenomenological way of thinking as such is left behind. As I will demonstrate frequently in the book, phenomenologists establish differentiated strands of argumentation, mostly put forward in the name of the phenomenon in question, which coherently relate to the phenomenological tradition and push that tradition’s concepts toward new horizons. In this sense, I want to reinforce Benhabib’s and Villa’s thesis of a transformation through the categories of action and plurality by showing how the paradigm of plurality also transforms classical phenomenological notions such as intentionality, appearance, first-person perspective, subjectivity, intersubjectivity, self, and world. But, on the other hand, I will also emphasize common phenomenological themes and issues instead of presuming insurmountable differences between diverging phenomenological approaches, such as those of the Husserlian, transcendental, and Heideggerian, hermeneutico-existential varieties. The impression that one receives from the contemporary Anglo-American debate, namely that Husserl’s and Heidegger’s approaches have basically nothing to do with each other, is something that will be countered in my interpretation. At the same time, I will also maintain a focus on the differences that show why Arendt never wanted to be a Husserlian phenomenologist, as the plaintive “ach” of the opening epigram indicates, let alone a Heideggerian.

Last but not least, “the political” is of course an issue that is widely discussed in contemporary political theory. Although it can rightfully be claimed that it is a genuinely Arendtian topic, especially in the sense of formulating an “associative” and communicative way of being together (Marchart 2007: 38f., Vollrath 1995: 48), it has been taken up in several discourses where Arendt now—unfortunately—plays only a marginal role. The three main strands I have in mind all originated in France and belong to the so-called continental tradition, also displaying phenomenological elements: (1) First, there is the heterogeneous group of “Left Heideggerians,” such as Claude Lefort, Alain Badiou, Ernesto Laclau, Jean-Luc Nancy, and Giorgio Agamben, who have—in the style of Heidegger’s “ontological difference”—promoted “the political difference” between “politics/polity” (la politique) and “the political” (le politique).14 While the former represents the official, executive, and administrative side of political organization, the latter stands for an autonomous field unto itself of human relations including power, communication, conflict, and action. (2) Second, there are Foucauldian and Althusserlian theories of “subjectivation,”15 currently most prominently represented by the work of Judith Butler, that refer to “the political” within their respective conceptions of a subversive repetition of subjectifying orders. (3) Third, there are further poststructuralist and phenomenological approaches that take up Levinas’s concern for alterity and his political figure of “the third.” This figure marks an interruption of the dyadic ethical relation and equals a fundamental demand for justice. The idea of a “politics of alterity” that follows from such a new concept of justice has first and foremost been pursued by Jacques Derrida, in form of a justice à venir, which remains sensitive to the alterity relation and, therefore, to issues that transcend the corresponding positive order.

Certainly, the field indicated here is so broad and diverse that in my investigation into the basic phenomenological and ontological implications of plurality I will not be able to relate to all these aspects. Let me therefore just shortly outline here why I nevertheless believe that current theories of the political could benefit from a study that brings out the unfathomed phenomenological potential of Arendt’s theory of plurality. Thanks to Oliver Marchart’s book on Post-Foundational Political Thought: Political Difference in Nancy, Lefort, Badiou and Laclau (2007), it has been made clear in recent times that Arendt’s contribution to the subsequent debate in the 20th century was fundamental insofar as it represented one of the two key orientations in the conception of the political. Marchart calls Arendt’s basic line the “associative” conception of the political, which is opposed to Carl Schmitt’s “dissociative” picture: “While the ‘Arendtians’ see in the political a space of freedom and public deliberation, the Schmittians see in it a space of power, conflict and antagonism” (Marchart 2007: 38). A phenomenological elaboration of what this free, communicative space amounts to as well as an account of how inter/subjectivity can be redefined by the experiences of “acting in concert” are still lacking. Furthermore, I want to claim that Arendt’s famous notion of “the political,” far from corresponding to any ordinary notion of politics, can be properly understood only when elucidated as a phenomenology of plurality. Only a phenomenological analysis can bring out that plurality is not a plurality of properties (a “what”) but a plurality of first-person perspectives (a “who”) actualizing their potential of becoming visible subjects in interaction. Plurality is thus only superficially understood when conceived of as a simple preference for political pluralism, especially when differences are taken to be properties belonging to ready-made individuals.

The emphases on action and on the plural “who” emerging through interaction also offer a counterbalance to the leftist Heideggerian tendency to conceptualize the political mainly in terms of Heidegger’s notion of “the event.” Arendt had always been suspicious of this approach, since in her view it misses the “center of politics—man as acting being” (CP 433). With her performative concept of action, she manages to empower acting subjectivities, though without having to assume a theory of a “sovereign subject.”16 Therefore, a phenomenology of plurality could also be appreciated by theorists who focus on the “production” of subjects by discursive and other social forces. Certainly, one could argue that for a comprehensive political theory the concept of plurality is not sufficient. What would have to be included as well would be a theory of how power and violence constitute subjects and how questions of justice, structural exclusion, and institutional politics ought to be handled. I agree with these oft-raised concerns and would not claim that a theory of plurality could cover all of the relevant issues in the political sphere. However, I also agree with Arendt that at the heart of the political is the “coexistence and association of different men” (Arendt 2005: 93)—to wit, as an enabling and not a limiting of freedom, which is the meaning of all politics (Arendt 2005: 108). I agree with Arendt that no political theory can do without these central matters and therefore I take her approach to be fundamental for a phenomenological theory of the political.

This does not mean that everything in Arendt’s approach must stand as she conceptualized it. To adjust to the criticisms that have been voiced in part against Arendt in the context of aforementioned contemporary approaches in political theory (Butler 2012a: 151–180, cf. Schippers 2014: 54f., 121f., Rancière 2001, 2004, cf. Schaap 2011), I will reconsider her infamous theses of a strict opposition of the public and the private and the exclusion of social and bodily matters from the space of the political. In contrast to Seyla Benhabib, who ascribes all of these theoretical moves to Arendt’s “phenomenological essentialism” and who will therefore be a controversial partner in the discussion, I aim to show that Arendt’s approach is much more dynamic than is suggested by the essentialist thesis (“certain activities belong in certain spaces”). Arendt’s motivation is to protect the fragile phenomenon of plurality normatively (Ricœur 2006: 50). But it is precisely through her own phenomenological analyses that constant shifts in meaning and hybrid constellations of thought are demonstrated. This subverts her own distinctions and exclusions, thereby making room for a revised analysis of how bodily and social matters relate to the actualization of plurality in public and in private. A phenomenological approach can bring out how alterity and vulnerability in fact belong much more to this fragile field than Arendt herself explicitly acknowledges.

A phenomenology of plurality inspired by Arendt, therefore, finally also points to a political ethics of plurality (Chapter 6), which I regard as an indispensable complement to the dimension of the political and as something implicitly inherent in Arendt’s work. By pursuing this idea throughout the book, I contest a frequently made argument that Arendt’s philosophy lacks “moral foundations” (Benhabib 2006). Usually, this supposed lack is compensated for by correcting Arendt’s approach to Kantian themes like reason and judgment with a Frankfurt-school interpretation (Habermas 2006, Ben-habib 2006, Wellmer 2006). I wish to show that these “corrections” fail to recognize that the phenomenological tradition has other strong resources for making sense of Kant, resources that Arendt deliberately employs. Instead of translating “noumenal” notions like freedom, spontaneity, and humanity into procedures of rational discourse, Arendt translates them into the domain of appearances, including the dimension of withdrawal within appearance. It is debate, not consensus, which constitutes the political, and appearance, not rational regulation, which is primary in this process. In light of this “other Kant” and this other approach to political ethics, I will opt for a different path than the Frankfurt-school readings where I take up the discussion in terms of Levinas’s work in the last chapter of my study. Despite important differences between the two, I claim that Arendt and Levinas share an important trait in how they approach their respective core phenomena of plurality and alterity: They describe experiences which foreclose a distant, third-person knowledge about them, but instead manifest themselves in terms of a first-and second-personal involvement. This is where a field of meaning genuinely arises and a responsive subjectivity along with it. Both Arendt (2005: 108) and Levinas (1985: 90) make clear that they want to capture the meaning of the political and the ethical, respectively, not the normative regulation of the already meaningful domain. So, without being straightforwardly normative, their respective descriptions make an emerging field of meaning visible where normative claims can gain content and relevance in the first place. My interpretation makes it conceivable how in the experience of actualized plurality there lie implicit ethical claims, like those of fostering of plurality and caring for the world. In contrasting Arendt’s world- and appearance-orientated claim for freedom “in concert” with Levinas’s claim for justice “for the other,” I point to the combined potential that phenomenologies of plurality and alterity have for political theory. This presents us with a politically informed and ethically sensitive elaboration of Being-with-another, given long before Jean-Luc Nancy’s return to Heidegger’s Mitsein as a model for community.

In pulling all of these threads together, I hope to convince the reader that we need a phenomenological approach to understand the deep structure and hidden methodology of Arendt’s thought, and that we need Arendt’s categories of plurality and action to develop phenomenology further. The main textual focus of my interpretation rests on a re-reading of The Human Condition in combination with Arendt’s phenomenological framework in The Life of the Mind and her writings on judgment (including Between Past and Future). In order to bring out her philosophical development, I also look at some of her early texts before and shortly after the Second World War, which were originally written in German. One of my most important inspirations for venturing a systematic, phenomenological interpretation of Arendt’s work was that, as a German native speaker, I first read The Human Condition, or rather, Vita activa in German and found it to be full of creative phenomenological ideas. To me, and I guess to anyone who is trained in the phenomenological tradition, this also manifests itself in the clearly phenomenological terminology and style that Arendt uses with a casual naturalness. When I decided to write the book in English I discovered, to my surprise, that all of those passages that I wanted to quote as demonstrations of Arendt’s phenomenological involvement were either not there in the English version or had a completely different diction to them. Although I had been aware that Arendt had rewritten the book in her mother tongue for the publication in German and that it was not a simple translation, this obvious shift to a certain philosophical language that also revealed her way of thinking seemed striking to me.17 On many occasions, I therefore permit myself to use the German text (mainly of Vita activa and of the essay Was ist Existenz Philosophie?) as a guideline for my interpretation. I will present English translations of the German version, which naturally is not very well known in the English-speaking world, since these are two originals in their own right. As for the links and discussions with the phenomenological tradition itself, I will use a broad variety of texts from Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Fink, Patočka, Sartre, Levinas, and other authors from more recent debates. This will allow for the introduction of Arendt into the heart of phenomenological debates; and, vice versa, it will make the phenomenological influences in her thought accessible and plausible for scholars of Arendt and for philosophers who are interested in Arendt’s work. Certainly, the number and kind of links I have drawn to the phenomenological tradition are not exhaustive, but instead seek to encourage further studies.

Notes

1. Unfortunately, an otherwise very interesting recent publication on Hannah Arendt’s Key Concepts (ed. Hayden 2014) omits covering plurality as an topic unto itself, which is why I believe that stressing its centrality for Arendt’s thinking is all the more important. Another recent volume, Phenomenological Perspectives on Plurality (ed. Heiden 2015), demonstrates indeed rising interest in the topic, especially from the side of phenomenology.

2. There is also another reason, closer to Arendt’s direct experience, which she voices clearly in the interview with Gaus:

You see, I came out of a purely academic background. In this respect the year 1933 made a very lasting impression on me.… In the wave of Gleichschaltung (co-ordination), which was relatively voluntary—in any case, not yet under the pressure of terror—it was as if an empty space formed around one. I lived in an intellectual milieu, but I also knew other people. And among intellectuals Gleichschaltung was the rule.… But not among the others. And I never forgot that. I left Germany dominated by the idea—of course somewhat exaggerated: Never again! I shall never again get involved in any kind of intellectual business. I want nothing to do with that lot.… I thought it had to do with this profession, with being an intellectual. I am speaking in past tense. Today I know more about it…. Today I would say that they were trapped by their own ideas.
(Arendt 1994a: 10f.)


3. This is not to say that there are no political approaches in phenomenology, beginning with early investigations by Stein (2006) or Otaka (1932) on the state and continuing with the French existentialists’ involvement with politics (Sartre 1976, Merleau-Ponty 1969, 1973), which initiated a whole tradition of political thought in the French-speaking world (for related studies cf. e.g. Lefort 1988, Lories and Stevens 1989, Leydet 1993, Richir 1994, Louis 2015; in the United States and Germany cf. Jung 1982, Schnell 1995, Thompson and Embree 2000, Gniazdowski 2006, Held 2010, 2012; for a historical account of the interrelations of politics and phenomenology in Eastern Europe cf. Gubser 2014). Still, the political was seldom a central concern of phenomenological research and my observation is that basic investigations of subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and sociality often leave out the political aspect. As exceptions to the rule in the more recent literature I regard the studies by Held (2010, 2012) and the collected volumes edited by Thompson and Embree (2000) called Phenomenology of the Political, which includes several important papers on the political actor, inter-subjectivity and the political community, as well as papers on figures like Schütz or Ricœur—however, no chapter on Arendt. Two new collected volumes on the topic, with the respective titles Political Phenomenology (Jung and Embree 2016) and Phenomenology and the Political (eds. Gurley and Pfeifer 2016) appeared at the end of 2016, which testifies, like the volume mentioned in note 1 (ed. Heiden 2015), to the growing interest in the debate.

4. Richard Bernstein (1983: 208) has proposed a similar interpretation: “Plurality is not so much a permanent state of being as an achievement realized only when individuals act.” My aim is to spell out the phenomenological prerequisites for this view.

5. Cf. note 3 and Chapter 4.1.

6. This holds especially for the Anglo-American reception of Arendt’s work, while in France her œuvre has been discussed in a highly philosophical context. The situation in the German speaking world is again different: Wolfgang Heuer (2005) explains that in Germany, scholars have always had a great deal of difficulty with Arendt’s work, since it does not fit into the typical philosophical style, being systematic, conceptual, and methodic. Another relevant reason for the rather reserved reception in Germany (with the important exception of Ernst Vollrath 1979a, 1979b, 2006), is that Arendt’s “fierce criticism of Marxism did not gain her many friends among the adherents of Critical Theory, the then dominant school of politically engaged philosophy” (Borren 2010: 2). Neither did Arendt gain many friends among Heidegger’s followers in Germany after the war. This is the reason why so far “we find no integrated hermeneutic-phenomenological interpretations of her work in the country in which this philosophical approach was born” (Borren 2010: 2). For the history of Arendt’s international reception cf. Heuer 2005, also Borren 2010: 2; for an assessment of her reception by the French cf. Seitz (2002).

7. Arendt’s writings have often and rightly been characterized as unorthodox, eclectic, and idiosyncratic (cf. e.g. Canovan 1992: 12, Moran 2000: 289, Buckler 2011: 2). While the most interesting secondary texts appreciate this position of the “intellectual maverick” (Bernstein 1996b: 103) in its theoretical complexity, there is also a tendency in the numerous works on Arendt to remain vague about the philosophical coherence of random influences. This easily makes Arendt’s “eclecticism” turn into an intellectual foible (for a typical example cf. Barton-Kriese 1998). With respect to her phenomenological heritage, Arendt’s thinking is often just as vaguely called “phenomenological” without explaining (or with explaining only very superficially) what this approach actually implies.

8. Key examples for this position are the publications of Martin Jay (2006) and Richard Wolin (2001: 30–69) who have gone as far as associating Arendt with the political existentialism of the National Socialists Carl Schmitt and Alfred Bäumler.

9. The most recent testimony of such a view is Emanuel Faye’s (2016) book on Arendt and Heidegger, which puts her work under general suspicion due to what Faye regards as an “intellectual adhesion” that is “irreducible to a mere passion of love.” This, however, comes more than twenty years after the same allegations have been raised and responded to in the American debate (cf. note 8 and Chapter 1, note 1).

10. Only Jacques Taminiaux has propounded a thorough phenomenological study on the intellectual relationship between Arendt and Heidegger that is influenced also by poststructuralist thought. This testifies again to the different reception in the French speaking world (cf. note 6). Yet, what Taminiaux insinuates with the title The Thracian Maid and the Professional Thinker (1992/1997) is again that Arendt is in the role of the completely non-philosophical (female) outsider.

11. Direct examinations of the relation between Arendt’s and Habermas’s approaches have been undertaken by Canovan (1983), Wellmer (2006), and Benhabib (2003). For my purposes, I mostly single out Benhabib’s work as the main confrontational dialogue-partner from the Frankfurt school, simply because she—in contrast to Habermas—has substantially engaged with Arendt’s work and is also an expert in Habermas’s philosophy (cf. also Chapter 5, note 8). Habermas’s notion of the “lifeworld,” however, which is clearly inspired by Alfred Schütz’ phenomenological sociology, could be a starting point for a phenomenological assessment of Arendt’s and Habermas’s conceptions of the political and the social (cf. Chapter 3.3).

12. This remarkable “tradition of disloyalty”—an expression I owe to P. J. Gorre—to overthrow central phenomenological notions and approaches in the name of the phenomenon goes back to Husserl himself who demanded that the method must always be taken according to the phenomenon and never vice versa.

13. This, however, does not put Husserl in the same line as Hegel, as the opening epitaph might suggest. Arendt’s kinship to Husserl’s phenomenology is of a different kind and much closer, even if her ties to the Husserlian phenomenological tradition can only be understood in view of her strong critique. But she does belong to this tradition, which, despite the homonymy, has never had very much in common with Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit. Arendt’s relations to Hegel therefore open up a wholly different chapter, which I will not consider in this study; it has manifested itself mostly as an opposition to his concept of history (LK 5, 57), although similarities in her tragic theory of action and her theory of the state have been diagnosed (Speight 2002, Tsao 2004); for a possible link that could be made from Arendt’s phenomenology of actualized plurality to Hegel’s theory of recognition cf. Chapter 6, note 8).

14. The “political difference” is, in fact, employed by an even wider group of theorists “as diverse as Schmitt, Ricœur, Wolin, Mouffe, Nancy, Badiou, Rancière” (Marchart 2007: 7). What unites them, despite all of their important differences, is seeing the necessity of splitting “the notion of politics from within” which is “completely dissimilar to merely ‘ontical’ distinctions like those between politics, policy, and polity, for instance”: “On the one hand, politics—at the ontic level—remains a specific discursive regime, a particular social system, a certain form of action; while on the other hand—at the ontological level—the political assumes the role of something which is of an entirely different nature: the principle of autonomy of politics, or the moment of institution of society” (Marchart 2007: 7f.).

15. Through the process or act of “subjectivation” (French: assujetissement) subjects are “produced”: Althusser (2002) uses the example of being constituted as a subject (i.e. being “subjected”) by responding to a presumptive voice of authority shouting “Hey you!” In my response, I confirm being addressed and interpellated as a self-conscious, responsible agent who is “subject(ed)” to the authority of the state. Butler (1990) emphasizes that through repeating the interpellative event with minor differences (which, following Derrida, she calls “iteration”) subversive strategies are possible within the very process of subjectivation. Foucault (1977, 1988), finally, addresses not only discourse-formations but also practices of self-formation as “subjectivation.”

16. By this expression, classic theories of the subject as an autonomous, self-sufficient entity are criticized, often targeting the Cartesian subject in a theoretical and the Hobbesian and Kantian subjects in a practical sense. For a recent monograph on the “non-sovereign subject,” combining the approaches of Arendt, Butler, and Cavell, cf. Kelz (2016).

17. The reason for using the German text as a guideline also goes back to Arendt’s self-description, again in the Gaus-interview:

I write in English, but I have never lost a feeling of distance from it. There is a tremendous difference between your mother tongue and another language.… I do things in German that I would not permit myself to do in English. That is, sometimes I do them in English too, because I have become bold, but in general I have maintained a certain distance. The German language is the essential thing that has remained and that I have always consciously preserved.
(Arendt 1994a: 13)



Part I
Transforming Phenomenology

Plurality and the Political


1
The Emergence of Plurality

The first chapter of this book is dedicated to the task of elaborating a systematic point of departure in Arendt’s work for developing a phenomenology of plurality. Arendt’s ideas on plurality evolved to a significant extent through a critical discussion of phenomenological issues. Although this discussion spans her philosophical life, starting with her dissertation on Augustine in 1929 and ending with her most phenomenological book, The Life of the Mind, in 1978, it reaches a critical turning peak in the decade after World War II. During this time, Arendt’s dealings with phenomenology are intimately intertwined with topics from Existenz philosophy. This unites her with other figures from “second-generation phenomenology,” such as Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, Levinas, and Patočka. All of these phenomenologists developed their own approaches by critically engaging with Husserl and Heidegger, and by addressing fundamental concerns of human existence. For Arendt, this fundamental concern is human existence in the plural.

In the following, I aim to show that reflecting on plural existence is philosophically bound up with an inquiry into the constitution of reality (1.1). I also claim that for Arendt it first emerged in the form of this problem, which testifies to the philosophical profundity with which she approached the question of plurality. This approach helps her to develop her prolific criticism of classic phenomenology, Existenz philosophy, and existentialism. We will see how the seemingly theoretical inquiry into what makes reality real becomes existentially relevant and how reality becomes politicized by conceiving of it as a constitution only possible through plurality. This will lead us, in the second subchapter, to sketching out the paradigms of Arendt’s “new political philosophy” (CP 445), which aims at rethinking the pluralistic with-world (1.2). What becomes visible here is the tendency of Arendt to move to a phenomenological articulation of existential issues. This will set the course for the following investigations of this book, which will provide a systematical layout of how to extract a phenomenology of plurality from Arendt’s approach.

In order to distill my illustration of the emergence of plurality, I will focus on a close reading of two short texts in this chapter: “What is Existenz philosophy?” (EX) and “Concern with politics in recent European philosophical thought” (CP). EX (1946) marks Arendt’s return to philosophy after the war and CP (1994d), a lecture Arendt gave in 1954, indicates her explicit turn to what she calls “political theory,” taken as a methodically detailed enterprise. Both texts demonstrate Arendt’s intense questioning into a theoretical background. It becomes even clearer than in her main works why she rejects one approach in favor of another and how this modifies her whole methodical framework. Moreover, her appreciation as well as her critique of Existenz philosophy and classic phenomenology can be considered clearly pronounced in this material. In both essays, important phenomenological and existentialist authors are covered, including Husserl, Heidegger, Jaspers, Camus, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty. Understanding the way in which Arendt addresses and assesses these authors helps in appreciating how she situates her own project and how it is embedded within the phenomenological debate.

In the secondary literature, Arendt’s roots in Existenz philosophy have been discussed much more intensely and controversially1 than her ties to the phenomenological tradition. In one of the most balanced assessments, Benhabib (2003: 47–61) rightfully characterizes Arendt’s “discovery of human plurality as a fundamental existential condition” and as “Arendt’s real answer to the Existenz philosophy in which she was schooled” (Ben-habib 2003: 50). Yet, in contrast to Benhabib (2003: 50), who proclaims Arendt’s “eventual rejection of Existenz Philosophy,” I would rather speak of her continuing transformation of Existenz Philosophy toward a political phenomenology. Arendt’s “answer to Existenz Philosophy” gains its argumentative strength precisely by claiming that certain existential approaches are built on the wrong foundation, namely, the (isolated) self. By arguing that the initial point of existential reflection must be plural “Being-with” instead of the self, and natality instead of mortality, Arendt does not reject the existential approach as such. Instead, she demands a new existential philosophy that is sensitive to a political phenomenology of the with-world. This new existential-phenomenological approach entails a normative backing that is articulated in terms of responsibility and care for the world. This is also the view of Sandra and Lewis Hinchman (1994, 2006), who emphasize Arendt’s indebtedness to Jaspers in transforming Heidegger’s approach from a self-centered existential philosophy towards a theoretical framework that is essentially affirmative of human plurality and the world.2 The overall aim of this first chapter is to spell out how this leads Arendt from a detailed critique of classic phenomenology and existentialism to the core-phenomenon of actualizing plurality in a space of appearances from which a phenomenology of plurality can be developed.


Arendt’s Critique of Existenz Philosophy and Classic Phenomenology

3


As one of the most powerful philosophical indications of the emergence of plurality, the question of reality worried Arendt from the very beginning. This has hardly been considered in the literature thus far, let alone the fact that this can be taken as an indicator of her desire to take plurality seriously with respect to the most fundamentally philosophical of problems. The constellation of questions as to what constitutes reality, what it consists of, what makes it “real,” is indeed also one of the controversial elementary issues in the phenomenological tradition—and one of Existenz philosophy’s strongest objections to a philosophy of consciousness.

If, in this regard, EX can be considered as a certain philosophical breakthrough for Arendt that is consolidated in CP and HC, its roots and preparatory work must be located much earlier. One can find traces of it as early as 1929, in Arendt’s dissertation on Augustine Der Liebesbegriff bei Augustin (Love and Saint Augustine). This book already demonstrates a manifest philosophical desire to “belong to the world.” Ronald Beiner (1996: 269), who advocates this view, regards it as a challenge to the “standard view” claiming that “Arendt arrived at her fundamental preoccupations as a political philosopher under the pressure of the traumatizing events of the 1930s and 1940s in Europe”:



[T]hat within that book she focuses particularly on the tension between the otherworldly demands of Christian love and the thisworldliness of social life, gives us good reason to consider tracing the fundamental structure of her philosophical concerns back to an earlier phase of her thought, prior to the politicizing trauma of Hitler and the Holocaust… In that sense, what the Augustine book may indicate is that Arendt was a political philosopher before she knew that she was one.

(Beiner 1996: 270)




Indeed, Arendt addresses some key themes of her political philosophy already in her dissertation: above all, the theme of belonging to the world in contrast to being estranged from it (or craving for this estrangement through the love of God, like a good Christian does); furthermore, the existential logic of being born, coming into the world, as opposed to the logic of mortality. While the former affirms my worldly being, the latter urges me to transcend the world, which I will have to leave again anyway. This denigrates the reality of the intersubjectively shared world without ever providing a satisfying surrogate. In her close examination of Augustine’s concept of love, Arendt diagnoses a fatal structure that will reappear, in different forms, also in her later analyses: The creature that lovingly turns to its creator concentrates only on its isolated origin and end in God. Thereby, it denies its second or double origin: that it is not only creatura but also de mundo, in the historical line of Adam and among men. The result of this is world-alienation, meaning a loss of worldly reality and a separation from others. The perspective on fellow men is now not derived from the worldly web of relationships (de mundo) but is taken according to God’s perspective (sicut Deus), i.e. only with respect to their being created. Within this perspective—and this is Arendt’s main point of critique—it becomes incomprehensible how there can be relationships at all. What does “loving your neighbor” mean for a creature that has completely removed itself from all worldly bonds? Arendt’s fairly critical assessment of Augustine thus results in a plea for the worldly origin of men as the only resort that can warrant a “grounding in experience” (Arendt 2006a: 76) of human relationships, understood as vita socialis and civitas terrena. She portrays the togetherness/“Miteinandersein” (Arendt 2006a: 78) of men as a reciprocal dependence which is characterized by unconditioned trust in the other and in the “future being together” (Arendt 2006a: 78). Very much in contrast to Augustine’s intentions, she argues that in the de-mundo-esse of human beings lies the possibility “to explicitly make the world their home” (Arendt 2006a: 44). Beiner (1996: 281) sums up: “For Augustine, we are more ‘at home’ in the world than we ought to be; for Arendt, we are more estranged from the world than we ought to be.”

At the time of writing the book on Augustine, Arendt could not of course know that the National Socialist regime would establish murderously concrete institutions of “world-estrangement.” The essay “What Is Existenz Philosophy?”4 written shortly after the war, speaks with different language. Although, aside from one footnote, Arendt does not mention the past political horrors and events,5 the text immediately shows us what philosophical consequences she has drawn from them. Arendt presents an interrelated development of German history of thought and takes a strong philosophical position within it; she does this by rejecting Heidegger and siding with Jaspers. However, her “philosophical comeback” hardly indicates that Arendt was interested in returning to a detached philosophical discourse. Quite on the contrary, it was clear to her how much philosophical thought was in need of being transformed in the name of action and plurality. To echo Beiner: Now Arendt knew that she was and had to be a political philosopher.

As is often the case with Arendt’s texts—and is particularly evident in this case6—scholars will not be satisfied with her harsh and sometimes imprecise verdicts on Husserl, Heidegger, etc., which leave a lot of room for strong counter-argumentation. I would therefore like to suggest that Arendt’s article should be taken, not as it was probably intended, as an introduction to the different positions of Existenz philosophy for an American audience—taken as such, scholarly critique would apply to many of Arendt’s theses—but rather, as an elucidation of her own intentions. If one takes her critical remarks as the ground for what will become a full-fledged philosophical answer in HC, then the crucial issues that shape Arendt’s thought begin to come to light. This will also allow us to appreciate her profound understanding of the passionate philosophical struggle with modernity and its irreversible impact on thought.

The first issue that has to be mentioned in this context, and before we can get into Arendt’s discussion of phenomenological and existential positions, is the role that she attributes to Kant. For Arendt, it is Kant who is the “real” but “secret king” of modern philosophy, and it is Kant who has given existential philosophy all its points of departure and despair. As I indicated in the introduction to this book, certain Kantian questions remain guidelines for Arendt by which she transforms and challenges existential philosophy and phenomenology, and they remain relevant for her own further development of thought. With respect to Existenz philosophy, three Kantian challenges can be identified:



	(1) By showing the very limits of reason’s theoretical grasp, Kant had shattered the ancient philosophical unity of thought and Being: that all there is can be thought, that all Being is accessible, understandable, and explainable by reason. While Hegel was the last one trying to reconcile reality and thought, Existenz philosophy was born out of the shock that was the real consequence of Kant’s philosophy: that now a pure, naked, and inaccessible “Thatness” (Dass-Sein) of all Being suddenly gaped wide open. Arendt renders the existentialists’ initial insight, which is also her own, as follows: Thought fails to grasp this naked and empty reality of things, just as much as it fails to explain the arbitrariness of events. Essentia and existentia fall apart, since the nature of a thing cannot account for its reality, and, in the worst case, “has nothing to do with their reality” (EX 168). Therefore, thinkers like Kierkegaard renounce understanding individual human existence by means of universal concepts and generalizable guidelines and aspire to live the “exception” from the universal—a practice instead of a theoretical answer, albeit often a practice undertaken in despair. Because the shock of the pure “that it is” cannot replace the lost faith in concepts, the world becomes an uncanny place and alienation the basic mode of being-in-the-world. This is why the question of reality becomes the leading and decisive question for Arendt. Since it reveals the existential situation and reaction of thought after Kant, Arendt takes a close look at how it is confronted by the authors she discusses.

	(2) The aim of Kant’s destruction of the ancient concept of Being was to establish the autonomy and dignity of man (EX 170). However, according to Arendt, this central Kantian thought was immediately lost again in the approaches of existential philosophy: “Just as it was decisive for the historical development of the nineteenth century that nothing disappeared as quickly as did the new revolutionary concept of the citoyen, so it was decisive for the development of the post-Kantian philosophy that nothing disappeared as quickly as did this new concept of man that had just barely begun to emerge” (EX 170). Arendt therefore explicitly wants to revive the concepts of man, humanity, and freedom in existential philosophy. As much as this testifies to the importance of Kantian thought for her approach and must be taken seriously when confronting normative questions, just as much does it seem to be an outright inconsistency: How can one demand an “idea of man” or humanity (EX 178)—and later in the text even speak of an “essence of man” (EX 181)—if all faith in concepts/ideas/essences is lost? This predicament also reflects Arendt’s unique and peculiar combination of Kantian elements with elements of existential philosophy in general. This difficult alliance has already provoked extensive discussion, as well as attempts to resolve the issue for the benefit of one “stronger” side or another.7 A central thesis of my understanding of Arendt, however, is that both sides must be taken into account. This is possible only by recognizing her attempt to resolve the tension between the Kantian demand for freedom, autonomy, and humanity and the undeniable insights of existential philosophy through her phenomenological conception of plurality. Although it is not yet elaborated in EX, we can see the direction of this development in her reception of Jaspers.

	(3) Even though, in Kant’s view, humans are free to determine their own actions, those actions themselves, as soon as they appear in the world, are subject to the law of causality. What Kant thereby retains from the old concept of Being is its givenness (Vorgegebenheit), i.e. its determinate force. Arendt formulates this in the following “existentialist” manner: “Man, who is free in himself, is nonetheless hopelessly at the mercy of the workings of a natural world alien to him, of a fate opposing him and destroying his freedom” (EX 171). Free existence is placed into nature, which functions through laws to which this existence is subjected and which therefore becomes a sphere alien to it. In this context, Arendt uses two phrases, which appear in different variations throughout the text, in order to designate the respective position: “At the same time that Kant made man the master and the measure of man, he also made him the slave of Being… Man never seemed to have risen so high and at the same time to have fallen so low [my italics, S. L.]” (EX 171).




Thus, Arendt characterizes the positioning of the human being vis-à-vis the world and Being in the thinkers she discusses in EX by using theological metaphors of power: While Husserl is identified as “Creator of the World” in order to appease the breach between thought and Being, the existential movement attempts to become a “Lord/Master of Being” (Herr des Seins) in reaction to Kant’s enslavement to causality. Arendt rejects as outmoded a “reconciliation” in the form of a Husserlian world-constitution. At the same time, she is critical of the approach that confirms world-alienation for the sake of becoming the master of one’s own Being, as in Kierkegaard’s “exception,” Nietzsche’s “will to power,” and, most of all, Heidegger’s “resoluteness.” She returns once again to the master-metaphor in Jaspers, however, only to show how it is overcome: “[M]an as ‘master of his thoughts’ is not only more than what he thinks,” but also “a being that is more than a Self and wills more than himself” (EX 187). With this positive move toward the world and others, Arendt also tries to overcome the “element[s] of defiance” and “open or hidden concept[s] of fate” (EX 171), which she diagnoses within every philosophy after Kant, and especially in the existential movement: “It is no coincidence that since Nietzsche the heroic gesture has become the characteristic pose of philosophy, for it does indeed require no little heroism to live in the world Kant left us” (EX 171f.).


Husserl’s “Hubristic Humanism”: Intentionality, Reconciliation, and the Attempt at World-Creation

According to Arendt, philosophy after Hegel is divisible into two groups: the “epigones,” who follow in Hegel’s footsteps and try to re-establish the unity of thought and Being; and the “rebels,” who are “rebelling against, and despairing of, [what] was philosophy itself, the postulated identity of thought and Being” (EX 164). It is important to notice that this is the central viewpoint from which Arendt assesses Husserl’s philosophy in this period. Husserl was, of course, a well-known figure to Arendt, not only because he was Heidegger’s mentor, but also because Arendt herself went to Freiburg in the winter semester of 1926/27 to hear Husserl’s lectures.8 The philosopher who had demanded to go “back to the things themselves” had initiated a movement with a fresh approach in contrast to the schools of neo-Kantianism or neo-Hegelianism: Back “‘to the things themselves’” meant “away from theories, away from books” and “toward the establishment of philosophy as a rigorous science which would take its place alongside other academic disciplines” (Arendt 1978a: 294). This is how Arendt herself put it in her speech on Heidegger’s eightieth birthday.

Throughout her life, Arendt holds an ambivalent position toward Husserl that becomes more measured the older she becomes. In EX we can clearly see the nature of her reservations against Husserl’s phenomenology in general and where they emerge: She speaks of the “phenomenological attempt at reconstruction” (EX 164) and counts phenomenology (together with pragmatism) among “the most recent and interesting of the epigonal philosophical schools of the last hundred years” (EX 164). Husserl thus belongs to the “epigones” and not to the “rebels,” although Arendt admits that he is of great influence to them and to contemporary philosophy in general. It is interesting to compare this to her later account from 1969, where she counts Husserl among the “few rebels” (Arendt 1978a: 294) in the academic establishment, however “thoroughly naïve”9 and “thoroughly unrebellious” in his intentions.

Initially, in EX, Arendt refers briefly to what she describes as a “detour” along the way to the re-establishment of thought and Being—a detour “that had always guaranteed man his home in the world” (EX 164): the intentional structure of consciousness. Why is this a detour, and why does Arendt fail to recognize it as anything other than this? Because phenomenology, she claims, has found a completely new and elegant solution to the modern problem that individual things seem to be “torn out of their functional context” (EX 165): As correlates of acts, de-contextualized things can be related to a “stream of consciousness” and can therefore also be “reintegrate[d]… into human life” (EX 165). “Because every act of consciousness has by nature an object, I can be sure of at least one thing, namely, that I ‘have’ the objects of my consciousness” (EX 164). Now comes the objection that reveals Arendt’s concern most clearly:



The question of Being, not to mention the question of reality, can thus be “bracketed.”… (The seen tree, the tree as object of my consciousness, does not have to be the “real” tree; it is in any case the real object of my consciousness.).

(EX 164f.)





It is true that Husserl’s method demands a suspension of the “natural attitude.” But what is meant by this expression and what does it amount to? By virtue of the natural attitude, we are so immersed into the world that we overlook that it is given to us in lived experiences and that the world’s “being there” always correlates to such lived experiences. Now, the real world is not just conscious in its contents but is endowed with a character of “factually existing ‘actuality’” (Husserl 1982: 57)—the German version says “Wirklichkeit” (reality) (Hua III/1: 53, 62)—as a sort of unspoken, pre-predicative judgment. When bracketing this natural attitude, “we do not in any respect alter our conviction…: precisely this is what we do not do. Nevertheless the positing undergoes a modification: while it in itself remains what it is, we, so to speak ‘put it out of action’” (Husserl 1982: 59). Husserl’s intention is thus not to abrogate the reality of the world or the perceived tree, but to bring to light what it means to be real; in other words: the accomplishments of consciousness in the constitution of reality. “The point is not to secure objectivity but to understand it” (Husserl 1970: 189).

Understanding and not constructing is also an Arendtian passion. Husserl’s endeavor is, however, a transcendental one, and from the point of view that Arendt wants to emphasize, it is true that Husserl’s first move is to tear us out of the ordinary frame of being a Weltkind—a child of the world (Hua VIII: 123, 166). In Arendt’s eyes, it is all the more his second move that dims down the “philosophical shock” of modernity: to explore the correlation of “world” and “transcendental inter/subjectivity” by an approach that focuses on essential (“eidetic”) structures; for “it is the existence of this table, quite apart from tables in general, that evokes the philosophical shock” (EX 165). Viewed from this angle, for Arendt, the Husserlian project results in a reconstruction of a world that had been “shattered into pieces”:



Such a reconstitution10 of the world by consciousness would amount to a second creation in the sense that through this reconstitution the world would lose its contingent character, which is to say its character of reality, and it would no longer appear to man as a world given, but as one created by him.

(EX 165)





But is constitution really creation? Isn’t Husserl quite aware that the mind doesn’t just mirror the world, as much as it doesn’t create it (cf. Zahavi 2003: 72)? In order to do justice to both authors, it is important to see that Husserl’s own “philosophical shock” (or thaumazein [cf. Hua VI: §18]), on which his phenomenology is built, is very different from what Arendt describes as the fundamental experience of modernity. It is, however, not so different from what operates in her own conception of plurality as the “who-ness” of Dasein, i.e. its irreducibility to being a thing in the world, as I will show later (cf. Chapter 4.3). Husserl’s “philosophical shock” is the discovery of intentionality. He describes, as the “miracle of all miracles” and the “enigma of all enigmas” (Hua XXX: 341),11 the fact that consciousness is nothing but a genuine “aboutness,” which cannot be reduced to an entity that could be captured in naturalistic terms. Ignoring this point of departure, Arendt regards the structure of intentionality and correlation only as an appeasing philosophical answer for the general Befindlichkeit of the modern world. Husserl, she claims, wants to comfort us about “the very point in which all of modern philosophy can take no comfort whatsoever, namely, that man is forced to affirm a Being that he did not create and that is alien to his very nature” (EX 166). It is fascinating to see how Jean-Paul Sartre, who departs from the very same problems of modern world-alienation as Arendt does, finds—in sharp contrast to Arendt—a new mode of describing and thinking this situation precisely in Husserl. As a more poetic than scholarly objection to Arendt’s take on Husserl, I will therefore quote a longer passage from his text “Intentionality: A Fundamental Idea of Husserl’s Phenomenology” (Sartre 1970) originally from 1939, which also illustrates the intriguing coincidence of Sartre’s and Arendt’s initial concerns. Both share the philosophical passion driving them to find an accurate expression for the experiences of their generation: the experience of the sheer “thatness” of things, the failure of classical academic philosophy to capture this experience and its inherent absurdity, as well as a sort of anarchic joy that, finally, it is only “outside, in the world, among others” where “we will discover ourselves” (Sartre 1970: 5):



[T]o know is to eat. After a hundred years of academism, French philosophy remains at that point.… [W]e have all believed that the spidery mind trapped things in its web, covered them with a white spit and slowly swallowed them, reducing them to its own substance. What is a table, a rock, a house? A certain assemblage of “contents of consciousness,” a class of such contents. O digestive philosophy!… The simplest and plainest among us vainly looked for something solid, something not just mental, but would encounter everywhere only a soft and very genteel mist: themselves.

Against the digestive philosophy of empirico-criticism, of neo-Kantianism, against all “psychologism,” Husserl persistently affirmed that one cannot dissolve things in consciousness. You see this tree, to be sure. But you see it just where it is: at the side of the road, in the midst of the dust, alone and writhing in the heat, eight miles from the Mediterranean coast. It could not enter into your consciousness, for it is not of the same nature as consciousness.… Consciousness and the world are given at one stroke: essentially external to consciousness, the world is nevertheless essentially relative to consciousness.… To know is to “burst toward,” to tear oneself out of the moist gastric intimacy, veering out there beyond oneself.

… Imagine us thus rejected and abandoned by our own nature in an indifferent, hostile, and restive world—you will then grasp the profound meaning of the discovery which Husserl expresses in his famous phrase “All consciousness is consciousness of something.”… The philosophy of transcendence throws us on to the highway, in the midst of dangers, under a dazzling light.

(Sartre 1970: 4f.)




This quote clearly shows that Sartre puts the focus on the world-openness of intentionality, instead of seeing a fake “security” inherent in the correlation-structure. Moreover, in his view, intentionality directly addresses the question of existence, since consciousness is primarily directed at existing things. Essences are entities that consciousness only intends in eidetic reflection. Sartre’s remarks are, in this sense, characteristic of the French reception of phenomenology that combines Husserlian and Heideggerian elements of thought instead of drawing an insurmountable difference between them. Most probably, this “reading of difference,” which was first and foremost promoted by Heidegger himself, had a stronger influence on the students and scholars in Germany than on philosophers in France, who did not immediately experience the intellectual break of Heidegger with Husserl.

Be that as it may, Arendt’s verdict is that Husserl “did not really belong” to the “modern philosophy” he “liberated” in so many ways (EX 166). With the latter remark she recognizes that the “anti-historicist aspect” of Husserl’s phenomenology had a tremendous impact: It put an end not only to psychologism but—more important for Arendt—to post-Hegelian speculations about an inherent law in history: No more “secret powers” that “act” behind human beings and determine their fate are allowed in a method that demands that “everything originarily… offered to us in ‘intuition’ is to be accepted simply as what it is presented as being, but also only within the limits in which it is presented there” (Husserl 1982: 44). The dignity of the phenomenon itself is certainly a lesson Arendt learned from this approach. Husserl, however, “never really grasped the implications of his negative accomplishment” (EX 166). Instead, Arendt says, Husserl tried to comfort the modern world by giving it a “human face” again. This is a surprising thesis that shows how much Arendt shifts the usual context within which Husserl is perceived. As Benhabib (2003: 50) states, Arendt is “not an epistemologist and [is] not interested in issues of epistemology”: “it [is] the moral, political and cultural dimensions of ‘homelessness in the modern world’ that fascinate[d] her” (Benhabib 2003: 49). This is largely true, although I would formulate it as a philosophical decision, too: Arendt’s open disinterest in epistemological questions definitely has its philosophical basis in Heidegger’s rejection of epistemology as a non-fundamental inquiry (BT §13). The fact that she perceives a humanistic project in Husserl’s philosophy, however, indicates a broader perspective, rather than a different interest. She thereby grasps a central concern of the later Husserl himself. The founder of phenomenology became more and more aware that his whole project of disclosing the inter/subjective accomplishments of world-constitution would lead to an all-embracing historical self-reflection (Selbstbesinnung) (Hua VI: 485f., Husserl 1970: 392). For Husserl, this corresponded closely to the project of Enlightenment as an “ethical human becoming” (ethische Menschwerdung) (cf. Hua XXVII: 34, 59). Husserl’s ardent and naïve belief that his phenomenology was indeed the answer to the “Crisis” not only of “European Sciences” but also of “European Mankind”12 is often overlooked when phenomenology is presented as a predominantly theoretical enterprise. Arendt, who maybe directly experienced the ethical driving force in Husserl’s lectures, perceived the humanism of Husserl’s approach as one of the most relevant aspects in the story she wanted to tell about Existenz philosophy, modernity, and the divergence of being and thought. For Husserl’s project, precisely in its humanistic ambitions, has something outdated and thus tragic about it that Arendt tries to explain in the terms she developed for this analysis. On the one hand, she regards Husserl’s attempt to “conjure up” a “new home” by relating the alienated world to consciousness as “the most original and most modern attempt to provide a new intellectual foundation for humanism” (EX 165). On the other hand, this enterprise, with all its good will, must fail, because it fails to recognize its own modern hubris:



By transforming this alien Being into consciousness, he [Husserl] tries to give the world a human face again, just as Hofmannsthal, with the magic of little things, tries to awaken in us the old tenderness toward the world. But what dooms this modern humanism, this expression of good will towards modesty, is the equally modern hubris that underlies it and that hopes—either secretly, as in Hofmannsthal, or openly and naively, as in Husserl—to become after all and in this quite inconspicuous way what man cannot be: the creator of the world and of himself.

(EX 166f.)




Husserl’s “arrogant [hubristic]13 modesty” (EX 167) is doomed by the vice of not having been able to recognize the real existential state and the stakes of his time as well as by his having tried to rescue what had already been lost: a real home in the world. Husserl’s “apparent unpretentiousness” (EX 166)—or, as it is called in her early English version, his “magical homeliness” (Arendt 2002: 346)—is the last attempt at a reconstruction of reality and humanity in a classicist manner. For Arendt, these two issues, of utmost importance, must be thought anew under the conditions of modernity. Because just as Husserl failed to recognize these conditions, so, too, did the existential philosophers—with the exception of Jaspers—fail to account for a new humanism and a new guarantor of reality.




Heidegger, the Isolated Self, and All That Is Bad about Existenz Philosophy

The thinkers after Hegel who did not want to restore the unity of thought and Being were looking for another way out of the dilemma: If, to re-establish a home, one could not be “creator of the world,” one could instead try to become the “master/lord of Being.” What is the meaning of this enigmatic phrase, which Arendt takes from Schelling? To exist is the individual actualization of Being. Thus, it is not through thought, but by the very “acting out” of one’s own Being, that a unity, at least with oneself, is achieved—in view of the broken unity of oneself and the world. This “passion to become subjective” is set in motion by the “realized fear of death” that “becomes an ‘act’ because in it man makes himself subjective and separates himself from the world and everyday life with other men” (EX 174). The fateful path that leads to the birth of the self in Kierkegaard is thereby treaded.

This announces the culmination of Arendt’s essay: her confrontation with Heidegger and Jaspers as the exemplary contemporary versions of existential philosophy. Arendt’s criticism of Heidegger is in fact an indicator for everything she thinks is philosophically fallacious and, above all, politically and ethically ruinous about the existential movement—it also displays the eruptive dynamic of her philosophical emancipation from Heidegger. At the same time, her appraisal of Jaspers is more than just an appraisal: It points to Arendt’s own transformation of existential philosophy.

According to Arendt, the meaning of Being in the Heideggerian interpretation is, in fact, nothingness. The contingency of being “thrown” into the world is complemented in the anti-substantial and temporal concept of “projection [Entwurf].” “Proceeding from this idea, man can imagine that he stands in the same relationship to Being as the Creator stood before creating the world, which, as we know, was created ex nihilo” (EX 177). This seductive possibility of nothingness as the “truly free domain of man” (EX 177) becomes even more intensified in Heidegger’s ingenious answer to the Kantian challenge of the divergence of essentia and existentia. Man, Heidegger states, is the being in which both essentia and existentia coincide: “His essence is his existence [Das ‘Wesen’ des Daseins liegt in seiner Existenz]” (BT 67/SZ 42). Man has no substance, but consists in the fact that he is. “We cannot inquire into the What of man the way we can into the What of a thing. We can only inquire into the Who of man” (EX 177). Arendt herself made extensive use of this insight in her own concepts of action and plurality (cf. 4.3). Here, she reminds us, however, that we should be aware that the human being now occupies the place that in traditional metaphysics was reserved for God: In God, essence and existence, as well as thinking and action were one. Dasein becomes “the Lord of Being.”

The inherent problem of this theoretical constellation becomes acute through the focus on the self. As in the Kierkegaardian “passion to become subjective,” the self is the only, and the only authentic, answer to the question of the “who” of Dasein. In Heidegger, this becomes a structural moment of existence: The primary concern of Dasein is being itself. This unfolds within the following framework: Dasein is essentially characterized by the care-structure “which underlies all the daily care-taking in the world” (EX 179) and which is essentially taking care of oneself, of who one is and who one is going to be. The care-structure thus allows Dasein to live in projections or, more precisely: It makes Dasein exist as a project (Entwurf) in a space of meaning, and hence temporally. Most of the time, and in most cases, we are unaware of this structure. This means to lead an average existence, an “everyday life” that is determined by the anonymous authority of how one goes to the grocery store, does one’s job, meets one’s friends, etc. Who we are and what our projects are is predetermined by “average” and “normal” expectancies in life. Heidegger famously calls this structure “the they” or “the one” (das Man)—his cipher for “inauthenticity,” which is of enormous importance for the development of Arendt’s own thought, in critical and affirmative ways. Dasein’s tendency to be completely absorbed in the they-structure is designated as “fallenness” (Verfallenheit), which comprises modes like “idle talk” (Gerede), and eventually includes all forms of public existence: “By publicness everything gets obscured” (BT 165). It so becomes clear that Dasein cannot become itself through this manner of existing. Arendt—like many other students of Heidegger14—attacks this denigration. She dedicates her life’s work to showing that it is precisely public existence that allows one to become oneself, namely in appearing before others and acting together with them. However, the other point that she will defend maintains the Heideggerian distinction between authenticity and inauthenticity within the intersubjective sphere: that living together with others can occur in different ways, “politically” or “socially,” authentically or inauthentically with regard to one’s self-appearance and self-disclosure.

In this early and first public critique of Heidegger, Arendt’s analysis goes to the very root of the structural problem of how the self is constructed. In the rare moments of anxiety or hearing the call of conscience (which calls nothing else but: Become your self!), Dasein is torn out of its fallenness and brought before its ownmost possibilities. In answering the call of conscience, Dasein can attain the existential mode of resoluteness (Entschlossenheit), which means to consciously take over its own finite existence and to become “itself.” Arendt sees clearly that this means to renounce the authenticity proper to the realm of being with others, even if it was Heidegger himself who introduced Being-with as one of the fundamental structures of Dasein (BT 155): “The world of Dasein is a with-world. Being-in is Being-with Others” (BT 155). I will analyze these notions of “Being-with” and the “with-world” in a later part of the book, where I will try to show how they are predecessors to the concept of plurality, without yet reaching the same specific political level that Arendt aims at (cf. Chapter 4.2). For now, it is decisive that becoming a self, for Heidegger, involves a conscious and constant facing of one’s own finitude and death, as principium individuationis, and consequently one’s ultimate separation from others and the world:



This ideal of the Self follows as a consequence of Heidegger’s making of man what God was in earlier ontology. A being of this highest order is conceivable only as single and unique and knowing no equals. What Heidegger consequently designates as the “fall” includes all those modes of human existence in which man is not God but lives together with his own kind in the world.

(EX 180)




We can see clearly how Arendt’s own categories evolve in the intense examination of Heidegger’s setup and against the background of her work on Augustine, in which she already criticized that living a life sicut Deus means to turn away from the world and others; now, it is not God who man turns to, but himself, as a surrogate for God. Although the terms “plurality” and “the political” do not yet appear by name, one can grasp the structural framework and the set of problems from which they emerge. Arendt observes that all those rich conceptions that Heidegger elucidated in his phenomenological analyses—the world, being-with-others, etc.—become buried again beneath the dynamics of becoming a self: “The essential character of the Self is its absolute Self-ness, its radical separation from all its fellows” (EX 181). And yet, Arendt claims, Heidegger “has refuted this passionate desire, bred of hubris, to become a Self” (EX 180), because he himself had demonstrated that this is the only thing definitely unachievable for Dasein: “a Self, taken in its absolute isolation, is meaningless; and if it is not isolated but is involved in the everyday life of the They, it is no longer Self” (EX 180).

Although Arendt may not refer as explicitly to the theme of reality in her discussion of Heidegger, as she does in her account of Husserl, she articulates the same problem in terms of world-alienation, or, in German Unheimlichkeit (unhomeliness): “In anxiety, which is fundamental fear of death, is reflected the not-being-at-home in the world” (EX 179). This means that the existential shock of the naked “Thatness” of beings is not overcome, is not even confronted, but is instead expressed as a shock of one’s own naked “whoness” qua existence and finitude. This leads us out of the world—Arendt mentions Camus’s very consequential concept of suicide—, and especially out of the world shared with others and its reality. Heidegger’s philosophy has recognized, in contrast to Husserl’s, the challenges of the shattered modern condition of philosophy and of being-at-home in the world. But Heidegger is not trying to comfort us like Husserl had in his “naïve” and “homely,” albeit hopeless reconstitution of the world, but is pushing the consequences of alienation to the point of resolutely “running forward” to the principium individuationis of death. Heidegger seeks his desperate and impossible solution in the self. In doing this, his ingenious accomplishments are overshadowed and corrupted. First, the accomplishment of disclosing the world and being-in-the-world together with others as the fundamental modes of Dasein in its everydayness; and, second, the accomplishment of disclosing the irreducible “whoness” of Dasein in the coincidence of essence and existence. Arendt, by contrast, obviously searches for a possibility to “stay” in the world, and wants this world to be a real world together with others—like already occurs in her discussion of Augustine. Reality, for her, cannot be found in the self, no more than meaning can. As her elaborations in HC show, the character of reality can only be guaranteed in confrontation and interaction with others.

In her critique, Arendt combines this concern for reality in the face of an “isolated self knowing no equals” with the “lost” Kantian concern for freedom. The central political ideas of equality and freedom are thus put into play as plurality becomes an issue in phenomenology. Arendt, however, initially articulates this instead as a theoretical and methodological problem: Heidegger would attempt to “resolve man into several modes of being that are phenomenologically demonstrable” (EX 178). Yet this philosophical strategy, as Arendt explains,



dispenses with all those human characteristics that Kant provisionally defined as freedom, human dignity, and reason, that arise from human spontaneity, and that therefore are not phenomenologically demonstrable because as spontaneous characteristics they are more than mere functions of being and because in them man reaches beyond himself.

(EX 178)




Now, this critique seems to call phenomenology, and, especially, a political phenomenology as such, into question. It seems that Arendt, in taking up Kant’s “lost” concerns for freedom, autonomy, and thus, spontaneity, reaches a point where she must reject phenomenology, simply because the relevant faculties are “not phenomenologically demonstrable.” Yet, for someone who claims like Arendt that “Being and Appearing coincide” (LM 19) and who will fiercely reject Kant’s moral philosophy and all manner of principle-knowledge for guiding action, “the Kantian idea of man” must eventually amount to a mere postulate. Her whole framework, and also that of a phenomenology of plurality in general, instead points to the challenge of spelling out how spontaneity can manifest itself in the phenomenal field without being reduced to a function of being (or anything else).15 This aligns her with figures like Levinas (2003), who have also been searching for an “escape from Being”—which is tantamount to an escape from the rigid existential conception of Dasein and its isolated resoluteness of running forward toward death. To the degree that Levinas sees alterity excluded in this picture, Arendt likewise diagnoses the destruction of an answerability before all, waged by a self that wants to free itself “once and for all from the world that entangles [it]” (EX 181). Again she refers to Kant to express her worry:



If Kant’s categorical imperative insisted that every human act had to bear responsibility for all of humanity, then the experience of guilty nothingness insists on precisely the opposite: the destruction of the presence of all humanity in every individual [—die Anwesenheit der Menschheit in jedem Menschen zu vernichten (Arendt 1990: 38)—]: The Self in the form of conscience has taken the place of humanity, and being-a-Self has taken the place of being human.

(EX 181—trans. mod., S. L.)




Here Arendt states implicitly that the element of plurality which is present in Kant’s categorical imperative gets lost in the singulare tantum of Heidegger’s self. Yet, if Arendt complains that “[w]hat emerges from this absolute isolation is a concept of the Self as the total opposite of man” (EX 181) she must translate this into a phenomenological counterconception. This means: If she demands a “concept of man” that comprises the fact “that he inhabits the earth together with others of his kind” (EX 181), she must make sure that it is not just a concept, but something that—according to the existentialist insight—can be acted out in the space of appearances. Her diagnosis is that the setting Heidegger has put up is right to a great extent, but at a certain point goes wrong. Heidegger got rid of a classical conception of subjectivity, but became trapped in the self instead. For Arendt, this does not mean she must completely turn her back on the insights of existential philosophy or on Heidegger’s phenomenology, but rather that she must return to the point where she believes Heidegger failed: in the analysis of Mitsein as being-in-the-world and in its inherent possibilities for developing a very different conception of being a “self.”16

In Arendt’s (and our own) case this means developing a new existential-phenomenological conception of political subjectivity and intersubjectivity. That Heidegger indeed had so dramatically failed to provide such an approach is foreshadowed already in BT by the concepts of “Schicksal/Geschick” and “Volk” (BT §47: 436). Arendt seems to regard these concepts as his first, maybe unconscious, political steps toward National Socialism which are also motivated by his flawed conception of the self: “Later, and after the fact, as it were, Heidegger has drawn on mythologizing and muddled concepts like ‘folk’ [Volk] and ‘earth’ in an effort to supply his isolated Selves with a shared, common ground to stand on” (EX 181). In fact, Arendt sees the same structural problem in Heidegger’s later conception of a “history of Being” (cf. Chapter 2.1, pp. 62–3), and she would have done so even more if she had known of Heidegger’s Black Notebooks.17 This amounts to her full rejection that there would be any possibility to reach “the political” from this particular point of departure. Arendt’s philosophical point against Heidegger’s conception of the self is that the world cannot unfold as an “in-between” if there are only isolated selves that resolutely seek their selfness (or, for that matter, answer to the call of Being). Her political point is that a deserted world can very quickly become a dark place where spontaneity is abolished18 in favor of “functioning.” Arendt’s critique of the radical immanence and finitude of Heidegger’s view in BT thus leads her to seek transcendence and openness in the world, together with others, through the activity of action. Her rejection of Heidegger’s “existential solipsism” yields a new concept of self, one that is decisively shaped by these features.




Jaspers, the Encounter with Others, and All That Is Good about Existenz Philosophy

In the last and culminating chapter of the essay, Arendt provides us with a “happy ending,” or rather, a possible new beginning for Existenz philosophy, bringing together all the issues that she has raised in the course of the essay. For Arendt, Jaspers’s initializing move is that he “breaks with traditional philosophy” (EX 182). Certainly, this break is also present in Heidegger, who “destructs” traditional philosophy qua metaphysics, or, in his later thought, tries to “overcome” it. But, while Heidegger carries out his destruction along the lines of the “ontological difference,” and thereby remains very much in the domain of thought, Jaspers’s break with philosophy in his Psychologie der Weltanschauungen (1919) is different: In relativizing “all philosophical systems as mythologizing structures to which man flees seeking protection from the real questions of existence” (EX 182), Jaspers abandons traditional philosophy from without—and not from within, as Heidegger does. It is rather from a psychiatrist’s perspective—Jaspers’s original profession—and not through philosophy’s immanent validity claims or “unthought thoughts,” that “coherent theories of the Whole” (Jaspers 1919, cf. EX 182) like Husserl’s philosophy are criticized.

This deliberate perspective from outside is, of course, adopted only to find that the real philosophical issues emerge when the traditional, academic frame of philosophy is left behind. Arendt writes: “He [Jaspers] attempts to transform philosophy into philosophizing and to find ways by which philosophical ‘results’ can be communicated in such a way that they lose their character as results” (EX 182f.). Leaving philosophy, its systems, and its constructs of ideas is the indispensable break necessary for rediscovering its original impulse, its thaumazein, and for letting it become an “enactment” (Vollzug) embedded in real life. Arendt compares Jaspers to Socrates, who “in communication… moves, as a matter of principle, among his equals, to whom he can appeal and who can in turn appeal to him” (EX 183). Philosophizing, as an enactment or performance, is precisely this “‘perpetual appeal’” (EX 182) that seeks truth, not in the secluded episteme of the philosopher but in the event of communication with others. Against the Platonic bias that the sphere of doxa on the agora is just an inferior pre-stage from which the philosopher climbs to the isolated heights of episteme, Jaspers, and subsequently, Arendt, try to emphasize the real challenge that this sphere represents: For it is effectively the space of appearance itself that alters all truths that one has cognized in radical self-reflection. The moment that they appear in the space of plurality, they are changed into mere opinions that anyone could—and that most likely will—contradict (cf. Chapter 6.2). Acknowledging the fundamental difference of this public space of appearance, and recognizing it for the way that it makes things, truths, etc. appear—i.e. granting public space its full dignity—is the thaumazein that motivated Arendt’s whole work.

For Jaspers, the purpose of communal philosophizing is not to produce results, but to “illuminate existence.” Existenz in Jaspers’s terminology indicates—in contrast to Heidegger’s Dasein—already an authentic form of self-being. As Sandra and Lewis Hinchman (1994: 154) put it: Existenz is “the disclosure of a unique self and the power of making new beginnings.” We can sense directly where Arendt sets her emphasis when she specifies that Existenz “here means that man achieves reality only to the extent that he acts out his own freedom rooted in spontaneity and ‘connects through communication with the freedom of others’” (EX 183). The key issues of “reality,” “freedom,” and “communication with others” are immediately back into play: “For Jaspers, existence is not a form of Being but a form of human freedom, the form in which ‘man as potential spontaneity rejects the conception of himself as mere result.’” (EX 183) This rejection also includes Heidegger’s existentialia, the ontological structures of existence, which imply a certain transcendental inevitability and yield a certain ontological “knowledge.” For Jaspers, none of Heidegger’s existential “conceptions” can be made absolute, in order to save the intrinsic unpredictability and freedom of a concrete actualization of existence. Man is always a surplus with regard to these structures, a surplus that can never be captured by any “knowledge” whatsoever. So eventually, it is a version of the Kantian image of the failure of thought (qua “speculative reason”) that warrants freedom and guarantees reality: Since, in border situations, I experience that which “as a pure object of thought or pure possibility can no longer be grasped” (EX 184), I experience reality; because, in communication, I experience that the enactment is always more than the “result,” I am free:



This gives new meaning to the inquiry into the That of reality, which cannot be resolved into thought without losing its character as reality. The That of given Being—whether as the reality of the world or as the unpredictability of our fellow human beings or as the fact that I have not created myself—becomes the backdrop from which human freedom declares itself distinct, becomes, as it were, the stuff from which it takes fire. That I cannot resolve reality into thought becomes the triumph of my potential freedom.

(EX 183f.)



Thinking and philosophizing therefore become preparatory modes for “encountering the reality of both myself and the world” (EX 184). Jaspers calls this activity “transcending” which indicates the movement to think “our way to the borders of the thinkable” (EX 184). The shaping of a certain notion of “experience” is an important point to be noticed here: It is characterized mainly by its transcending quality, which occurs precisely in the moment that conceptual forces fail: “Experience” therefore means that we are pushed to the “border of reality” (EX 184), where no “knowledge” in the classical sense is possible. This concept of experience is not only very closely related to the concept of aesthetic experience, which renounces the primacy of the conceptual; it is also in the sights of contemporary phenomenologists such as Jean-Luc Marion, Marc Richir, Bernhard Waldenfels, and László Tengelyi, who explicitly refer to a “surplus” of experience that exceeds all categories and even reverses the intentional relation (cf. Gondek and Tengelyi 2001).

Only in leaving thought and the domain of the self—or rather, only in being pushed out of it by my radical coming up short against the “That” of border situations—can I experience the “weight of reality” (EX 185), which instantly reveals itself as a plural encounter with others. The “presence of humanity” is thus inherent in my experience of reality as an undeniable fact. We can now also see that the “concept” of man that Arendt called for in her discussion of Heidegger is not a concept in the classical sense. It reminds us of it only via negativa, in saying that man is always more than his thoughts (EX 184). Rather, this “concept” derives from an experience of surplus that cannot become knowledge, and the experience that existence is “never isolated” (EX 186):



It exists only in communication and in awareness of others’ existence. Our fellow-men are not (as in Heidegger) an element of existence that is structurally necessary but at the same time an impediment to the Being of Self. Just the contrary: Existence can develop only in the shared life of human beings inhabiting a given world common to them all. In the concept of communication lies a concept of humanity new in its approach though not yet fully developed that postulates communication as the premise for the existence of man.

(EX 186)




A new concept of humanity is thus to be developed from the interdependence in communication and in sharing a world. The Kantian elements—and how they will be phenomenologically transformed—are important here: Arendt even speaks about an “appeal to the powers of reason common to us all” in communication that “guarantee us something universal” (EX 184). In her interview with Günther Gaus from 1964, Arendt uses the German expression that Jaspers “has brought her to reason”: “[W] enn es irgendeinem Menschen gelungen ist, mich zur Vernunft zu bringen, dann ist es ihm gelungen” (Arendt 1996: 71f.). The English version translates: “[I]f anyone succeeded in instilling some sense in me, it was he” (Arendt 1994a: 22). Unfortunately, the double entendre of Arendt’s comment, which implicitly intertwines the personal with the new philosophical challenge, gets lost in translation. Shortly before that passage, however, she explains even more clearly: “[Jaspers] has a conception of freedom linked to reason which was completely foreign to me when I came to Heidelberg. I knew nothing about it, although I had read Kant. I saw this reason in action, so to speak” (Arendt 1994a: 22). Arendt is certainly not a philosopher of reason in the common sense. But her experience of “reason in action” had an impact on her thinking and transformed the initial existential approach that she acquired as a student of Heidegger. Even if this might not result in a normative theory of “reason in communication” in the style of Habermas and Apel, Arendt does nonetheless hold up the implicit “reason” of common action and “unconditional” speech as the source of an ethics of togetherness (cf. Chapter 6.2).

When Arendt finally speaks of a “human world that could become our home” (EX 186), she links her political and historical present directly to her diagnosis of the philosophical situation. This diagnosis has brought to light that the authentic possibilities of creating a new human home lie in open communication and common action rather than in another theoretical system of new (moral) principles. Although the meaning of “human” in her quote certainly has an implicit normative aspect, these “norms” are not to be articulated in principle-knowledge (or principle-guided action), but rather are to be answered for in bearing witness for the irreducibility and reality of plurality. The essay’s last sentence is Arendt’s agenda: “With this understanding, existential philosophy has emerged from its period of preoccupation with Self-ness” (EX 187).

What is the upshot of this short, textually focused look at the point of plurality’s emergence in the existential and phenomenological tradition? My aim has been to show how the question of plurality arises in a struggle for the question of reality, which itself entails examinations of the relationship between thought and being as well as of the role of the self. This set of problems is certainly in no way an arbitrary one for the topic of plurality, since it reflects the main strand of the Western philosophical tradition that posits “one” and not “many” at the heart of being (Nancy 2000). The flawed attempt in modernity, to rescue the lost unity of thought and being in a single isolated self (or consciousness) is therefore an obvious philosophical starting point where an approach that promotes plurality must intervene. At the same time, concern for reality is a political concern for “worldliness,” i.e. for a shared reality together with others. Here, the decisive claim is that this is the “real” reality that can never be outweighed by evidence of consciousness or an isolated resoluteness running towards death.

Furthermore, we could see how Arendt situates her concern with respect to three important figures from the “first generation”: Husserl, Heidegger, and Jaspers. Husserl is criticized for his philosophy of intentional consciousness that is supposed to blunt the shock of reality. With these reservations against a theory of constituting consciousness, Arendt is in good phenomenological company. Not only did the majority of “second generation phenomenologists” like Merleau-Ponty, Levinas, Patočka, Fink, and so forth argue in this anti-Cartesian direction, but, today, a large strand in phenomenological research (Marion, Waldenfels, Tengelyi) also sees the epitome of reality-constitution in the “meaning-event” and the Widerfahrnis: something that passively happens to the subject and surpasses its sovereignty of constitution. In Chapter 2, I will closely examine how a phenomenology of plurality transforms key Husserlian concepts like appearance, intentionality, and world, which will also lead us back to a more elaborate argument concerning Arendt’s anti-Cartesian approach. But of course, also the discussion with Heidegger continues. As we will see already in the next subchapter, Arendt’s sharp critique of an existential solipsism of the self calls for a reconsideration of Heidegger’s notions of Being-with and the with-world. This will yield a thoroughly new conception of the self as being-with-others, which will be the topic of Chapters 4 and 5. All in all, Arendt’s inquiry brings out the limitations of classic phenomenology and Existenz philosophy with respect to capturing the manifestation of worldly reality in the encounter with others. Jaspers is the only exception to this critique, yielding the prospect of accounting for how Kantian political intuitions could be satisfied by existential thought. This is indicated by the fact that Jaspers manages to answer the Kantian challenges that I pointed out at the beginning of this subchapter, and he is able to do so precisely within a Kantian precept of thought: the limitation of knowledge. By means of it (1) he overcomes the breach of Being and thought with his concept of “experience,” positively transcending thought in border situations. (2) He responds to the question of human autonomy with the experience of “surplus.” (3) He dissolves the human division between causality and freedom into the figure of “possible Existenz.” Finally, (4) he overcomes the primacy of the bios theoretikos through the actualization of existence with others through communication. All of these are issues upon which Arendt will phenomenologically elaborate.






A New Political Philosophy: Rethinking the With-World

The emergence of plurality in phenomenology cannot be separated from the political concern that is intertwined with it. As a second step in this development I would therefore like to point out how Arendt explicitly takes her first philosophical intuitions to the level of a “new political philosophy” (CP 445), thus also entailing a new political phenomenology. For this, I would like to look at “Concern with Politics in Recent European Philosophical Thought” (CP), which was a lecture Arendt gave before the American Political Science Association in 1954. In comparison to EX, there is an important shift to be noted, pointing to Arendt’s phenomenological articulation of existential issues. Arendt takes up the thought from EX that a new political philosophy must achieve reformulations of the “philosopher’s attitude towards the political realm,” and of the “relationship between thought and action” (CP 445). But she also makes clear that an “authentic political philosophy” cannot arise out of a “rebellion against philosophy itself” (CP 445). Her own approach from 1946, which put the case for an inner-philosophical revolt against philosophy, is thus abandoned for a direct philosophical reexamination of the political sphere. Political philosophy begins where traditional philosophy, with its concept of man in the singular, ends and fails (CP 447): “Like all other branches of philosophy, it [political philosophy] can spring only from an original act of thaumazein whose wondering and hence questioning impulse must now (i.e. contrary to the teaching of the ancients) directly grasp the real of human affairs and deeds” (CP 445). Philosophers, says Arendt, are not very well equipped for the performance of this act: “But”—and she ends the essay with this question—“who else is likely to succeed if they should fail us?” (CP 446)

Arendt thus wants to reactivate philosophical reflection, but in a completely new way. This theoretical advance goes along with a reevaluation of Jaspers’s and Heidegger’s philosophical “tools” to achieve her goal, as well as with an assessment of the French existentialists’ political philosophy: Among the prerequisites for a “new political philosophy” (which she will later call “political theory”), Arendt mentions: (1) Jaspers’s reformulation of truth as communication, (2) Heidegger’s analysis of everyday life, especially in the aspects of Being-with and the with-world, and (3) the French existentialists’ insistence on action against the old philosophic suspicions of it (CP 445).


Heidegger and Jaspers, Reconsidered: From the I-Thou to Being-With

In Jaspers’s philosophy, communication constitutes the “existential center” and becomes identical with truth. In fact, “truth itself is communicative and disappears outside of communication” (CP 441). This communicative concept of truth is reminiscent of Habermas and Apel and can count as an existential pre-version of their transcendental pragmatics. For Arendt it is central that thinking thereby also becomes “a practice carried out between men” (CP 441) rather than the performance of one individual in solitude. Nevertheless, Arendt also remains critical of Jaspers’s notion of communication, because of its “underlying experience” which has its “roots not in the public political sphere, but in the personal encounter of I and Thou” (CP 443). This argument marks a transition from Jaspers to Heidegger as far as Arendt’s core project is concerned (cf. also Villa 1996: 120). Arendt regards the dialogical model as problematic, since for her it remains too close to the soul’s dialogue with itself. Beyond that, the I-Thou relation does not put us in an initially political situation like existence in the plural does, with its plural voices, opinions and demands. Being the paradigmatic constellation of friendship and love (cf. Chapter 5.4), the I-Thou relationship instead stands for a certain exclusiveness, which yields very different experiences than the ones that constitute the public sphere of the political. So the core phenomenon to get started with for a phenomenology of plurality, as well as its phenomenological fundament in experience, has to emerge from a different constellation. This is where Heidegger comes back into play: “Because Heidegger defines human existence as being-in-the-world, he insists on giving philosophic significance to structures of everyday life that are completely incomprehensible if man is not primarily understood as being together with others” (CP 443). In Heidegger’s phenomenological approach, Dasein and world are not two entities that could be separated from one another, but the Being of Dasein can only be understood as being-in-the-world. Such being-in-the-world is being with others, not as a subsequent feature, but as intrinsically involved in Dasein’s worldliness. The world is thus always already with-world. And Dasein’s being is always already Being-with. Arendt now clearly opts for these Heideggerian concepts instead of the I-Thou-relation as her point of departure, as they directly point to the fundamentality of existence in the plural. This decision is as consequent as it is far-reaching, since Arendt thereby draws a clear distinction as to which kinds of experiences come into question for her new political theory and which do not. At the same time it has to be noted that analyzing the with-world has a certain primacy for Arendt over the simple ontological affirmation that Being is Being-with (as we find it, for example, in Jean-Luc Nancy’s writings). As I will argue in Chapter 4.2, it is the worldly forms of Miteinandersein rather than the existentiale of Mitsein that interest Arendt. This involves a special attentiveness to the spaces that are constituted by being-with-one-another, most notably public space. And this also motivates Arendt’s revised critique of Heidegger: After the blow of 1946 and their reunion in 1950, her evaluation is more differentiated, but she remains critical. Or, to put it otherwise: Arendt now seems to know exactly what she wants to make use of in Heidegger’s philosophy and what she rejects. The primacy of the self is therefore a less important point of critique in this essay than its inherent prerequisite: the neglect of the public sphere. Arendt takes a different turn than she does in EX: Although she affirms that Heidegger had failed to capture the political realm,19 she praises him for having opened up the sphere of the “world”—and we can directly see into which direction Arendt is going to take its analysis:



[T]hese phenomenological descriptions offer most penetrating insights into one of the basic aspects of society and, moreover, insist that these structures of human life are inherent in the human condition as such, from which there is no escape into an ‘authenticity’ which would be the philosopher’s prerogative.

(CP 433)




Arendt thus turns Heidegger’s own concepts of the with-world and its structures of everydayness against his desire to promote being an authentic, wholly self-determined self. If there is to be authenticity, it is a structure of the with-world itself and a special way of being with others. For this reason, Arendt also rejects the claim that Heidegger’s concept of das Man would cover the whole of public life. Although it delivers “most penetrating insights” into what Arendt here already calls “society”—in contrast to the political—it has clear “limitations” (CP 433). What the public space is really about and what forms of authentic Being-with it can offer thus remains to be analyzed. This calls for a “phenomenological description” of the “fundamental experiences” of being-with-another that Arendt proclaims as her fundamentum in re for a new theory of the political. At the same time, this requires a broader analysis of the structures of the with-world that are not explicitly political or even anti-political: the private and society in the sense of das Man. Their relational contexts and the spaces that they create exist in a dynamic relation with the public sphere. All these aspects, as Arendt suggests in this essay, can be drawn from a reexamination of Heidegger’s notion of world.

By contrast, Arendt is clearly not convinced by Heidegger’s concept of historicity20 (Geschichtlichkeit), as this text also shows us. Although she acknowledges it as one of the most influential philosophical concepts with respect to contemporary political philosophy in Europe, she takes it to be an utterly misguided framework for understanding the political: “[I]t is obvious that this conceptual framework is better prepared to understand history than to lay the groundwork of a new political philosophy” (CP 433). In spite of “its obvious closeness to the political realm, it never reaches but always misses the center of politics—man as acting being” (CP 433). Historicity can therefore never be a key concept for treating the most pressing questions of political theory: “What is politics? Who is man as a political being? What is freedom?” (CP 433)

Consequently, Arendt is also not satisfied with the role of the “event” that is of increasing importance within Heidegger’s late philosophy, simply because the political, as little at disposal as the event, unfolds between actors and not beyond them, in a “thinking of Being” (Seinsdenken). In his late work, Heidegger (1998: 272) even reinforces this “contemplative” primacy by conceiving of the “thinking of Being” as prior to all differentiations between acting and thinking. Arendt takes a very different stance on the nature of thinking and acting, holding onto their fundamental difference. Most of all, she believes that acting needs an elaboration according to its very own categories. Thus, the “event,” as well as the figure of “withdrawal,” as well as that of “call-and-response,” will not be her main guiding concepts for rethinking the political. This is also what separates Arendt from a later generation of French and Italian political philosophers, such as Derrida, Nancy, Badiou, Agamben, and Esposito who draw explicitly on Heidegger’s late philosophy for their own reworkings of the political. Although there are also “postmodern” elements that can be recognized in her work,21 Arendt goes her very own way.

The upshot of this new positioning with respect to Jaspers and Heidegger is that Arendt decides upon undertaking a revised phenomenological analysis of the Heideggerian realm of being-with-another and the with-world. But she does so without abandoning her Kantian questions and inspirations. Without a doubt, Arendt adopts Jaspers’s style of philosophizing much more than Heidegger’s, letting no element of thought become absolute and viewing her own philosophical theses not as “results,” but as inputs for further communication and discussion. Similarly, one can find traces of Jaspers’s philosophy in Arendt’s phenomenology of activities (cf. Chapter 3.1). Yet, in her irrevocable break with the metaphysical tradition, facing the ground-lessness of the modern situation (cf. Villa 1996), and in her consequent turn to the worldly phenomena and experiences, she is more radical than Jaspers and, thus, again more akin to Heidegger.




French Existentialism and Politics: “A Complicated Game for Rather Desperate Children”

As another important dialogue-partner for her new political philosophy, Arendt addresses the political thought of French existentialists.22 She is sympathetic to the existentialists’ radical and activist humanism—even if she thinks that the reason for their radicalism is the wrong one. Her assessment of Malraux and Camus, on the one side, and Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, on the other, is conspicuously to the benefit of the former duo.23 Arendt rejects Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s adaptation of “a modified Hegelian Marxism as a… logique of the revolution” (CP 438), since it would dilute the common original impulse for the sake of Hegelian metaphysics. According to Arendt, only Camus kept this original existential impulse “in great purity” (CP 438): It consists in the nausea before senseless existence, which hurls man into action comprehended as a nihilistic revolt. In this revolt, man heroically and hopelessly stands up against the absurdity of human existence.24 Yet even Camus’ point of departure is not the world that “‘is out of joint’” but “human existence [that] as such is ‘absurd’ because it presents insoluble questions to a being endowed with reason” (CP 438). In Arendt’s view, this is a philosophically motivated problem that gains existential weight in the light of modernity. It is concerned with not being able to make sense of the world anymore—rather than being concerned with the world itself. Moreover, it is an experience “in the singular” and not an experience of Being-with. As we know from EX, Arendt very much acknowledges the initial shock and problem, but insists that a fixation on the philosophical issue precisely blocks the way towards fathoming a common world. Instead of an intentional, liberating step out of philosophy for the sake of discovering the political domain as a positive project, Arendt rather sees more of an escape from philosophy into politics in the existentialists’ attitude. Consequently, the political realm and its own fundamental experiences are still left unthought.

Although Arendt positively acknowledges “that each of these men has a definite influence on the French political scene” (CP 439), she hence rejects their theoretical background, as it holds “little hope for political philosophy and more often than not looks like a very complicated game for rather desperate children” (CP 439). At least this is Arendt’s critical view by which she opposes the French Existentialists to her own project: It is precisely because political existentialism steps up as a conscious change of a meaningless world, it is unable to “indicate any orientation” (CP 438) as a frame of reference for action. Therefore, it remains a philosophical leap out of the philosophical for philosophical reasons. This pure form of action might be an answer to the absurd relationship of man and world. But as an orientation for political action it remains empty—and arbitrary. Hence, the “heroic futility” (CP 438) and “desperate defiance” (CP 439) displayed by Camus and Malraux. Hence also Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s superimposition of Marxism as their frame of reference for action, “although their original impulses owed hardly anything to Marxism” (CP 439). For Arendt, the different political development of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty only shows the contingency of their political positions after they argued themselves out of nihilism: “within the field of action, everything becomes entirely arbitrary as long as it promises revolutionary change” (CP 439).

If revolutionary action is only an answer to the meaninglessness of the absurd relationship between man and world, it is not a revolution “against social or political conditions, but against the human condition as such” (CP 439). Here, Arendt’s refusal to engage in the project of mastering one’s being again becomes relevant. Her main target is now Sartre, whom she criticizes for a Cartesian approach and for the attempt to ignore factual givenness—two features which Arendt takes to be characteristic of the whole existentialist movement.

Arendt holds that “the extreme subjectivism of Cartesian philosophy has found… its last and most radical expression” (CP 437) in French existentialism. This becomes evident in the “leap into action” which is of pure Cartesian origin, “the springboard being the certitude of individual existence in the midst of an uncertain, incoherent, and incomprehensible universe” (CP 438). Arendt regards this as a misguided starting point for thinking the political, not only because it arises from a fundamentum inconcussum, but also because it deems the world to be a chaotic place. Consequently, one can only find peace by changing this chaotic world according to one’s will: “The disgust with an absurd existence disappears when man discovers that he himself is not given to himself, but through commitment (engagement) can become whoever he chooses to be. Human freedom means that man creates himself in an ocean of chaotic possibilities” (CP 438). “Creation” is certainly at the heart of Sartre’s thought, and it is an act of solitude. Sartre (2007) argues that we can always put ourselves into a relation to our givenness in deciding what is its meaning and its importance for our lives. By contrast, Arendt seriously doubts that one can or even should be one’s own maker. The difference between Arendt and Sartre is that Arendt imagines a political world where factual givenness is accepted, even with a feeling of gratitude; where people can positively relate to their givenness, thrownness and facticity while, at the same time, they are not reduced to it. For this to be possible, “givenness” must be able to enter various ways of political expressions. Also, people must be able to form groups beyond any “natural,” “given” communalities, but through shared judgment and taste. Hence, freedom is understood quite differently than the freedom of a world-creating, inventive self.

In Arendt’s eyes, the existentialists’ version of politics defies the human condition up to the point where it builds a reality and creates conditions of its own: “Courage, according to Malraux, challenges the human condition of mortality; freedom, according to Sartre, challenges the human condition of ‘being thrown in the world’ …; and reason, according to Camus, challenges the human condition of having to live in the midst of absurdity” (CP 439). To create a world that is entirely humanized, man-made, “coherent and ordered and understandable in the light of his own reason” is the “attempt to save human nature at the expense of the human condition” (CP 440). What does this mean and why does Arendt reject it? French existentialism, at least as Arendt sees it here, conceives of “human nature” as that of the animal rationale, an autonomous and self-determining creature. The “human condition,” on the contrary, is seen as the limitation of human nature and the absurdity that it has to confront. Thus, the political project amounts to “defy[ing] God or the gods by living as though the limitations of his [man’s] condition did not exist” (CP 440) and, consequently, by saving human nature through creating one’s own coherent world in the light of one’s own reason.

Now, in Arendt’s view, this bears too much resemblance structurally to the reverse attempt to “change human nature by radically changing traditional conditions” (CP 440), albeit it having thoroughly different intentions. As we know, this is how Arendt (1973: 438) articulated the deathly project of totalitarian regimes; it is also her diagnosis of the main ongoing experiment in our modern societies. Hence, this indeed seems like a harsh accusation and most likely fails in characterizing Sartre’s or other existentialists’ overall projects. For us, it is more interesting to see what repels Arendt and how this influences her own conception: It is the attitude of radical freedom with respect to human life as it is given on earth, and thus of radical possible change. Arendt sees an inherent violence in this. Furthermore, she sees an attitude that is born out of a fantasy of sovereignty, of being able to act alone, even if it is doomed, heroic and senseless. As she portrays it, the existentialists’ world picture, although courageous in action, is that of a meaningless world vis-à-vis a free subjectivity being the place of absolute creation and therefore, certitude. Arendt, instead, wants to head for a very different conception of the world and of subjectivity.




Arendt’s Political Phenomenology: Thaumazein before Human Affairs

Arendt’s conclusions for a “new political philosophy” are: (1) Politics and action must be regarded for their own sake and not as a philosophical escape from philosophy. (2) Principles of the political realm can only be extracted from the political realm itself: This equals the realm of plurality and the with-world, which must be given a thorough phenomenological analysis. (3) To defy the human condition in order to save human nature does not do justice to facticity and givenness; its violent attitude in the total self-empowerment of man is structurally too similar to the totalitarian project and the development of mass-society, even if it intends the very opposite.

Finally, this new approach to the political realm needs its own thaumazein, which would lie precisely in “the sheer horror of contemporary political events, together with the even more horrible eventualities of the future” (CP 444f.). Arendt misses a reflection on this “background in experience” in the political philosophy of her time:



It seems to me characteristic that not one of the philosophers has mentioned or analyzed in philosophical terms [my italics, S. L.] this background in experience. It is as though in this refusal to own up to the experience of horror and take it seriously the philosophers have inherited the traditional refusal to grant the realm of human affairs that thaumazein, that wonder at what is as it is, which, according to Plato and Aristotle, is the beginning of all philosophy, yet which even they had refused to accept as the preliminary condition for political philosophy. For the speechless horror at what man may do and what the world may become is in many ways related to the speechless wonder of gratitude from which the questions of philosophy spring.

(CP 445)




For Arendt, the “sheer horror of contemporary political events” is not only violently revealing of what is about to be destroyed—the realm of plurality and action—but also belongs to the main experiences that constitute the “preliminary condition” for philosophizing.25 Arendt suggests that this “speechless horror” can be related to the “speechless wonder of gratitude,” the wonder that constitutes the affective ground of thought: that “there is something rather than nothing” (Leibniz/cf. Heidegger 2000: 1). That, due to human action, there once might be nothing and no one rather than something or someone, challenges us to think the powers of action anew. The questions of a philosophy of the political thus spring from this wonder that combines the gratitude to be “someone” with the horror of being “no one.”

With this, Arendt intends to open up a new field for thought that has always been denied the thaumazein, namely the realm of human affairs. As Arendt’s narrative has it, the philosophers’ contempt for this “idle realm” goes back to Plato’s mistrust in the polis that killed his teacher Socrates (Arendt 2005: 8f.). Human affairs were consequently excluded from being a field of philosophical inspiration and awe. Arendt’s philosophical project is to oppose this attitude by showing that the realm of human affairs is—in its very fragility—one of the most important spheres of philosophical thaumazein, which has yet remained unthought. The common view that Arendt draws a strict dividing line between her project and philosophy is therefore true only in a very superficial sense.





Notes

1. I have mentioned Jay’s (2006) and Wolin’s (2001: 30–69) harsh criticism in the introduction (cf. Introduction, note 8), to which Dana Villa has already given a comprehensive answer (cf. Villa 1996: 115–117). Villa (1996: 114) rightly describes the applied strategy of establishing “guilt by association,” as “interpretively dubious and intellectually lazy.” Wayne Allen (1982) as well as Sarah and Lewis Hinchman (1994) also reject this broad-brush verdict by defending the view that there are diverging versions of existential philosophy and that Arendt’s and Jaspers’s versions stand for a democratic variant. For a collection of literature concerning the topic cf. Hinchman and Hinchman 1994, note 2.

2. Hinchman and Hinchman (1994: 166f.) go even further with their thesis in arguing that Arendt’s “classicism was always subordinated to, and often in tension with, her existentialism.” This view contradicts the widespread opinion that Arendt’s political theory was basically a revival of Aristotle’s concept of politics. Rather, the Hinchmans see the driving force of Arendt’s appropriation of the classics in her search for a remedy for what she considered the deficiencies of existentialism (especially in the Heideggerian version): “solipsism, intellectual arrogance, and political irresponsibility—tendencies for which Jaspers’s theory could offer only a partial corrective.” They conclude: “Arendt’s writings… offer not so much a revival of classicism as a politicized version of existentialism” (Hinchman and Hinchman 1994: 167).

3. Parts of this subchapter have been published in The Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal (Loidolt 2013a). Several passages have been modified and shortened for this version.

4. “What is Existenz Philosophy?” is a short but dense text that first appeared in English in Partisan Review in 1946. Two years later, it was published in a German-language version in a collection of essays by Arendt, Sechs Essays, which was associated with the journal Die Wandlung, founded by Karl Jaspers, Dolf Sternberger, Werner Krauss, and Alfred Weber in 1945. Since an English (re-)translation of the German text was collected in the 1994 volume Essays in Understanding 1930–1954, there are now three versions of the text, all slightly different: The German original (Arendt 1990), the first translation from Partisan Review (Arendt 1946, 2002), and the new translation (EX). Jerome Kohn, the editor of Essays in Understanding, explains his decision to have the text re-translated as follows: “It should be noted that Arendt never translated her own work, but sometimes… rewrote in English what existed in German and vice versa. The version of the deeply reflective essay ‘What is Existential Philosophy?’… is an incomplete version of her original German manuscript. Parts of it seem less rewritten than mistranslated. It is not known who was responsible for the English version, but it seems unlikely that it was Arendt, though she may well have collaborated on it” (Kohn, in Arendt 1994: xviii). For important, but divergent passages I will therefore take the German original as a guideline for interpreting Arendt’s or the translators’ English expressions.

5. Only in her introduction of the collected volume Sechs Essays (Arendt 1948: 6f.), which contained the German version of the essay, Arendt (1994: 213) writes: “None of the following essays was, I hope, written without awareness of the facts of our time and without awareness of the Jewish fate in our century.”

6. Judgments about the text’s overall quality diverge: Arendt’s biographer Elisabeth Young-Bruehl (1982: 217) calls it “simply awkward” and, with respect to the passages on Heidegger, “overwrought and acerbic.” Young-Bruehl also tells us that Arendt never allowed it to be collected in an English-language volume, which seems to support the opinion that the author did not think highly of it herself. Nevertheless, I think that Seyla Benhabib (2003: 50) gets it right when, precisely after analyzing EX, she formulates her “central thesis” that Hannah Arendt’s “recovery of the public world of politics in her thought was not only a political project but a philosophical one as well.” Also Jerome Kohn (in: Arendt 1994: xviii) concurs that the essay is “deeply reflective” and “of critical importance to Arendt’s development as a thinker.” Without a doubt, Arendt’s essay is also a reckoning with Heidegger that portrays his thought as the worst and most disastrous outcome of existential philosophy, while it praises Jaspers effusively for everything that is right and good in this development.

7. As mentioned in the introduction, Benhabib (2003) seeks to make Arendt’s Kantian side stronger through a Habermasian interpretation, whereas Dana Villa (1996) strongly inclines toward the postmodern and existential interpretation (cf. Benhabib 2003: xvff.).

8. Heidegger mentions Husserl several times in his letters to Arendt (Arendt and Heidegger 2002: 435; for Arendt’s decision to go to Freiburg to study with Husserl cf. p. 278). According to Bernet, Kern and Marbach (1993: 242), the lecture Husserl gave in this semester was “Introduction to Phenomenology” (Einleitung in die Phänomenologie).

9. This represents an addition to the original German version of the text.

10. In the Partisan Review version (Arendt 2002: 346), this reads “reconstruction.”

11. “The miracle of consciousness is the miracle of… intentionality. For someone who is philosophically naïve it is most self-understood that by a subjective lived experience, like presenting, judging, valuing etc. something can be intended, which itself is not a lived experience, but beyond experiencing.… This taken-for-grantedness… is the enigma of all enigmas” (Hua XXX: 341). Cf. also de Warren (2009: 21, 34).

12. Cf. Husserl’s famous Vienna lecture “Philosophy and the Crisis of European Humanity” (Husserl 1970: 269–300).

13. The German version reads: “hybride [n] Bescheidenheit” (Arendt 1990: 11).

14. Cf. Martin Schnell’s (1995) study on the Phenomenology of the Political, who writes in a short chapter called “Arendt and Phenomenology: Husserl, Heidegger, Jaspers, Merleau-Ponty, Patočka” (224–41): “Löwith, Levinas and Arendt agree in their reproach to Heidegger that he underdetermined the social. They specify this critique in different ways and find equally different solutions. Löwith insists on an irreducible individuality within the relations of social roles. According to Levinas, Heidegger does not do justice to ‘the ethical phenomena, as they show themselves’.… For Arendt, finally, Heidegger does not do justice to public and political phenomena” (Schnell 1995: 228).

15. I will claim in a later chapter that Arendt faces this challenge with her notion of natality (cf. 5.2, pp. 202–8).

16. One could counter that Heidegger himself totally reversed his notion of the self: With the “reversal,” Heidegger develops a more passive and predominantly responsive view of Dasein and even changes his terminology into “the mortals”—a plural that Arendt instantly notices (CP 443). Yet, she is careful enough to add that “it may be presumptuous to read too much significance into his use of the plural” (CP 443). Heidegger’s central theme becomes the event (das Ereignis). In being called by and into this “event of Being” and in responding to it, a very new form of “self” is conceptualized that is primarily understood along the lines of its belonging to “Being”: “[T]he human being occurs essentially in such a way that he is the ‘there’ [das ‘Da’], that is, the clearing of being” (Heidegger 1998: 248). However, we know from Arendt’s assessment of the later Heidegger in LM (172–194), that she was not satisfied with this development, either. Cf. pp. 62–3.

17. The recent publication of the so-called Schwarze Hefte or Black Notebooks (Heidegger 2014), Heidegger’s undisclosed philosophical “Considerations” (Überlegungen) during the period from 1931 to 1948, has (re-)triggered a heated debate on Heidegger’s involvement with National Socialism, especially considering his anti-Semitism. Following the editor of the Black Notebooks, Peter Trawny, this issue is predominantly discussed in connection to Heidegger’s conception of a “history of Being,” which Trawny (2014: 12) sees as “contaminated” by anti-Semitic biases. Without being able to go into details of the debate here (cf. Farin and Malpas 2016), I assume that it becomes clear that Arendt very distinctly perceived the dangers that lie in politicizing a history of Being (cf. also pp. 62–3). She was always suspicious of Heidegger’s “unphenomenological” (cf. Arendt 1977b: 157) move of replacing acting human beings with anonymous forces like the “fate” of a “Volk,” even if she could not know of the repelling testimonials in the Notebooks that demonstrate where the philosophical concept of a “history of Being” most definitely goes astray. This occurs when Heidegger’s one-sided interpretation of the history of metaphysics—already doubtful on a philosophical level—associated with the super-narrative of a forgetting of Being (cf. Römer 2015: 292), finally comes to be impersonated by groups of people (“the Jews,” “the Catholics/Christians,” “the Americans,” “the Soviets”) labeled as political enemies tantamount to “enemies of Being.”

18. This echoes Arendt’s (1973: 438) description of the concentration camps as delivered in Origins of Totalitarianism: “Total domination, which strives to organize the infinite plurality and differentiation of human beings as if all of humanity were just one individual, is possible only if each and every person can be reduced to a never-changing identity of reactions, so that each of these bundles of reactions can be exchanged at random for any other.… The camps are meant not only to exterminate people and degrade human beings, but also serve the ghastly experiment of eliminating… spontaneity itself as an expression of human behavior and of transforming the human personality into a mere thing.”

19. In a passage she later deleted, Arendt insinuates that by “an elaborate report on his concept and analysis of ‘world,’” one could render an “account of Heidegger’s thoughts that may be of political relevance,” even though “Heidegger himself has never articulated the implications of his philosophy in this regard” (CP 446). Obviously, a second look at this judgment made it clear for Arendt that this was an overly gracious reading that confused her own project with hidden implications of Heidegger.

20. “Historicity” or “historicality,” in existential terms, and in contrast to history, designates the intrinsic temporality of Dasein, “regardless of whether or how Dasein is an entity ‘in time’” (BT 41). Dasein “is” its past and receives itself from its future. This is how Heidegger can link this concept to “fateful destiny” (Geschicklichkeit), “Dasein’s historizing in Being-with Others” (BT 438). Historicity is existentially “prior to what is called ‘history’” and constitutive for Dasein’s historizing (BT 41, cf. also §§72–77).

21. Post-metaphysical and postmodern elements in Arendt’s work have been thoroughly investigated by Villa (1996), cf. also Ingram (1988). For the German-speaking world, cf. Heuer (1997).

22. Already in 1946, Arendt had written an essay with the title “French Existentialism” that appeared in The Nation (cf. Arendt 1994: 188–193). In this short piece, she reports about the turbulent rise of the new movement in France and explains the existentialists’ central ideas as well as their background in philosophy to an American audience. Arendt (1994: 193) is clearly enthusiastic about the “revolutionary élan of these writers” and she firmly approves that “they apparently suffer no longer from nostalgia for the good old days.” Yet, she also already states that “the time may come when it will be necessary to point out ‘seriously’ those aspects of their philosophy that indicate that they are still dangerously involved in old concepts” (Arendt 1994: 193).

23. Arendt focuses on these authors (for example, Simone de Beauvoir is completely missing from her account), which is why I will also limit myself to this spectrum of existentialism here. Furthermore, as mentioned already in the context of Arendt’s other assessments, I am not interested in examining the scholarly accurateness of her criticism, but rather take her critical points as an access to the development of her own political philosophy.

24. For an informative study concerning the influence and political kinship between Arendt and Camus cf. Jeffery C. Isaac’s book Arendt, Camus, and Modern Rebellion (1992).

25. It is interesting to compare this to Maurice Blanchot’s comment on Levinas’s Totality and Infinity: “What is a philosopher?… In the past one might have said it is a man who stands in wonder; today I would say… it is someone who is afraid” (Blanchot 1993: 49). Likewise, Arendt (1973: 441) refers to fear (Angst) or fearful imagination as useful “for the perception of political contexts and the mobilization of political passions.”


2
Pluralizing and Politicizing Basic Phenomenological Concepts

The previous chapter has provided us with a point of departure for a phenomenology of plurality. It has mapped out the context in which the concern for plurality emerged, combining a critique of classical phenomenological positions with a new approach to the realm of human affairs. This has prepared the way for switching to a perspective that now extracts the core phenomenon of plurality and its paradigmatic structure from Arendt’s work. In short, this phenomenon can be described as actualizing plurality in a space of appearances. It is given, as we can already see, as an intersubjective experience. Hence, it is important to note that it does not primarily describe a concept (as if Arendt had “discovered” the “concept of plurality”), but something that happens in a verbal sense like an activity, e.g. the activity of dancing or conducting a conversation. The German word “Vollzug,” which Arendt often uses in this context and which belongs also to the main vocabulary of Heideggerian phenomenology, expresses precisely this enactive quality in contrast to a static and substantive indication like “house” or “stone.” Furthermore, it is crucial to take into account that actualizing plurality is a contingent, non-necessary event. It can just as well not happen or even be actively inhibited. The state of actualized plurality is thus always faced with the specter of it sliding back into mere possibility. Beyond that, it is severely threatened by those who seek to destroy even this possibility.

In the following chapters, I will pursue a systematical analysis of this core phenomenon and present it as the epicenter of the transformative reverberations caused by a turn to “the political.” The first step in this analysis will be to argue that a framework of phenomenological origin is needed in order to uncover and analyze the state of actualized plurality. Notions like “world,” “experience,” and “appearance” are not simply a mere legacy of Arendt’s phenomenological formation, like accessory parts for her “real interest” in politics. Rather, I want to claim that for a deep understanding of what Arendt means by “the political” qua “actualized plurality” it is indispensable to pursue the methodical implications in these notions. I will do so by following an influential distinction made by Eugen Fink (1981) in his paper “Operative Concepts in Husserl’s Phenomenology”: Fink distinguishes between thematic and operative concepts. Thematic concepts are e.g. “idea” in Plato, “ousia,” “dynamis,” and “energeia” in Aristotle, “monad” in Leibniz, “the transcendental” in Kant, “the will to power” in Nietzsche etc. Operative concepts, in contrast, are not characterized by their thematic directedness, but by the intellectual operation they allow for:



[I]n the formation of thematic concepts, creative thinkers use other concepts and patterns of thought, they operate with intellectual schemata which they do not fix objectively. They think through certain cognitive presentations [bestimmte Denkvorstellungen] toward the basic concepts which are essentially their themes. Their understanding moves in a conceptual field, in a conceptual medium which they are not at all able to see.

(Fink 1981: 59)




Fink (1981: 59) calls the operative “the shadow of a philosophy,” in the sense of being a medium of thought which is crucial for the formation of thematic aspects: “It is what is not seen because it is the medium of seeing” (Fink 1981: 61). What is “in the operative ‘shadow’” is, however, not outside of our interest but “‘in the theme’ because we relate to the theme through it” (Fink 1981: 61). According to Fink, the physiognomy, the form of the thinker’s interest itself, is hence not primarily ascertainable by asking what an author is interested in, but rather how she addresses this topic.

In Arendt’s case, Fink’s distinction works especially well, since Arendt almost always concentrates on the thematic issues and leaves her “methods” unexplained. Suggesting this, I do not want to claim that Arendt intentionally used a specific “philosophical method.” Nevertheless, I want to contest the widespread view that there is an eclectic randomness in how she tackles issues. “Thinking without bannisters” (Arendt 1979: 336) does not mean that there is no specific way to approach things. Rather, I want to make plain that Arendt’s main thematic concepts, plurality, the public, and action, all of which are dealt with extensively in Part II (Chapters 4–6), are perceived and conceptualized through the lens of operative concepts and an operative methodology I work out in Part I (Chapters 2–3). The operative concepts are appearance, actualization, and world (Chapter 2), to which is added Arendt’s own phenomenological approach that translates Heidegger’s notion of existentialia into structures of conditionality (Chapter 3). These structures of conditionality manifest themselves in activities, which form, deform, and transform the spaces of meaning in which we exist.

This is the “conceptual medium” through which the political gets articulated in Arendt’s thought and work; it is, as Fink says, “the medium of seeing” that makes the political appear as Arendt develops it—through a phenomenology of plurality. Part II will present its “thematic” focus areas: the self, the we, and the different activities that actualize plurality: speaking, acting, and judging (Chapters 4 and 5). All of these thematic areas will be developed in line with the idea that plurality consists of different and irreducible accesses to the world that actualize and express their being-an-irreducible-access to the world in speaking and acting together. They thereby appear in the world and disclose themselves before others as this singular person. As these short descriptions show, there is one concept mentioned among the important operative and methodological ones which also plays a specific thematic role: the concept of world, being the basic space of appearance and also the specific place where plurality can be actualized and does actualize itself as a specific space of meaning. These features will be explored in this chapter (2.3), as well as in Chapter 3, and will again be revisited at the end of the book in Chapter 6, where an ethics of plurality will be advanced that involves “taking care for the world.” From approaching plurality via negativa so far, i.e. through a critique of positions of Existenz philosophy, phenomenology, and existentialism in Chapter 1, we thus move to a positive articulation of a phenomenology of plurality, expanding the perspective to the whole of Arendt’s work.


Appearance

Attributing a central philosophical role to appearance as Arendt does requires a strong theoretical position with regard to the relation of “Being” and “appearance.” It has been widely recognized that Arendt’s conception of appearance refers to the worldview of the ancient Greeks and Nietzsche’s re-appropriation of it, as well as to Kant’s third Critique. I will start out by arguing, however, that these references can fruitfully be held together only by a notion of appearance that is phenomenological in origin. Therefore, I proceed by presenting Husserl’s and Heidegger’s notions of appearance, and show how Arendt transforms them from an appearance for someone (in the intentional relation) to worldly appearance for many. This entails an investigation of three of Arendt’s central theses: to be real means to appear; to be a self means to appear; to “be of-the-world” means to fundamentally belong to the realm of appearance.


Arendt’s “Philosophy of Appearance,” Its Inspirations, and Its Phenomenological Grounding

Arendt famously highlights the disclosing quality in the ancient Greek understanding of appearance, as well as the antique picture of the world as the place where appearances shine forth. This view arguably goes back to Heidegger’s phenomenological interpretation of the semantic field of “appearing” in ancient Greek: “Phainómenon means: something that shows itself. Phaínomai is the same as ‘to show itself,’ phaino the same as ‘to bring something to the light of day.’… [T]his is connected with phos which is the same as light, daylightness” (Heidegger 2005: 4). Nonetheless, Arendt emphasizes a slightly different dimension of appearance in the ancient world than Heidegger does. While the German philosopher turns to the Presocratics to uncover his question of Being, Arendt follows the line of thought of the Homeric world, all the way up to the democratic spirit of the polis of Pericles. Phainestai—appearing, shining forth, showing oneself—is thus conceived in the human realm of appearing in the world and in the spirit of doing great deeds that are worth being remembered. The power and brightness of appearing, of bringing oneself to the daylight of others’ attention, is the central point of this conception. To this, Arendt adds the Greek passion for the “sheer beauty of appearances,” which is directly linked to the good and the virtuous:



[T]he “highest idea of the good” resided in what shone forth most (tou ontos phanotaton), and human virtue, the kalon k’agathon, was assessed neither as an innate quality or intention of the actor, nor by the consequences of his deeds—only by the performance, by how he appeared while he was doing; virtue was what we would call virtuosity. As with the arts, human deeds had to “shine by their intrinsic merits,” to use an expression of Machiavelli’s.

(LM 130f.)




Dana Villa (1996) has presented a convincing interpretation of Arendt’s reactivation of “virtuosity” understood as “performance,” by conceiving it as a self-contained meaningful act intrinsically linked to the appearance before spectators. According to Villa, this antimetaphysical conception makes Arendt a postmodern theorist of performativity avant la lettre. Against the accusation that Arendt would “aestheticize the political” (cf. Kateb 2006, Beiner 1992: 137f., Wellmer 2006) Villa explains that both Nietzsche’s and Arendt’s turn to the aesthetic was motivated by “rescuing the possibility of meaning in a nihilistic age” (Villa 1996: 87): “Saving the appearances”—a motto Arendt often quotes—is thus guided by the idea that only a recovery of the realm which had been declared meaningless by metaphysics could show a way out of the nihilism implicit in all metaphysical teleology, whether that of Nature, God, or Man. Only art and public action could “escape the reduction of meaning that characterizes modernity” because through their “glorification of appearance” they make the world beautiful and endow it with a self-contained meaning (Villa 1996: 99).

Following Villa’s argument, there is, however, a fundamental difference to be noted as to how Arendt and Nietzsche pursue this restoration of the realm of appearances: Nietzsche’s perspectivism ultimately denies appearance its own reality, regarding the belief in such reality as a “metaphysical hangover” (Villa 1996: 101f.). His multiplicity of perspectives is therefore meant to “relativize all accepted meanings, dissolving their apparent solidity in the free play of signifiers” (Villa 1996: 104f.). Villa concludes that Nietzsche has a reductionist view of appearances, deflating them to mere “artifacts, errors, illusions created for the sake of life” (Villa 1996: 103). Arendt, by contrast, steps back from a life-orientated philosophy and repudiates the anti-democratic will to power that is implied in the Nietzschean model of artistic mastery of the world. Instead of regarding appearances as “one more expression of an overflowing life” (Villa 1996: 103), she sees them as constitutive of reality. This constitution of reality is founded on the agreement that the same thing is concerned, even if it appears differently from different positions and angles: “The performance model adopted by Arendt from Nietzsche identifies reality with appearance, preserves plurality in the strong sense, and thereby maintains the value of action and the integrity of the public realm” (Villa 1996: 97f.).

It is noteworthy that Villa traces this Arendtian move solely back to her Kantian influence: Kant’s focus on aesthetic experience and judgment would enable us, contra Nietzsche, to conceive of a way of judging appearances that does not reduce them to contingent expressions of life. Kantian aesthetics, therefore, would help to reassert the intersubjective nature of the phenomena that Arendt wants to safeguard (Villa 1996: 102). Certainly, Villa is right to stress that Kant’s notion of reflective judgment “provides the perfect model for political judgment, in Arendt’s opinion, because it preserves appearance and perspective without abolishing this world” (Villa 1996: 106). But he leaves out the important question as to how the Kantian account of aesthetic experience could effectively be conceived of as being the founding element of a common reality. I shall argue that this is possible only with a phenomenological conception of appearance that regards intersubjectivity as constitutive for objectivity and reality and that rules out that there would by any kind of “truer world” behind it. Arendt was aware that the genuine Kantian concept of appearance, in spite of his recognition of the realm of appearances as objective nature, also implies the semantics of “mere appearance”—namely with respect to the “thing in itself”: The “thing in itself” “is but does not appear although it causes appearances” (LM 40). This is precisely the metaphysical standard of thought that Arendt rejects, and she does this as a phenomenologist.

It is thus somewhat misleading to present Kant’s third Critique as the decisive influence on Arendt’s concept of appearance, as Villa does, and as also Ronald Beiner does, when he quotes Arendt’s statement that “‘[i]n the work of no other philosopher has the concept of appearance… played so decisive and central a role as in Kant’ [quote from LM 40]” (Beiner 1992: 141). What Beiner significantly omits in the ellipsis are Arendt’s words concerning “the concept of appearance, and hence of semblance [my italics, S. L.]” (LM 40). Especially in LM, Arendt points repeatedly to Kant to illustrate the metaphysical attitude that takes the very appearingness of the world to suggest the existence of something that is not appearance (cf. LM 23). It will thus be necessary to explain how Arendt phenomenologically reinterprets the Kantian concept of appearance in order to make it fit into her notion of the exclusive primacy of appearance—not only with respect to the aesthetic or the political, but to any matters.

That Arendt’s concept of appearance draws at least as much on a phenomenological background as on the abovementioned influences has been noted before, although primarily by phenomenologists: “Arendt’s conception of this world of appearances is essentially phenomenological: everything which is manifest to humans belongs to the world of appearances, to ‘phenomenality,’” writes Dermot Moran (2000: 287f.) in his Introduction to Phenomenology. And James G. Hart (2002: 88) likewise states in Phenomenological Approaches to Moral Philosophy: “With abolishing the true world-in-itself beyond appearances, Arendt may say with Nietzsche (and somewhat in the spirit of Husserl) that we do not have the merely apparent one remaining.”

Still, misunderstandings like the following are common, especially among scholars of Arendt who are not primarily engaged with phenomenology, to wit: “The phenomenological movement stressed the understanding of things as they appeared to consciousness, not as they are or might be independent of human existence” (Parekh 2008: 69). This conveys the impression that phenomenology would affirm the difference between being and appearing, and then decide upon the merely appearing realm as “our realm,” which all the more seems to be opposed to the basic meaning of objectivity. But this impression is wrong: Phenomenologists care about objectivity and reality. Their claim is that objectivity and reality manifest themselves precisely through a certain style of appearing, which differs from a “merely subjective” or deceitful appearance. That these styles essentially differ holds not only for a human but for any consciousness, since it concerns the manifestation of objectivity. The questions of Being and semblance, of “objective” and “merely subjective” thus have to be decided within the sphere of appearance. Consequently, phenomenologists also claim that it is nonsensical to conceive of objectivity or reality beyond its appearance: Objectivity cannot be meaningfully separated from its manifestation. Therefore, the point is not to reject an investigation of “things as they are or might be independent of human existence,” but to reject an investigation of things beyond their appearance. For a basic clarification of these important issues, I will first turn to an explanation of the phenomenon as phenomenologists understand it—by referring to Husserl and Heidegger—and then investigate the extent to which Arendt’s understanding of appearance converges with it.




Husserl and the Phenomenological Phenomenon

In our ordinary use of the word “appearance,” the dichotomies of reality/appearance or being/semblance are often implied. It is one thing how something appears, and another what it really is. The phenomenon thus indicates what a thing apparently is, but if we want to know what it is really like, we will have to go beyond appearances. A very similar understanding of “phenomenon” and “appearance” is pervasive in philosophy: how something is for us differs from how it is in itself. Appearance equals semblance, and is opposed to reality. Finally, also in the sciences, “physical phenomena,” like Newton’s falling apple, only indicate certain properties of the physical world (like gravitation) and are therefore perceived as “mere appearances” behind which the real physical, i.e. lawful structure is to be recovered.

Phenomenologists have a very different concept of the phenomenon: They understand it as the manifestation of the very thing itself. The ancient Greek understanding of the disclosing character of appearance is thus not only relevant for Heidegger, but also for the founder of phenomenology (cf. Zahavi 2003: 55). Although there is no explicit definition to be found in Husserl’s work that could be compared in its elaborateness to Heidegger’s famous §7 in BT, a few central guidelines can be identified for a basic understanding of Husserl’s conceptions of “appearance” and “phenomenon”1 (which he mostly uses synonymously):



	(1) Phenomenologically understood phenomena are phenomena of consciousness. For Husserl, consciousness is essentially characterized by its intentionality, i.e. by its ability to present something, to be “about” something, to let something appear. Appearance is always appearance for someone who consciously experiences. The basic, bipolar intentional structure inherent in the event of appearance is thus that it is appearance of something for someone. In this respect, Husserl also refers to a double meaning of the term “phenomenon”: “The meaning of the word ‘phenomenon’ is twofold because of the essential correlation of appearing and that which appears. Phainomenon proper means ‘that which appears,’ and yet it is predominantly used for the appearing itself, the subjective phenomenon (if one is allowed to use this misleading expression in a rough psychological sense)” (Husserl 1999: 69). Husserl calls the expression “subjective phenomenon” misleading, because by the intentional relation he does not mean a “subjective representation” of the object “out there.” Rather, that which appears is directly given in and correlated to lived experiences (Erlebnisse). Consider, for example, hearing a tone. Without using this terminology consistently, Husserl proposes to differentiate between “appearances” as objects that appear (Erscheinungen—the tone) and “phenomena” as the lived experiences (Erlebnisse—the hearing of the tone) of these appearing objects. Since all sorts of lived experiences can be made reflective, Husserl calls “all experiences [Erlebnisse] in an ego’s experiential unity ‘phenomena’. Phenomenology is accordingly the theory of experiences in general” (Husserl 2001: 343, cf. also 105).

	(2) Phenomenological phenomena are taken as “pure” phenomena. This means that they are not taken as mental phenomena that are somehow caused by our psychophysical apparatus, which receives its stimuli through the causal impact of physical entities. Phenomenology does not deny that there are causal links between my brain and the things outside of it. But instead of approaching appearances as causally inflicted occurrences in the “box” of consciousness, it takes appearances and their givenness as our primary access to the world. Phenomenology holds that the intentional access to the world is prior to any causal relations we might discover within this consciously experienced world. Consciousness is consequently not conceived of as a “box” located in a body in the world but as the primary presence of world. This approach has also been called an investigation of the “first-person perspective”: It investigates only that which is consciously given to me. My ganglion cells, as Husserl says, thus do not belong to the phenomenological phenomenon because they are not given to me when I, for example, see a chair—although they might somehow “cause” its perception (cf. Hua IV: 231). But this causal relation is a non-conscious and “blind” relation and can therefore never explain what my conscious experience of the chair, its “thereness” or “presence” for me, is essentially about.

	(3) Let us now get back to the thought that the thing itself is present in its appearance and neither something behind it nor anywhere else. Since appearances are correlated to experiences in which they appear, there are certain modes of experience in which a thing is directly, or, as Husserl says, originarily present. For worldly things, this mode is essentially perception. The teacup I hold in my hand is originarily present or self-given in my visual and tactile perception of it; it is not originarily present when I just remember that I held it in my hand yesterday, or when I imagine it, or when I wish that I had a hot teacup to hold onto in order to warm up my hands. With different acts of consciousness we relate differently to the world. Or, to put it in more Arendtian language: Activities relate and relate us differently to the world. This is the condition of the possibility of having an acquaintance with things/entities at all.

	(4) Phenomenological phenomena are not limited to empirical phenomena, but can be anything capable of being consciously experienced, which substantially expands the classical notion of experience and the experienceable. This can be a spatio-temporal thing, a human being, an emotion, a logical proposition, a physical law, a wish, a figure, a phantasy etc. One task of phenomenology is to discern between different types of phenomena: There are essential differences in the appearance of a physical thing, an emotion, an artwork, a number, or a social relation. For example, a logical proposition cannot be felt bodily, and vice versa, a certain climate cannot be experienced by a logical act of thinking (Held 1998: 17). What a thing is is thus essentially correlated to how it is given.




From what has been said above, it follows that Husserl pursues a very different project than the conventional philosophical contrast of “appearing for us” (für uns) and “being in itself” (an sich) implies: His aim is to discover the conditions and structures of the possibility of appearances. Phenomenology thus values the investigation of appearance and systems of appearance for discovering the real nature of things, instead of rejecting appearance as something merely subjective (Zahavi 2007: 15).




Heidegger’s Notions of Phenomenon and Appearance and His Dialectic of Concealment and Revealment

In §7 of BT, Heidegger famously defines the phenomenological phenomenon as “that which shows itself in [by, S. L.] itself [das Sich-an-ihm-selbst-Zeigende]” (BT 51). The phenomenon is thus not only that which “shows itself, the manifest [das, was sich zeigt, das Sichzeigende, das Offenbare]” (BT 51) but, more precisely, that which shows itself not by displaying something else—a sign or a symbol as its placeholder—but by displaying nothing else but itself.


	(1) Heidegger discerns this so determined notion of the “phenomenon” from the notions of “semblance,” “appearance,” and “mere appearance.” All three derivative notions depend on the ontological primacy of the phenomenon: Semblance, which Heidegger (1985: 81) delineates as “pretended self-showing” in fact presupposes that showing originally means self-showing. Appearance, which is (surprisingly) defined as “a not-showing-itself” (BT 52), functions as an umbrella term for the different modes of indication, representation, symptom, and symbol, and thus, as a structure of reference. This structure again presupposes the self-showing of the phenomenon, since something can only be a symptom or a sign of something if it shows itself. Hence, there must first be phenomena, self-showing entities, in order for them to be taken as references for something else. Finally, the term mere appearances indicates a philosophical radicalization of the notion of “appearance.” The structure of reference here points to an entity that never appears as itself, but which is conceived as the “real being” behind the mere appearance. According to Heidegger (1985: 83), “confusion is then carried to extremes,” because the original meaning of “phenomenon” is dismissed and its founding relation to all derivative terms misjudged. Instead, the appearing world as a whole is degraded to “mere appearances,” which, like symptoms, are caused by the “real things.” That the meaning of “real things,” however, could never have emerged without self-showing entities, is what modern philosophy forgets—which leads to fatal misunderstandings. Here we can see a clear parallel to Husserl’s conception of the phenomenon and his critique of classical epistemology and all forms of representationalism.

	(2) What has been said so far, however, concerns only Heidegger’s formal notion of phenomenon. It does not yet specify what thematically is going to be addressed as a “phenomenon as such.” Von Herrmann (2000: 128) argues that Heidegger’s and Husserl’s ways of conceiving of the phenomenon converge in terms of the formal notion but diverge in how they each deformalize it. Or, to put it more precisely: They agree on a certain move of deformalization but not on its concrete object, their concrete “core phenomenon.” According to Heidegger, what can be conceived of as a “phenomenon as such” is either the beings that show themselves, or the Being of beings which primarily does not show itself but which must yet be recovered. The first option is realized by the sciences that take beings as the thematic objects of positive scientific inquiry. Beings in this sense can be natural entities, non-human animals, fabricated things, art works, but also humans, their institutions and forms of communities. Heidegger calls this the “ordinary” notion of phenomenon, which, in Kantian terms, equals that which is given in empirical intuition (BT 54/SZ 31). It is also similar to what Husserl describes as the object-directed natural attitude, which is refined and systematized but principally prolonged in the sciences (Hua I: 10). The other direction that a deformalization can take is described as distinctly “philosophical” and “phenomenological” by Heidegger (BT 59): it aims at the Being of beings which lies hidden and must be recovered: “[W]hat is to become a phenomenon can be hidden. And just because the phenomena are proximally and for the most part not given, there is need for phenomenology” (BT 60).2 Heidegger’s emphasis on the primary hiddenness of the phenomenological phenomenon seems to separate him from a Husserlian approach. A second look, however, makes clear that the Husserlian “phenomenon” is also not immediately accessible and must too be recovered: The object as it appears and its correlating act-structure is not at all something which is directly perceived with the object that appears—this is why Husserl developed the “phenomenological reduction” as the break with the natural attitude and the “entrance door” to the realm of lived experiences. According to von Herrmann, this is how far the analogies go between Husserl and Heidegger. The split follows in what they regard as the thematic core dimension of the phenomenal hiddenness and how they conceptualize this realm. While Husserl, as we saw, regards consciousness and its lived experiences as his field of research, Heidegger instead pursues the ontological difference between beings and their Being: “This Being can be covered up so extensively that it becomes forgotten and no question arises about it or about its meaning” (BT 59).

	(3) Heidegger’s method of elaborating on the question of Being leads him in a different direction than that of Husserl. While Husserl pursues a reflective inquiry into the structure of lived experiences, Heidegger embarks on a hermeneutical project which consults “Dasein” in order to clarify the meaning of Being. In this context, the features of the “natural attitude” escalate into an existential entanglement: to be directed at objects that appear (not as they appear) and to misunderstand oneself as another object in the world (instead of understanding oneself as the very presence of world) becomes an existential issue with regard to being myself: Heidegger (2005: 29) insists that “in existence [Dasein] itself error and deception are interwoven in a completely fundamental way and do not merely surface in the world as some defective property that one has to overcome.” The structure of concealment is thus inherent in Dasein itself. Heidegger also discovers this structure in language (the ability to disclose but also to conceal) and in history: original meanings have been covered up, concealed and blocked by interpretations which culminate in the modern misconception of Being as technological power and controllability. Therefore, the hermeneutical approach must develop strategies of destructing—or deconstructing—traditional meanings in order to bring to light their genuine ontological sources (Heidegger 1998: 21f.).

	(4) Another decisive feature differentiating Heidegger from Husserl as regards deformalization of the phenomenon is that the former not only locates Dasein and its phenomena in the world but regards being-in-the-world as the normally hidden “phenomenological phenomenon” par excellence. Dasein qua being-in-the-world is the transcendental structure for Heidegger insofar as it “lets things be seen” (Heidegger 2005: 7),3 creating a space of meaning within which Dasein always already moves. An understanding of Being happens only in a world that belongs to Dasein’s “ek-static” structure itself. Hence, this sort of conditionality neither appeals to Kantian conceptual structures, nor to Husserlian Erlebnisse, but to a worldly openness. It is important to understand that this is not a backdrop behind the phenomenological reduction, which seeks to inhibit our objectifying self-location in the world, but a reaction to the misconception of a “worldless” consciousness.4 By turning to the question of the Being of beings, the natural attitude is already overcome, since the understanding of Being and being-in-the-world is regarded prior to how beings manifest themselves. What emerges as a new challenge is the question of how to conceive a non-objectified being-in-the-world and the world as a place of appearance.

	(5) Finally, we need to consider an important peripheral notion of “appearance” in Heidegger, whose framing is very close to Arendt’s approach. In Introduction to Metaphysics from 1935, Heidegger makes an effort to reformulate the Greek term “physis”—normally understood as “nature”—in front of the background of the forgetting of Being. In contrast to our normal understanding, he takes physis as “what emerges from itself (for example, the emergence, the blossoming, of a rose), the unfolding that opens itself up, the coming-into-appearance—in short, the emerging-abiding sway [das aufgehend-verweilende Walten]” (Heidegger 2000: 15). Physis can be experienced as this sort of emergence in the rising of the sun, the growth of plants, the coming forth of animals and human beings from the womb: “Phusis is Being itself, by virtue of which beings first become and remain observable” (Heidegger 2000: 15). The Being of beings is thus not primarily concealed in this conception, but is rather captured as the way of being brought into the open: “Being essentially unfolds as phusis… As such, it makes manifest. This already implies that Being, appearing, is a letting-step-forth from concealment” (Heidegger 2000: 107). Notably, the term “appearance” is used here in a different way than in BT: Instead of the term serving as a counterweight to “phenomenon,” the two instead coincide in meaning. This converges with how Arendt uses the term: “[F]or the Greeks, standing-in-itself means nothing other than standing-there, standing-inthe-light. Being means appearing. Appearing does not mean something derivative, which from time to time meets up with Being. Being essentially unfolds as appearing” (Heidegger 2000: 106f.). Does this indicate that Heidegger changed his mind—precisely in this infamous lecture from 1935 where he also literally praises the “inner truth and greatness” (Heidegger 2000: 213) of the National Socialist movement?




Let me answer this question by pointing again to Villa’s political interpretation of Heidegger’s and Arendt’s respective preferences for appearance over and against substantialist metaphysics: Villa (1996: 151) also notes how closely Arendt’s project resonates with Heidegger’s undertaking in the politically troubling text from the mid-thirties.5 But he highlights a crucial difference in Heidegger’s and Arendt’s varying “politics”: Appearance, according to Heidegger, has the character of revealing while at the same time always being able of resulting in self-distorting concealment or deception. Thus Heidegger does not really change his position: Although Being conceived as physis seems to have a more direct connotation of bringing-to-the-fore, shining etc., it still has to be recovered from possibly concealing aspects (doxai) and it still oscillates between real disclosure and deceptive seeming. Heidegger (2000: 115f.) describes this in the dramatic words that humans who are to “take over their Dasein in the clarity of Being” must “bring Being to a stand, they must endure it in seeming and against seeming, they must tear away both seeming and Being from the abyss of not-Being.” Hence, despite their remarkable accord on the thesis that Being essentially unfolds as appearing, the divergence between Heidegger and Arendt soon becomes obvious: Heidegger’s “struggle over Being itself” (LM 112), reaching out for truth qua unconcealment, does not seem likely to point to a common undertaking of plurality in a doxastic space of appearances. Rather, it is a heroic and lonely feat to wrest the truth of Being from concealment, a feat that pertains to the poets, thinkers, creators—and leaders (Villa 1996: 154f.).

In this context, it is noteworthy how in the second volume of LM Arendt rejects also Heidegger’s more “passive” philosophy after the “reversal” (“Kehre”): “Heidegger resolutely turns against the subjectivism of the modern age as well as against phenomenological analyses, whose chief aim has always been to ‘save the phenomena’ as given in consciousness. And what he turns to … is German Idealism and its ingenuous exclusion of man and man’s faculties in favor of personified concepts” (Arendt 1977b: 157). What Arendt has in mind here is Heidegger’s concept of a “history of Being” (Seinsgeschichte), which is guided by the idea of a “withdrawal” of “Seyn.” Interestingly, Arendt reproaches Heidegger for not being phenomenological enough and for leaving the phenomenological realm altogether. This casts a light on how she understands herself as a phenomenologist during a time where Heidegger had long abandoned phenomenology and turned to his late “philosophy of withdrawal.”6 Arendt (1977b: 187) criticizes that “the counter-current of Being underlying the ‘foam’ of beings” becomes more important than the appearances themselves—making the concept-orientated thinkers more important for politics and history than the actors: “‘Being’s History’ secretly inspires and guides what happens on the surface, while the thinkers, hidden by and protected from the ‘Them,’ respond and actualize Being” (Arendt 1977b: 186). So, while Being “work[s] behind the backs of acting men” (Arendt 1977b: 179), the thinker actually “acts while he does nothing” (Arendt 1977b: 187). What resonates here in a very late work of Arendt is the criticism we have already addressed Chapter 1; and whoever wanted to diagnose a tone of “bitterness” (Canovan 1992: 255, Taminiaux 1997: 11) in Arendt’s early assessment of Heidegger should now not fail to miss her cutting irony: “[T]here is a Somebody who acts out the hidden meaning of Being and thus provides the disastrous course of events with a counter-current of wholesomeness” (Arendt 1977b: 187). It is not only that Heidegger dramatically misunderstands the human power of action; the seemingly humble attitude before the call of Being actually turns out to be a ridiculously exaggerated self-overestimation. Moreover, the turning away from subjectivity could not prevent that the “solus ipse” from BT lingers on: “This Somebody, the thinker who has weaned himself from willing to ‘letting-be,’ is actually the ‘authentic Self’ of Being and Time, who now listens to the call of Being instead of the call of Conscience”: “He remains the ‘solus ipse’ in ‘existential solipsism,’ except that now the fate of the world, the History of Being, has come to depend on him” (Arendt 1977b: 187). It is very likely that Arendt would have judged Heidegger’s awkward anti-Semitic thought-experiments in the Black Notebooks from exactly this angle. What becomes obvious here is that the late Arendt locates herself on phenomenology’s side, in explicit contrast to Heidegger. In doing so, she defends a very different political view that puts action and appearing agents in the center of history and politics.




Arendt’s Transformed Notion of Appearance: Pluralization, Anti-Cartesianism, and Being-of-the-World

Beyond the different politics of rethinking Being as appearance closely investigated by Villa, I would now like to turn to the philosophical grounds upon which the phenomenological concepts of “phenomenon” and “appearance” operate within Arendt’s work. Given my general remarks on “phenomenological phenomena” above, some features can be clearly defined as “phenomenological” within Arendt’s conception of appearance: Arendt makes use of a first-person perspective (singular and plural) and rejects a third-person perspective on ourselves, especially in acting, speaking and judging; she takes into account only what appears and not any natural or other causations “behind” appearances; furthermore, she develops her conceptual framework according to an investigation of how something appears. Quotes from LM show how much she is in accordance with even the ontological and epistemological positions for which a phenomenological approach stands. Vibrant examples for this are statements like “Being and Appearing coincide” (LM 19), “semblances are possible only in the midst of appearances” (LM 38), “truth can be conceived only as another appearance” (LM 24) and “evidence is inherent in a world of appearances” (LM 54).

Arendt’s philosophical radicality often tends to be overlooked when understanding her concept of appearance only in a political sense. But neither does Arendt limit it to this realm, nor does she back away from the ontological or epistemological consequences that her approach implies. It is thus a misunderstanding to conceive appearance in Arendt as a metaphor nicely capturing the characteristic features of the human and the public realm. Were it only this, it would become powerless as soon as “hard problems” are confronted, like what “really” constitutes reality, self, or world. Rather, Arendt’s political theory implies a radical form of phenomenological ontology (Cavarero 2005: 191). In the following, I will call her transformation of the phenomenological notion of appearance a “pluralization of appearance” and spell out the consequences it has for her concepts of reality, self, and world, conceived of as the common space of appearance. After shortly characterizing what I mean by (1) “pluralization,” I will address three central and interrelated theses: (2) To be real means to appear; (3) to “be-of-the-world” means to fundamentally belong to the realm of appearance; (4) to be a self means to appear in the world and before others.




(Ad 1) Pluralizing Appearance

The first thing that proves striking is Arendt’s use of the term “appearance” and her general avoidance of speaking of “phenomena.”7 Given that she must have been familiar with the Heideggerian distinction, this raises the following questions: Does Arendt reject the initial concealedness implied in Heidegger’s term of the “phenomenological phenomenon?” Is her concept of “appearance” instead that of an “ordinary phenomenon?” Or, to put it in Husserlian terms: Is she only interested in the object that appears but not the object as it appears? Are her “appearances” only “worldly surfaces”—and what would that mean? Arendt, as we have already seen in the first chapter of this study, is critical of a “sphere of consciousness” as developed by Husserl and she rejects Heidegger’s “question of Being” to the extent that it leads him away from the space of appearances. These criticisms could be taken as an indication of Arendt’s straightforward refusal to practice phenomenology in the sense of recovering a realm over which the natural attitude draws its veils. Rather, she would use the phenomenological approach precisely as a strong argument against any concealment: only what appears is real; there is nothing beyond or behind it.

Although there is a grain of truth in this line of argument, I want to claim that Arendt does in fact very much adopt the project of disclosing a concealed phenomenon, even though she is neither interested in the region of lived experiences (Erlebnisse) nor in Being (Sein). Rather, her deformalization of the “phenomenological phenomenon” takes a different direction than occurs with Husserl and Heidegger. For Arendt, the new “hidden” dimension, which she unearths by hermeneutic strategies similar to Heidegger’s, is plurality in its actualized state. What comes to pass in this state is the reality of sharing of a world in modes of interaction and the appearance of irreducible and unique selves within this process, including one’s own self. This is not just one more phenomenon or one mode of Being among others. It amounts to a third region or realm which can neither be integrated into a reflective perspective on consciousness, nor into an existentially lonely struggle over Being—rather, it transcends them both. By taking actualized plurality as its core phenomenon, phenomenology starts its reflections from the “inside” of a common experience. Arendt thereby reverses the parameters of how “lived experiences” (Husserl) and “Being” (Heidegger) are to be encountered: Actualized plurality is lived through, but not by one individual alone, and it is hidden as far as the everyday attitude is concerned, but not in a dialectic of revealing and concealment. To analyze one’s lived experiences thus is not exhausted in stating their “mineness,” and to confront one’s own Being does not lead to an isolated resoluteness. Instead, the openness and publicness of appearances points to a primal state of communality and interaction: a primal reality which is not characterized, as is the case in metaphysical realism, by objects that are independent of us, but by a state of actuality which subjects share, without being merged into one super-subject (which would be a relapse into the Cartesian way of conceiving of reality). Neither are these subjects remote spectators who would dwell in any other region. Their multiple first-personal experiences in which the world and objects show up, manifest themselves within this world in the form of interaction. This is the phenomenon lying hidden in the realm of appearances that a phenomenology of plurality aims to recover.

We have seen that a classical phenomenological approach breaks the natural attitude by looking at the same object from the two perspectives of the “object that appears” and the “object as it appears.” Thereby, the region of lived experiences in which objects manifest themselves, is opened up—or, to put it in more Heideggerian terms, the understanding of Being of Dasein, in the light of which beings appear, is disclosed. Arendt now does not seem to return to the straightforward natural attitude and its notion of the “ordinary phenomenon,” by simply abandoning the (hidden) sphere of the “as it appears.” Rather, to the “as it appears” Arendt adds a reflection on the “object as it appears to many,” in the worldly event of “shining” or self-showing. On top of that, Arendt’s approach not only concerns objects, but it is also about subjects that appear and as they appear. Thus, the new dimension of the “as it appears” is a pluralized one, and one that is apprehended by the outwardness and worldly manifestation of plural subjectivities.

Jacques Taminiaux holds a comparable view of Arendt’s transformations of Heidegger’s and Husserl’s phenomenology, which he backs up by a post-structuralist interpretation. Taminiaux (1997: 87) argues that Heidegger’s and Arendt’s answers to the question of the “who” of Dasein differ fundamentally in the sense that Heidegger intends to “purify” the symbolic realm through a radical isolation of the self, while Arendt intends to multiply it “to unlimited symbolizing” by calling on the multi-perspectivism of plurality (cf. also Grossmann 2003: 315). Although both hold that “Being is Appearing,” they pursue “two antithetical readings. The formula designates, for Heidegger, the wresting of idion (private) from koinon (public); for Arendt, that of koinon from idion” (Taminiaux 1997: 92). This nicely put antithesis identifies the “phenomenon” of Husserl and Heidegger with what is “one’s own,” as wrested from “the common,” and Arendt’s term of “appearance” with “the common,” as wrested from “one’s own.” Taminiaux therefore also concludes that Arendt fundamentally pluralizes the notion of appearance: “[P]recisely because they [Being and Appearing, S. L.] coincide, nothing of what is, i.e. of what appears, is strictly singular: instead, it remains offered to the gaze of several spectators. And those spectators in the plural are also offered as a spectacle, they are at the same time perceiving and perceived” (Taminiaux 1997: 127). The plurality of perspectives is thus “no obstacle to the identity of emerging spectators, it is constitutive of it” (Taminiaux 1997: 127).

Before I proceed with the central theses connected to this view, concerning reality, worldliness, and self, a synoptic table comparing Husserl’s, Heidegger’s and Arendt’s phenomenological approaches illustrates my argument so far:



Table 1




	


	
Husserl


	
Heidegger


	
Arendt





	








	Core phenomenon/ deformalized phenomenon
	Object as it appears for consciousness
	The Being of beings
	Plurality in its actualized state



	Field of research
	Consciousness, its lived experiences and correlative constitutions of meaning
	Dasein’s being as Being-in-the-world
	The in-between of the common world; the outwardness and worldly manifestation of plural subjectivities



	Method/approach
	Reflective inquiry
	Hermeneutical questioning of the meaning of being
	Starts its reflections from the “inside” of a common experience, addressing the multiplicity of appearance










(Ad 2) To Be Real Means to Appear. Arendt’s Phenomenological Anti-Cartesianism

The first of the three interrelated theses which follow from Arendt’s transformed conception of appearance brings us back to the question of reality, which, after EX, evolves in Arendt’s main works HC and LM: In HC, the question of reality is treated within the broader framework of a critique of modernity, in terms of “world-alienation.” Arendt describes “The Rise of Cartesian Doubt” (Chapter 38) as a “dissolution of objective reality into subjective states of mind or, rather, into subjective mental processes” (HC 282). Combined with the corresponding method of “introspection,” this gives rise to a worldview that subjectivizes the experience of reality. What is thus lost in the philosophical image of the cogito, is a real, shared world. Instead, the objectiveness and resistance of objects is apprehended as mere private sense data in an ever-flowing stream of consciousness (Arendt combines the Cartesian line of thought with its continuations and consequences in British empiricism). This philosophical image ascends to become the dominant way of understanding our being-in-the-world. It has a tremendous impact on the sciences and their correlative dissolution of the sensuously given into abstract processes: “Nothing perhaps could prepare our minds better for the eventual dissolution of matter into energy, of objects into a whirl of atomic occur-rences” (HC 282). Being dissolved into processes of consciousness and matter, the subject is deprived of the reality and stability of the appearing world and thrown back onto its own private sense-data and sensations that cannot guarantee for a shared reality. What remains to be considered as “real,” withdraws itself from our senses and can only be encountered by means of abstract mathematical symbols. Man has lost his ground in appearance.

This critique has often been identified with Arendt’s rejection of Husserl’s Cartesian-inspired version of phenomenology, and this is also partly true. However, it is necessary to draw a more nuanced picture, since Arendt concurs with Husserl to an unusual degree in her assessment that the dynamic process of modernity leads to a loss of reality of our lifeworld (and that Descartes and Galileo Galilei play an important role in it) (cf. HC 275, Husserl 1970: §9a—l). What Husserl attacks is precisely the degradation of the visible world to a world of illusions and secondary, subjective qualities. If one understands Husserl’s notion of intentionality correctly, this is not at all surprising. Through intentionality, the world appears to consciousness, but it is not dissolved in it; and this first, real appearing world is the lifeworld from which all of our scientific projects start and in which they are rooted. Yet, according to Husserl, the development in the sciences since Galilei has triggered a new worldview that is forgetful of intentional accomplishments, the subjective origin of all possible—also objectivist—meaning. Instead, it leads to a total embrace of physical objectivism or naturalism (whose central claims Husserl describes in the following quote):



The phenomena are only in the subjects; they are there only as causal results of events taking place in true nature, which events exist only with mathematical properties. If the intuited world of our life is merely subjective, then all the truths of pre- and extrascientific life which have to do with its factual being are deprived of value. They have meaning only insofar as they, while themselves false, vaguely indicate an in-itself which lies behind this world of possible experience and is transcendent in respect to it.

(Husserl 1970: 54)




Arendt draws a similar picture:



The modern astrophysical world view, which began with Galileo, and its challenge to the adequacy of the senses to reveal reality, have left us a universe of whose qualities we know no more than the way they affect our measuring instruments, and—in the words of Eddington—“the former have as much resemblance to the latter as a telephone number has to a subscriber.”

(HC 261)




Arendt and Husserl describe the same problem, a loss of reality, albeit with different solutions. While Husserl wants to oppose the modern epistemological/scientific worldview with his project of a transcendental phenomenology starting from the pregiven lifeworld and its genetic, historical, and generative constitution, Arendt intends to reclaim the appearing world by giving a reminder of worldly activities and practices. Arendt remains skeptical of the way of expressing our being in terms of “consciousness-talk,” not only because it is an approach which gives primacy to the theoretical, but also because it runs the risk of obstructing the feeling of reality in a worldly way.

Therefore, she keeps identifying Husserl with a pernicious “philosophy of consciousness” and, indeed, the German version in particular uses Husserlian vocabulary when assessing Cartesian topics (cf. HC 281/VA 356 and HC 282/VA 358). Interestingly, the English version reads like a critique of Cartesianism and sensualism, a critique to which Husserl could easily subscribe; the German version, however, employs expressions that are typical for phenomenology to voice the same critique (e.g. “sensation of vision” becomes “Gegenstand eines Sehaktes,” “object of an act of seeing”). This can be quite confusing, since everything that Arendt articulates in Husserlian vocabulary belongs to an epistemological view that Husserl himself clearly denies (most forcefully in Ideas I, §§40–44): It is crucially important for him to stress that worldly objects are transcendent objects and are not part of the stream of consciousness. Yet Arendt also follows a main strand within the phenomenological tradition itself, which rejects a certain Cartesianism in Husserl’s phenomenology, namely that of securing an absolute grounding of world-constitution in transcendental subjectivity and inter-subjectivity. Hence, Arendt—like Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and many other phenomenologists—heavily criticizes the “Cartesian way” for leading to an absolute subjectivity, while, on the other hand, she remains close to Husserl’s late philosophy that demonstrates the irreducibility and importance of the lifeworld.

For Arendt, reality is made of appearances: “For us, appearance—something that is being seen and heard by others as well as by ourselves—constitutes reality” (HC 50). An appearance that constitutes reality is thus always already pluralized appearance. However, this is not an empirical demand concerning facts (ten people have seen this thing), but an essential possibility lying in appearance as such. Appearance, by its very essence, is not something private, but instead shines in the world. In contrast to Husserl’s method, Arendt does not first regard it as a phenomenon of consciousness which then proves its “reality character” through certain features like inter-subjectivity, a certain permanence, a regular sequence of appearances, etc. Rather, appearance is conceived of as intrinsically intersubjective and worldly. It can then turn out to be a merely privative mode of semblance, either deceiving all by not showing itself, or deceiving only me, which makes it become a private event. Thus, only “semblance” can convey a private meaning: “Although everything that appears is perceived in the mode of it-seems-to-me, hence open to error and illusion, appearance as such carries with it a prior indication of realness” (LM 49). Arendt never denies that there is a “dative of appearance,” but this “for me” is not decisive of an appearance’s reality:



To men the reality of the world is guaranteed by the presence of others, by its appearing to all; “for what appears to all, this we call Being,” [Aristotle] and whatever lacks this appearance comes and passes away like a dream, intimately and exclusively our own but without reality.

(HC 199)8





If we now take a look at Arendt’s late work “On Thinking,” we can again see how, on the one hand, she defends appearance by explicitly phenomenological means. On the other hand, her explanation of why many thinkers fail to grasp reality is exemplary of her critique and transformation of classical phenomenology through radicalizing phenomenological insights. Besides being her most phenomenological book, “On Thinking” can also be called Arendt’s most sympathetic approach to the philosophers’ realm. In fact, she reassesses some of her harsh rejections of the bios theoretikos by developing an understanding of the plight of the thinker. Hence, Arendt now explains how and why thinking leads to a loss of reality: Thinking is an activity that leaves the world of appearances behind. Yet, since we are not mere spectators but appearing beings, we lose our embeddedness in reality which is “first of all of a phenomenal nature” (LM 22).

The world of appearances, where deception is always possible, is the ground from which all of our reflections concerning reality and deception must proceed. Arendt uses this Husserlian lifeworld-argument in order to destruct the metaphysical hierarchy of being and appearance, which entails the claim that the “higher reality” of being causes the “lower reality” or “non-reality” of appearance (LM 25). Instead, Arendt insists that it is in the realm of appearance, and not in the realm of thought, where we experience reality: “The reality of what I perceive is guaranteed by its worldly context, which includes others who perceive as I do, on the one hand, and by the working together of my five senses on the other” (LM 50). Reality qua worldly context thus includes (i) the constant identity of objects in perception in concordance with their background, and (ii) others who perceive the same objects from a different perspective. This sustains the “sixth sense” which is explained as a sense of context. Since the “context qua context never appears entirely” but is “elusive, almost like Being which qua Being never appears in a world filled with beings,” it is not comparable to other perceivable properties (LM 50): “The sixth sense’s corresponding worldly property is realness, and the difficulty with this property is that it cannot be perceived like other sensory properties” (LM 49). Rather, without being able to “know” or objectify it, the “sixth sense” is awareness of a certain style of experience characteristic of the cohesive structure of the world.

This calls to mind Merleau-Ponty’s approach and, indeed, Arendt openly states that Merleau-Ponty’s work was an important inspiration, which accounts for striking similarities between their analyses of thinking. In the Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty already develops a critique of a “philosophy of reflection” which establishes the untouchable “inner self” and passes over our rootedness in the world:



Analytical reflection believes that it can… arrive in the ‘inner man’—to use Saint Augustine’s expression—at a constituting power which has always been identical with that inner self. Thus reflection is carried off by itself and installs itself in an impregnable subjectivity, as yet untouched by being and time.

(Merleau-Ponty 2005: xi)




Likewise, in The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty (1968: 30) argues that everything is transformed into “ideates, cogitata, or noemata subsisting before the pure subject” through conversion to reflection. Merleau-Ponty (2005: xi) insists that this is “an incomplete form of reflection which loses sight of its own beginning”: “unreflective experience” upon which all reflection must bear. Although Merleau-Ponty’s enterprise of finding a more immediate access to our world-relationship is more orientated along the lines of perception than of plurality, his “plunging into the world” has the same motivation as Arendt’s, namely their doubts in a philosophy of consciousness (cf. Merleau-Ponty 1968: 244).

It is thus the prominent theme of anti-Cartesianism that unites Arendt’s and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological approaches. Arendt’s special focus—which, in a certain sense, runs from EX through LM—is that thinking can never give warrant for the real because nothing could guarantee the realness of our thought:



The Cartesian res cogitans, this fictitious creature, bodiless, senseless, and forsaken, would not even know that there is such a thing as reality and a possible distinction between the real and the unreal, between the common world of waking life and the private non-world of our dreams. What Merleau-Ponty had to say against Descartes is brilliantly right: ‘To reduce perception to the thought of perceiving… is to take out an insurance against doubt whose premiums are more onerous than the loss for which it is to indemnify us: for it is to… move to a type of certitude that will never restore to us the “there is’ of the world” [quoted from Merleau-Ponty 1968: 36].

(LM 48f.)




Both Arendt and Merleau-Ponty, insist on the absolute antecedence of reality which “does not await our judgement” (Merleau-Ponty 2005: xi). Merleau-Ponty (2005: xi) even states it as a phenomenological paradigm that “the real has to be described, not constructed or formed.” Departing from the bodily being-towards-the-world (être-au-monde) preceding every subject-object-difference, reality instead takes place as an “involvement [engagement] in a field of presence” (Merleau-Ponty 2005: 386). In this manner, Merleau-Ponty (and also Levinas) stand as crucial in opening up new ways for phenomenologists to understand reality not as an accomplishment of constitution but, on the contrary, as something which consciousness passively undergoes. These developments have led to a phenomenological elaboration of the early existentialist objection of Jaspers against Husserl that reality can only be grasped in terms of border-experiences—a trend that Arendt belongs to. Phenomenologists in France (Marion, Richir) and Germany (Waldenfels, Tengelyi) have consequently spoken of “meaning-events” as “the paradox of an experience that is mine without being my accomplishment” (Crowell 2008: 261; cf. Gondek, Tengelyi and Klass 2011). Reality, one could say, is thereby understood as a counter-notion with respect to constitution.

Phenomenology, in all its different variations and approaches throughout the 20th century, can hence also be seen as a dispute concerning the true site of the emergence and the experience of reality—and Arendt does take a certain stance within this dispute, as I have already shown in Chapter 1. Instead of the unworldly certitude of the cogito, Arendt relies on the intersubjective acknowledgment of an appearing common world: This is where the realness of reality originally unfolds. It is a kind of certitude that admittedly can never reach the apodicticity of the cogito. Still, its position is fundamental in the sense of being a condition of meaning for our very distinction between reality and illusion. We would not know what this difference would amount to if we had not taken for granted the experience of the real.

By moving from her border-like conception of reality in EX (“sheer thereness”) to its phenomenological articulation, Arendt proves her relatedness to the phenomenological tradition as such—more so than to any other: Arendt is in basic agreement with the phenomenological thesis that reality is given or understood and even expands it to plural givenness. This contradicts the picture of metaphysical realism, presupposing a completely independent “objective reality,” which is “outside” of our minds and our “subjective impressions” of it, and which leaves us with the mystery of how it is to be encountered at all. Arendt’s is certainly not such a metaphysical-realist conception, since she even leaves open the possibility that the style of reality can break down (HC 57f.). Neither does Arendt have a language-philosophical or constructivist stance on the question of reality, since perception, experience, and appearance appeal to an already pre-predicative and pre-linguistic level perceived by the senses; reflection or construction by definition always come too late to “explain” this facticity of the real. Furthermore, it is clear that Arendt does not lean toward a Hegelian concept of reality, in which spirit concretizes itself in a historical dialectic; nor to a Marxian approach, which would reverse this dialectic and insist on a primacy of the material situation of a given class forming a certain consciousness. Arendt thus neither steps into dialectics to address the question of reality, nor does she adhere to a sheer “matters of fact” approach. Instead, she favors decidedly phenomenological (and, as I will show in the next subchapter, hermeneutical) means and terms for articulating her position.




(Ad 3) To “Be of-the-World” Means to Belong to the Realm of Appearance

Mental activities, as Arendt writes, “all have in common a withdrawal from the world as it appears and a bending back toward the self” (LM 22). This would be no big problem if we were “mere spectators” who were in possession of some other region we originally exist in: “However, we are of the world and not merely in it; we, too, are appearances by virtue of arriving and departing, of appearing and disappearing” (LM 22).

Arendt makes a noteworthy point here, which, in my opinion, also marks her genuine contribution to phenomenology: Our self-appearance is not a mere objectification of our lived body, but instead occurs in our “natural habitat” (LM 22). In addition to being “always already” engaged in the world, we are fundamentally “of the world.” By this, Arendt does not mean our biological or “material” basis as opposed to the realm of the mental or spiritual. To be “of” the world is to have one’s genuine home in the realm of appearances—like she advocated already in her dissertation on Augustine. We are neither mere spectators of this realm nor mere visitors who “stem” from another sphere and could withdraw back into it. Although we can “leave” this worldly realm of appearances in a certain sense (for ourselves, on our own) by the capacity of thinking, being of the world is nevertheless the factual condition for the possibility of thinking. Consequently, it is not only an illusion, but it is illegitimate to exceed the conditions of our worldliness and the logic of appearance by way of any results of thinking.9

Arendt’s “being-of-the-world” (“Von-der-Welt-Sein”) deserves to be discussed as a phenomenological conception of the mind-world-relation alongside Heidegger’s “In-der-Welt-Sein” and Merleau-Ponty’s “être-au-monde.” By emphasizing not only our worldly involvement but also our worldly origin, Arendt sides with Merleau-Ponty speaking of the “impossibility of a complete reduction,” as well as of the primacy of the question of world: “If we were absolute mind, the reduction would present no problem. But since, on the contrary, we are in the world… there is no thought which embraces all our thought” (Merleau-Ponty 2005: xv). For Arendt, taking our being-ofthe-world seriously, implies recognizing the borders of thinking and situating this activity as a whole. The thinking person herself belongs to the world:



The worldliness of living things means that there is no subject that is not also an object and appears as such to somebody else, who guarantees its ‘objective’ reality. What we usually call “consciousness,” the fact that I am aware of myself and therefore in a sense can appear to myself, would never suffice to guarantee reality.

(LM 18f.)




“Consciousness” therefore must be traced back to its appearing embodiment and living incarnation—its “surface” that is visible to others. Only by that move can the thinker be true to her worldly origin and regain a sense of reality.




(Ad 4) To Be a Self Means to Appear

This is also one decisive point for Arendt’s line of argument concerning the self: Since Arendt’s notion of reality is essentially publicness, our self-hood also gains reality only by shining forth in the world (LM 37). Certainly, sensations and, especially, pain, are very real experiences—as such, they normally account for the “inner life” and reality of the self. But for Arendt, their privateness never reaches the ontological dignity of a worldly appearance. They have a “subjective reality,” whose force is not to be underestimated, since in its very extremes, it can throw me out of the common world of appearances and back into my sensing alone: I am then nothing else but my pain. But the reality experienced here is one that I can never share with anybody else—nothing that shines in the open and can be seen but, instead, radical enclosedness that might even seem “unreal” when it has elapsed again: “Pain, in other words, truly a borderline experience between life as ‘being among men’ (inter homines esse) and death, is so subjective and removed from the world of things and men that it cannot assume an appearance at all” (HC 51). This is the extreme case. The normal case is that inner sensations and emotions tend towards appearance, which means that they tend toward being expressed, communicated, written down, etc.10 Through this, they are transformed into worldly, appearing things and thereby gain a different ontological status:



Compared with the reality which comes from being seen and heard, even the greatest forces of intimate life—the passions of the heart, the thoughts of the mind, the delights of the senses—lead an uncertain, shadowy kind of existence unless and until they are transformed, deprivatized and deindividualized, as it were, into a shape to fit them for public appearance.

(HC 50)




Thus, for Arendt, there are states and objects of inner life—but they lack objective, worldly reality. Arendt therefore calls emotions and inner sensations “unworldly,” and she adds: “It is precisely the absence of form and hence of any possibility of intuition that characterizes our experience of inner sensations” (LM 40). What does this mean for the self? Arendt turns to Kantian vocabulary and again to Merleau-Ponty to express her stance:



An “inside self,” if it exists at all, never appears to either the inner or the outward sense, since none of the inner data possess stable, relatively permanent features which, being recognizable and identifiable, characterize individual appearance. “No fixed and abiding self can present itself in this flux of inner appearances,” as Kant observed repeatedly. Actually it is misleading to speak even of inner “appearances”; all we know are inner sensations whose relentless succession prevents any of them from assuming a lasting, identifiable shape. (“For where, when, and how has there ever been a vision of the inside?… The ‘psychism’ is opaque to itself.” [Merleau-Ponty]).

(LM 39f.)




The main line of the argument is the following: There is no “inner appearance” of the self. “Inner appearances” seem to be a contradictio in adiecto as such, since they metaphorically insinuate an “inner space” of appearance where there is only succession of time.11 In the relentless succession of inner sensations, no lasting shape can be identified (this argument also seems to be directed against Kant who defends an inner “intuition” of the empirical self in time). Since there is no appearance of the “inner self,” neither to the inner nor to the outer sense, there most probably is no such thing. Arendt thus rejects that we could ever capture a self by “looking inward.” She opposes a reification of sensualist data in the form of an “inner self,” which would just “appear to me” by the miracle of introspection. So far, she is in perfect accord with the phenomenological tradition (including Husserl).12 But does she believe that the whole stream of lived experiences is only a free-floating and disunited occurrence of “data”—which would be a very “unphenomenological” position? There is no sign that Arendt ever denies what phenomenologists call the “mineness of experience” (Zahavi 2014: 22). This “mineness” does not refer to the content of my experiences but rather to how they are experienced: for example, that the experiences of toothache or of mint-smell are, in an intrinsic sense, “mine” and do not anonymously float around. But she would doubt that by reflecting on this “mineness” we would get a full notion of self. For Arendt, being a self not only includes a narrative dimension—a thesis that has often been emphasized by Arendt-scholars (Kristeva 2001, Benhabib 2003, Ricœur 2006, Buckler 2007)—but fundamentally our immediate, non-reflective, non-objective worldly self-appearance—a dimension which has mostly been overlooked. This appearance is not an appearance for myself (“no inner appearance”), but only to others. And this is what makes myself “real,” not as an object in space and time alone, but as “appearing mineness.” Arendt clarifies that appearing in the world does not simply mean that my body objectively appears but also, that a unique living me appears, in intersubjective interaction—and it is one of Arendt’s central phenomenological tasks to describe this self-appearance in intersubjectivity, instead of an “inner life” (cf. I will further elaborate on this issue in Chapter 4.3).

We can now also see the interrelatedness between the three theses that claim the intrinsic relatedness of appearance with reality, self, and world. Sharing Merleau-Ponty’s conviction that “there is no inner man” (Merleau-Ponty 2005: xii), Arendt argues that the characteristic feature of being-of-the-world means to belong to the realm of appearances. This further intensifies Arendt’s exteriorization of the genuine phenomenological sphere. Arendt stresses that being-in-the-world (Heidegger) and the primacy of the lifeworld (Husserl) are linked much closer to our appearing in it than phenomenology has acknowledged so far. Her argument runs analogously to Heidegger’s (also anti-Cartesian) objection against Husserl’s “worldless subject.” This could be summed up as follows: “I am not first a subject and then I find myself in a world or constitute a world, but being a subject is always already being in the world.” With respect to the question of intersubjectivity, it could be formulated also in the following way: “I am not a first subject and then I am among others, but being a subject is always already being with others (being-in-the-world is always already Mitsein).” Taking this argument a step further, Arendt would now argue against Husserl and Heidegger: “I am not first in the world and then I sometimes appear in it and sometimes I do not, but being-in-the-world is essentially entering the world by appearing in it and leaving it by disappearing from it.” With respect to appearance before others in the world, it could be formulated also in the following way: “I am not with others first and then sometimes appearing before them and sometimes not, but being with others essentially means appearing before them.” Thus, self-appearance is not a mode which is accidental to being-inthe-world and being conscious, but it is how we enter this world in the first place and how we live in it: it is our “true home” and “nobody so far has succeeded in living in a world that does not manifest itself of its own accord” (LM 26). No matter what other experiences we might make with thinking, sensing etc., this is the basis of our lifeworld: “The world of appearances is prior to whatever region the philosopher may choose as his ‘true’ home but into which he was not born” (LM 23). Consequently, birth and death are not physical events for Arendt, but are primarily understood as appearing in and disappearing from the world, as “worldly events” (HC 97). “From where” does Arendt speak if she speaks about our entering the world by appearing in it and about the lifeworldly primacy of this being-as-appearing? I want to suggest that she speaks from a position where she has not left the first-person perspective, but where instead she has radically exteriorized it. Taking appearance and its worldly space of shining forth as the center and “ground” of her phenomenology—like Husserl takes consciousness and Heidegger Dasein-in-the-world—Arendt starts from the outwardness of our conscious life.13

As for now, we can reach the conclusion that the concept of appearance in Arendt’s work is operative in a distinctly phenomenological way; at the same time, it is constantly pushing forward toward pluralization: the implicit pluralization of shining forth in a world and thus appearing to many. In Arendt’s transformed phenomenology, Being equals appearing, and appearing, specifically human appearing, creates its own spaces of meaning.






Experience

The second reflection on operative concepts in Arendt’s phenomenology of plurality addresses the central notion of experience. I first turn to some approaches that emphasize the crucial influence of phenomenological hermeneutics on Arendt’s strategies of dealing with experience in historical and political contexts. However, my main aim in this chapter will be to show that there is an even deeper affinity to phenomenology in Arendt’s concept of experience, one that goes beyond the important methodological impact of phenomenological hermeneutics with respect to her oft-discussed “techniques” of narration, interpretation, and storytelling. This deeper affinity lies in the structural conception of experience that connects it to the interrelated notions of intentionality and subjectivity. While intentionality describes the givenness that occurs in experience, subjectivity is the “whom” of givenness and hence the “dative of experience.” Again, Arendt’s paradigm of plurality transforms all these core terms. To show this, I explicate what characterizes a phenomenological take on experience and how it operates in an Arendtian framework. In Heidegger’s reading, the intentional character of experience is not a static, objectifying relation but a worldly, transcending movement in which the subject receives itself from its immersion into its projects. This pushes the notion of intentionality toward a worldly enactment in which world and subject are both actualized in their encounter. With this approach, I further develop my enactive approach to plurality: by taking account of the fact mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, that “actualized plurality” does not describe a static or substantial concept but rather something that happens in a “verbal sense” like an activity, e.g. the activity of dancing or conducting a conversation. The idea behind this conception is crucial for an adequate understanding of the phenomenological approach in general. The intentional presence of the world is not to be understood as a functional or causal relation between two pre-given substances, subject and object. Instead, intentional presence is the basic event, a state of actuality, from which subjectivity, world, and intersubjectivity emerge as interrelated elements. I want to argue that without recognizing the “verbal sense” as an operative element in Arendt’s notion of experience, we cannot properly understand how she conceives of subjectivity and its world-relation nor can we grasp the intersubjective relationship. Even her most basic concept of experiencing subjectivity as a worldly movement cannot be captured without the phenomenological figure of an “identity in actualization.” Finally, for a further embedding of her theses into the discourse of second-generation phenomenology, I turn to similar developments in the approaches of Fink, Patočka, and Merleau-Ponty at the end of this subchapter. These authors, like Arendt, pushed Husserl’s “ego cogito cogitatum” towards a “sum” (Patočka) that belongs to the worldly event of appearance. Instead of the classical “dative of experience” that remains in itself, Arendtian subjectivity is turned “inside out” and performs/enacts itself in the world.


A Hermeneutic Approach to Experience

It is beyond dispute that biographical experience can have a productive impact on philosophical and political theory. For authors like Hannah Arendt or Thomas Hobbes, this is especially the case since their life-experience can be viewed as exemplary of their respective times, each with a story that incorporates a condensed and pointed version of a historical period. Almost all scholars who have written about Arendt have underlined this fact. As important and interesting as the consideration of this biographical input may be for treating Arendt’s theories, there is, however, also the danger of looking too much at the “personal” and neglecting the methodical part which is involved in her notion of experience. Therefore, it has been helpful that several authors have underlined Arendt’s diverse methodological strategies to deal with experience, which comprise judgment, storytelling, “fragmentary historiography” (Althaus 2000: 78) or “pearl diving” (Ben-habib 2003: 91ff.), as well as the use of the “faculties of imagination” (Borren 2010: 24, Beiner and Nedelsky 2001) and of the “redemptive power of narratives” (Benhabib 1990). Meanwhile, a huge amount of literature has been produced on these topics, including phenomenological-hermeneutical approaches, which have first and foremost been presented by Veronica Vast-erling (2011b, 2015), Marieke Borren (2010), and Peter Trawny (2005). Therefore, I limit myself to mentioning these techniques and the importance of the narrative for Arendt, and concentrate on the methodical basis in a phenomenological notion of experience.

The phenomenological-hermeneutical view helps to elucidate how Arendt treats experience in historical and political contexts. Generally spoken, experience plays a principle role in phenomenology: It guides phenomenological investigation and its method—regardless of whether one locates the experiences in a “sphere of consciousness” or one sees them as wordly enactments. All phenomenological propositions and methods must not only rise from the ground of experience, but they must also continuously prove themselves (ausweisen) in the final medium of experience. The famous dicta “To the things themselves!” (Husserl) and “No theories!” (Heidegger) have become paradigmatic for the resolve to refrain from construction in thought and only to rely on intuition with respect to what is given in experience. Arendt’s commitment to this central phenomenological credo is nicely expressed in her vivid response to the interview question “What is the subject of our thought?” Arendt’s answer is: “Experience! Nothing else! And if we lose the ground of experiences, then we get into all kinds of theories. When the political theorist begins to build his systems, he is also usually dealing with abstraction” (Arendt 1979: 308). Above all, we can clearly hear Heidegger’s mentioned dictum “No theories!” (Heidegger 2004: 9) resonate in Arendt’s exclamation “Experience! Nothing else!” This does not amount to a rejection of the theoretical as such, but only of those theories that do not gain their terminology and methods from the experience in question, but instead construct experience with abstract concepts taken from somewhere else. Already the very early Heidegger claimed that it is crucial that historical life is lived through. Therefore, it is not sufficient to explain it causally and, as it were, from the outside like natural processes. Instead, experience must be interpreted and made transparent from the inside of lived experience itself. In this sense, Heidegger clearly sees hermeneutics not as a method limited to texts. The young Heidegger, who was considerably influenced by Dilthey’s hermeneutics, embraces this approach as the only appropriate way to phenomenologically treat factical life experience: by a “hermeneutics of facticity.” The fundamental structure of Dasein is essentially characterized by having to live through one’s own existence in the manner of “taking care” of it. Beyond that, experience in its everydayness is always meaningful for us: We always encounter something-as-something. Heidegger calls this the “as-structure”: Something is accessible for us in being meaningful in one or in another way. Accessibility does not take place before anything becomes meaningful, but rather meaningfulness is the very essence of accessibility. In our everyday life or “factical life experience,” we thus live in an implicit, pre-reflective understanding that unfolds and is anticipated along the lines of caring for my own existence. Hence, experience is never only “taking notice,” but is instead an involved process of understanding and interpreting. In pointing out such an inner connection of “hermeneutics” and “facticity,” Heidegger makes clear that understanding is not something that Dasein sometimes engages in and sometimes not, but that Dasein is and unfolds as understanding. It is with respect to this self-referentiality that Heidegger can fruitfully speak of a “hermeneutical circle”: When hermeneutics is employed for the self-understanding of existence, it does not start from a zero point or, as it were, in a vacuum, but always already from a certain (everyday and unreflected) interpretation. Making transparent the structures of one’s own Being as an understanding Being in the very process of interpreting leads me from my concrete “existentiell” situation to the “existential” (transcendental) level and then back again to the concreteness of my factical life experience, but on a “higher” level and with a “deeper” understanding of myself: I thus arrive at a more elucidated version of the implicit understanding with which I started. Therefore, hermeneutics for Heidegger (1999: 12) is “wakefulness of Dasein for itself.”

Arendt now transposes this hermeneutics of facticity into a space of plurality. We can again see how Arendt thereby pluralizes and politicizes her phenomenologically acquired hermeneutics: by taking into account plural interpretations of experience and by engaging in a hermeneutic-historical reflection that also has ethical aspects. Arendt’s appeal to experience just as much as Heidegger’s forbids a methodical apprehension and explanation from “outside” (e.g. an account in the third-person or an account of an “invisible hand” or of a “world spirit”) and instead demands an elucidation from “inside” of experience itself. But this “inside” is a plural one with multiple perspectives. This, for example, has an impact on how Arendt treats the relation of factical truth and interpretation, as Veronica Vasterling (2011b: 579) shows: “[F]actual truth and pluralist interpretation go together” and even must do so, because “facts are neither simply ascertainable truths nor merely variable meaning, they are both at the same time.”14 The inseparability of fact and interpretation should mislead neither to the false conclusion that truth does not exist nor to the finding that one can neatly separate between “objective facts” and “subjective evaluation”: “[T]he truth of a fact cannot be established without bringing in interpretive perspectives” (Vasterling 2011b: 580). By drawing on the “frequently poorly understood hermeneutic-phenomenological context of Arendt’s work” (Borren 2010: 47, cf. also Vasterling 2011b: 571), Marieke Borren and Veronica Vasterling both demonstrate that Arendt’s concept of experience is never mere “input,” but always already involves an interpretation as it “is constituted by an implicit, pre-reflective understanding of phenomena, which comes about through our practical dealings with them” (Borren 2010: 47). Furthermore, Borren argues that Arendt’s approach thereby avoids a naïve conception of experience, one which places “neutral intake” (factum) in opposition to narrative or text-based “interpretation” (fictum). In contrast to strong empiricists who hold that “experience expresses one true relation to the world… Arendt… emphasizes the relational and perspectival nature of lived experience” (Borren 2010: 48). For Arendt, plurality implies precisely that there is not only one single true relation to the world, but many. Borren therefore concludes that Arendt can as much be regarded an ally of the postmodern criticism of “historical experience” (qua intake of reality) as she can be regarded as being immune to the pitfalls of postmodern skepticism, which disqualifies experience altogether: “Arendt’s hermeneutic-phenomenological explication of experience avoids two equally unfruitful intellectual positions regarding experience: strong empiricism and postmodernist skepticism” (Borren 2010: 47).

In addition to the “political hermeneutics” that Vasterling (2011b) and Borren see in Arendt’s sophisticated take on experience, Peter Trawny (2005: 71) diagnoses an “ethical hermeneutics” in Arendt’s intellectual involvement with the Holocaust, which influences her whole work. Trawny proposes conceiving of the affective impact of historical experience (“the sheer horror of contemporary political events”) and the inevitable imperative for Arendt “to understand” along the lines of the Levinasian figure of “appeal” and “response”: “Arendt’s understanding and interpreting of the Holocaust is a ‘response’… The question if and how I speak about the Holocaust—how I remember it—is not of theoretical but ethical relevance” (Trawny 2005: 72). While storytelling makes sense of past experiences, judgment values them in their singularity. But it is the (possibly harrowing and traumatizing) thaumazein with which certain experiences hit us that starts the very process of reflection and demands a response. Therefore, Arendt’s approach also requires that a theory is not supposed to invent tools to assimilate and explain the unexpected, but that it is instead supposed to do justice to the phenomenon of the singular and the new.

To these findings of political and ethical hermeneutics in Arendt’s approach to experience I would like to add that her reflections on the historicity (Geschichtlichkeit) of experience can be woven into a greater thread of the phenomenological tradition, namely that of Husserl’s diagnosis of a “Crisis” of European sciences and mankind (Husserl 1970) and Heidegger’s critique of technology (Heidegger 1977). Arendt’s hermeneutics of experience thereby targets a larger dimension of meaning-formation in Western history, one which she combines with a critique of the present. There is a striking similarity in the general structure of Husserl’s, Heidegger’s and Arendt’s respective treatments of the modern situation: It is that of a crisis in present times which has been triggered by a certain forgetfulness and which can only be confronted by means of a radical reconsideration (Besinnung). Arendt’s claim is that it is neither intersubjective constitution (Husserl), nor Being (Heidegger), but action that has been forgotten. This is the decisive step into a political version of a phenomenological critique of modernity. Yet what remains in common is that Arendt’s “critique moves on explicitly ontological terrain” (Villa 1996: 174) and that it calls for a hermeneutical reflection: Since we are always immersed in the meaning-structures upon which we try to reflect, we must embark on a hermeneutical enterprise, for which Arendt, in the German version of HC, uses precisely the same term as Husserl (Hua VI: 4, 16) and Heidegger (GA 5: 75): Besinnung15 (reconsideration or reflection). It is not a coincidence that all three authors are drawn to a word that includes the German word Sinn (sense or meaning). It indicates their domain of reflection on processes that constitute meaning-structures that form the basic understanding of our being-in-the-world. Besinnung—and not action—is thus the crucial thing to take up in order to confront historical meaning-shiftings as causes of the crisis. Undoubtedly, what Husserl, Heidegger, and Arendt understand as their present “crisis” and what each regards as a “remedy” is not the same. For Husserl, Besinnung is supposed to lead to an enlightened and intersubjective process of renewal (Erneuerung), for Heidegger, it is to find releasement (Gelassenheit) as an alternative way of being-in-the-world in the technological age. By contrast, Arendt’s goal is to revive the experience of the public realm as a doxastic space of appearance and meaning, or, at least, to create public awareness of this “loss of human experience [my italics, S. L.]” (HC 321). This enterprise is little about nostalgia, but instead considers the concerns of the present:



What I propose in the following is a reconsideration [Besinnung] of the human condition from the vantage point of our newest experiences and our most recent fears. This, obviously, is a matter of thought, and thoughtlessness… seems to me among the outstanding characteristics of our time.

(HC 5)





This connection of experience and thought, or rather after-thought (Nachdenken), which Arendt demands here, is important for grasping how the political as well as ethical dimension in Arendt’s hermeneutics manifest themselves methodically. Arendt claims: “I do not believe that there is any thought process possible without personal experience. Every thought is an afterthought, that is, a reflection on some matter or event” (Arendt 1994: 20). The impact of “factical life experience” and the need to “understand” and “interpret” it thus leads to a multifaceted reflection on possible responses to the concrete event. Therefore, Arendt’s theoretical take on experience has to be understood as going back and forth between general structures, plural interpretations, the singularity of experiences and the political and ethical response to them in judgment, narration, and storytelling.

We can conclude that Arendt’s concept of experience is permeated with hermeneutical-phenomenological elements that imply some methodological demands. Experience must serve as the ground for all theoretical comprehension, and it must be explicated from within itself. This requires a hermeneutical approach that, on the one hand, investigates the emergence of meaning-structures in experiences and, on the other hand, situates them in a historistic understanding that is motivated by our concerns for the present. As Heidegger puts it: “What is decisive is not to get out of the [hermeneutic] circle but to come into it in the right way” (BT 195). Arendt’s famous analysis of what the Greeks experienced with action in the polis has to be understood along these lines: It involves a general claim about how certain types of meaning emerge from certain types of experiences and combines this with the hermeneutical awareness that in our age this “pure” meaning of action is buried beneath other historically influential (but distorting) interpretations. Thus, the claim is not one to historical accuracy, e.g. that the Greeks really experienced things thus and so. Rather, Arendt’s reflections require that we, from our position, delve into what the tradition has to offer, in order to recover something that we would not be able to see with the eyes of our zeitgeist only. What Arendt thus adopts form the phenomenological approach of Besinnung is that it is not conceived of as a detached third-person analysis of experience but as an involved and hermeneutical enterprise. Arendt adds to this a pluralization and politicization: Reflection on experience allows for a structural analysis but remains open to plural interpretation. Arendt is not a philosopher who builds systems for experiences to fit in. Very much to the contrary, she belongs amongst the ardent advocates of the new and unexpected; and she emphasizes the plural openness of a political and ethical hermeneutics that operates along the lines of the affective appeal of experiences and the reflective response to them.




Phenomenology and the Structure of Experience

After looking at the influence of phenomenological hermeneutics on Arendt’s historical and political treatment of experience by the means of pluralistic interpretation, narration, afterthought etc., I now want to tackle the question of how Arendt conceptualizes actualized plurality as an experience by itself and as something that is only accessible through experience. For this, it will be necessary to deepen the phenomenological perspective on experience, which will lead us to the interrelatedness of subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and world, and Arendt’s transformation of these core notions.

Phenomenology’s opposition against constructive philosophy is paired with the establishment of a proprietary approach to experience. Experience is taken as a state of actualization in the first person and not as psychophysical data which can be objectified by the scientific methods of experiment, measurement, and mathematization. Also, first-person experience is not perceived in its empirical occurrence but in its general features. Phenomenology is thus not a psychological registration of experiential “matters of fact” but rather is in search of essential structures of experience.

To be sure, Husserl as well as Heidegger have built “theories” on the grounds of experience which might seem rather abstract to someone unfamiliar with phenomenological thought. This shows, however, that one ought not be misled in taking “experience” too naïvely as that which is personal, subjective, or individual, and which is expressed in terms of “how I experience it” or “in my experience” etc. Phenomenology is committed to the first-person perspective, but this first-person perspective is taken in its essential and universal features (and thus open to intersubjective criticism and verification). This is why Husserl talks about “eidetics” and Heidegger (2004: 42) about “formal indication.” “Existentialia” (Heidegger) as well as the “apriori of the lifeworld” (Husserl) are meant to indicate transcendental structures of experience. And for Heidegger, the transcendental, i.e. the ontological structures of Dasein, are to be drawn out from an ontico-ontological hermeneutics of existence (BT §§4, 9). This is how hermeneutics and the transcendental hang together in hermeneutic phenomenology.16 Although we have seen that Arendt refuses to capture experience and human life in rigid apriori forms and therefore criticizes Heidegger’s existentialia (cf. Chapter 1), it would simply be wrong to deny that she also wanted to reveal general structures of experience. For her, this means demonstrating that there is a correlation between what we do and how we do something and what kind of meaning we experience in doing so. In Chapter 3, I will show that her approach to basic human conditions and basic human activities also entails quasi-transcendental elements that work in an open, dynamic, and non-foundational mode. It can thus be claimed that Arendt continues and further develops the specifically phenomenological way to reflect on experience and its structures.

Furthermore, phenomenology operates with a broad concept of experience, proceeding from the insight that we cannot know anything if it is not somehow—even if only indirectly—given. First-person experience is thus conceived as the primary, originary, and irreducible access to the world, not only of spatio-temporal things but also of thoughts or ideal entities. Perceiving, recollecting, fantasizing, conceptualizing, counting, remembering, loving, acting, singing, etc. are all different forms of consciously lived experiences, of “acts” or “comportments” (Verhaltungen) (Heidegger), each of which has their different correlates that can be analyzed phenomenologically. For example, thinking in phenomenology—as for Arendt—is taken as an “experience,” as its possible correlate of an idea, concept, or structure is given in experience.

Hence, the broadness of what “experience” means in Arendt’s exclamation must be understood in phenomenological terms. Otherwise, misunderstandings like Martin Jay’s (who even quotes the interview passage mentioned above) are likely to emerge: “Arendt, it must be conceded, did not explicitly privilege the concept of experience, preferring instead to talk of action, but at times she did permit herself to lament the withering of experience qua political participation” (Jay 1994: 176). The point is that Arendt understood action as an experience (cf. HC 324). It is the first-person dimension of “living through” something which is required for something to be there in a certain way at all. I use this broad formulation, since Arendt does not, as one would maybe think, count only historical or political experiences of “events” among “experiences,” but also everyday ways of life, as well as theoretical activity. Consider the phrases “the most fundamental experience of instrumentality” (HC 153), “the somatic experience of laboring together” (HC 214), “the philosopher’s experience of the eternal” (HC 20) etc.

When analyzing these experiences, phenomenologists first turn to their intentional structure. This indicates that in an act or in a comportment, something is “given,” is present to someone. It would be too narrow a view of intentionality if one conceived this only as an objectifying relation (and it would totally miss the point to conceive it as a functionalist one).17 Rather, as Heidegger (1988: 157, 158) makes clear, “[i]ntentionality belongs to the existence of Dasein” and “[t]he co-disclosure of the self belongs to intentionality”: “To intentionality belongs, not only a self-directing-toward and not only an understanding of the being of the being toward which it is directed, but also the associated unveiling of the self which is comporting itself here” (Heidegger 1988: 158). Intentionality is thus the essential way in which Dasein exists and moves in the world, in contrast to a worldless stone. The intentional relation is not something Dasein occasionally entertains but that essentially characterizes its being: being engaged in the world in everyday experiences, involving an implicit self-understanding. Hence, all of this happens not in a static frame stretched between a subject and an object belonging to different spheres, but as a dynamic movement in the world:



The Dasein does not need a special kind of observation, nor does it need to conduct a sort of espionage on the ego in order to have the self; rather, as the Dasein gives itself over immediately and passionately to the world itself, its own self is reflected to it from things.

(Heidegger 1988: 160)




To elucidate this entangled mode of Dasein as being ahead of itself in the world and as finding itself reflected in the things it takes care of, Heidegger radicalizes Husserl’s original concept of intentionality and henceforth speaks of “transcendence” as a fundamental existentiale (Heidegger 1988: 162). Here, what “transcends” is Dasein itself. Its being-in-the-world is a constant temporal movement and enactment that, as Heidegger argues, is the condition for any objectifying intentional comportment.

This approach to experience, radicalizing intentionality toward a dynamic enactment while upholding the fundamental phenomenological claims of world- and self-givenness, is decisive for how Arendt analyzes experience: as the disclosure of different and particular modes of human life which involve a certain understanding of self, world, and others. These understandings shape existence and can be hermeneutically analyzed. The idea that the human being essentially exists as enactment is sustained by the concept of “life” as already articulated in Heidegger’s earlier phase. Heidegger calls phenomenology an “original science of life as such” (“Ursprungswissenschaft vom Leben an sich” [GA 58: 79]), which investigates the “enactment character of life.” Life is essentially historistic (geschichtlich); it belongs to a world of movement (Bewegtheit), thereby expressing its ability to “live through” its time—instead of simply enduring it like an object. Especially the young Heidegger, as we have seen, insists on “factical life experience” and on a “hermeneutics of facticity” as the source for all philosophical theory, with the idea of building up phenomenology as the philosophy of factical life. On this basis of trying to be as close and true to factical life experience as possible, Heidegger distances himself from Husserl, whose notions of “consciousness” and “Wissenschaftlichkeit” seem to lead him astray from this project and, in the eyes of Heidegger, away from the originary impetus of “Zu den Sachen selbst!” The structure in which Heidegger conceives of factical life experience, however, basically remains the same as with Husserl: “What is called ‘factical life experience’? ‘Experience’ designates: (1) the experiencing activity, (2) that which is experienced through this activity” (Heidegger 2004: 7). Yet, within this structure, Heidegger also highlights another dimension which will be important in the following sections: the dimension of enactment, which brings out the character of “living through” one’s intentional experience. This implies that “the experiencing self and what is experienced are not torn apart like things” (Heidegger 2004: 7), but that they are connected in a state of actualization. With an emphasis on this aspect, Heidegger also wants to distance himself from a conception of intentionality that is guided too much by the theoretical, thereby reinforcing a gap between subject and object: “‘Experiencing’ does not mean ‘taking-cognizance-of’ but a confrontation-with, the self-assertion of the forms of what is experienced” (Heidegger 2004: 7). Heidegger hence enlarges the phenomenological concept of intentionality, moving toward a threefold structure of content, relation, and enactment, with the “phenomenon” being “the totality of sense in these three directions” (Heidegger 2004: 43):



Each experience—as experi encing, and what is experi enced—can be taken “in the phenomenon,” that is to say, one can ask:



	after the original “what,” that is experienced therein (content) [Gehalt],

	after the original “how,” in which it is experienced (relation) [Bezug],

	after the original “how,” in which the relational meaning is enacted (enactment) [Vollzug].





(Heidegger 2004: 43)




Again, there is a hermeneutical task connected to this conception. Heidegger (2004: 43) takes it that Dasein is dominated so completely by the contents of experience that it is naturally blind to the “how” of experience. Hence, the fundamental phenomenon that has to be regained by remaining true to “factical life experience” is eventually Dasein—the “bearer” of intentionality who exists temporally and historically, and thus differently than other entities, e.g. a stone or a bird. Conceiving of Arendt’s approach as being in line with this tradition makes it possible to elucidate her treatment of experience on a deeper level than just a hermeneutics of plural interpretation. What I want to make visible is that the dimension of enactment or actualization in the inner structure of experience is crucial, a feature that has almost always been overlooked in the literature. It is decisive not only for understanding Arendt’s concept of action but also the central role of activities in her philosophy, how they actualize conditions and how this creates spaces of meaning. Furthermore, it deeply influences Arendt’s view of the relationship between subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and world, which I will show in the next sections.




From Intentionality to Enactment, Actualization, and Performance

To “have” experiences is not to be in blind possession of something, but to “go through” the experienced in a state of actualization. This state has its “how” in distinction to the “what” of experience. As Heidegger emphasizes, this accounts for the fact that one “lives through” one’s experiences and thereby enacts the relational meaning of experiencing and the experienced. Now, similar to how Heidegger refutes the reification of experience, he refuses the reification of Being. “To be” is something that happens in a “verbal sense” like an activity. In an interview, Levinas strikingly describes Heidegger’s ability to evoke this sense of verbality in the word “being”—an experience many of his students shared and then developed in their own ways:



One speaks habitually of the word being as if it were a substantive even though it is verb par excellence…. With Heidegger, “verbality” was awakened in the word being, what is event in it, the “happening” of being. It is if things … made a “profession of being.” Heidegger accustomed us to this verbal sonority. This reeducation of our ear is unforgetable [sic!], even if banal today. Philosophy would thus have been—even when it was not aware of it—the attempt to answer the question of the signification of being, as verb.

(Levinas 1985: 38)




Levinas’s account of Heidegger’s elucidation of the famous “ontological difference” gives an impression of how this opened up new horizons for young phenomenologists at the time. For Arendt, the question of Being was never a central issue, but she took a deep interest in the “verbal sense” that was conveyed in Heidegger’s philosophy, because it avoided reification and objectification of human affairs. Attentiveness to this “verbal sense” shapes Arendt’s concepts of subjectivity and intersubjectivity as well as her picture of the subjects’ relatedness to the world and others through activities—an approach I will call an enactive one.18 This also brings us back from Being to a phenomenological concept of experience: because with the “verbal sense,” Heidegger had only worked out and radicalized a concept that was already there in the intentional relation as Husserl described it: the actuality of presence of something for someone—an actuality, from which subjectivity, objectivity, and intersubjectivity arise as interdependent and corresponding moments. In the German language, and particularly in phenomenological vocabulary, the word “Vollzug” is used to describe this state of actuality which can also be an activity of actualization. In English, the term has been translated as “performance,” “enactment,” or “execution.” Whatever may be the apt translation in each case, it is crucial that the “verbal sense” of the respective term is transported. I mostly translate Vollzug as “actuality/actualization” (actualitas), since there is a firm tradition in phenomenology that refers to Aristotle’s concept of energeia in order to capture the actuality in intentional presence as well as in the ontological difference.19 The main idea in this approach, which is also operative in Arendt’s phenomenology of plurality, is that of an “identity in actualization” (Vollzugsidentität). This thought basically spells out the idea that intentional presence is one event of actuality in which two different moments occur. My experiential openness to the world through encountering it in different ways (by seeing, hearing, calculating something etc.) hence has the peculiar structure of myself “being” that which I encounter: however, not in an ontic identity of an object-like coincidence, an identity of entities (Identität des Bestands), but in an identity of enactment (Identität des Vollzugs). The sounding tone and my hearing of it are not two separated entities, neither are they one entity, but they are one “reality of enactment”: one occurs as the other. I am actualized as the “for someone” of appearance in this hearing of the tone and the tone is nothing apart from my hearing it; it has its reality and its actualization in sounding. The appearance or coming forth of something thus occurs as my self-actualization and vice versa. In an explicit reference to Aristotle, this identity in actualization has been called an “energetic identity” (Pöltner 2008: 240, also Pöltner 1986: 17). As such, it is a general characteristic of our experiential openness and concrete relatedness to the world. The “thereness” of all possible things occurs as my respective engagement or self-actualization.

This is deeply relevant for understanding how Arendt conceptualizes plurality, namely as a state of actualization and as something that we experience while being involved in speaking, acting, and judging. The same holds, in a broader sense, for her concept of conditions, which are not simply “exterior” conditions but which are experienced in a state of activity (e.g. life is experienced in laboring). Arendt’s philosophy unfolds as a philosophy of activities precisely in the sense of an identity of actualization. Elaborating on this background prepares us for capturing Arendt’s conception of world-disclosing activities on a wider scale than by the poiesis-praxis-differentiation only, as is usually done. Beyond that, it is the theoretical movement from intentionality to enactment and further, to performance, which resonates in Arendt’s approach. Being human and being alive is essentially an activity for Arendt, one which can have different modes. Not only are its highest forms enactments, but every mode enacts a certain conditionality, which is constitutive of a certain form of meaning (cf. Chapter 3).

Certainly, this conception incorporates Heidegger’s movement from intentional consciousness in Husserl toward “Ek-sistenz,” the primary outwardness and transcending quality of Dasein, which is to be understood as an enactment (cf. BT §69). It also includes the dimensions of lived temporality and situatedness for which Heidegger explicitly demands an “understanding in the manner of enactment [vollzugsmäßiges Verstehen]” (Heidegger 2004: 63). Yet Arendt goes further in conceptualizing “being together” along the lines of energeia and elaborating the process of becoming a self with others in a verbal and enactive sense. This also points to her understanding of what a “person” is—and here again, we can find a phenomenological lineage that employs the idea of actualization: For Max Scheler, the concept of enactment is central for his notion of the “person.” As Heidegger notes in BT, in a reference to Scheler: “The person is not a thing, not a substance, not an object… Essentially the person exists only in the performance [Vollzug] of intentional acts” (BT 73). For it is the person, irreducible to an object, who performs or enacts; and acts are experienced only in their performance (cf. BT 73).



If an act can therefore never be an object, then the person who lives in the execution of acts [die in ihrem Aktvollzug lebende Person] can a forteriori never be an object. The only and exclusive kind of givenness of the person is his execution of acts [Aktvollzug]… It is through this execution of acts that the person experiences himself at the same time. Or, if we are concerned with other persons, the person is experienced in terms of co-actualization, re-actualization or pre-actualization of acts [Mit- oder Nachvollzug oder Vorvollzug].

(Scheler 1973: 387, 1921: 402—trans. mod.)




A person thus not only experiences but is also experienced by others in a certain actuality, and never as an object. According to Scheler (1973: 382), the person is the concrete unity of acts of different types. This means that the person is present in each and every act, without being reducible to any one act. As Davis and Steinbock (2014) note,



“[u]nity” here is meant as a particular style, a style of act execution and being. Every individual has his or her unique style of loving, of assigning meaning, and necessarily has his or her own access to the world. When a person dies, not only is that unique style of loving and assigning meaning lost, but so is that world.




We will see later in the book that a very similar notion of uniqueness is at work in Arendt’s conception of the person.

So far, it is sufficient to state that the “verbal sense” of experiencing can be detected on different levels in several phenomenological concepts: It is relevant for conceiving the basic structure of encountering the world, up to grasping rightly what a person and the interpersonal encounter each essentially concern. As I will show in Chapters 3–5, this will be of vital importance for Arendt’s conception of the world-relation and the intersubjective relation. The next section is dedicated to a discussion of what consequences such a conception has for understanding subjectivity: the “dative of experience.”




Experiencing Subjectivity as a Worldly “Dative of Appearance”: Fink, Patočka, Merleau-Ponty

Phenomenology speaks about the “dative of experience” or the “dative of appearance,” meaning the “whom” to which the appearances appear in experience. In subchapter 2.1, I have explained that phenomenologists understand the whole structure of appearing as an “occurrence” or “event” (Erscheinungsgeschehen) that brings forth its different poles: that which appears, the whom of appearance and the appearing as such, unfolding in a space of appearance—the world. So far, the second subchapter (2.2) has made clear that this corresponds to the intentional structure of experience in which this relation is lived through and therefore actualized as an identity of actualization. Now the subjectivity that experiences, the “dative of appearance” is in the focus. This also marks a transition to the third subchapter (2.3) of this section (combining our findings on 2.1 “appearance” and 2.2 “experience” with the implied dimension of 2.3 “world”), since Arendt insists that we have to understand subjectivity not only as being-in-the-world but being-of-the-world. For Arendt, the worldliness of the “whom” is central, which implies that its appearing and self-disclosing character, its essential outwardness can only be witnessed by others. We have seen that Arendt has deep reservations concerning a Husserlian concretization of the “whom” in the form of a constituting subjectivity, which would be given as a comprehensive field of investigation in reflection. She does not believe that a reflective look on lived experiences (Erlebnisse) could disclose the true domain or “home” of subjectivity—especially not in terms of a non-appearing “inner self.” Subjectivity for her is rather a worldly movement, given in its activities and its correlating appearances. With her critique as well as with this conception of subjectivity, Arendt is in good phenomenological company. Aside from Heidegger, “second generation phenomenologists” Eugen Fink, Jan Patočka and Maurice Merleau-Ponty have all thought along these lines of conceiving of a worldly subjectivity and capturing the event-character of appearing: Fink developed a “speculative cosmology,” Patočka coined an approach he called “asubjective phenomenology,” and Merleau-Ponty meditated on vision in painting and the things “looking back” at me. I will briefly highlight which of their respective ideas form a common background with Arendt’s and thereby thoroughly transform the “dative of appearance” by questioning the hierarchical intentional relation of “object given to subject” in experience.

Fink (1958: 93) takes appearance as the “medium, in which man as man is placed” and views it as “the all too self-evident atmosphere of his worldly inhabitancy.” He also describes appearing as an “occurrence (Vorgang) that incessantly comes to pass, as long as men and things stand in a relation” (Fink 1958: 94). In his late philosophy, Fink moves away from the concept of subjectivity promoted by his teacher Husserl and seeks to understand human being-in-the-world from a more dynamic, partly speculative, and explicitly worldly perspective. Fink tries to cast the “dynamics” (Bewegtheit) of appearance as neither being located in the ground of a subject nor of an object; rather, he tries to conceptualize subjectivity from the movement of appearance itself, thought as an enactment, whose place of appearance is the world. This movement of appearing of beings has, according to Fink, a greater “intensity of being”20 than each single being which appears in this movement (cf. Kerckhoven 1998: 129). Hence, “world is the universal scenery of all clearance and knowledge. It is the field of Being” (Fink 1958: 141). I will come back to Fink’s notion of world in the next chapter, where we will see more explicitly how the place of appearance itself is conceived. So far it can be stated that in turning over the intentional relation and hierarchy between subject and world, Fink’s approach draws near to Arendt’s project.

Patočka (1970), who was a close friend of Fink, developed his “asubjective phenomenology” along similar lines, with the aim of taking phenomenology a step further toward the world and the actual event of appearing. The term “asubjective” makes a strong objection against Husserl that is immediately evident. Patočka criticizes the idea of immanence as a sphere of self-givenness. He claims that the appearing phenomena simply cannot account for an own sphere of consciousness since nothing like a “noetic side” would be given when analyzing the appearing (Patočka 1991: 300). Transcendental subjectivity, which is the “phantom” that springs from the doubling of the modes of givenness as noetic-noematic, therefore, in fact, conceals the event of appearance (Patočka 1991: 279f.) in an “artificial subjectivation of the phenomenal” (Patočka 1991: 282). Instead of exposing a “field of appearance” (Erscheinungsfeld), a reduction to immanence is what takes place (Patočka 1991: 279). This, in fact, is precisely Arendt’s position. She would also agree with Patočka’s conclusion (which is the same as Fink’s). The phenomenal field must be conceived in its autonomy. It transcends the accomplishments of transcendental subjectivity. To acknowledge the primacy of a field of appearance and to acknowledge that the reflection on subjectivity cannot disclose this field (since nothing “appears” on the subjective side), amounts to turning around the “hierarchy” of subjectivity, appearance, and world. Therefore, Patočka speaks of “appearing as such,” fully aware that the dative of appearance cannot simply be crossed out. What he proposes instead is conceiving of subjectivity as a moment which itself becomes visible only within the event of appearance: “The Ego can only be made visible through that by which it is occupied, what it projects or does, precisely in the phenomenal sphere” (Patočka 1991: 283). Again, this is exactly the same point that Arendt wants to make. In order to emphasize the verbal sense of this conception of subjectivity as well as its dynamic character, Patočka speaks of the “sum” instead of the Husserlian ego cogito cogitatum. The sum is the “who” of appearance, which at the same time belongs to the event of appearance (Vollzugsgeschehen des Erscheinens) (Kouba 1998: 75). Yet, even if the Ego is replaced by the movement of the sum, is not the field of appearance still fundamentally “subjective?” Patočka emphasizes that the event of appearing as such is not man-made. An analysis of the phenomenal sphere guided by the sum can, in Patočka’s view, justifiably be called “asubjective,” because the only way in which we can still talk about a “subjective” moment is ex post facto: “The field of appearance is not subjective in the sense of its subjective constitution or construction, but it is subjective in the sense that it makes the I visible by proposing to it the possibility of its Being” (Srubar, in Patočka 1991: 27). This is also where Patočka’s critique of Heidegger sets in. According to Filip Karfík (1998: 96), Patočka takes Heidegger’s theory to claim that Dasein creates the possibilities into which it is thrown. Like he does against Husserl, Patočka argues against Heidegger that there is no indication to be found for this assumption in the phenomenal sphere: “there is no primary projection of possibilities—the world is not a product of freedom, only the enabling of a finite freedom” (Patočka, in Karfík 1998: 96). Man does not project himself into this field but receives himself from it (Srubar, in Patočka 1991: 28). It would take us too far afield to follow Patočka’s elaboration of the “three movements of existence”21 where he describes this worldly self-enactment and self-reception of man—although there are corresponding elements to Arendt’s three forms of activities undoubtedly deserving of closer investigation.22 For the purpose of demonstrating a common background with Arendt, this short sketch should already give sufficient evidence that, for Patočka, a self can be experienced only against the background of the world, that “being inserted into the world belongs to our condition of Being,” that, indeed, for Patočka, we are “existence in appearing” (Patočka 1991: 309) reveals a thoroughgoing affinity between these two second-generation phenomenologists.

Finally, also Merleau-Ponty belongs to the group of “transforming phenomenologists” who can be characterized as pushing the dative, the “who” of experience into the world, taken as an appearance-event. Thereby, he equally reverses the hierarchical intentional relation of “object given to subject.” Here, I would just like to refer shortly to one radical thought in his late writings on painting (Eye and Mind, The Visible and the Invisible): This is the idea that the visible world has a depth structure, opening up to the eye of the painter, which far exceeds the fact that it is visible for a subject. Merleau-Ponty describes this pre-reflective and bodily communion with the world in the experience of the painter as “flesh of the world.” It lies in-between and beyond the visible as an immemorial, invisible, and unobjectifiable communion with the world. The appearance of an object therefore potentially always exceeds the visibility given to a subject. It rather is the “appearance of a gaze” (Bernet 1998: 23, Merleau-Ponty 2004: 298), a gaze of the object itself, insofar as it participates in the invisible flesh of the world. Talking about an “invisible gaze of the object” does, however, not imply that Merleau-Ponty wants objects to be understood as subjects. Rather, he traces back the subject’s position to a primordial, anonymous, and bodily in-between of appearing, which precedes the difference between subject and object, between the gaze and the visible. Instead of the gaze of the subject he therefore speaks of a more “primitive” gaze or vision: “This gaze is at home with all bodies and things, for their common essence lies in seeing and being seen (being visible)” (Bernet 1998: 21).

This is a central thought that Arendt takes from Merleau-Ponty in her reflections on appearance, subjectivity, and intentionality in LM. While she agrees that intentionality is the fundamental structure of all lived experiences, she also has great interest in the reciprocity of appearing and being seen, which is why she also speaks of an “intentionality of appearances”:



Objectivity is built into the very subjectivity of consciousness by virtue of intentionality. Conversely and with the same justness, one may speak of the intentionality of appearances and their built-in subjectivity. All objects because they appear indicate a subject, and, just as every subjective act has its intentional object, so every appearing object has its intentional subject.

(LM 46)




This quote emphasizes how tightly Arendt wants to bind the subject-object relation in experiencing to its reciprocal event of appearing within a world. On this matter, Arendt and Merleau-Ponty firmly agree: The primary status of subjectivity is being-toward-the-world (être-au-monde) and being-of-the-world:



I was able to appeal from the world and the others to myself and take the route of reflection, only because first I was outside of myself, in the world, among the others, and constantly this experience feeds my reflection.

(Merleau-Ponty 1968: 49)





By leading vision in terms of intentional consciousness back to vision in terms of a sensuous, anonymous logic of the invisible flesh (Bernet 1998: 22), Merleau-Ponty wants to show that what appears never appears by means of an isolated self, but rather on the grounds of something common which it shares with the one to whom it appears: Through the look of the painter, the “idios kosmos” thus transforms into a “koinos kosmos” (Merleau-Ponty 2004: 298). This is also a formulation we already encountered in Arendt’s transformation of phenomenological core concepts, even if it is clear that Merleau-Ponty is primarily interested in the artistic experience of the painter. Painting is a bodily art that, according to Merleau-Ponty, not only mirrors and senses the shared flesh of the world, but achieves to express it. Certainly, the topic here is not common action, but the artist in her lonely enterprise of producing a work of art. Yet again the classical conception of the subject is transgressed or subverted by turning it towards a koinos kosmos—the world. As Rudolf Bernet (1998: 24) nicely puts it, the gaze of the object as the invisible in actu “turns the subject inside out like a glove, externalizes its interiority and internalizes the exteriority of… the thing.” This picture of the “inside-out glove,” which once again consolidates Merleau-Ponty’s claim that there “is no inner man,” is a picture that could very well be used also for describing Arendt’s conception of subjectivity. Like Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Fink or Patočka, Arendt thus critically moves away from Husserl’s notions of consciousness and transcendental subjectivity towards a picture of world as the fundamental “place” of appearance and subjectivity as a movement in it. In this movement, the notions of experience, appearance, world, subjectivity, and intersubjectivity all hang together.

By sketching these three positions of related thinkers, I wanted to render conceivable how a similar line of thought is at work in second-generation phenomenology concerning these issues. A dynamic of enactment/performance/actualization turns the Arendtian experiencing subject inside out, transforming it into a moment of an actualized relation. We still yet have to investigate how this basic element of actualization (Vollzug) in experiencing is taken to the higher level of actualizing plurality in speaking and acting—Arendt’s intersubjective pendant to Merleau-Ponty’s art of the painter. So far, we have seen that instead of the classical “dative of appearance” that remains in itself, Arendt’s subjectivity performs/enacts itself in the world and experiences worldly objects as worldly shining, as appearing for all.






World

World and worldliness are central notions in Arendt’s work that prominently exemplify her phenomenological heritage, how she transformed it, and how she developed it further. Without a phenomenological background, this main operative and thematic category of her thought must indeed remain unclear, since “the world” is neither a genuinely political, nor sociological, nor psychological concept. Drawing on what has already been said, I start this subchapter by briefly presenting the phenomenological lineage of Arendt’s conception of “world.” Then I directly move to Arendt’s own elaboration, which again involves a politicization. Arendt develops three interrelated notions of “world,” which are not to be conceived as separate spaces: first, the “appearing world,” the fundamental space of appearance, in which being equals appearing; second, the world of objects and objectivity (die Dingwelt); and third, the with-world (die Mitwelt) or the “second in-between” which emerges through our intersubjective relations and which holds all these dimensions of meaning together in the one world where we can exist as humans. The “thick” notion of world implied in this multifaceted and multilayered account points to the world as a thematic concept. I will come back to this aspect in Chapter 3, where I explain that a concrete notion of world must be methodologically described as a “space of meaning.” Furthermore, I will address the ethical implications of the world as the place, the product, and the texture of actualized plurality in Chapter 6. In the present chapter on operative concepts I conclude by drawing attention to a fundamental ambiguity in Arendt’s approach, which deliberately blurs the distinction between the public realm as a distinctive “space of appearance” and appearance as a fundamental ontological concept. This already politicizes the event of appearing on a very basic level.


The World as a Phenomenological Concept

We have already seen that Arendt holds a prominent position within phenomenology as concerns the worldliness of subjectivity. Let us now take a step back to look at the characteristics of the world-concept in phenomenology in general that are relevant to Arendt and a phenomenology of plurality. In philosophy, “the world” has traditionally been conceived of as the totality of things. Yet, as has been argued since Kant and specifically by phenomenologists, it is itself not a thing, nor a sum of things, as all things are things in the world. This is what Eugen Fink expresses when he talks about “cosmological difference” between innerworldly beings and the world itself. Now, how is the “world itself” accessible? Husserl describes its accessibility in relation to the infinite openness of subjectivity in experiencing. Seen from this angle, the world “appears” as the non-thematic horizon of all horizons (cf. Husserl 1970: 144). While “act-intentionality” fulfills anticipations within a given horizon and thereby accounts for the givenness of things, “horizon-intentionality” captures the constant transformations of sense in the course of experiencing, and thereby accounts for the givenness of the world as the infinity and totality of horizons. Thus the notion of the world-horizon is not conceptualized like a Kantian “idea.” Instead, it is obtained on the basis of the concrete givenness of innerworldly objects. What has to be noted here is that Husserl’s analysis does not construct or reconstruct the world but starts with its pre-givenness (Husserl 1973: §7). Hence, to be able to speak of a world, a certain coherent style of appearance is necessary. Only within a regular spatio-temporality can objects constitute themselves as systems of appearance belonging to the coherent texture of the world. Were this regularity of appearance to break down, then the world too would break down and we would be left with a mêlée of incoherent flash-ups. Such “worldlessness” would not only distort one’s sense of self very quickly, it would also enclose one within a single solipsist subjectivity. Husserl (1973: 30) therefore emphasizes that “a particular world always precedes cognitive activity as its universal ground.” In this pregiven world, other subjects are encountered, which allows for the constitution of the world’s objectivity, i.e. its non-solipsist status. Husserl reinforces the topic of the pregivenness of the world in his later work with the notion of the lifeworld. Within this way of thinking, the formal structure of the world as horizon is exceeded, moving instead toward a comprehensive picture in which subjectivity is historically, culturally, and generatively embedded. As such, the lifeworld represents the insurmountable ground and presupposition for all possible attitudes that rest upon it (e.g. the scientific attitude, as Husserl shows in the Crisis).

I have already pointed to the similarity between Husserl’s and Arendt’s arguments concerning the primacy of the lifeworld and their analyses of the meaning-bestowals that shape it. The “necessary pregivenness” of the world for all cognitive (and other) activity that Husserl emphasizes in his late work, makes parallels to Arendt even more apparent. Still, Husserl never gives up the view that the world is constituted through transcendental inter-subjectivity. Although Arendt refrains from adopting the perspective of a constituting subjectivity, which would experience the world as the “horizon of all horizons,” there are, however, elements from Husserl’s theory of world-constitution that she deliberately echoes, like the coherent style of world-appearance, the intersubjective constitution of objects/objectivity, and the possible fragility of the world. The fact that Arendt plays with the political implications of the coherence of the world and its possible breakdown (HC 52ff., 58), as we find it in transcendental constitution analysis, testifies to the traces of a Husserlian approach in her phenomenology the world.

Much more prominent again, however, is Heidegger’s influence. In BT, Heidegger shows that “being-in-the-world” is the most fundamental characteristic of Dasein. We are not in the world like in a container, but the “worldhood” of the world consists of a meaningful context in which Dasein always already moves, in the mode of understanding and projecting itself (cf. BT §§12–24). Hence, “the world” is not reducible to a transcendental idea of totality “in” a subject, as put forward by Kant, nor is it reducible to any entity to which the subject must first gain access; rather, being-in-the-world is the fundamental outwardness of Dasein, implying that neither the world nor the subject are conceivable without the other. The point of Heidegger’s conception of the world is thus that the world intrinsically belongs to the ontological structure of Dasein, and that this is a structure of openness, transcendence, and temporality: a transcendental structure in the literal sense, in that it is the condition of the possibility for all meaning.

What the whole of modern epistemology since Descartes misunderstands, according to Heidegger, is this proprietary ontology of the subject qua being-in-the-world. This is expressed in epistemology’s misguided demand for a proof of the “external world,” which rests on a crude misconception of the subject as a worldless “thing” with psychical properties that somehow relates to the world as a “thing” with physical properties. Yet “[t]he Being-present-at-hand-together of the physical and the psychical is completely different ontically and ontologically from the phenomenon of Being-in-the-world” (BT 248). Not only this: In fact, it turns out that for an understanding of what it means that two present-at-hand entities are next to each other, being-in-the-world is already presupposed—because understanding and thus disclosing something as something only takes place within a care-taking openness. We are, however, so enclosed in thinking (ourselves) in the mode of present-at-handedness that we are not able to see the basic phenomenon: that to exist as Dasein essentially means inhabiting a world. Heidegger wants to conceive of this phenomenon at a structural level and therefore speaks of the “ontologico-existential concept of world-hood” and the “a priori character of worldhood in general” (BT 65). While with his analysis he opens up the possibility of a completely new approach to the world and, in the Arendtian sense, also to the with-world, it could hardly go unnoticed that he develops the biggest part of it in an investigation of solitary equipment-use (BT §§ 14–18).23 Heidegger shows that the worldhood of the world shows up primarily when its normally unnoticed, constant, and enabling “background-work” is interrupted for a time. This “background-work” takes place in form of a holistic context within which Dasein understands and projects itself. In the sudden and surprising occurrence when our practice of using tools is inhibited because the tool is broken or lost, we experience a withdrawal of what usually allows us to move smoothly about our projects. The worldhood of the world can thus only be given in an implicit experience of withdrawal. A deeper existential analysis shows that it is the care-structure that institutes the worldhood of the world with its significance and lets it appear as a context of involvement (BT §18). In these passages of BT, Heidegger only scantly mentions that our being-with-others is also implicitly disclosed by the use of tools since they have always been produced or used by somebody else. My own Dasein as well as the “Mitdasein” with others is hence encountered primarily “in terms of the with-world with which we are environmentally concerned” (BT 163, SZ 125). This is one of the two passages in BT where the with-world is mentioned at all. When Arendt calls for a thorough reconception and analysis of the with-world as a political world and a world of plurality, she certainly has in mind this remarkable lack24 that gapes open in BT between tool-use, the rejection of the public sphere, and care for others: the lack of an account as to what a common world would amount to beyond my own projects. Arendt wants to correct this gap by thinking world and worldliness in relation to actualized plurality and thus, the political. At the same time, she aims at continuing the Heideggerian project of showing how being-inthe-world precedes all introspective and epistemological inquiry. The with-world, however, is also the common world and not only the world of one singular Dasein. This makes Arendt change perspective in her approach and look at the worldliness of the world in the sense of an in-between and at the world as a space where appearances appear (potentially) to all.

At this point, I would like to take another brief tangential look at Eugen Fink, who also belongs to the group of second-generation phenomenological thinkers who have radicalized, extended, and/or modified Heidegger’s core conception of being-in-the-world. Fink does not head for the political per se, but he shares one trait in common with Arendt: He disentangles the notion of world from Dasein’s care-structure and views it as an autonomous place of appearance. Fink begins his reflection, as Bruzina (2004: 174) notes, “in the recognition that the world ha[s] to be taken… precisely as an overwhelmingly comprehensive structure that remain[s] yet to be thematized properly in philosophy.” To achieve this explicit thematization, Fink turns to Heidegger’s approach, but not without criticizing him. Fink shows that Heidegger, following Kant and Husserl, avoids the mistake of misunderstanding the world as a substance or an entity, a huge container, as it were, which contains all beings. However, this in turn renders the concept of world subjective: “If the world is not a being (Seiendes), can it then only be something subjective, a horizon of experience, a regulative principle, which makes a rule available …?” (Fink 1990: 139) Fink alludes to the subject-orientated notions of world offered by Kant and Husserl, and indeed also to how Heidegger’s conception of being-in-the-world in BT remains still centered around Dasein’s care-structure. It seems that, instead of a substance, the world is now something like a “cone of light ejected by man, which belongs to him like a blaze to the flame” (Fink 1990: 140). Fink argues that this subjectivizing tendency has to be overcome in favor of acknowledging the primacy of the world. This is the central motive of his partly speculative philosophy. By introducing the already mentioned “cosmological difference” as something analogous to ontological difference, Fink (1990: 140) differentiates between the “world” and “worldly beings” (Welt und Binnenweltliches) and aims at a cosmological rather than an existential notion of world. Very similar to Arendt, he also orientates his thought along the lines of Heidegger’s interpretation of physis, using the German words “Aufgehen” (rise/come open), “Aufscheinen” (shine out/light up), “Aufglänzen” (gleam up) in order to indicate the primacy of world before Dasein:25 World is thus not the “horizon of all horizons” but the place of appearance that encompasses the movement of subjectivity: “World, for Fink, which is a term he sometimes employs without an article, should not be understood as reified, but as something fluid and in motion” (Elden 2008: 49).

Here the parallels with Arendt again end. Indeed, Arendt conceives of subjectivity as a worldly movement, but as we will quickly see, the common world must be characterized by a certain stability. It can only be common on this condition, because, amidst an ever-changing flux, intersubjective reference to the same is not possible. To the picture of the with-world and the world as a place of appearance, Arendt hence adds the necessary stability of the world in the form of objecthood and objectivity, and calls this the “worldliness of the world.” The interrelatedness of these three aspects of “world” (appearing world, world of objects, with-world) will be the topic of the next section. As far as a phenomenological approach to the world is concerned, we can conclude that it can be characterized by the following general features: “world” is not a psychologically conceived “world-picture” that a subject has in mind, nor a mere sociological construct that influences our behavior, but rather it is the primary space of appearance which is inter-subjectively shared and in which reality and the real can therefore manifest themselves. Furthermore, before a subject can construct anything like a specific world or a world-picture, it always already inhabits a world and moves in a meaningful context. Being-in-the-world is thus the fundamental ontological structure through which meaningfulness and significance are able to arise at all. We have seen that, as much as this argument is affirmed, later phenomenologists are eager not to reduce the world to a subjective correlate or horizon. But this does not make the world simply an assembled heap of things. The world, as the koinon, is a lifeworld in which we meaningfully move. In this movement, neither the stability nor the dynamics of the world’s objective, generative, and historical context are reified.




The Threefold Notion of World and the Concept of Worldliness in Arendt

Proceeding from this outline of a phenomenological notion of world, we can now take a look at how Arendt brings together the different aspects of the common world that I mentioned at the beginning. In the literature, Arendt’s notion of “world” is often reduced to the public world and then directly identified with the political space of appearance. Although this claim has a certain basis in Arendt’s writings, I want to address the complexity of Arendt’s world-conception, which consists of three different interrelating aspects that could be spelled out as three corresponding notions of world:



	(1) The most basic notion is that of the “appearing world,” the fundamental space of appearance, in which being equals appearing. This is Arendt’s phenomenological and anti- or post-metaphysical basis. We are of the world in the sense that we primarily and inescapably find ourselves as appearing beings before others and that this constitutes our reality. To retreat from appearance is subjectively possible through thinking (the “life of the mind”); objectively, retreating from the world equals death: the disappearance from the common world. Arendt insists on the primacy of the world before Dasein, like Fink, Patočka and Merleau-Ponty variously do. Her point of departure for a phenomenological analysis is a worldly perspective. This leads her to a pluralization of appearance, since appearance no longer stands as the correlate of a single subjectivity alone, but rather of many potentially.

	(2) The second notion of world is the “first in-between,” the world of objects and objectivity (Gegenstände und Gegenständlichkeit), and the world as built: die Dingwelt (the world of things). According to Arendt, our relation to objectivity is founded by a practice: the practice of world-building. The condition of “worldliness” actualized by this practice inserts us in a world we relate to as a stable place of appearance with a linear time-structure, where things can be made, can endure, and can be destroyed again. This world is the “home” of human beings, as opposed to the unhomely space of nature, which is ruled by the eternal cycle of life.

	(3) Finally, the “second in-between” is Arendt’s third and central notion of world. It addresses the world that emerges through our intersubjective relations and as a product of actualized plurality: die Mitwelt (the with-world). Action and speech “directly address the with-world” (VA 224f.) which arises from that “which inter-est, which lies between people and therefore can relate and bind them together” (HC 182). It is hence by relating to the first in-between that the second in-between, the “web of human relationships,” is constantly created. It is not “tangible,” but therefore “no less real than the world of things we visibly have in common” (HC 182f.).




Clearly, these three notions of “world” do not point to three different “worlds,” but designate two interrelated fields of meaning within the one appearing world. Objectivity and world-building (Dingwelt) are bound up with intersubjective relations (Mitwelt): the former stabilizes and structures the latter, gives it (enduring) points of reference, and, through art—homo faber’s “highest capacity”—expresses and manifests what would otherwise be only a futile and evanescent product of action and speech (HC 173f.). Contrariwise, objects, artifacts, equipment, architecture, etc. make sense only in a human world, which is always a common world and a world of interaction. Arendt thinks through the interrelation of the different world-dimensions in a richer and “thicker” fashion than many other phenomenologists do with their own conceptions: she conceives of human beings neither predominantly as world-constituting beings (Husserl), nor predominantly as equipment users in the world (Heidegger), nor predominantly as artists interwoven with the flesh of the world (Merleau-Ponty)—but in all these dimensions with an additional strong emphasis on the worldliness of acting together and appearing before one another. The world in its different dimensions is thus kept alive and made tangible by the “lifeblood” (HC 204) of human activities, and especially by the combination of poiesis and praxis. The latter provides the necessary components for the constitution of a cultural and historical world, which specifically describes the second in-between.

What now causes the communality of the common world? That we all appear in the world provides a common point of reference. The actualization of plurality, however, additionally produces what I will call a “space of meaning”: its “product” hence is a place, a “where” in a qualified manner. Arendt famously describes that living together in the world “means essentially that a world of things is between those who have it in common, as a table is located between those who sit around it; the world, like every in-between, relates and separates men at the same time” (HC 52). And with respect to mass society, she adds: what makes it so “difficult to bear” is not primarily the number of people involved, “but the fact that the world between them has lost its power to gather them together, to relate and to separate them” (HC 52f.). The phenomenon of “world” she describes therefore possesses a certain “power” or is capable of losing that power. This clearly indicates that Arendt never talks about mere things that simply lie around (being more or less enduring), even when she speaks about the world of things. Rather, she always talks about a web of relationships and a qualified space of visibility, contextualization, and reference that can present and hold together that which inter-est (which is in-between in the literal sense) (cf. HC 204). This is a space that can be constituted only by a plurality of subjects who form an in-between. Arendt distinctly speaks of an in-between (HC 183/VA 225) and avoids the term “horizon,” which would either concern only one subject or arch over all subjects (Marchart 2005: 86). Instead, what she emphasizes is a structuring power that “gathers us together and yet prevents our falling over each other, so to speak” (HC 52). According to Arendt, this “relating separation” is needed to develop our own identity in speech, action, and judgment. The structuring power of the meaning-space “world” that is performatively produced by actualized plurality hence prevents us from being swallowed up by whatever natural or artificial “communalities” there may be, and allows for us to receive the freedom to articulate our unique perspective on the world. This also implies that the common world is the primary community-endowing dimension for plurality, and not a common culture, a common history, a common family, or even a common goal or a common telos. Arendt would not deny that a human world is always constituted in a dynamic of “homeworld” (Heimwelt) and “alienworld” (Fremdwelt) (cf. Hua XV: 214ff., 428ff.). But what holds people together as distinctively self-expressing beings are not positive characteristics of a homeworld or a certain cultural group, but becoming a self with others in the process of struggle with others, by taking active positions, reflecting upon these positions, and acting according to them.

The “worldliness” of humans is this interwoven and multilayered connection to others, to objects, to stories, within the whole of a context of involvements, as Dingwelt and, most of all, Mitwelt. To be “worldly” is to appear in a world so conceived. The negative counterparts of worldliness are the modes of deficiency of “world-alienation” and “loss of world.” One has to differentiate between three different phenomena of world-alienation: (1) First, there are the “natural” phenomena of worldlessness like “laboring” and “severe pain” (HC 115), which occur with life itself. (2) Second, there is the phenomenon of world-alienation through the worldless practices of love, faith, and goodness, which can be loosely differentiated under the headings of “unworldliness” (love) and “otherworldliness” (faith).26 (3) Third, there are the serious modes of deficiency that the modern age develops through the dynamization of the capital and the logic of production and consumption. These modes eventually lead to a loss of world and a lasting isolation of subjects. Their ultimate expression is the political system of totalitarianism, which intentionally seeks to destroy human worldliness. Hence, Arendt’s core notion of worldliness and its counter-notions of “worldlessness” (HC 53f.), “unworldliness” (HC 242) (both named Weltlosigkeit [VA 309]), and “otherworldliness” (HC 74) (Unweltlichkeit [VA 90, 94]) indicate degrees and possibilities of an actualization, a refusal or a denial of one’s basic world-relation.

It must be noted, however, that Arendt also uses the term “worldliness” in a broader sense: For example, she speaks on the one hand of the worldliness of things (HC 96), which refers to their endurance in the world and their power to create, institute, and preserve a certain place.27 Furthermore, she refers to the worldliness of all living creatures: “The worldliness of living things means that there is no subject that is not also an object and appears as such to somebody else, who guarantees its ‘objective’ reality” (LM 19). This approximates a classic phenomenological conception of objectivity through intersubjective constitution, with an added emphasis on the intersubjective constitution of my own objective/worldly reality. Ultimately, with the abovementioned specific “worldliness of man [my italics]” (HC 256) Arendt designates one’s appearance in the world with respect to one’s relation to others: in language, through time and history, and as a political being. Only with this last case do the possibilities of “unworldliness,” “otherworldliness” or “worldlessness” come into question, which shows that they are distinctly human possibilities of existence.

Like in the Heideggerian sense, worldliness (or “worldhood”) can thus be called the fundamental “existentiale” for Arendt. But there are two significant differences to be noted with respect to Heidegger: On the one hand, our worldliness rests rather on ourselves as appearing beings and on the interaction with others than on the object/equipment-relation. On the other hand, it can be actualized on different levels and with different emphases. To destroy it means to destroy the possibilities of human existence, which are always possibilities in a context, with others, related to the tangible objects of our present and the cultural, historical objects (stories) of our past. This will, in a later part of the book, also take us to what is ethically relevant in Arendt’s approach. In contrast to a stable phenomenology, where the world is an ultimate horizon that encompasses all being, Arendt emphasizes that, especially with respect to plurality, the world is a frail and endangered space. World and worldliness, taken in this sense, are thus not simply theoretical issues for Arendt, but urgent political problems: Her diagnosis of “world-lessness,” “loss of world,” and “world alienation” in the modern age is one of her core motivations for promoting a new philosophy of actualized plurality. I will argue that Arendt’s phenomenological analysis of the specific logic and texture of the common world is therefore eventually pervaded by a normative tendency (cf. Chapters 3.2, 6.1, 6.2).




Arendt’s Politicization of the World: The Ambiguities of the Space of Appearances

In the final section of this larger chapter addressing the phenomenological core concepts of appearance—experience—world and their role in a phenomenology of plurality, I come back to the politicization of appearance and of the world as the place of appearance. Many of my arguments so far have pointed to the primacy of appearance and the space of appearance as the genuine ontological realm. Nevertheless, there is a fundamental ambiguity to be found in Arendt’s writings with respect to the status of this “primacy”: on the one hand, it seems to be fundamental in an ontological sense, on the other hand, it is clearly political and becomes realized only in very specific situations. To a large extent, this ambiguity is a result of the differing approaches of HC and LM. While in HC it seems that the “space of appearance” is the product of human speech and action, in LM “appearance” is thematized as its ontological prerequisite. Let me first consider the position of HC:



The space of appearance comes into being wherever men are together in the manner of speech and action, and therefore predates and precedes all formal constitution of the public realm and the various forms of government, that is, the various forms in which the public realm can be organized. Its peculiarity is that, unlike the spaces which are the work of our hands, it does not survive the actuality of the movement which brought it into being, but disappears not only with the dispersal of men… but with the disappearance or arrest of the activities themselves. Wherever people gather together, it is potentially there, but only potentially, not necessarily and not forever.

(HC 199)




Arendt’s position does not lack for clarity: The space of appearance—although prior to any concrete forms of government or formal constitution of the public realm—results from actualizing plurality, just like music results from an orchestra playing together. This is the mode how “[h]uman action brings about the space of appearances” (Moran 2000: 314) and Arendt’s convincing “logic of appearance,” which intrinsically belongs to human affairs. If we now look at LM, where Arendt develops the philosophical theory of Being equaling appearing, the role of appearance is even more fundamental. By transgressing not only the political but also the human realm, Arendt presents something like a “phenomenological theory of life”:



[E]very animal species lives in a world of its own. Still, all sense-endowed creatures have appearance as such in common, first an appearing world and second, and perhaps even more important, the fact that they themselves are appearing and disappearing creatures, that there always was a world before their arrival and there always will be a world after their departure. To be alive means to live in a world that preceded one’s own arrival and will survive one’s own departure. On this level of sheer being alive, appearance and disappearance, as they follow upon each other, are the primordial events, which as such mark out time, the time span between birth and death.

(LM 20)




If now “all creatures have appearance as such in common,” does this mean that there is appearance without a space where it appears? Should we separate “appearance” from “the space of appearance?” And how should this be possible? Terminologically, there is a quick solution to this problem: Arendt does not use the term “space of appearance” in LM. Rather, like in the quote above, she speaks of a common “appearing world” (Erscheinungswelt). Hence, we can state that according to Arendt, the term “space of appearance” exclusively refers to the human product of actualized plurality, i.e. the political and public realm, while the phrase “appearing world” denotes the realm which all sense-endowed creatures share. But still, a substantial difficulty remains: It is not quite clear how these two realms where appearances appear relate to each other and what it means for humans to “only” appear in the “world” but not to have a “space of appearance.” Or, to put it differently: What dignity pertains to the “appearing world,” if in HC Arendt divides sharply between the private realm equaling the “darkness of sheltered existence” (HC 51) and the “shining brightness… which is possible only in the public realm” (HC 180)? What about the metaphor of the “stage” (VA 219), which in HC is explicitly reserved for the political realm and strictly human, but in LM is used for the whole appearing world in which all creatures show themselves in their universal “urge toward self-display”? Arendt explains that in contrast to the “inorganic thereness of lifeless matter,” living beings are “not mere appearances,” but have an urge to display themselves “which answers the fact of one’s own appearingness” (LM 21):



Living things make their appearance like actors on a stage set for them. The stage is common to all who are alive, but it seems different to each species, different also to each individual specimen… The urge toward self-display—to respond by showing to the overwhelming effect of being shown—seems to be common to men and animals. And just as the actor depends upon stage, fellow-actors, and spectators, to make his entrance, every living thing depends upon a world that solidly appears as the location for its own appearance, on fellow-creatures to play with, and on spectators to acknowledge and recognize its existence.

(LM 21f.)




Hence, on the one hand, we have a phenomenological ontology in LM, arguing that Being is essentially appearing for all beings. It includes a phenomenological theory of life, which claims that all sentient beings not only appear, but “make” their appearance as a response to being shown.28 Arendt thus establishes a continuity between animals and humans, since it “is precisely this self-display, quite prominent already in the higher forms of animal life, that reaches its climax in the human species” (LM 30). Beyond that, there is also a communality between animals and humans, since all living creatures appear on one stage, even if it seems different to each species (and, further on, also to each specimen): what a bee perceives and what I perceive are not two totally different worlds—it can still sting me—but two different perceptions of the one world. In LM the realm of appearance is thus an open one shared by all.

On the other hand, we have Arendt’s conception of HC, specifically focusing on humans and their highest possibilities of responding to their appearance, equivalent to the political/public realm and their appearance in it as acting and speaking beings. Arendt argues that there is a “human distinctness” which differs fundamentally from the “sheer multiplication of inorganic objects” and the “variations and distinctions” of “organic life” (HC 176): everyone’s unique articulated perspective on the world. But this “unique distinctness” (HC 176) can only appear through speaking and acting before others; neither physical appearance nor sheer life-processes alone are sufficient to reveal it.

How can these two conceptions fit together? Or do they rather open up an ambivalence in Arendt’s overall theory—especially with respect to her operative concept of appearance? I want to argue that what Arendt elaborates in LM must indeed be recognized as her phenomenological-ontological basis. This basis is not yet articulated in HC, but it is operative in the background. All beings constantly appear (since only this constitutes their Being), but the appearance of human “unique distinctness”—brought forward by a spontaneous response in the natural “urge to appear”—requires an additional activity which is in need of protection. It occurs in a “space of appearance” dedicated to it specifically. This is so because the appearance of human uniqueness is of a different kind than the appearance of a stone which is already individualized by its spatio-temporal localization; it is also of a different kind—despite a certain graduality—than the appearance of a non-human animal which makes itself appear, however not by way of speech and political action. The specific kind of human appearance correlates to specific conditions of appearance which build on the physical and embodied conditions of appearance, but also pervade and overgrow them (HC 183): The appearance of a spatio-temporal object, of an organic conglomerate, of a living body, and of a speaking body are not four “layers” built over each other, but the “speaking human” is already there “at once.”

There is thus always a fundamental realm of appearance or “primary space of appearance” (I diverge form Arendtian terminology here by using “space” also for the non-political, basic ream of appearance) in which (1) human uniqueness appears, however evanescent and fugitive, as soon as people act and speak, and in which (2) the building and maintaining of a history-allowing, “political” space of appearance is possible. But—and this is the important point—this primary and fundamental visibility is not completely “neutral,” especially not for beings who stand in their own regime of responding to their appearance. Ontology is not such a neutral realm upon which the political is “then” built. Arendt’s ambiguities or rather, her intentional oscillation between “the ontological” and “the political” have no other purpose than to question and destroy this classical metaphysical illusion of a bird’s eye perspective on ontology. As my further argumentative reconstruction in Chapter 3 will propose, Arendt does this by developing a complex phenomenological theory of appearances, which corresponds to spaces of meaning or realms of appearance. This will further concretize Arendt’s notion of world in the methodological context of basic conditions that are actualized by basic activities.





Notes

1. In my account, I implicitly refer to the following German sources: Gander et al. (2010), Rinofner-Kreidl (2000), Held (1980), Loidolt (2010) and, in English, Zahavi (2003).

2. It is important not to confuse this with what has been said about the term “appearance”: While the “hiddenness” in “appearances” describes an ontic relation, i.e. one being that indicates another being (e.g. red cheeks indicating fever or the phainomenon indicating the noumenon), the present relation denotes the ontological structure of the Being of beings.

3. In this early lecture-course, Heidegger metaphorically refers to “daylight” and “lightedness” (Helle) as worldly conditions that let things be seen. However, “lightedness” is only one mode of letting be seen. Heidegger (2005: 7) adds: “The concept phainómenon is not limited solely to the presence of things during the day. It is broader and designates anything showing itself of itself, whether it does so in daylight or in darkness.” This consideration is relevant for Arendt’s frequent use of the metaphors of “light” and “darkness” to indicate the different modes of the public and the private space. As Heidegger (2005: 7) puts it: “[D]arkness also lets something be seen. There are visible things that are visible only in the dark.”

4. It can be doubted whether this is really a misconception by Husserl himself. Rather, I agree with Nicolas de Warren (2009: 29), who states that, for Husserl, “[t]ranscendental subjectivity is… neither outside nor inside the world; it carries, or better, is the world in its constitutional unfolding.”

5. This also counts for Heidegger’s Origin of the Work of Art (Heidegger 2002: 1–56) and for his Nietzsche lectures (Heidegger 1979–1987), the influence of which on Arendt’s political philosophy is excellently documented in Villa’s study, which is why I will not go into further detail here (as for the Origin of the Work of Art cf. Villa 1996: 219–224, as for the Nietzsche lectures cf. Villa 1996: 163, 169f., 173, 177f., 254, 265f., 234). Villa emphasizes how both Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s critique of metaphysics are essentially important for Arendt, but also how she rejects their “poetic model of disclosure” (Villa 1996: 219) where the “devaluation of communicative action is taken to new extremes” (Villa 1996: 224). Despite their being the chief “overcomers” of the metaphysical tradition, Nietzsche and Heidegger both read action back into poiesis (cf. Villa 1996: 265). Villa gives a balanced and interesting account how Arendt on the one hand profits from Heidegger’s ideas but how, on the other hand, she discovers new ways of thinking the political: “I want to show how Arendt’s concern for the world and action leads her to appropriate leading themes from Heidegger’s critique of modernity, including the subjectification of the real, the ‘de-worlding of the world,’ and the technological dis-essencing of our disclosive capacity. […] [M]y desire is not to place Arendt in Heidegger’s shadow; rather, it is to reveal the way she extracts novel and unexpected political implications from a critique mired in cultural conservatism” (Villa 1996: 173).

6. The relation between Being and beings is now conceived of as an “event of giving,” in which the “giving force” (Being) withdraws in favor of the “given” (beings/phenomena) (cf. Heidegger 1972).

7. When Arendt does speak of “phenomena,” it takes on a conventional meaning rather than that of a philosophical term like in the expressions “the phenomenon of conformism” (HC 40) or “the phenomenon of absent-mindedness” (LM 51).

8. For something to be an “appearance” in the Arendtian sense, it is thus not enough for it to be intentional, since the object of my intention could also be e.g. a centaur, i.e. a phantasy, or an imagining, or a thought. Arendt calls these intentional objects “the thoughts of the mind” (HC 50). An appearance for her, by contrast, requires worldly shining that is also perceivable for others. This applies e.g. to stories, books or pictures of centaurs. And, very naturally, we call these stories, books, or pictures “real,” but not the centaurs.

9. These results are “products of de-sensing” (concepts, essences etc.) that enter into competition with the world of appearances—simply because they seem more meaningful than a world deprived of its character of realness. Furthermore, they can give reasons by which the world of appearances can be understood.

10. This is also the view of Edith Stein (1989: 51–54), put forward in her study on empathy.

11. “[W]hen Kant speaks of time as the ‘form of inner intuition,’ he speaks, though without being aware of it, metaphorically, and he draws his metaphor from our spatial experiences, which have to do with outside appearances” (LM 40).

12. Husserl does not claim that there is an “I” that is available to me in introspection, i.e. when I look at the flow of consciousness. In the Logical Investigations Husserl even rejects the existence of a “pure I” since it cannot be found as a “phenomenon” within consciousness. The notion of the “transcendental ego” that Husserl employs later refers to the “mineness” of experience, which instead addresses a certain how of experience rather than a phenomenon given in experience (cf. Bernet, Kern and Marbach 1993: Chapter 8, 205–216 and Zahavi 2003: 54).

13. Arendt’s infamous denigration of “the social” with respect to “the political” might indicate that she neglects that this “outwardness of our conscious life” is always an embodied outwardness. As I will argue at the end of Chapter 3, there are normative reasons for this neglect. However, they can be corrected by returning to the phenomenological basis of Arendt’s claim of being-of-the-world, which allows also for the inclusion of our vulnerability.

14. Vasterling (2011b: 579) gives the following striking examples: “The fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 and the American invasion in Iraq in March 2003 are factual truths and as such undeniable and unchanging. They are ‘one’ in that they cannot be half or quarter true. Something is either true or not. Yet the meaning—and hence the interpretation or understanding—of these factual truths is plural and will change in time. There are and will be different accounts of these facts.”

15. Cf. James Dodd’s (2004: 1–21) profound discussion of the concept of Besinnung in Husserl.

16. The transcendental is certainly understood differently here than in Kant’s philosophy, but stands as an own approach (cf. Crowell and Malpas 2007). At the beginning of Chapter 3 I spell out in detail how Heidegger’s “existentialia” take up and transform Kant’s transcendental project.

17. For the basic discussions concerning the notion of intentionality in phenomenology cf. Zahavi (2003: 13–22).

18. I would like to thank Veronica Vasterling for pointing out this term in order to characterize my approach, which I gratefully adopt.

19. One exponent of this tradition—to which Arendt belongs—is Bernhard Welte, a German philosopher and theologian who was influenced by Heidegger and who wrote his Habilitationsschrift with Jaspers. The following remarks are inspired by his work as well as by the work and teaching of Günther Pöltner (1986).

20. Fink uses the word “seiender,” which is the (grammatically non-existing) comparative to being (“seiend”) (Fink 1958: 25, 62, 191).

21. Patočka’s “three movements of existence” are (1) receiving, (2) reproduction, and (3) transcendence. Patočka developed these movements also as a conceptual counterweight to Heidegger’s philosophy, which he reproaches for not sufficiently dealing with the concrete basic structures of being-in-the-world. Cf. (Patočka 1991, Kohák 1989: 269, 274–284, Findlay 2002: 42–47, Lehmann 2004, Barbaras 2007).

22. For comparative studies of Arendt and Patočka, cf. (Pechar 2007, Učník 2010, Palouš 2011). Most of the existing works so far are in Czech language.

23. Certainly, there is also Heidegger’s later conception of the world as presented in Origin of the Work of Art (Heidegger 2002: 1–56) and other works (cf. Heidegger 1977, 1998, 2002). “World,” in this reconceptualized picture, is the dwelling of the “mortals.” As such, it is intertwined with the “earth,” however in the form of a struggle or “strife.” Heidegger writes: “World and earth are essentially different and yet never separated from one another. World is grounded on earth, and earth rises up through world. […] The opposition of world and earth is strife” (Heidegger 2002: 26). “On and in the earth, historical man founds his dwelling in the world” (Heidegger 2002: 24). As Dana Villa (1996: 222) portrays it, “[a]rt, which encompasses various kinds of radical poiesis, grounds history; it is the origin of a ‘people’s historical existence.’ The artwork founds or begins a world.” However, this is again an originary struggle of “creators, poets, thinkers, statesmen”—and not the result of common and communicative action among many (cf. note 5 of this chapter). To a certain extent, the distinction between “world” and “earth” is echoed in Arendt’s work, as for Arendt we are “earth-bound” as well as “world-building” creatures. However, there are also other aspects to be discovered: In his elucidating book Neu beginnen, Oliver Marchart (2005) has mapped this distinction onto the difference between “globus” and “mundus.” Whereas the former means an all-encompassing totality of “coelum et terra,” the latter entails the openness of a future world where the new can happen. Marchart uses this differentiation to criticize certain anti-globalization movements for their “fatal notion of the world as earth” (Marchart 2005, 89). He recalls that the central implication of the idea “another world is possible” is first and foremost to understand it as a political project—and thus in the sense of the Arendtian “world” and not “earth.” Hence, “care for the earth” can only be undertaken as “care for the world,” as a distinct way of human existence that would also change our ways of interaction and interrelation. We never relate directly to the given or pregiven (“earth”) but dwell in a “world” whose richness and koinonia is dependent on our activities that enrich it with meaning and decide on the homeliness or unhomeliness of a place.

24. Heidegger has given more thorough accounts of the withworld elsewhere; one of the most important ones for Arendt is that in the lectures on Aristotle from 1924 to which I will come back later in the discussion of speech (cf. Chapter 5.1).

25. Guy van Kerckhoven (1998: 129) therefore uses the Greek world “epiphania” to characterize Fink’s approach and speaks of an “epiphanic event.”

26. As a “political phenomenon” Arendt characterizes this form as “based on the assumption that the world will not last” (HC 54).

27. A counter-notion to this sense of “worldly” would be “natural,” since natural products for Arendt are constantly swallowed up in the ongoing consummation-process of life (HC 96).

28. According to the Swiss biologist, zoologist, and philosophical anthropologist Adolf Portmann, their inner functions of life can even be better understood as a means for this telos of self-display rather than the other way around. Arendt refers to Portmann to support her thesis of the primacy of appearance: “These findings suggest that… whatever can see wants to be seen, whatever can hear calls out to be heard, whatever can touch presents itself to be touched. It is indeed as though everything that is alive… has an urge to appear, to fit itself into the world of appearances by displaying and showing not its ‘inner self’ but itself as an individual” (LM 29). As a characteristic feature of living creatures, this “urge to appear” culminates in the human ability to act and speak and therefore to appear as an individual before others.


3
Arendt’s Phenomenological Methodology


An Enactive Approach to Conditionality

In the preceding chapters on operative concepts, I mapped out the conceptual undercurrent of Arendt’s mindset, its phenomenological provenience, and her partial transformation of it. Revealing this framework not only can help us to better understand and locate her arguments. It can also bring to light an original way to think about the interplay between the meaning-structures human life produces, simply by its enactment, and its subjection to pre-given meaning-structures (historically, culturally, naturally etc.)—and how this forms a “world.” Arendt captures this interplay in her composite theoretical figure of “conditions” and “conditionality,” a concept developed against the background of Heidegger’s existentialia. By focusing on activities that actualize conditional structures and that thereby generate specific experiences and specific forms of meaning, I present a phenomenological reinterpretation of Arendt’s three basic activities of labor, work and action, the activities which actualize the conditions of life, worldliness and plurality.

Since I will mostly draw on HC to illustrate Arendt’s methodology, I would like to call to mind its basic layout in a longer quote. The two basic elements, “activities” and “conditions,” are present in the two divergent titles of the English and the German version: The Human Condition and Vita activa.1


With the term vita activa, I propose to designate three fundamental human activities [Grundtätigkeiten]: labor, work, and action. They are fundamental because each corresponds to one of the basic conditions [Grundbedingungen] under which life on earth has been given to man.

Labor is the activity which corresponds to the biological process of the human body, whose spontaneous growth, metabolism, and eventual decay are bound to the vital necessities produced and fed into the life process by labor. The human condition of labor is life itself.

Work is the activity which corresponds to the unnaturalness of human existence, which is not imbedded in, and whose mortality is not compensated by, the species’ ever-recurring life cycle. Work provides an “artificial” world of things, distinctly different from all natural surroundings [the German version adds: in that they withstand nature to a certain degree and are not simply powdered by life processes]. Within its borders each individual life is housed, while this world itself is meant to outlast and transcend them all [In this world of things human life is at home, which is by nature homeless; and the world offers a home to humans to the extent that it outlasts human life, withstands it and confronts it objectively]. The human condition of work is worldliness [the German version adds: namely the dependence of human existence on objecthood (Gegenständlichkeit) and objectivity].

Action, the only activity that goes on directly between men without the intermediary of things or matter, corresponds to the human condition of plurality, to the fact that men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world.

All three activities and their corresponding conditions are intimately connected with the most general condition of human existence: birth and death, natality and mortality [the German version adds: namely that human life comes into the world through birth and disappears from it again through death].

(HC 7f./VA 16f.)




By focusing on activities that enact conditional structures, Arendt develops a new phenomenological approach that locates “existentialia” in worldly, bodily, and intersubjective conditions. Historical shifts in the composition of these conditional structures also allow her to address “paradigm shifts” without having to refer to something like a “history of Being.” Before discussing this dynamization (vertically/historically and horizontally/relationally), I will start out with the “static” layout of Arendt’s concept of “conditionality,” by explaining it along the lines of an identity in the actualization of condition and corresponding activity.2


Arendt’s Transcendental Notion of Activity and Its Reference to Heidegger’s Existentialia

Arendt’s focus on the vita activa does not express a mere “preference” for the “active” instead of the “contemplative,” but instead it implies a much stronger thesis. For Arendt, human life is being active—her fundamental activities of laboring, working, and acting are hence not to be read as something we sometimes do and sometimes do not do, but essentially who we are and how. Martin Braun (1994) rightly points out that Arendt’s concept of activity at first sight seems to be unproblematic and taken from an everyday understanding. It turns out, however, that it is much closer to a philosophical conception of enactment (Vollzug) than to our normal understanding of an activity one can engage in or not. Braun (1994: 16) insists that “Arendt’s notion of activity does not form the opposite to pausing, sleeping, relaxing etc. but, in spanning over this opposition, it designates human life as such.” Arendt, for example, counts resting among the cyclic activities of laboring. Hence, laboring is not a “label” under which we are supposed to subsume “subspecies” like dishwashing, window-cleaning, cooking, etc., but it is the way that life unfolds, arching over the dichotomy of being active and resting. I will therefore argue for an understanding of the three modes of laboring, working, and acting not as pigeon-holes or categories into which we are supposed to shelve any possible human activity, but as Geschehnisweisen (Braun 1994: 35): “ways of taking place” of human life.

The real opposite of Arendt’s concept of activities is indicated by the idea of the “unio mystica”: the mystical union of God or cosmic truth and man in contemplation. Arendt, like Jaspers, distances herself form this ideal. Apart from her commitment to praxis, there is also a theoretical reason for this decision, which already shines through her dissertation on Augustine. The ideal of the mystical union springs beyond the phenomenon of the world (cf. BT 94). It passes over that life has to “go through” it and live “in” it. Hence, it is not a faithful phenomenological description of factical life experience, but intends to transcend the world and become “worldless.”

How does Arendt proceed when investigating the different modes of activities? It is obvious that she does not engage in an empirical description of what it looks like if somebody pursues this or that activity. Her work is neither empirical labor science nor empirical political or social science, nor psychology, nor historiography. Rather, she pursues a more fundamental agenda. Braun therefore suggests that Arendt’s thinking is, in a very natural way, transcendental. Arendt neither portrays a world with fixed entities, structures, or meanings in which subsequently subjects become active (this would be a “realist” position), nor does she consider the subjective to be an untouchable substance that would remain unaltered by its activities (which would count as an “idealist” position). Rather, the relation between subject, object, and activity is to be thought transcendentally (Braun 1994: 17). This means, according to Kant, that the conditions of the possibility of experience are at the same time the conditions of the possibility of the objects of experience. In Heidegger’s interpretation—which Arendt adopts—this is equal to the ontological project of going beyond ontic knowledge and asking for the ontological understanding of Being, which is always already in play when beings appear to us. This implies that such an understanding of Being is required a priori for beings to be “there” for us at all: “[T]ranscendental knowledge does not investigate the being[s] [das Seiende! S. L.] itself, but rather the possibility of the preliminary understanding of Being [das vorgängigige Seinsverständnis]” (Heidegger 1990: 10).

Heidegger regards the Kantian investigation as groundbreaking, but limited to the activity of cognizing. He takes this limitation to be fateful for the self-misunderstanding of Dasein: Dasein ultimately misapprehends itself in the categories that were abstracted as being constitutive for the objectivity of the object. But, according to Heidegger, our being-in-the-world is not an objectively identifiable property or a quality belonging to an object: it is nothing that we could comprehend categorically (Rentsch 2003: 59). My being-in-the-world is thus not a quality pertaining to my person, but rather it is a form of my life that is structured by the very enactment of my existentia (and not by an insight into an objectively given essentia): Existentia precedes, respectively informing the essentia in question. Therefore, Heidegger resumes the Kantian project in developing Dasein’s own “categories,” the existentialia, and elaborates upon these existentialia on the basis of the everydayness of Dasein: “Because Dasein’s characters of Being are defined in terms of existentiality, we call them ‘existentialia.’ These are to be sharply distinguished from what we call ‘categories’—characteristics of Being for entities whose character is not that of Dasein” (BT 70).

Thomas Rentsch (2003: 59) characterizes existentialia as “forms and conditions of the possibility of complex enactments of life.” Among the main existentialia developed in BT are being-in-the-world, the care-structure, state of mind/affectivity (Befindlichkeit), understanding, discourse, fallenness, and anxiety. Existentialia answer to the question of how Dasein is its “there”: “Dasein is in such a way as to be its ‘there’… By its very nature, Dasein brings its ‘there’ along with it… Dasein is its disclosedness” (BT 171). The existentialia elucidate how Dasein is its disclosedness: in understanding, in its Befindlichkeit, etc. The methodical way in which Heidegger accesses these structures is ontico-ontological, which indicates that in every comportment towards beings (the ontic level) there lies an unarticulated understanding of Being that can be explicitly developed through a hermeneutics of existence (the ontological level). I agree with Braun’s thesis that Arendt’s analyses of activities have to be understood along the lines of Heidegger’s “transcendentalism,” since they are developed as fundamental ways of a disclosedness and understanding of world:



In the different activities there lies an understanding which opens up a respective horizon;… In other words: Arendt does not give ontic descriptions of laboring, working or acting but goes back to the ontological conditions through which these activities are made possible in the first place. She deals with the characteristics a priori of these activities—whereby apriori does not mean innate but designates the respective antecedent understanding of Being [das vorgängige Seinsverständnis] in which the respective activities dwell.

(Braun 1994: 19)




Arendt’s notion of “modes of activities” instead of “modes of Being” indicates that she explicitly wants to understand Dasein in actu. Yet, like Heidegger, Arendt also intends to illuminate modes in which Dasein exists and by which it entertains a specific relation to others and to objects/things. These relations create a meaningful world in its different aspects, for which I introduce the term “spaces of meaning” (which will be developed in detail in 3.2).




Actualizing Basic Conditions through Basic Activities

As quoted above, Arendt speaks of “three fundamental human activities [Grundtätigkeiten]” of which “each corresponds to one of the basic conditions [Grundbedingungen] under which life on earth has been given to man” (HC 7). What are these “basic conditions?” And why are they “basic?” Why do they point to a “ground?”

To explain this, I would like to go back to the concept of “identity in actualization” (Vollzugsidentität) developed in Chapter 2.2. A condition is not “something” that, in any way, shape or form, exists separately and could or could not then be matched by an activity. Instead, it is actualized by an activity. One “side of the coin” cannot exist without the other. The condition side is the form of the respective activity, while the activity side is the actuality of the condition, the condition as it is experienced. Conditionality is thus not to be understood as a “limit”—as the notion of “human condition” might suggest—but rather as an enablement. It discloses fundamental modes of being and meaning to us. We are enabled precisely by the actualization of these conditions to live our life, to build our world, and to express our uniqueness in plurality: “before” that, neither are they “there” nor are we. Let me now proceed through the three basic conditions in order to illustrate this thesis (cf. Braun 1994: 21–24).

Laboring, the active metabolism with nature, is how we live, how life is enacted. If we were purely rational beings without a body, not in need of constant metabolic activity, this concept would be meaningless to us. Moreover, metabolism is not primarily a concept, but rather a constant “activity.” The most active side of it is certainly actual laboring, which is why Arendt chose it as the “headliner” for this mode of “taking place.” But she also counts among it the “activities” of consuming, procreating, giving birth, and playing. The general orientation of life and its activities is a great circular flow: It is the meaning-space of the biological life-process, of the ever self-consuming and self-renewing life of the species, the natural cycle. In the activities of “laboring” we take part in this logic of “being alive.” We are animal laborans. Animal laborans works. It consumes. It attaches to and enters into the rhythm of life, of the species, which (within its own logic) knows no beginning or end, and which finds its surplus in procreation. In an eternal circle, labor and rest, day and night, life and death follow each other like the seasons or the tides of the sea. The whole cosmos is this moving circle and within it, our small whirls of life circle with it, become fertile, and finally wear themselves out and are pulverized by the very process that kept them alive—“eventually dead matter, the result of small, single, cyclical, life processes, [that] return into the over-all gigantic circle of nature herself, where… all natural things swing in changeless, deathless repetition” (HC 96). To be alive means to be necessarily subjugated to this process, its logic, and its meaning. Apart from its sheer necessity it also holds the “blessing of life as a whole” (HC 107) in the steady rhythm of laboring and consuming, exertion and exhaustion, in the joy of a functioning healthy body, in the surplus through which labor produces additional value and the species becomes fertile. It is important to see that “animal laborans” is neither any specific person, nor any group of persons, nor any specific cultural forms of life. Animal laborans is a hermeneutic perspective on human life, bundled together by a single structure of conditionality that creates a certain space of meaning. Life is certainly a most basic condition, although it is not the only basic human condition. We are always within this process. Thus, there is no “outside” of this space of meaning. As a whole “way of taking place” it is not a practice that we can refrain from—we can only refrain from partial activities, like laboring, and have others do it for us. This new perspective of life corrects and concretizes the Heideggerian elaborations on “how Dasein is its there,” which are marked by a “forcing back and passing over of bodyliness and nature” (Rentsch 2003: 77). Dasein’s “being there” can occur only by being alive. Arendt thus clarifies how we are our being alive.

Working is the activity that enacts the second basic condition of worldliness. Here, Arendt very closely follows Heidegger’s analyses of how being-in-the-world unfolds in the ready-at-handedness of “equipment,” which implies a totality of “significance” in the sense of a referential context: the worldhood or worldliness of the world (cf. BT §§15–18). In emphasizing “the dependence of human existence on objecthood [Gegenständlichkeit] and objectivity [Objektivität]” (VA 16), Arendt agrees with Heidegger that our relation to objectivity, including the theoretical one, is founded by a practice. Yet “working,” for Arendt, is not only a mode by which Dasein is inserted into the world and by which the worldliness of the world is disclosed. It also denotes a capacity: the capacity for world-building. Against the ever-consuming circle of life, humans erect buildings and fabricate things that outlast their own single life cycles and form an enduring place. The world is thus a place where humans can be at home—an artificial, cultural world of things that are not only there to keep us alive, be consumed, and vanish. Human life in this perspective is that of “homo faber.” Homo faber builds a world for himself. He creates an opus. As artifex as well as creator, Homo faber is master over the object, up to the possibility of destroying it again. He withstands natural processes and expresses individuality in works that grant an identity. Working and producing thus break the natural cycle of eternal and anonymous coming and going, even if they are dependent on nature as the resource for fabrication. Through these activities, a new, linear level of time is created. Working has its own temporality, it has a beginning and an end. It is a process, too, but not one that merely consumes and renews itself. When it ends, a work has been produced, one which can be released into the world, which is part of the world, and which forms and builds it. Another powerful effect of the logic of working is that it creates a certain space of meaning, a space dominated by the category of means and ends (again an Arendtian nod to Heidegger’s “in order to” by which Dasein relates to equipment [BT 97]). This can become such a dominant horizon of meaning that everything that appears is conceived in this relation. As a basic world-access, the worldliness of the world is (as) our working, building, producing, collecting, conserving, using, regarding (e.g. an artwork), etc. Although we can refrain from concrete working activities like house-building, we are always embedded in this space of meaning by our basic object-relation. Were it not actualized (like it can be the case, liminally, for newborns or patients in a coma), we would not be conscious agents who have objects in a world as their counterparts or, simply, as their tools.

Finally, the activities of acting and speaking are the actualization of the basic condition of plurality. If there were only one singular human being (hence, not deserted by her fellows but only one from the very beginning), speaking and acting qua interaction would not only be unnecessary—they would not be possible. It is hard to imagine how such a singular creature could lead a “human way of life” at all—although we can imagine it laboring (which it must do to be alive) and, maybe also, working (the latter could be doubted since being able to activate an object-relation is closely dependent on intersubjectivity). Hence, plurality is also a basic condition that makes us who we are. It is the perspective of the zoon politikon (political animal), which it is by virtue of being a zoon logon echon (speaking animal). The space of meaning plurality creates is that of a shared reality with intrinsic meaning, granting the appearance of individuality as an “end in itself.” Furthermore, the space of plurality is a historistic space where stories and interaction form a web of relationships. Its temporal structure is one of a beginning but not of end—since anyone can take up, reinterpret, or answer to something that has been said or done before. I will elaborate in detail in Chapters 4–5 how the actualizing of plurality takes place. Meanwhile, what is central is that the condition of inter-homines-esse (understood verbally) equals acting and speaking. Can we refrain from it?

The answers that Arendt gives to this question are somewhat contradictory: On the one hand, her diagnosis at the end of HC is that we suffer an enormous loss of experiences of acting (as well as of working), even if our capacities are not touched by this loss (HC 323). On the other hand, in the part dealing with action, she emphasizes that speaking and acting go back to



an initiative from which no human being can refrain and still be human. This is true of no other activity in the vita activa. Men can very well live without laboring, they can force others to labor for them, and they can very well decide merely to use and enjoy the world of things without themselves adding a single useful object to it; the life of an exploiter or slaveholder and the life of a parasite may be unjust, but they certainly are human. A life without speech and without action, on the other hand… is literally dead to the world; it has ceased to be a human life because it is no longer lived among men.

(HC 176)



It seems to me that Arendt deliberately risks a category confusion for the sake of highlighting her rather normative judgment about what is “really human.” This leads us to a difficulty that I would like to make fruitful for a further distinction within the concept of conditionality: Arendt’s perhaps intentional ambiguity lies not only in blurring the ontological and the political meanings of the terms “world,” “visibility,” and “appearance” (a topic which I have addressed at the end of Chapter 2.3 and will again resume in the next section), but also in normatively combining the “ontic” and “ontological” levels of her setup. In the case of labor and work, she allows for disentangling concrete, ontic activities from the ontological immersedness in a condition and its meaning-space: while I am still alive and enjoy the world, I can force others to labor and work for me. In the case of action, however, she strictly ties concrete (ontic) activities to the whole of ontological immersedness within plurality—and, moreover, to being human. But this is not as obvious as it may seem: As much as the condition of plurality needs concrete activity to thrive, it does not mean that I am completely thrown out of the meaning-space of plurality if I let others do the speaking and acting for me (just like I do not stop being alive if others labor for me). The aching question here is of course not if the hermit cannot also lead a very “human” way of life, even expressing her uniqueness by being silent (which, as Heidegger has shown, belongs to the modes of the existentiale of discourse [BT 204]). Rather, the question is why Arendt outrageously calls the slaveholder “human” and the laborer and slave not. One could of course also see this as the call to free everybody from the condition of labor in order to be able to lead a human life. But since this is far from realistic and far from corresponding to Arendt’s position as articulated in her critique of the French existentialists (cf. Chapter 1.2), I think that Robert Bernasconi gets to the heart of the problem when formulating a paradoxical tendency that lies within Arendt’s Aristotelian conception of the political: “If to be human is to disclose oneself in the public sphere, and if that possibility is itself dependent on one’s being liberated from the necessities imposed by the life-cycle, then it would seem that one of the preconditions of being human is the inhumanity of exploiting the labor of others” (Bernasconi 1996: 6).3

In order to tackle this problem, I would like to point to the fact that Arendt’s concept of conditionality includes in equal measure another tendency that resists her often articulated hostility toward life issues. In fact, this tendency makes any meaningful form of being human inconceivable that would try to renounce or “outsource” the necessities of life completely: Since all conditions are actualized simply by human existence, i.e. by being a living body, by being involved in the world of objects/tools, and by existing in the plural, being human means to dwell, however passively, in all of these meaning-spaces at one and the same time. Arendt’s problematic and paradoxical tendency to demand liberation from the necessity of life issues as a prerequisite for politics therefore contradicts the intrinsic intertwinedness of actualized conditions in each human being, which she herself demonstrates. This allows for undercutting the “normative status” that Arendt herself attributes to the “distinction between the social and the political” (Bernasconi 1996: 15). Instead, along the lines of this intertwinedness, being “human” can only be realized by considering all three conditions. For our further investigation we therefore need some additional conceptual distinctions to pursue this tendency further. This also involves taking Arendt’s concern seriously that the realization of plurality is intimately interrelated with being able to lead a human life in a qualified sense. Let me therefore continue my phenomenological re-reading of Arendt’s concept of conditionality for a phenomenology of plurality by proposing the following scheme:



	(1) The ontic dimension: concrete and singular activities

	(2) The ontological dimension: activities taken in the sense of enacting a condition, i.e. engaging in a certain world-opening mode (which implies certain basic forms of understanding and meaning)

	(3) The dimension of dynamis: the capacity to engage in certain activities

	(4) The dimension of energeia: the activity in its enactment; here I would like to make two further differentiations: (a) basic enactment qua “taking part in” and (b) full activity as the highest form of actualization.




Let me now give an example of this rather abstract layout: The world of music, which can be described as a certain space of meaning, is actualized only by creatures who sing or make music (cf. 1 and 2). The very basic enactment of taking part in this world of music is, however, already being able to hear (cf. 4a).4 Hearing is the actualization of the sounding tone. If no one could hear, the space of music could hardly be actualized. Yet the full activity that really brings it into being, is only making music (cf. 4b). It is the distinguished activity that not only actualizes, but also keeps this space alive in creatively renewing it as well as by fathoming its depths and specific possibilities. The capacity to make music (cf. 3) is not lost when I do not actualize it—it might be buried, and the space of music, if not actualized for a long time, might be partly forgotten and impoverished. As long as I can hear (or revive a hearing-experience), however, I still could be able to actualize it. I would like to point out that the difference between (4a) and (4b) relies already on plurality, indeed on a sort of “labor division,” which allows me to take part in a space that I do not have to create or actively actualize by myself. There is someone else, who does the laboring, producing, and acting for me. Were I alone, however, I would have to do the laboring and producing myself. In the case of acting/speaking, even this is impossible, since it intrinsically requires plurality.

In the problematic quote above, Arendt thus addresses laboring and working only in Category (1) and acting and speaking only in Category (2), additionally eclipsing Category (4a). Although Arendt does not make these differentiations herself, I regard them as necessary for a reader who wants to understand the apparent contradiction between how, during the whole course of the modern age, we could have lost the experience of political action (one of the main theses of HC) and how, at the same time, this loss equals a loss of a human life. Arendt knows very well that human lives can occur in terms of privacy and consumption, too. Instead, what she wants to remind us of is that no space of meaning will stay alive if no one engages in the full activity it requires—which especially with regard to the space of plurality, can have inhumane consequences. Also, no experiences are made with these activities (4b), if only very basic enactments of “taking part in” are actualized (4a): one can still dwell in the respective historic space of meaning (built up by past and remembered activities), but it becomes a pale shadow of itself; without real experiences of (4b), only a low and flattened level of meaning is accessible, which risks deformation.




The Relations between Conditions and Their Inner Structuring

As for the relations between Arendt’s “modes of taking place” as well as their internal structure, Braun (1994: 25–34) suggests looking at Jaspers’s “philosophy of the encompassing” (das Umgreifende): For Jaspers, “the encompassing” transcends the subject-object relation. It can therefore never be objectified and given as a whole. Instead, its givenness occurs in equiprimordial, plural modes of the encompassing which all imply a specific subject-object-relation (Jaspers 1958: 47): the object-relation of intentional consciousness, the self-relation of existence, the relation of inner world and environment, etc. Without going deeper into the substance of Jaspers’s philosophy, it can be noted that these modes not only build on each other in a certain hierarchy of world-disclosedness; they also have the tendency to present themselves as the one dominant means of world access and true subject-object relation to which everything else is reduced. Jaspers’s main aim lies in demonstrating the plurality of different modes of world-access and the misguidedness of philosophical approaches that reduce this plurality to one mode only—and thereby miss the possibility to recognize the transcendence of the encompassing.

Some structural parallels to Arendt are obvious: Like Jaspers’s modes of the encompassing, Arendt thinks of the conditions and their meaning-spaces as equiprimordial. The transition from one mode to the other is always a “leap” (Braun 1994: 28), since every space of meaning creates a proprietary sphere in which everything appears in a certain light:



From the viewpoint of the animal laborans, it is like a miracle that it is also a being which knows of and inhabits a world; from the viewpoint of homo faber, it is like a miracle, like the revelation of divinity, that meaning should have a place in this world.

(HC 236)




On the other hand, these modes are folded into and interpenetrate one another. In the concrete form of human existence they are always simultaneously present: human labor takes place in a world, in which the human being uses tools; humans live in a home, which is not only a shelter, but also always perceived in terms of aesthetic criteria, etc.: “life” thus always already overlaps with “worldliness” (Braun 1994: 29f.). Equally already present in the private sphere is “plurality” qua acting and speaking—even if some quotes by Arendt might suggest the opposite. Arendt, however, recognizes quite well that acting happens in the private sphere too; only the meaning that it produces corresponds more closely to the space of the public: “The human being is an acting being, not only in the public and political sphere, but already in his private life, although the public and political sphere is constituted more explicitly and exclusively through action”5 (Arendt 1957: 74). Laboring and working human beings thus always already understand themselves as persons among persons, i.e. in the midst of plurality. Conversely, acting human beings always remain within the horizon of the conditions of life and worldliness: they become tired and depend on produced objects in order to be able to act at all. The three horizons thus constantly inter-penetrate one another. To be within one horizon means at the same time to participate in the others (Braun 1994: 31).

Furthermore, there are two tendencies to be noted which also echo Jaspers’s conception:



	(1) The interpenetration of those three horizons can be unbalanced. This is to say: One horizon and its meaning structure can dominate all other modes of enactment. This belongs to the dynamics that I would like to describe in the next subchapter (3.2). Jaspers (1958: 165) calls this one-sidedness an “isolation” of separate modes of the encompassing. He identifies it with the philosophical positions of naturalism, rationalism, idealism, positivism, existentialism, and acosmism. The movement to domination in the form of isolation is tempting, because it renders everything “unequivocal” (eindeutig) (Jaspers 1958: 165) and thereby “overcomes” the original plurality of meaning. Isolation, which is thus a tendency of every mode, happens in reality and shapes it—it indicates different historical forms of life or a certain “history of ideas.”

	(2) In spite of their simultaneous equiprimordiality, there is a certain gradation to be noted between “higher” and “lower” modes of taking place: the “higher” modes represent an evolvement with respect to the “lower”; at the same time, the higher conditions depend on the lower ones to be realized. Jaspers (1987: 84) has an explicit conception of priority with respect to the different modes of the encompassing. He conceptualizes it in steps: The antecedent ones remain insubstantial (substanzlos) without the posterior ones, the posterior remains devoid of reality (wirklichkeitslos) without the antecedent. In Arendt’s conception, Jaspers’s lack of “substance” is reflected in the “meaninglessness” of mere life as well as in the “lack of a real end” in mere producing; only actualized plurality can acquire and sustain meaning in a substantial way. Likewise, the impossibility of “realization” resonates in the dependency of plurality on life and worldliness. Realizing plurality is not possible without realizing life and worldliness; Yet only plurality can give those two conditional modes an integrated form of meaning and completion.




Given this interpenetration of conditions and their enacting activities, Arendt’s obvious preference for acting and speaking can be relieved of two misconceptions that have partly led herself astray: It is neither (ad 1) a call for domination of this meaning-horizon (which she diagnoses in the Greek polis), nor is it (ad 2) a mere devaluation of the enactments of life and worldliness. As the reference to Jaspers can illuminate, the relation of conditions is ideally meant to sustain originally plural forms of meaning and achieve an integrated conception of them.

Finally, there are different aspects that belong to the internal structure of each mode of taking place. Braun (1994: 36ff.) has elaborated a fivefold structure which is helpful for a thorough analysis of each enacted condition: (1) the basic condition each activity answers to; (2) the subject of the activity; (3) the activity itself; (4) the products of the activity; (5) the special form of togetherness of this activity. By presenting a synopsis in the form of a table listing the main keywords for each meaning-horizon, I can only point to Braun’s extensive analyses dedicated to each enacted condition. The column on “plurality” will be my topic in Chapters 4 and 5.




Conditionality and Conditioned Existence


Table 2




	


	
LIFE/laboring


	
WORLDLINESS/ working


	
PLURALITY/
acting, speaking





	








	(1) Basic condition
	Life, nature
	Worldliness
	Plurality



	(2) Subject
	
animal laborans

	
homo faber

	zoon politikon; zoon logon echon/homo politicus: the “person”



	(3) Activity
	Laboring
	Working, producing
	Acting, speaking



	(4) Products
	Consumption goods; progeny
	Objects of utility, tools, architecture, artworks
	Stories, history, meaning



	(5) Intersubjectivity/ social forms of togetherness
	animal so cialis (social life)
	The market (presentation of goods, exchange)
	The polis/publicness (political life)







After this close look at the three conditions and their correlating activities, I would like to end the first subchapter on methodology by making “conditionality” as such the focus: Although it seems to be a major methodical issue for Arendt, one which even gives the name to her most “theoretical”
book, she gives us only little hints about the background and structure of “conditionality” in The Human Condition itself. In what follows, I will give a phenomenological interpretation of these hints: As a first step, (1) I elucidate the distinction between “human nature” and the “human condition.” (2) As a second step, I argue for a further differentiation between basic conditions, self-made-conditions and conditionality as such. (3) The third step finally points to possible shifts in the structure of conditionality and thereby makes the transition to the second chapter on methodology.

(Ad 1) On the first pages of HC, Arendt makes clear that “the human condition is not the same as human nature” (HC 10). Human nature, the essen-tia of man, is a question that remains “unanswerable” (HC 10) for Arendt, since it lies in existentia. Hence, it cannot be determined like the essence of an object: It is not possible for us to fully objectify ourselves, which would be required for an eidetic predication. Human nature therefore lies in the inscrutable “who” of each access to the world and not in an objectifiable and universalizable “what.” In a reference to Kant, which also is reminiscent of Sartre (2007: 22), Arendt draws an equivalence between this feature and “spontaneity”: It is precisely man’s unfathomable freedom that makes it impossible to fully articulate his “nature.”

With the “human condition,” in contrast, Arendt proposes a unique fivefold structure without drawing too much on traditional elaborations of the condition humaine. The two major conditions, natality and mortality, constitute the frame for the three activity-bound conditions: life, worldliness, and plurality. I would like to interpret Arendt’s conditions not only as “ways of taking place,” but as conditions of appearance. As such, they shape that which appears. If “human nature” remains inaccessible as the impossible “what” of Dasein, then the “human condition” is its accessible “how”: how it appears in the world; how it unfolds in special circumstances; how it actively responds to its conditions in its activities and thereby becomes what it is. Arendt takes into account that the contingent facts that make up the facticity of our concrete existence (entailing the body and skin-color we have, the milieu we are born into, the ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic community we belong to etc.) are integrated in a structure of quasi-transcendental, earth-bound conditions: bodiliness qua life- and need-structure, worldliness qua object-orientation and plurality qua inescapable togetherness. This ties her approach much more to an earthly, bodily, and worldly embeddedness than what is understood by Heidegger or Sartre,6 both of whom in the end have a subject in mind that is predominantly conceived of in terms of its resoluteness toward authenticity or in terms of its will and creativity. Spontaneity, freedom, and creativity are certainly also central topics for Arendt. But they are conceived in the “how” of their concrete conditioned environment. These conditions, says Arendt, are not necessarily or entirely stable. They could vary to a certain extent; thus, they are not transcendental in the strict sense. The condition of natality, for example, is the condition of appearance per se; but it is not necessarily true that people will always come into appearance by being born—we can imagine different ways, and this will probably have an impact on how human life is perceived and enacted, how the “what” of “human nature” unfolds.

Hence, the conditions upon which Arendt elaborates are never purely formal, but always have a specific historical concreteness.7 Since they are conditions of appearance, I would like to call them quasi-transcendental. But since conditions can appear only in their historistic enactment, they can never be regarded as absolute (like Jaspers argues) and therefore rightly obtain the prefix “quasi.” The dynamics of Arendt’s investigations in HC and her “anthropology” rest on this fruitful tension between a structure of conditionality and its historistic enactment as well as on the impossibility of a rigid anthropological essentialism or transcendentalism. Thus, “human nature” is the ever-eluding “what” of human essence, whereas the “human condition” is the earthly, worldly, and embedded “how” of quasi-transcendental conditions of appearance and of the actualization of being human.

(Ad 2) Self-made conditions add another complexity to this basic conditional structure: Arendt claims that the “human condition comprehends more than the conditions under which life has been given to man” (HC 9). In addition to those natural conditions, men



constantly create their own, self-made conditions, which, their human origin and their variability not-withstanding, possess the same conditioning power as natural things. Whatever touches or enters into a sustained relationship with human life immediately assumes the character of a condition of human existence. This is why men, no matter what they do, are always conditioned beings. Whatever enters the human world of its own accord or is drawn into it by human effort becomes part of the human condition.

(HC 9)




Men, or people, are thus conditioned and shaped by the world they themselves have made. The fact that I use a computer for writing this book makes me and my work very much dependent on electricity and an enormous number of functions and processes of which I actually have no knowledge. Or consider the World Wide Web, which is a human self-creation that meanwhile firmly conditions several human ways of life. Hence, man is, on the one hand, a creature dependent on pre-givenness (Vorgegebenheit) and, on the other hand, a creature that actively shapes its surroundings and thereby produces its own conditions. Consequently, the term “human condition” has a threefold meaning for Arendt. First, it designates the five-fold quasi-transcendental or ontico-ontological structure of appearance and actualization (the basic conditions); second, it denotes the conditions we produce ourselves and that shape our ways of life; and third, it designates our subjection to conditionality as such: even if we can change or invent a whole universe of self-created conditions we cannot abolish being conditioned as such.

(Ad 3) Finally, since concrete conditionality is not a stable structure, there can be historical shifts of meaning, to which Arendt refers by emphasizing the opening and closing of certain horizons of experiences (cf. esp. the last chapters of HC 42–45). Arendt makes clear that shifts and losses of meaning on the active level are just as important as shifts on the theoretical and conceptual level that we also know as “paradigm changes” (Kuhn). Arendt, thus, on the one hand, demonstrates quasi-transcendental forms of practical understanding, while, on the other hand, she emphasizes the fragility of these structures in terms of their historic situatedness or their simple non-enactment. Another dimension that Arendt formulates rather as an open question is the possibility that humans deliver or, at least distance themselves from their natural conditions: “There is no reason to doubt our abilities to accomplish such an exchange [from natural to self-made conditions], just as there is no reason to doubt our present ability to destroy all organic life on earth” (HC 2). As much as natality, mortality, life, worldliness, and plurality draw a fundamental net of conditions of being human, so little does Arendt want to risk absolutizations. Beyond that, she is skeptical with regard to this “future man” who “seems to be possessed by a rebellion against human existence as it has been given, a free gift from nowhere (secularly speaking), which he wishes to exchange, as it were, for something he has made himself” (HC 2f.). Arendt’s suspiciousness is not founded on “conservative values;” nor can it be reduced to a rejection of a hubris-like, self-introduced modification of the given. Rather, Arendt wants to caution us against the domination of one horizon of experience where everything is self-made and, ideally, controllable. Human rebellion could, in the end, instead result in uniformity and conformity of human possibilities rather than in a rich unfolding of full humanity. Human nature does not have to be “saved” (like the existentialists have it) but should, according to Arendt, rather be enacted in plural ways. Since the main feature of human nature has turned out to be its principal openness, it is not that surprising that Arendt favors the condition which allows most for the appearance of this unpredictable spontaneity: it is the realm of the event, the realm of the new, and thus the realm of action that refers back to its conditions of natality and plurality.






Dynamic Spaces of Meaning

In the course of the previous Chapters 2 and 3.1, I have tried to give a systematically reconstructive outline of how core phenomenological concepts operate in Arendt’s work and how a proprietary methodology, shaped by the concern for plurality, emerges from the roots of Arendt’s phenomenological heritage. This last subchapter on “methodic transformations” aims to complete the picture by articulating Arendt’s operative background methodology in terms of “dynamics of spaces of meaning.” This perspective shall open up new possibilities for methodological approaches in phenomenology generally speaking. On the other hand, and to the extent that this book also presents an interpretation of Arendt’s work, this topic will allow discussion of controversial issues like her separation of “the public” and “the private” or of “the social” and “the political,” since they are connected to what I call “spaces of meaning.” In one of the most influential books on Arendt in the last two decades, Seyla Benhabib associates these distinctions with what she labels Arendt’s “phenomenological essentialism” (Benhabib 2003: xliv, 123–126, 157, 172). I will reject this term and try to answer to Benhabib’s challenge by offering a different explanation of what I consider to be “phenomenological” in these problematic Arendtian distinctions and what I consider not to be.


A Counter to Benhabib’s Account of Arendt’s “Phenomenological Essentialism”

In her book The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt (1996/2003), Benhabib claims that “Arendt herself exercised two methodologies: the phenomenological methodology of Heidegger and Husserl, which sought to recover the ‘originary’ meaning of terms and conditions of phenomena; and a fragmentary methodology, inspired by Walter Benjamin, according to which one treats the past by acting either as a collector or as a pearl diver, digging down for those treasures that lie now disjointed and disconnected” (Benhabib 2003: 172f.). It becomes unmistakably clear that Benhabib favors the latter methodology in order to “appropriate Arendt’s political thought” (Benhabib 2003: 173). At the same time, she characterizes and repudiates her phenomenological methodology as “phenomenological essentialism”: “I reject Arendt’s ‘phenomenological essentialism,’ her contention that each human activity has a proper place in the world, in which it must be carried out and within which it unfolds” (Benhabib 2003: xliv). Throughout the book, Benhabib repeatedly takes the phenomenological features to be the weakest elements among Arendt’s otherwise brilliant analyses. She suggests, for example, that “what remains viable of Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism today is not the existential psychology or phenomenology of loneliness but the political sociology of the public sphere and of intermediate associations” (Benhabib 2003: 69). Thus,



what constitutes the greatness of Arendt’s account of totalitarianism is precisely her departure from such foundationalist thinking [phenomenological descriptions like in Heidegger’s BT, S. L.] and her capacity to focus on the phenomena of history, sociology, and culture instead of taking flight into metaphysical abstractions.

(Benhabib 2003: 69)





These passages are revealing of Benhabib’s picture of phenomenology, which she associates with the obviously negative connotations of “foundationalism,” “essentialism,” “existential psychology,” and “metaphysical abstractions.” This characterization is surprising since Benhabib dedicates a whole chapter to the importance of Arendt’s appropriation of the “phenomenological category of the world, developed by Husserl and Heidegger” (Ben-habib 2003: xliii, cf. also 51–6). But then again, Benhabib does not integrate a truly phenomenological analysis of the concept of “world”—which she understands as a sort of pre-institutional kind of the public space. Instead, she opts for an interpretation of Arendt’s thought pure of any phenomenological influences. In fact, she identifies these influences in most instances as the source of the methodological problem when Arendt has “gone wrong”:



In this chapter, I would like to suggest that much of what has been irritating to commentators about the Arendtian art of making distinctions has its sources in a more basic dimension of her philosophical methodology, namely, her “phenomenological essentialism.” This is Arendt’s belief, particularly prominent in The Human Condition, that each type of human activity has a proper “place” in which it can be carried out. Labor, she claims, does not belong in the public realm, whereas work, although often carried out in solitude, must display its product in public. It is inherently ambiguous, however, whether the private spheres of love and friendship permit action as well.

(Benhabib 2003: 123f.)




I discuss Benhabib’s position in greater detail here because it represents a paradigmatic example of how the phenomenological features in Arendt’s methodology are described, (partly mis)-understood, and evaluated—in an otherwise remarkable and important book. My aim is to correct some of these misunderstandings and to draw a more nuanced picture. At the same time, I think that Benhabib’s observations about Arendt’s separatist take on the public and the private as well as her oft-occurring “conflation of levels of analysis” (Benhabib 2003: 124) are right. However, I do not agree that this is all to be traced back to the pernicious influence of phenomenology. Also, I do not assent to the characterization of the whole methodological setup for being “essentialist.” My disagreement starts with the allusive combination of “phenomenology” and “essentialism,” which does not contain any thorough critique of Husserl’s eidetic method, but rather invokes the negative connotation with which the term is used in feminism.8 Also, the barely sufficient definition of phenomenology as recovering “the ‘originary’ meaning of terms and conditions of phenomena” (Benhabib 2003: 172f.) only suggests rigid fixations in “originary” meanings, instead of capturing the heart of the phenomenological project: to investigate the structures of appearance, to reject a metaphysics of two worlds (being vs. appearing) and to insist on a fundamental difference between consciousness and worldly objects or Dasein and Vorhandensein. If there is any “essentialism” in phenomenology, it concerns the search for general structures of experience, of consciousness, or of existence. Phenomenology thereby raises no other claim beyond what any other philosophical approach does in aiming to state more than contingent facts. Hence, if we really want to find out where the indeed discomforting, and sometimes even reactionary, “flair” of Arendt’s public/private and social/political distinctions comes from, it will not suffice to blame it on her “phenomenological methodology”—to say nothing of even explaining why it would be “phenomenological” to think that certain activities belong to certain realms.

In the following, I will therefore spell out what I understand by “spaces of meaning” in distinctly phenomenological terms. In doing so, I will develop a line of argumentation that, on the one hand, defends a conjunction of basic activities with meaning-production. On the other hand, I will reject Arendt’s strict separation of the public and the private (and, analogously, of the social and the political) as not directly pertaining to this sort of analysis. This is so because, in contrast to the meaning-spaces that life-, world-, or plurality-related activities create, the public and the private are intentionally produced spaces. They are produced with the interest of fixing dynamics that Arendt herself describes—something she would deny outright if she were a true essentialist. Her own interest in fixation can be explained as arising from a phenomenological observation concerning the evanescence of appearance. The normative implications of this observation, however, have to be treated on a different level.




Spaces of Meaning, Their Components, and Dynamics

There are two levels in Arendt’s approach to “spaces of meaning”: (1) First, the basic level of an activity that, in taking place, develops a certain logic: a “space of meaning” which functions in an orientating and structuring way. (2) Second, the meaning-transformations that happen if an activity and its space are separated: through shifts of time or space or by a shift in authenticity.

(Ad 1) The structure of this level can be described in the following related moments: conditional space—activity—experience with this activity—emergence of space of meaning. It seems relatively uncontroversial that certain conditions have to be met in order to make an activity possible at all: For example, for life to be actualized by the activity of laboring/consuming, there has to be a space that is not hostile to life. Or, to take another, albeit “non-basic,” activity: To make music, a space is needed where sound waves can be heard. (Both are empirical conditions. One could also imagine transcendental ones, for example, conditions for the possibility of worldliness: the stability and regularity of appearances.) These spaces are not yet meaning-spaces; they are conditional spaces only.

Activities that unfold in such spaces are never blind processes taking place like falling snow or rocks rolling down a steep slope. They are activities of a being who experiences and who always has an implicit understanding of herself and her surroundings as an intrinsic element of her conscious experiencing. Yet the inherent structural frameworks of our basic activities are normally not explicitly noticed by us while we are engaged in a certain activity. Rather, they remain hidden but can be made explicit, which is the task of thought. What I mean by “logic” structures a whole space and orients us in it in a certain way; it also exercises these functions with respect to time. Space and time are thus not neutral, geometrical forms, but lived/experienced spatiality and temporality. In BT, Heidegger famously deploys his phenomenological descriptions of the spatiality of being-in-the-world. He gives a tangible example regarding distance and closeness as structures of our everyday life as opposed to a purely neutral geometrical space qua res extensa: “When, for instance, a man wears a pair of spectacles which are so close to him distantially that they are ‘sitting on his nose,’ they are environmentally more remote from him than the picture on the opposite wall” (BT 141). Hence, in contrast to geometrical space, “[t]hat which is presumably ‘closest’ is by no means that which is at the smallest distance ‘from us’” (BT 141). It has been widely noted that Heidegger gives very much—maybe too much—attention to our handling of tools as the basic form of being-in-the-world. Arendt extends these analyses to other basic forms of being-in-the-world. What is crucial for her, too, is that human activities that actualize life, worldliness, and plurality do not occur within geometrical space. Rather, they are in need of a pre-given space that fulfills certain conditions, on the one hand, while, on the other hand, they create a certain space of meaning. For example, the activity of a living body needs and creates a certain space that corresponds to bodily needs, rhythms, and abilities. Or, to go back to the (non-fundamental) example of making music and the structure proposed at the beginning: Making music is in need of a space where acoustic waves can be heard (conditional space); making music is an activity with which we make an experience: it orients a space with respect to where sounds can be heard better or worse (there can be something like an optimal position in a space with respect to the sound source); it orients time with respect to the duration or interference of tones; an inner logic of combination, rhythm, harmony and disharmony, volume, sound level and intensity, etc. thus unfolds—this is what I would call a space of meaning.

Let me summarize five characteristic features of a “space of meaning”:



	(a) We always exist in “spaces of meaning”—there is no “outside” of such spaces. This amounts to the phenomenological insight that to be conscious/to be in-the-world is to find oneself in the midst and the medium of meaning,9 rather than to find oneself an element in a blind causal chain. Or, to put it differently, the “causal chain” is also meaning for consciousness/Dasein. Hence the “thereness of the world” which consciousness/Dasein is, is not abstract but partly a pre-given structure, partly a structure to be formed.

	(b) Spaces of meaning are basic forms of how lived space and time can be structured. Arendt addresses these basic forms, on the one hand, by seeking out types of experiences (like actualizing life) that have a quasi-transcendental status; on the other hand, she does not want to claim that her description fully exhausts every experience-structure that could ever be possible with respect to those fundamental activities. Rather than being vague, this belongs to Arendt’s methodological commitment to not putting a principal closure or limit to spontaneity, which might always alter a certain space of meaning, even if many elements in it are pre-given.

	(c) Apart from these quasi-transcendental, fundamental meaning-spaces, one could also try to describe more specific or contingent spaces of meaning: e.g. of addiction, of indifference (cf. Loidolt 2011), of religiosity etc. What is important in this sort of analyses is that the object of description is not taken as a “psychological state”—which would already presuppose a certain (“scientific”) understanding of “world”—but that indeed it describes a “world,” a primary form of orientation and encounter. This is what is distinctively phenomenological about Arendt’s enterprise. And this is also what Benhabib fails to capture when she characterizes her descriptions as “existential psychology.”

	(d) Thus, a space of meaning is an orientated world with a certain temporality, spatiality, a certain form of intersubjectivity, a certain inner logic of sequence, rhythm, and combination and, also, a certain modality (necessary, non-necessary features). This description of a space is not “psychological” since it does not speak of an “internal” state of mind (as opposed to an outside world) or a certain “behavior.” Instead, it looks at features that make a certain “behavior” possible or not. Arendt explicitly criticizes that the approaches of most of her contemporaries concern “only a possible change in the psychology of human beings—their so-called behavior patterns—not a change of the world they move in” (HC 49). For Arendt, it is “this psychological interpretation [of human existence, on which the social sciences are based on]” (HC 49/VA 62) that completely ignores, passes over, and misunderstands the basic phenomenon of being-in-the-world: the phenomenon of meaningful orientedness in a structured space.

	(e) What is also crucial about the emphasis on “spaces” is that, through a certain structuring, a certain “in-between” is created—like lines on a piece of paper shaping the arrangement of the blank spaces in-between, or like pieces of furniture shaping a room. We will see that Arendt combines this with reflections on conditions of appearance and possible forms of intersubjectivity. Finally, intersubjectivity plays an important role in actualizing, maintaining and altering spaces of meaning. At the end of this chapter, this issue will lead us back to our core phenomenon of actualized plurality.




What interpretation of Arendt’s endeavor in HC can we draw from these methodic reflections? I see HC as unfolding spaces of meaning through the explication of basic activities; these spaces do not automatically coincide with the spaces of the “public” and the “private.” They are more fundamental, and, as it were, “natural” than the established or institutionalized spaces of the public and the private, since they primarily unfold in the experience of an activity. Moreover, their existence does not yet imply any “natural” or neat separation of spaces.

Furthermore, I want to argue that it is justifiable to elaborate on certain spaces of meaning as elementary forms of orientation and that it is misleading to dismiss this project and its methodology simply as “essentialist.” Rather, it has to be understood as a hermeneutic enterprise searching for quasi-transcendental conditions of worldliness—conditions, however, which are not taken in an abstract sense (like “objective categories”) but in their full actualization as a lived and oriented space. The sought out forms of orientation are “fundamental” not in the sense that they are “foundation-alist,” but in the sense that they are world-opening (erschließend). I believe that Arendt’s “capacity to focus on the phenomena of history, sociology, and culture” is so powerful not because she does this, like Benhabib (2003: 69) suggests, “instead of taking flight into metaphysical abstractions.” Rather, she ingeniously integrates and interprets concrete phenomena with reflections on fundamental meaning structures and achieves her insights from the phenomenological viewpoint of taking “phenomena of history, sociology, and culture” as world-opening. Thus, without her phenomenological methodology, the aspects that Benhabib praises and ideally wants to separate from Arendt’s work-corpus, would not have come to light at all. In my opinion, it violates Arendt’s comprehensive approach if one wants to separate neatly between the “sociology of societies,” “pearl diving,” and a so-called “phenomenological essentialism.”

Another point I would like to touch upon is the controversial question as to whether it is wrong a priori to speak of conditions in which certain activities can best unfold. One could call this an Aristotelian approach. In the case of making music, for example, I find this to be a relatively uncontroversial undertaking: certain spaces simply allow for better acoustics than others, and this is why we build places that conform to this inherent, quasi self-given normativity. However, to draw quick analogies to other activities might be deceiving and precisely characteristic of a certain reactionary political strategy. Hence, it is necessary to look at every phenomenon, at every activity and its space in detail and to cultivate a “hermeneutics of suspicion” (Ricœur 1974: xiv, 148–150) with respect to “self-given normativities.” Also, the theoretical strategy itself (of asking for conditions in which certain activities can best unfold) has to be given a nuanced assessment. Undoubtedly Aristotelian in origin, Arendt gives this sort of questioning a special phenomenological twist: Her reflections deal with (best) conditions for world-openness and appearance. It is important not to confuse this approach with claims about an insight into eternal essences—a confusion that Benhabib risks falling prey to at the very least. In the following, I will keep these two different strategies apart in order to obtain a more fruitful reading of Arendt’s methodology.

(Ad 2) The second level in Arendt’s approach to spaces of meaning are the meaning-transformations that happen if an activity and its space are divided: through shifts of time or space or by a shift in authenticity. The basic idea is that a certain logic or orientation that has been actualized by a certain activity can be separated from it. Thus, a certain “logic” or “space of meaning” can be upheld without its corresponding activity and an activity can still “take place” somewhere else, in spaces that are shaped by different logics. However, this does something to both and does not leave them unchanged. We can speak of a transformation or, less neutrally, of a deformation. It is possible to differentiate between at least two ways in which this separation and transposition occurs: either intentionally and selectively in the sense of “trying out a logic somewhere else,” or rather non-intentionally, in the case where one logic becomes a “paradigm” and thereby influences all other activities. Certainly, the borders are blurry here. For example, the first can be found in the arts: modern composers intentionally use genetic codes or architecture to inspire their compositions, or let their music evolve by the logic of factory work and tools. A less clear and distinct example is the way in which institutions of science and education are presently modeled on an economic logic of companies—and here we are, to be sure, already in Arendt’s territory and main realm of concern. Finally, an example for a more unintentional shift would be the transformation of our communication practices that are firmly influenced and shaped by the logic of our communication techniques. What I said about “spaces of meaning” in general can also be connected with Foucault’s (1980) famous concept of “dispositif.”10 In the short text “What is a Dispositive?” Giorgio Agamben nicely explains the basic features of this concept by the example of the mobile phone. He shows that a dispositive (or, as the English translation says: an “apparatus”) can be understood as “anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviors, opinions, or discourses of living beings” (Agamben 2009: 14). These are features pertaining also to spaces of meaning.

Beyond the distinction between selective shifts and paradigm-shifts (and the different shades in between) (a) the temporal, (b) the spatial, and (c) the authenticity-dimension remain to be considered when talking about “dynamics of spaces of meaning.”



	(a) The first dimension is historical and underlines the temporal form of paradigm changes. Through contingent historical events (e.g. the invention of the telescope, as Arendt elaborates upon in HC 248f.), a certain dynamic is kicked off that eventually supports one logic over the other, like in the shift from the middle ages to the modern age. Staying on the smaller scale, I go back to my prior example of music, which also got transformed in the wake of large historical paradigm changes. The purpose for which music is used changes the space of meaning as well as the logic of this activity—and thereby changes the activity itself: whether it is to praise God, or to manifest the glory of an emperor, or to entertain the bourgeois family at home or in the concert hall, or to move the masses at big rock concerts, these are not simply different purposes which would leave the activity untouched; they intrinsically shape it. Hence, historical context is decisive for what unfolds within.

	(b) My example also already involves a concrete spatial dimension. The church, the opera house (either lightened for people to dine and be seen, or darkened for the sake of focusing on the artwork exclusively), the open air and the living room, create tangibly different conditions of appearance in the case of music. What is important now is that these spaces are, most of the time, created spaces and that they are spaces shaped by human presence. Two implications follow from this. First, created spaces are never reducible to physical or natural conditions, like the acoustics of a cave or a seashore. As happens with the examples of the church, the concert hall, and the bourgeois living room, these are spaces that have been erected already for a special purpose; hence, they already conform to a certain logic and are not neutral. Second, the criterion for their being erected can be derived directly from the aforementioned fact that spaces are shaped by human presence. Thus, they can conform to the demand that they should be public or private, that potentially everyone should be able to have access or that access is restricted. Arendt seems to elevate this criterion obtained from inter-subjectivity and appearance (and not from a basic activity!) to being the sole decisive and normative criterion of a logic of spatiality. We will have to be careful not to adopt this reductive view too easily and maintain a more differentiated position. This prevents rashly confusing the meaning-space that life-related activities create with “the private” (which is an erected space), and the meaning-space shaped by speaking and acting with “the public” (which is also an erected space).

	(c) The third dimension in the dynamics of spaces of meaning is a shift in authenticity. Only here would the term deformation instead of transformation really be appropriate. For example, if music is put in a space of meaning where it becomes mere “elevator music,” this shift implies a loss of authenticity. Nearly everything by which the activity of music originarily oriented a space of meaning becomes irrelevant in this mode. This has a corrupting and finally devastating effect for the activity itself. In our concrete example, music becomes “canned muzak” instead of being a form of human expression, which means, more generally, that its existence is completely orientated to serving another purpose rather than to its own purpose unfolding. It is important to recognize that Arendt is deeply concerned with this dimension of shifts, but that not every shift implies such effects. Also, it is obvious that Heidegger’s concept of “fallenness” plays a role here. Heidegger’s central argument regarding speech becoming “idle talk” in public space and regarding the self as being absorbed by “the they” is argued within a logic of spaces of meaning that either enhance or reduce authenticity.




If we now look at Arendt’s approach in HC again, it becomes clear that she operates with this background. Historical paradigm changes are regarded from the perspective of how the logic of one meaning-space (life/labor) has acquired domination over all other human activities in the course of the modern age. With this shift, the logic of life, i.e. of consumption, productivity, processuality, and circulation—which is to say, of economy—has permeated the whole of our access to the world, the way in which we see things, and ourselves. Arendt’s claim is that human history teaches us that neither of these paradigm shifts are necessary happenings. Her hermeneutic reading “dives after a pearl” in the shape of the ancient Athenian democracy in order to demonstrate that the logic of plurality/speech and action has also once been dominant in a certain place and time (with all its advantages and downsides). The early modern age, again, seems paradigmatic to her of a prevalent logic of worldliness/work.

What is important, however, is that Arendt does not work only with spaces of meaning created by basic activities in order to describe dynamic historical forces, but that she fundamentally crosses and enriches this analysis with the dynamics of the spaces of the public and the private. For my interpretation, it is crucial to keep these two levels separate, since I think that it is not correct phenomenologically speaking—as well as not pertaining to the very means of Arendt’s own analysis—to identify the public space directly with the meaning-space plurality produces and the private space with the meaning-space life creates. (Arendt, however, keeps these borders blurry and has special reasons to do so, which I will explain in the following sections.) To a large extent the way in which HC “works” is by combining two different categories of spaces of meaning: first, the meaning-spaces I described above as an orientated world, emerging from a world-opening activity. I will call them “activity-based spaces of meaning” in the following. And second, the meaning-spaces that are associated with the presence of humans through which they emerge as such and such. They will be called “visibility-based spaces of meaning” in the following. In the latter case, Arendt often uses the metaphors of “light” and “darkness” to express the conscious presence of the many (“light”) in contrast to a shelter from this presence (“darkness”). But it is important to see that this neither creates nor implies institutionalized borders. To institutionalize visibility-based meaning-spaces, to make them persist and endure, they have to be erected. This means that the basic world-opening activity of work qua world-building is crucially involved. Consequently, I call these spaces derivative or produced spaces of meaning—they are neither “original” nor “natural,” even if Arendt wants to suggest so. To identify these erected spaces with activity-based meaning-spaces is possible only if the latter are normatively “allocated” either in “the public” or “the private.” How this can be justified or rejected, on exclusively phenomenological grounds, will be among the topics of the next section.




The Public and the Private: Arendt’s “Excellence Thesis” and “Location Thesis”

Arendt holds two main theses with respect to what Benhabib criticizes as “phenomenological essentialism.” I will call them the “excellence thesis” and “location thesis” respectively:




	(1) Excellence thesis: “no activity can become excellent if the world does not provide a proper space for its exercise” (HC 49).

	(2) Location thesis: “The most elementary meaning of the two realms [the public and the private] indicates that there are things that need to be hidden and others that need to be displayed publicly if they are to exist at all. If we look at these things, regardless of where we find them in any given civilization, we shall see that each human activity points to its proper location in the world. This is true for the chief activities of the vita activa, labor, work, and action.”



(HC 73)




Arendt’s use of the term “location” is exclusively reserved for either “the public” or “the private.” This indicates that she does not recognize the activity-based meaning-spaces I elaborated above as originary locations—which I take to be misleading for her whole further theory. I would like to develop this thesis by showing that “the public” or “the private” introduce a new, separate logic, namely that of visibility, and that they thereby form meaning-spaces in addition to the meaning-spaces that basic activities create. It is important to note that these two categories of spaces of meaning form the initial positioning of HC, which then gets dynamized—and it is not by pure accident either that they are respectively developed in the first and the second chapters of her book (I. The Human Condition, II. The Public and the Private Realm). From the very beginning, Arendt thus adds a logic of visibility to the logic of activities. In a phenomenological fashion, she ties this logic of visibility to an argument of existence through appearance. Yet the way in which Arendt develops this logic in Chapter 2 is in part not as satisfying as one would hope, nor does it proceed from a phenomenological point of view. Benhabib (2003: 129) assesses: “Unfortunately, Arendt’s writing about the public has not always been as clear… with the consequence that the categories of space, appearance, common world, and public realm have frequently been run together.”

For Benhabib, the biggest problem lies in the conflation of the ontological/phenomenological and the institutional dimension (cf. Benhabib 2003: 129f.) Arendt states that the “product” of the fundamental activities of acting and speaking is the “space of appearance,” which is not yet the “public realm” (in the sense of an institutionalized public realm), but only a preliminary form or antecedent of it (HC 199). It is, so to say, its ontological condition—and, in my terminology, the activity-based space of meaning combined with a basic visibility that is not yet institutionalized. Benhabib (2003: 128)—and this is one of the main theses of her book—now rightly claims that the pre-public-realm can be actualized somewhere other than in an institutionalized public sphere (“in churches and parish meetings, in people’s drawing rooms, in semi-public meetings of artists and intellectuals, in political cabarets”) and that it literally “migrates into the private sphere” if the institutionalized public sphere is destroyed by, say, a totalitarian regime. Leaving aside that during the National Socialist Regime such a counter-public basically did not exist in Germany and Austria, Arendt would probably give the following reply to Benhabib: Certainly, spaces of appearance can flash up in private, but not enduringly enough to form a constant basis for a new political world. If a new order is to emerge, this “pre-public” will have to go “real public!” Arendt’s analysis thus does not argue for the impossibility of a pre-public sphere within the private, but rather for the necessity to consolidate such fleeting “spaces of appearance”—which designates, again using my terminology, a particular connection between activity-based and visibility-based spaces of meaning that are to be institutionalized in the special case of acting and speaking. Therefore, I hold the view that there is no conflation or oscillation at all between the levels of the institutional and the ontological, since Arendt is quite clear how the ontological needs the institutional (this being also an ontological capacity, namely that of world-building) and vice versa.

Arendt explains why the basic actualization of plurality should be or even has to be institutionalized in order to survive and persist at all: because its status is ontologically fragile. It is in absolute need of the other basic human activity of world-building to be institutionalized, otherwise it could never become a constituent space, and nothing at all like a “location.” This respective dependence, to draw a distant analogy, calls to mind the Kantian statement that intuitions without concepts are blind, while concepts without intuitions are empty. Absent being institutionalized, a space of appearance is vain and evanescent, while, without the actualization of plurality, an institutionalized public sphere is empty. The point is thus that the ontological condition is not a mere antecedent to the institutionalized public, but that both depend on each other. Therefore, it is not a mistake to relate them, nor can they be easily “disentangled,” as Benhabib (2003: 130) suggests. I think that Arendt’s real problem and real (probably also intentional) conflation lies deeper than the level Benhabib touches. It is rather within the ontological level itself that there is a fundamental ambiguity to be found. Let us therefore take a look at Arendt’s phenomenology of the public realm and her comments on the private sphere.




Arendt’s Phenomenology of the Public: Is There an Arendtian Phenomenology of the Private?

In HC Arendt famously distinguishes between two “closely interrelated but not altogether identical phenomena” (HC 50) of the public:




	(1) “It means, first, that everything that appears in public can be seen and heard by everybody and has the widest possible publicity.”



(HC 50)







	(2) “Second, the term ‘public’ signifies the world itself, in so far as it is common to all of us and distinguished from our privately owned place in it.”



(HC 52)




The first phenomenon could be called the quality of visibility, whereas the second phenomenon, the common world, designates the in-between that plural world-accesses refer to. Both closely connect to Arendt’s phenomenological basis in appearance. But in the last part of Quote (2), Arendt also opens up the distinction to the private realm. The decisive question now is if this distinction is phenomenologically as basic as the realm of appearance within which the private is located. Arendt refers to “our privately owned place” “in it,” i.e. “in” the common world, which has its primary ontological and phenomenological grounding in being shared. “The private,” thus, can be only a secondary space with respect to the primary appearing and therefore common world.

Much of Arendt’s own treatment of the realm of the private points in this direction—especially her reading of taking it as a predominantly “privative” state. On the other hand, Arendt insinuates the existence of something like an original and basic “private sphere,” referring to bodily functions and to the existential darkness (death, birth) from which we rise into being. Can we thus speak of a “phenomenology of the private”? Let us look for parallels and distinctions to her “phenomenology of the public” in order to clarify this question: As we discussed above, Arendt does distinguish between a pre-institutionalized public and an institutionalized public sphere. The pre-institutionalized public arises through the world-opening activities of acting and speaking combined with the visibility of appearance to many—a visibility that is not yet institutionalized but given by the basic fact of an appearing world. This visibility-space has to be stabilized, so that the emerging phenomenon of plurality can be maintained, fostered, and transformed into stories, histories, individuality, a space of remembrance, the future, etc. The full-fledged notion of the public is thus characterized by (a) being a space of appearance (b) appearing to many, (c) in many aspects and (d) being stable with respect to the appearing objects: “[a] Only where things can be seen [b] by many [c] in a variety of aspects [d] without changing their identity, so that those who are gathered around them know they see sameness in utter diversity, can worldly reality truly and reliably appear” (HC 57). Husserl could fully agree with this statement. Arendt thus draws on fundamental (and even transcendental) insights of phenomenology in order to underline and develop their significance also for the political realm. But can this be seen analogously to how she develops the realm of the private? If we want to distinguish respectively between a pre-institutionalized private and an institutionalized private sphere where the latter enhances and stabilizes the former, we can directly see some important differences:

First of all, these two levels are not congruent, as is the case with the pre-institutionalized public and the public. This is so because Arendt counts four different groups among the private realm of which only the first two could be justified candidates for a phenomenologically conceived pre-institutionalized private realm:



	(a) the dimension of rising into the light of appearance from a darkness (in Heideggerian terms: physis) and going back to it

	(b) bodily functions and the intimateness of inner feelings (e.g. pain)

	(c) activities which are tied to the life-process: laboring, cleaning, etc.

	(d) phenomena like love or goodness that do not survive when being constantly exposed to the light/attention of the public




It is to be noticed that each group operates on a different level:

(Ad a) Group (a) refers to the transitory states of birth and death. “Visibility” in this case can only be taken in an absolute sense, i.e. as not being dependent on a plurality of parties looking, but as designating a transcendental condition of visibility: nobody can “watch” anyone’s actual transition from being/appearing into non-being/non-appearing—all we can see is appearance. Thus, an institutionalization could neither enhance nor diminish the visibility of the darkness of physis—which is an absolute darkness—like this can be done in the case of the public. An institutionalized, erected realm of privacy can only protect these states of vanishing from or coming into appearance from the looks of the many. On the one hand, one could call this a phenomenological candidate for the pre-institutionalized private sphere since it addresses not only what is basic, but also the most fundamental phenomenon of “darkness.” On the other hand, the institutionalized realm of the private conceived of by Arendt in terms of “household” or “property” comprises much more than just these fundamental transitory states.

(Ad b) Group (b) refers to the “darkness” of the life-process, which, in contrast to the “surfaces,” remains invisible; also, it refers to the experiential dimension of consciousness (including feelings and pain), which does not appear in the world. It is quite telling that in elaborating on the first aspect of the public in HC (“everything that appears in public can be seen and heard by everybody and has the widest possible publicity” [HC 50]), Arendt very quickly turns to the issue of the reality of a shared world in contrast to inner experiences. Her prime examples for these inner experiences are feelings or severe pain occurring with intensity yet in solitude. What she invokes, is thus the difference between the appearing world and “the world within”—whose consistent reality-character she denies (cf. Chapter 2.1). Instead, she regards it as a phenomenological form of the pre-institutionalized private and points out its privative dimension, in the case when we are only limited to it: e.g. in severe pain, when we are deprived of a shared world by being thrown back unto our bodies. Hence, we can see that Arendt conceives of this phenomenological darkness and privacy as a world-opening dimension that does not appear in the world itself and that becomes privative if it does not achieve its opening, i.e. its self-transcendence. The difference with respect to (a) is that this “darkness” is not absolute with respect to our common world and ourselves. Rather it is, as it were, “in ourselves” and each of us has exclusive access to it.

Beyond that, both of these different forms of “darkness” in (a) and (b) are again to be distinguished from the phenomena within the world which we would expect to be treated when we talk of a phenomenology of the public and the private. Hence, Arendt oscillates not only between the ontological and the institutional, as Benhabib notes, but also between different realms on the basic phenomenological level: the fundamental darkness from which everything rises into appearance (group a); the world-opening darkness of the inner realm (group b); and the phenomenological differences of “private” and “public” within the world. It is obvious that Arendt would most urgently need to demonstrate the existence of the last group, i.e. originally pre-institutionalized private phenomena within the appearing world, to convince us of a phenomenological basis of the private realm—since, if we limit the private realm to bodily functions and lived experiences, we would basically miss the political point. However, this is not easy to achieve if one departs from the ontological fundamentum of an appearing (and thus principally visible) world—which is why, when Arendt tries to argue phenomenologically, she quickly falls back into levels (a) and (b). The only “locations” Arendt can refer to within the world are already built, erected, produced, institutionalized locations of the private which, consequently, cannot be counted among basic and pre-institutionalized private phenomena, but instead involve the capacity of world-building.

(Ad c) Group (c), activities that are tied to the life-process, thus form a group of phenomena that are not at all to be located in a phenomenologically fundamental “darkness.” Rather, activities like laboring, cleaning, etc. are principally visible unless they are—actively—hidden. The only authority Arendt can refer to justify putting these activities in the domain of the private is “tradition” (which, moreover, already has decided politically on the significance of each sphere), but not a phenomenological description or reflection on appearance-conditions. The oft-cited darkness of the household is thus not a basic phenomenon like the appearance of persons in action and speech, but a historical phenomenon.11 Sometimes, Arendt also uses a negative version of the existence-argument through visibility. Activities that belong to the body and to life do not need visibility in order to be actualized (unlike activities belonging to plurality). But this argument is also flawed, since the fact that visibility is not needed certainly does not amount to the claim that it should be avoided.

(Ad d) Finally, group (d) designates a special cluster of phenomena of which none is basic in terms of Arendt’s world-opening activities. This group, however, is the only one where a phenomenological argument could really be made concerning activities within the world that are in need of “darkness,” i.e. protection from the attention of the public, for otherwise they would be seriously deformed (the authenticity-argument) or unable to continue to exist (the existence-argument). Arendt’s examples are “love” and “friendship,” which do not survive a constant public exposure, “goodness” (especially in the Christian sense) which is transformed into “greatness” or “pride” if it exhibits itself publicly and makes the author of “good deeds” constantly visible, and “personality,” which becomes shallow if it lives only in the public and is never able to withdraw and think. It is revealing that Arendt exclusively talks about this group of phenomena in her chapter on “The Location of Human Activities” (Chapter 10)—because only here can her location thesis be tied to an existence-thesis or deformation-thesis in drastic fashion.

As this short analysis has shown, however, it is not at all possible to extend these theses to all the groups that Arendt wants to locate in the private. Her phenomenology of the private is thus not as consistent as her phenomenology of the public by quite a good measure. It is composed of heterogeneous groups that all relate differently to her point of departure in an appearing world. This does not mean that I consider it impossible to develop a phenomenology of the private—by starting, e.g. from the phenomenon of shame, from world-opening functions, or from phenomena in need of “darkness.” But the way in which Arendt juxtaposes very different levels and phenomena makes it clear that she is not searching for a self-sufficient private sphere. Rather, she draws a line and normatively pushes those things behind it that could hinder the unfolding of plurality.




Visibility-Based and Activity-Based Spaces of Meaning

What does this tell us about visibility-based spaces of meaning in contrast to activity-based spaces of meaning? First, we have to remember their different origin. While activity-based meaning-spaces are rooted in originally orientating activities, visibility-based meaning-spaces have their ground in the event of appearance as such and in the basic fact of plurality. What orients and forms the space in the latter case is not primarily an activity but the looks of the many or protection from the looks of the many. Note that the spaces that are constituted in this process are always and only innerworldly spaces. This stands in sharp contrast to the realms of “darkness” of non-being and becoming and of our fundamental world-openness, which are never inner-worldly spaces and which can therefore never be enhanced, diminished, or institutionalized as such. Rather, they are fundamental appearance-conditions and world-enabling dimensions, while visibility through plurality addresses a gradual difference with respect to innerworldly appearance. This is what “public” and “private” really is about, even if the roots of the private might go deeper. It is thus important to recognize the double meaning in the term “visibility.” It can either mean: principally (not) visible in the appearing world or, as an innerworldly event, (not) being seen by the many.

The second feature is not only directly related to plurality, but also closely tied to world-building and its product. In the pre-institutionalized state (before active world-building), visibility is basic, but not stable. World-building can either enhance or diminish this visibility by either creating a stable arena for things to be seen, or a protected place that provides shelter from the looks of the many.12 “Locations” are thus ontologically not as fundamental as basic visibility and basic world-opening. To a certain extent, their being erected and their concrete forms could even be called contingent. However, Arendt wants to emphasize not only that the creation of such locations is a crucial part of human potential, but also that certain activities should take place only in certain visibility-locations for certain reasons. This brings us to our final big question of this chapter: Is there a “natural convergence” between certain activities and certain visibility-based spaces of meaning? Arendt does not make the distinction that I introduced between visibility-based and activity-based spaces of meaning. In her argumentation, it rather seems that activities simply “belong” to one visibility-space where they can flourish, while they would perish in another location. But then again, Arendt undermines her very own strategy precisely by exposing dynamics that show that other combinations that generate different effects and form spaces differently are possible. Hence, I would like to give her allegedly “essentialist” location-thesis (of activities belonging to a location) a more sophisticated rereading as a combination thesis of visibility- and activity-based spaces of meaning with a strong normative twist to it.

One hint for this interpretation can be found in the German edition of HC where Arendt seems to advocate a softer version of the “necessary-location-thesis” than in the English edition. The latter indeed sounds more “essentialist.” At the very beginning of Chapter 10, Arendt writes: “The most elementary meaning of the two realms indicates that there are things that need to be hidden and others that need to be displayed publicly if they are to exist at all” (HC 73). In German, the corresponding sentence is formulated more cautiously. Here, for Arendt the “elementary meaning” of the two realms indicates only “that there are things which have a right to be concealed, and others, which can only flourish if they are publicly displayed” (VA 90). The strong “existence-thesis” of the English version—namely that without a certain dimension of visibility or concealedness, certain phenomena or activities cannot even exist—is thus modified to an excellence-thesis (“flourish”) and a normative argument for protection (“right to be concealed”). Instead of declaring it impossible that certain activities could take place in certain locations, Arendt rather emphasizes that they can, but should not. Thus, she draws normative consequences with respect to different conditions of appearance rather than mapping out essentialist relations.

At the end of the chapter, there is again a strong comment in both versions that is moderated only in the German text. Arendt’s example of the good not surviving publicity is, strikingly, her one and only illustration of her overall thesis on “The Location of Human Activities” (Chapter 10 of HC). Given her methodic preference for exemplarity, even she admits that it is an “extreme” example. What it should accomplish goes far beyond its possible reach: justifying the assumption that “the historical judgments of political communities, by which each determined which of the activities of the vita activa should be shown in public and which be hidden in privacy, may have their correspondence in the nature of these activities themselves” (HC 78). This would suggest that there is a “nature” of activities which requires to put them either in a private or public location and thus definitely supports Benhabib’s charge of an “essentialism.” In the German version, we find these statements as well. But Arendt adds something here which again softens its meaning. She claims that her admittedly extreme example of the good “however shows explicitly, maybe more explicit than the everyday activities of the vita activa… how much the meaning of human activity depends on the place where it is carried out [an dem es sich vollzieht] [my italics, S. L.]” (VA 96).

Maybe Arendt had doubts about her strong claim when she wrote the German version of the book. Be that as it may, I would like to suggest that there is indeed an unsoundness in her argument, or at least, an imbalance: Arendt does not question activities and their locations in order to “attempt an exhaustive analysis of the activities of the vita activa,” but solely “to determine with some measure of assurance their political significance” (HC 78). Political significance is thus the dominant perspective from which the location-thesis is put forward, much more than essentialist considerations or even phenomenological descriptions. Arendt’s own analysis of the rise of the social (defined by her as “the rise of housekeeping, its activities, problems, and organizational devices—from the shadowy interior of the household into the light of the public sphere” [HC 38]) proves this, since the logic of life obviously develops very well when it occupies the public space. Hence, the perspective of “political significance” normatively superimposes itself over the phenomenological analysis. And, thus, the logic of visibility is not at all an intrinsic part belonging to the logic of activity-based-spaces—at least not for all. Actually, there is only one basic world-opening activity that indeed is in need of visibility: acting/speaking, which amounts to the actualization of plurality. Here we also find the very source for Arendt’s normative driving force. Because the actualization of plurality needs the stable visibility of the public realm, this public realm needs to be defended and other activities need to be banned from it—at least, this is the explicit version of Arendt’s political concern.

The aim of my interpretation is to highlight this dynamic conception of spaces of meaning, whose evaluation is guided by an (explainable) normative interest. Therefore, I propose formulating the relation of visibility-based meaning spaces and activity-based meaning spaces as an encounter of enhancement or diminishment instead of as a quasi-identity or a normative should-be-identity. The “location thesis” thereby becomes disentangled and resolved into a “combination thesis”: Visibility- and activity-based meaning spaces can either add to each other by supporting an activity in its flourishing, or they negatively influence each other’s logic of appearance. According to Arendt’s schema in HC, the following combinations of the two categories of meaning-spaces are possible:



Table 3




	life + private sphere
	➜ “the household,” implying darkness, necessity and protection



	life + public sphere
	➜ “the social,” implying economic interest and status



	worldliness + private sphere
	➜ “the loneliness of mastery and creativity”



	worldliness + public sphere
	➜ “the market” (including the artwork displayed publicly)



	plurality + private sphere
	➜ “friendship”



	plurality + public sphere
	➜ “the political”










	Life: When taking a neutral look at these combinations, we can quickly see that the existence- and the excellence-argument can only partly justify Arendt’s rigid stance, because—according to her very own given analyses—the activity-based meaning-space of life not only flourishes, but proliferates, when given the most visibility. To hold it back in privacy almost seems like depriving it from its ownmost possibility to form and govern the interest of the many. What indeed gets lost when activities of life are fully exposed to the public is the protection of certain life-related states, like birth, death, and bodily functions. But while the latter clearly seem to ask for the darkness of the private, the case is not so clear for “private” economic interests and life-related activities like laboring. Whatever one may think about the appropriateness of basic and banal life-interest reigning in our public and political sphere—what cannot be disputed is that the activities themselves as well as their agents are enhanced and not destroyed by becoming visible and receiving the attention of the public. Hence, one can neither phenomenologically derive one unitary demand for life-related activities to be allocated in the private, nor can one justify a simple identification of one group of people associated with these activities that should banished to the darkness of the household (although Arendt observes this as a historical fact (HC 73), she certainly does not argue for it13). Rather, there is a split of life-related activities, which seems to go through the agents themselves. One part needs protection in order to allow for humans to develop. In Arendt’s words, which very much express her convictions about being human, this concerns “the quality of rising into sight [in German: into the brightness of the world (die Helle der Welt (VA 87)] from some darker ground” (HC 71). However, the activities related to surviving, maintaining, and enhancing one’s life (laboring, earning money, etc.), which belong to the other part, do not seem to “need” the darkness of the private, since they can flourish quite well when becoming visible, too. The interest in holding them back in the private must thus arise from a different concern than caring about “which activity belongs to which place in order to unfold best.”

	Worldliness: In the case of worldliness, the combination of activity-based and visibility-based spaces of meaning seems more “natural,” since it belongs to two different stages of working. The loneliness of mastery and creativity/creation in itself calls for a protected space. This condition is met perfectly by combining the logics of “working” and of “the private.” When the work is completed, however, and has produced a product, this in itself demands being seen, being judged, being bought and sold, etc. Here again, the combination works well, since public visibility creates the meaning-space and logic of the market.

	Plurality: Finally, the meaning-space of plurality—like life—is again a harder case. Put neutrally, one could say that speaking and acting can occur in both visibility spaces, the public and the private. Respectively, their logic of revealing the speaker’s/agent’s personality and of initiating a new beginning unfold differently. Certainly, there is an inhibition of an overall actualization of plurality in the private, simply because it is a space of limited access. The protected atmosphere of the private, on the other hand, can intensify the revealing quality of speech and action—if not for the many, then at least for some. Yet a general feature of a meaning-space of plurality is that in either case it seems to be a rather fragile and seldom matter. While in private, it flourishes only in the atmosphere of friendship and respect (thus, when issues of life are pushed to the background), in public it also needs to be fostered, practiced, and institutionalized. Hence, while the activity-based meaning-space of life shows strong and dominant characteristics in both visibility-spaces, the unfolding of a logic of plurality requires protection in public as well as in private. Why is that so? A phenomenological argument, drawing on Arendt’s logic of appearance could be the following: Both the individual manifestations of life and plurality are fleeting phenomena that have no object-character in the world. But the logic of life can easily accommodate that fact, since it is neither in need of the individual nor of worldliness. Being a universal process, the logic of life rather subjects the whole world to its process-character (cyclically devouring and reproducing it again) and it thereby becomes the only dominant space of meaning. For the logic of plurality, which represents individual appearance in an appearing world, the inverse is the case. For these manifestations to persist, they need to appear in the world, which must not only be an appearance-space in general, but also a defined and bounded space, like a theatre, where music can be heard and people can gather together to judge and exchange their views of it. Thus, plurality is in need of worldliness, partly in the sense of a transformation into worldly things (books, laws, stories etc.), partly in the sense of erecting and establishing spaces—and it is in need of having fulfilled the necessities of life. While life is not in need of any other “logic” in order to be dominant, plurality is in need of all three. Another argument for the power of the logic of life is certainly its necessity and urgency for all other human activities—two features which a meaning-space of plurality does not contain. Rather, the logic of plurality requires repressing these dominant features in order to unfold as a space of freedom, creativity, and the unexpected.




This insight, I believe, is the real motivation and driving force behind Arendt’s normative view on activities and spaces of meaning in HC. Obviously, this goes back to Arendt’s historical observations of unstable and dynamic connections between activity- and visibility-based spaces of meaning, rather than to any kind of “essentialism” which would want to restore the order of the world “as it really is and has always been.” Arendt’s claim is not that she has insight into which activities essentially belong in the public or in the private realm; rather, she claims that certain logics should not dominate the public for the sake of the unfolding of plurality—which, according to her analysis, requires special protection in our times. But her argument works only if a ranking is added that puts plurality-activities in the first position, justifying why we should rather care more about the fragile unfolding of plurality than life. Arendt’s approach is thus normatively loaded—a feature that ought to be questioned more than her alleged “phenomenological essentialism” (which I will do in Chapter 6.2). The latter diagnosis only convinces at first sight, but it actually does not hold upon consideration of the dynamics Arendt herself is analyzing.




Arendt’s Own Evaluation: The Dissolution of Visibility-Spaces by the Overall Dominant Logic of Life—Exclusion or Protection of Life?

At the end of this extensive investigation of the structural driving forces in HC, I would like to turn to Arendt’s own evaluation of her historico-phenomenological analysis. It exceeds a mere combination-structure and, if taken seriously, also puts in question some widespread convictions about her hostility to life and social issues, as well as about her desire to separate the public from the private.

In the last chapters of HC, Arendt seriously suggests that we do not know the real difference between the private and the public anymore, anyway. Depicting the “rise of the social,” she regards its ultimate success in the full “absorption of the private as well as the public” (VA 83; cf. HC 28, 38). This is “an absorption which takes place as a process which seizes the objectivity [Gegenständlichkeit] of the common world as much as it invades the spatial limitations of the private” (VA 83f.—these passages are only to be found in the German version). “The social,” according to Arendt, thus forms a third and new space beyond the public and the private. Above, I have depicted “the social” as the result of a combination of “the public” and “the logic of life”—but this is really only its first stadium. At the end of its development, it seizes, penetrates, and levels all visibility-spaces down to one “desert” (Arendt [2005: 201–204] uses this metaphorical term in allusion to Nietzsche). The social becomes an own hybrid visibility-space formed by the logic of life alone, which reaches as far as the appearing world itself and lets everything be seen under the light of life-interest and life-process, i.e. economy, production and consumption, entertainment, etc. As its contrary, the meaning-space of intimacy is discovered. Approximately in the late 18th century, this new contrastive pair steps in for the ancient difference between the public and the private. The “inner realm,” which should only be world-opening, becomes an own “world,” a new center of attention, a new “home” due to the lack of secured innerworldly spaces.

Hence, according to Arendt’s assessment, our contemporary experiences and conceptions of the private and the public have become powerless, since we have long been deprived of their real experience. All that remains is reflecting on them in thought. If one takes this into account, Benhabib’s complaint that it is “inherently ambiguous” if “in her [Arendt’s] view action can occur only in the public realm or whether the private spheres of love and friendships permit action as well” (Benhabib 2003: 124) seems somewhat beside Arendt’s point. Rather, we must ask ourselves what an actualization of plurality can amount to at all, regarding the development of the dissolution of the public and the private into an overall dominating life-space. It is in this context that Arendt issues a warning: Speaking and acting, if not occurring in a proper space, are only impoverished and powerless moments, belonging to a form of existence that is neither being protected in the private nor given a place in the public realm. All of these spaces and their activities are swallowed by the meaning-space of “bare life,” as Benjamin or Agamben (1998) would put it. I would like to highlight this strand of Arendt’s concern since it also indicates a different relation between life and plurality than just the conflictual one. This brings me to my last point.

Recent interpretations have underlined that to accuse Arendt of a hostility towards life simply falls short of recognizing her full intentions. Peg Birmingham (2006) and Serena Parekh (2008) have both argued (with different nuances) that Arendt does explicitly care about a protection of life in all its vulnerability. If life is the dark ground from which we rise into the brightness of the world—without ever “departing” from that ground but rooting and dwelling in it—then it is an explicitly political issue to foster and protect this vulnerability of life in all its potentials to unfold (and Arendt actually seems to imply quite high-level social standards, which she unfortunately never explains or justifies).14 Arendt hence does attribute political relevance to issues of life. What she is concerned about is the vulnerability and need for protection of individual life (and hence, a right for privacy), which she relates closely to its possibilities of actualization in the political space, to a realization of plurality (cf. Cavarero 2000: 20–29, Butler 2005: 31f., Butler 2015, cf. note 134). Individual life is thus embedded in a logic of plurality. But since we have seen that this logic of plurality is in need of all three logics and spaces of meaning, a total domination over matters of life will not be possible.

This allows for a more differentiated view on the relation between the logics of plurality and the logics of life than just a mere opposition, which would lead to an exclusion of social matters from Arendtian politics. Ben-habib and other authors (Marchart 2005: 93, Bernstein 2006, Gündoğdu 2015) have argued that they can accommodate Arendt’s otherwise “untenable divide” (Benhabib 2003: 138) of the social and the political if it “refer[s] to attitudinal rather than to content-specific orientations” (Benhabib 2003: 140). This means that the distinction social/political could be operable and even helpful for an analysis on how we view issues rather than for attributing it to different contents of object-domains or institutions.15 This certainly converges with what I have tried to elaborate—with the limitation that we cannot switch our ways of perception and logics so easily as the concept of “attitude” might still imply. As Arendt has tried to show in her analyses of historically formed conditions, these logics are “bigger” than personal views and convictions; on the other hand, she reminds us that none of these dynamics are necessary evolutions. For Arendt, it is a question of responsibility, not of essentialism, to defend the logic of a space of plurality (cf. Chapter 6)—with its necessary place of life and vulnerability in it. If there are any “moral foundations” (Benhabib 2006) to be found in Arendt’s mindset, they must be unearthed by departing from this insight.





Notes

1. Arendt preferred the German title of the book, Vita activa (cf. LM 6), because she saw activities and their constitutive force in the center of her project.

2. My interpretation is partly inspired by an excellent study by Martin Braun (1994: esp. 13–37), who has worked out a systematic reconstruction of Arendt’s notion of activity with respect to Heidegger’s and Jaspers’s approaches.

3. In his critical but very elucidating essay, Bernasconi (1996) also points out how this leads to difficulties in Arendt’s political theory when it comes to confronting racism, especially with regard to her infamous “Reflections on Little Rock” (Arendt 2003a, 193–213) and her appraisal of the American Revolution in On Revolution (Arendt 1963). Cf. also Barber (2001).

4. Or, at least, having been able to hear once and being able to actualize this experience in imagination.

5. This quote is from the German essay “Natur und Geschichte,” which was only partly included in BPF (cf. Young-Bruehl 1982: 536).

6. At first sight, Sartre’s position is close to Arendt’s, since he also regards it as “impossible to find in every man a universal essence that could be said to comprise human nature” while insisting that “there is nonetheless a universal human condition” (Sartre 2007: 42). While concrete historical situations may vary, “[w]hat never varies is the necessity for him [man] to be in the world, to work in it, to live out his life in it among others, and, eventually, to die in it.” But in contrast to Arendt, Sartre (2007: 42) takes conditions to be mere “limitations” that are surpassed by man’s radical freedom. For Sartre, conditions have “an objective as well as a subjective dimension: objective, because they affect everyone and are evident everywhere; subjective because they are experienced and are meaningless if man does not experience them—that is to say, if man does not freely determine himself and his existence in relation to them” (Sartre 2007: 42).

7. Arendt’s “modes of the encompassing” qua enactment of life, worldliness, and plurality are thus not written in stone like eternal or logical truths, but are the result of elucidating the tradition and drawing from it different fundamental modes of Being (Marx: animal laborans, Heidegger: homo faber and Aristoteles: zoon politikon and zoon logon echon).

8. In a footnote, Benhabib (2003: 167) indeed points to Joan W. Scott and her “good theoretical statement of the ‘essentialism/constructivism’ divide, in particular as it applies to the issues of gender.” However, this conceptual pair can neither be applied to Husserl’s eidetics (rather dealing with eidetic propositions like that color never goes without surface) nor to Heidegger’s existential categories of BT without further ado.

9. For a closer examination, see Crowell’s excellent study on Husserl, Heidegger, and the Space of Meaning (2001).

10. A “dispositive” in the Foucaultian sense is a “dynamic net” with a certain strategic function, which can comprise discourses, institutions, architectonic establishments and facilities, regimenting decisions, laws, administrative measures, propositions/declarations, philosophical and moral doctrines, and much more (cf. Foucault 1980). Examples for dispositives are: sex/sexuality, the control of madness, internment, and “episteme” as a discursive dispositive.

11. One phenomenon Arendt briefly mentions, which could indeed point to a phenomenologically based realm of the private, although in a historically relative fashion, (VA 89), is shame. But Arendt quickly emphasizes that not “only the necessary, the futile, and the shameful have their proper place in the private realm” but “things that need to be hidden” (HC 73). Thus, the argument remains normative.

12. In the case of the public, the vastness of the space of appearance has to be limited; in the case of the private, an intentional creation of protected spaces is even more needed, since everything innerworldly is subjected to the primacy of appearance.

13. Arendt mentions that the emancipation of workers and women occurred in the historical moment of “an age which no longer believes that bodily functions and material concerns should be hidden” (HC 73). However, this emancipation certainly also led to an enhancement of plurality.

14. Arendt’s comments on the social made in a famous debate on her work in Toronto reveal that she has actually very high standards concerning basic social rights—which are unfortunately never given any justification or argumentation. Rather, they seem to be simply self-understood for her: “There should not be a discussion about the fact that everybody deserves a decent place to live” (Arendt 1979: 332). This leads to the assumption that there are probably a lot of strong ideas of social justice presupposed behind the concept of being able to separate the social and the political, ideas that are simply not accounted for. Bernasconi (2002: 646) explains that “by locating social justice apart from the political realm, [Arendt] meant to place it beyond political debate”—while Richard Bernstein (2006: 248) hits the nail precisely on the head in arguing that the most political of questions lies in who decides what belongs to “the political” and what to “the social.”

15. For example, the content of the object-domain of “economic distribution” counts as “social,” that of “constitutional debates” as “political”; or: the institution of economy counts as “social,” whereas the institutions of the public and the state count as “political.” Cf. (Benhabib 2003: 139f).


Part II
Actualizing Plurality

The We, the Other, and the Self in Political Intersubjectivity


4
Plurality as Political Intersubjectivity

In Part I of this book, I have identified the phenomenon of actualized plurality as the core-phenomenon from which the politicizing and transformative reverberations of a phenomenology of plurality emerge (Chapter 1). By working through the basic phenomenological concepts employed in capturing this phenomenon (Chapter 2), we were able to see how a new notion of subjectivity arises: a subject that is turned “inside out” by enacting itself in a worldly appearance-space. The next step (Chapter 3) led us to an investigation of the different forms and the transcendental status of these world-opening enactments. This provided us with a dynamic picture of how activities and visibilities intertwine in creating differently shaped spaces of meaning. One of the findings of these reflections was that the spaces within which activities take place are never neutral. Consequently, they enhance or diminish the chances of an actualization of plurality.

Within the framework so elaborated, we now turn to the phenomenon of actualizing plurality itself. This will, first of all, demand a clarification of how my approach relates to the discourses on plurality in contemporary political theory, social ontology, and the existing literature on Arendt (4.1). With my phenomenology of plurality, I aim to bring out new aspects in this field. In particular, since the plurality Arendt addresses is explicitly a “plurality of men,” i.e. a plurality of subjectivities, I take the lead in understanding it as the specific form of political intersubjectivity. An assessment of plurality’s phenomenological lineage with respect to the concepts of intersubjectivity (Husserl) and Being-with (Mitsein) (Heidegger) in subchapter 4.2 will bring home the specific political thrust of the notion of actualized plurality in contrast to other intersubjective or social forms. At the same time, it will become clear that Arendt’s take on plurality can be suitably located in a strong phenomenological tradition: that of conceptualizing subjectivity and intersubjectivity as intrinsically belonging together within a shared world. Finally, in subchapter 4.3, I will provide a phenomenological interpretation of Arendt’s core-phenomenon of actualized plurality. The two main claims that I pursue are that plurality is an ontologically relevant plurality of different world-accesses and that appearing as a self among others is the central realization in this event. This paves the way for the following two chapters that complete the book. Even if struggle and conflict belong to this realization, being and becoming a self can happen only in the mode of being “with” others—and not “for” or “against” others (HC 180). This implies a certain “we” that is, however, not primarily the “we” of a common project or an intentional aim. Rather, it is the “we” that arises in the togetherness with and dependence on others in the activities of speaking, acting, and judging (Chapter 5). What I aim to show in line with Arendt is that, in these activities, we experience meaningfulness and freedom as a realization that is possible only together with others. Therefore, I take it that Arendt’s conception of “the political,” spelled out as an actualization of plurality, also yields normative consequences that imply a political ethics of plurality (Chapter 6).


Plurality in Political Theory, Social Ontology, and Arendt-Scholarship

Philosophical debates in the last century have shown a strong tendency to deconstruct and reconceptualize the classic picture of an atomistic Hobbes-ian or Cartesian subject. Instead of building theories on the foundation of a subject who is sovereign over its world-constitution and who only subsequently forms a society, new approaches were emphasized that conceive of the intersubjective as primordial. Following this course, a variety of theories have proposed new—partly non-foundational—foundations not just for ethics, society, and politics, but also for more theoretical domains such as transcendental philosophy, metaphysics, and ontology.1 With her concept of plurality, Hannah Arendt belongs to this movement of “intersubjective transformations of philosophy” (Apel 1976). At the same time, her work belongs amongst the post-metaphysical and post-foundational approaches that question metaphysical foundations, such as those of totality, universality, essence, and ground (Marchart 2007: 2, Villa 1996: 36). “Plurality” figures in these discourses as an alternative to a “metaphysics of oneness” (Heiden 2015: 1) and as the non-foundational origin of the difference between “politics” and “the political.” The point in these debates is not so much to argue for the absence of a ground as such, but for the absence of a final, ultimate ground (Marchart 2007: 2). Hence, closure neither of the political nor of the ontological sphere is possible, which eventually results in ontology becoming “political.”

The theme of plurality that has arisen in recent debates reflects both the issue of intersubjective transformation as well as that of post-metaphysical contingency. However, these topics do not necessarily connect with each other. Major strands in social ontology, for example, deal with ontological and epistemological questions concerning plural action, collective intentionality, and higher-order persons, yet these debates tend to neglect political questions, especially those that would relate to post-foundational political thought. Proponents of the latter debates, in turn, investigate the antagonisms between “politics/polity” and “the political,” but often they have subscribed to the theory of the “death of the subject” to such an extent that it remains quite unclear how their paradigms of “structures” or “practices” should be able to connect to, let alone to generate first-personal subjectivities (in the singular and the plural). With my phenomenological investigation into plurality, I would like to forge a certain link between these debates. On the one hand, I want to hold on to thinking “the political” in terms of plurality; on the other hand, I want to establish a perspective that deepens an understanding of plurality as specifically being a plurality of subjectivities that needs to be articulated in worldly activities.

What I take to be important in post-foundational discourses on plurality is the ontological relevance that plurality is granted. (This is something that is often missing in scholarship on Arendt in favor of a rather “ontic” interpretation, which simply sees “many different people” as being at the heart of Arendt’s thought.) With this, plurality is understood along the lines of “concepts of difference, decenteredness, being-together, and event,” as well as in the context of the fundamental ontological questions connected to the issues of “identity and community” (Heiden 2015: 2). In Chantal Mouffe’s and Ernesto Laclau’s theory of “radical democracy,” for example, plurality figures as a sort of explosive to be detonated against any monolithic concept of society, which indicates its always contingent grounds. Mouffe defines the political as “the disruptive moment of antagonism” (Marchart 2007: 43, cf. Mouffe 2000: 101), conceptualizing the Schmittian notion of antagonism in a post-structuralist manner. This means conceiving of it as a “system of differences” that never allows for an exhaustive symbolization and that therefore prevents society from constituting itself as an objective reality (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 127). The political, therefore, is the constant differentiating movement that resists the closure of the social space. This converges with the Arendtian spirit to conceptualize the political as the pluralizing resistance against the “one interest” that life and its necessities, i.e. “the social,” dictate. What gets lost in this approach, however, and what can be recovered only with the help of Arendt and a phenomenology of plurality, is that plurality is essentially more than a structure. It is primarily a plurality of first-person perspectives that can be experienced as such in acting and speaking. Most likely owing to this subjective anchoring, plurality in Arendt is agonistic2 but not antagonistic. Its differentiating thrust must result from being “with” others (HC 188). Hence, there is not an “antagonistic process” in the form of “polemos” at the heart of all things, but acting beings who can form an in-between. Arendt grounds plurality in subjectivities, but not in a foundational subjectivity as such, as we have seen in the previous chapters of this book. I would like to hold on to the consequential insight that “politics or, for that matter, the political cannot be grounded in anything outside itself, that is, outside the in-between space of those who assemble in order to act” (Marchart 2007: 46).

The nature, as well as the different forms of this “in-between” must be specified by a phenomenological analysis. The additional aim of such an analysis is to thereby introduce the political phenomenon of actualizing plurality to the heart of “social ontology.” I relate to this strand of contemporary philosophy because of its phenomenological lineage which is currently undergoing a significant renaissance: As a number of recent publications have shown, phenomenological researchers are reclaiming a field whose very name was coined by Edmund Husserl more than a hundred years ago (Hua XIII: 102; cf. also Szanto and Moran 2016: 3, Salice and Schmid 2016, Salice 2013, Caminada 2011). Husserl opened up phenomenological inquiries into interpersonal understanding, social interaction, and social participation that were continued in the works of Max Scheler, Adolf Reinach, Edith Stein, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Paul Sartre, Alfred Schütz, and many others. While collective intentionality, collective practices, and social institutions have become a debated issue much later in analytic philosophy, and first and foremost through the work of John Searle, phenomenologists have a whole tradition to turn to for these questions. In doing so, they have recently started intervening in the analytic discussions which, in their view, “often all-too-narrowly focus on team reasoning, joint commitments, or shared agency” (Szanto and Moran 2016: 3). Instead, phenomenological approaches have been emphasizing “the role of affectivity, habituality, or embodiment in collective intentionality” (Szanto and Moran 2016: 3). There is also an awareness, however, that the “moral, normative, and especially the political dimensions of the ‘We’” have been covered “only by strikingly few authors within contemporary social phenomenology, or even social philosophy in general” (Szanto and Moran 2016: 9). This is where my phenomenological investigation into the social-ontological dimensions of plurality as a political phenomenon enters into the picture. While, so far, the topic of plurality has instead figured into the often technical debates on collective intentionality, plural action, shared goals, collective agreements, or joint commitment, I would like to highlight that the ontological fact of plurality demands a realization in a special and particular form, and not just in any form of collectivity as such.

Thereby, a normative dimension emerges in the question of how to judge different forms of the “we.” Since Arendt emphasizes that plurality is actualized only if the irreducible uniqueness of each person appears in the mode of togetherness, all modes of “we” that swallow or flatten uniqueness in togetherness are somehow provocatively described as unpolitical or even “antipolitical” by her (HC 54, 208, 214). Just as with her analysis of spaces of meaning that was discussed in Chapter 3, Arendt is certainly not a neutral describer of collective social forms, but instead she draws out normative implications of the fact of plurality. The “we” that she demands cannot be merged into a great “I” that acts as one collective agent, since the latter would naturally destroy the plurality of the “we.” The social ontological claim I therefore draw from Arendt’s work is the following: Actualized plurality needs a certain “we”—it cannot be realized on one’s own nor against each other—but its political essence, building on an ontological fact, is that this “we” must allow for the plurality of each and every “I” to unfold, be it in conflict or “in concert.” This is also why I retain the term political inter-subjectivity instead of discussing only collective forms. To be sure, in her investigation of the political one collective form in particular is of supreme importance to Arendt: it is to be found in the exercise of power, namely in “acting in concert.” Also in this case, however, Arendt concentrates more on the in-between that is created through power as well as on its fugitive nature of being there only in actualization, instead of focusing on the common goal or the collective agent in concerted action. I therefore take it that the main point of a phenomenology of plurality is not so much analyzing what the creation of a subject of higher order amounts to in its details, but rather what makes plurality appear as plurality. Arendt’s description of plural togetherness does not result so much in being a collective subject as it does in being a self with others. As we have seen, this involves a critique of the Cartesian subject, one to which many new phenomenological approaches to social ontology would subscribe without having spelled it out in its political form. Essential for this political form is that equality and distinction (HC 175) between subjects arise in specific activities that concurrently create the political space as a space of resistance to closure—due to the very fact of plurality. Hence, a phenomenology of plurality does not aim at a neutral description of all possible forms of collectivity, but focuses instead on the fact that being plural is something that must explicitly be realized and defended against all other forms of collectivity that swallow individuality. That plurality should be actualized involves the normative claims that this alone makes the individual (qua individual) experience herself as meaningful, and that only the fostering of plurality keeps the common world from collapsing into one monolithic, and potentially murderous frame; it also comprises the ontological claims that in fact there are individualities to be gained and realized in interaction and that we are in fact dependent on others, i.e. on plural subjectivities, to achieve this state. Hence, Arendt has added an important approach to phenomenological social ontology: She has conceptualized an anti-totalitarian and essentially democratic form of being-together; and she has done this on the basis of her phenomenological insights into realizing oneself as a person only in plural interaction and her ontological insights into the importance and conditioning powers of plurality. This is what I would like to spell out under the heading of plurality as political intersubjectivity in the following chapters.

This approach also breaks new ground in the treatment of plurality in scholarship on Arendt, where its ontological relevance is frequently ignored in favor of a purely “ontic” classification of plurality. Consequently, the numerous acknowledgments3 of Arendt’s notion of plurality have often remained on a level that fails to capture the radicality of her ontological commitment to plurality. Through this, the more profound philosophical consequences of Arendt’s approach, which conceives of the political realm not as one “regional ontology” among others, but which instead reconceptualizes the whole ontological order from the point of departure of plurality, are left unexplored and sometimes even become obscured.

Interpretations usually depart from Arendt’s pertinent quotes that plurality is “the fact that men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world” (HC 7), that “we are all the same, that is, human, in such a way that nobody is ever the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live” (HC 8). Arendt famously argues that this “paradoxical plurality of unique beings” (HC 176) is to be conceived as the “basic condition of both action and speech” (HC 175) and hence “the condition… of all political life” (HC 7). With these quotes, the following theses are addressed: First, plurality comprises the paradoxical characteristics of equality and distinction, implying a plural uniqueness; second, plurality is the condition for action and speech; and third, plurality is the condition for politics and “the political principle par excellence” (Passerin d’Entrèves 1994: 176, Benhabib 2003: 190).

Most of the existing interpretations of Arendt are interested in the concrete politics or political guidelines that follow from these three theses. Let me shortly illustrate this by naming a few examples: For Passerin d’Entrèves (1994: 176), plurality implies a “plural good” of a community, which reflects both the difference among persons, i.e. their distinct interests and opinions, as well as their communality, i.e. the solidarity and reciprocity as political equals. For Bonnie Honig (1995a: 160), by contrast, Arendt’s theory of “an agonistic action in concert… postulates difference and plurality, not identity, at its base.” For Mary Dietz (2002: 105), finally, plurality promotes the notion of a “politics of shared differences” and thereby defines politics “at its most dignified.” Plurality, “the fullest possible multiplicity of distinctive identities” (McGowan 1998: 41) is thus taken as “the most politically relevant characteristic of human beings” (Canovan 1992: 130) and, consequently, as a “concept for political life” (Schott 2010a: 56), from which other conceptual implications are deduced.

Now, these are, without doubt, valuable insights, and the controversial debates they have triggered on the appropriate conception of a “politics of plurality”—be it republican (Canovan 1992: 204–208), radical democratic (Honig 1993), agonistic (Honig 1993, Villa 1996: 52–61), or narrativistic (Benhabib 2003)—are, without doubt, interesting and important. But often some very simple questions remain unanswered: What is plurality actually? Is it really just a “political principle” or “concept for political life”? If not, why should we believe that it really exists? How would this manifest itself? What does Arendt mean by “fact” in the quote “the fact that men, not Man, live on the earth”? Is it a mere empirical fact? What sort of “uniqueness” is she insinuating? Is it not just wishful thinking that “each individual is unique and irreplaceable” (Canovan 1974, back cover)?

I take it that Arendt’s philosophy holds answers to all of these questions, answers that are not trivial. Often, however, the explanation of plurality and other key terms is kept as simple as this: “By plurality Arendt means that many and different or distinct men inhabit the earth and by natality she means both that new beings are constantly born and that new birth promises new beginnings” (Dossa 1988: 74). So far, so good—but does this description not reduce plurality to an “ordinary” phenomenon with no ontological depth (to take up the language of BT cf. 54)? And does this not result in plurality being taken for granted in such a way that eventually painfully unsupported claims result? Why should we believe that there is in fact a relevant distinctness between people, by which truly new beginnings are initiated? A topic that kept Arendt’s “thaumazein” in play for a lifetime4 calls for a more profound philosophical explanation, especially if we consider that Arendt complained about political philosophy’s “lack of depth”5 (Arendt 2005: 93).

Unfortunately, however, the few philosophical explanatory approaches to plurality often seem less convincing than the elaborations of a “politics of plurality.” For example, one common, although slightly misleading explanation of the concept of plurality is that Arendt makes an “anthropological argument” (Passerin d’Entrèves 1994: 70, Gerhardt 1991, Jaeggi 1997, Krüger 2007): Whereas it is right that Arendt speaks of the human condition and of human plurality, her distance from the discipline of (philosophical) anthropology is obvious6—and most likely inherited from Heidegger, who counted it among the “sciences” (Wissenschaften) which obscure a real understanding of human existence (cf. BT §10). Furthermore, what should caution interpreters to speak of an “anthropological argument,” is Arendt’s resolute refutation that her account would be about “human nature” or any essential properties of being human (HC 10). Neither would Arendt have been content with any reading of plurality that would maintain that she means “that all human beings are of the same species” (Canovan 1974: 59, cf. also Passerin d’Entrèves 1994: 70)—as if she tried to determine certain properties of certain biological species and then arrived at the conclusion that each individual of the “human species” can be attributed the property of being “unique.” Although Canovan corrects this statement in her Reinterpretation (1992) of Arendt’s thought with the much more appropriate terminology of speaking of an “experience [my italics S. L.] of equality and distinction” (Canovan 1992: 206) in plurality, it is still not quite clear why “human beings… are not simply members of a herd” (Canovan 1992: 111). The reason that Canovan gives does not sound very convincing for someone who is skeptical of the concept of human plurality:



Arendt often talks about speech and action in the same breath, as phenomena that arise from human plurality and disclose the uniqueness of each individual. It is because we are all different that we can converse together rather than sound in chorus like sheep.

(Canovan 1992: 131)7




Sheep, however, are “all different,” too. It is not absurd to argue that every individual sheep is also unique. So this really cannot be the reason why we “can converse together.”

There are only a few authors who pay attention to Arendt’s crucial shift from essential to existential thought in her core notion of plurality (Bick-ford 1995: 316). Since a closer elaboration of plurality “as a fundamental existential condition” (Benhabib 2003: 50), however, often remains a desideratum, this is what the following chapters aim to achieve: a clarification of the philosophical, existential, and phenomenological implications involved in a conception of actualized plurality in all its aspects. My inquiry will be situated on a more basic level than most of the accounts that aim at drawing political results from Arendt’s thought, which necessarily leads these accounts to take certain notions for granted. Through this, I seek to promote some aspects in established interpretations that have remained under-exposed: For example, I will phenomenologically elucidate the observations that “action needs plurality in the same way that performance artists need an audience” (Passerin d’Entrèves 1994: 70), and that “plurality makes possible [a] peculiar freedom… that is worldly, limited, and nonsovereign” (Villa 1996: 82). Also, I will phenomenologically investigate “the space that forms between plural human beings” (Canovan 1992: 15), and show that plurality is an enactment calling for our responsibility rather than a value8 (Moran 2000: 316, Klockars 2008a, 2008b). Last but not least, I intend to give phenomenological grounds to the warning that “the Arendtian horizon of plurality… should not be confused with the pluralism invoked by contemporary thinkers who defend freedom of expression, or with respect for difference in multicultural and multiethnic societies” (Cavarero 2005: 191, cf. also Bernstein 1996b: 106, Klockars 2008a: 198). Cavarero’s important remark that most theories dealing with pluralism (communitarian or liberal) errantly maintain the classic “ontology of the individual”9 and thereby miss Arendt’s point needs to be understood from the point of view that “Arendt’s plurality is, first of all… the incontrovertible fact of an elementary ontology, or, perhaps, a radical phenomenology” (Cavarero 2005: 191).

Hence, there is an abundance of themes connected to plurality that have yet to be translated from a purely political reflection to the unexplored depth-dimension of an ontological and phenomenological conception. Authors who have commenced with an exploration of this sort are the aforementioned Braun (1994) and Villa (1996), the latter of whom explicitly recognizes that “plurality is ontologically constitutive of the world” (Villa 1996: 84). Also Mensch (2007, 2017), Borren (2010), Vasterling (2011a, 2011b, 2015), Park (2009), O’Byrne (1999), and Betz Hull (2002) have provided approaches that have gone in this direction. Betz Hull (2002: 41, 43) gives important hints for Arendt’s “ontological commitment to plurality and interaction” and also rightly suggests “that it is something much deeper… which interested Arendt: establishing a phenomenology with human plurality and human interaction as its focal point.” Yet I disagree with her complete dismissal of Husserl’s and Heidegger’s approaches for understanding Arendt’s conception of plurality, simply by insinuating that they are “overly solipsistic.”10 Instead, I see a straightforward need to go back to the phenomenological lineage of plurality understood as political intersubjectivity. Only a deeper investigation into the ontological structures of intersubjectivity and Being-with can provide us with the background to reinterpret plurality. Such a reinterpretation must be exercised in light of the deficits of the three important contemporary perspectives on plurality that I have highlighted here. These perspectives and their shortcomings with regard to the phenomenon of actualized plurality can be summarized as follows: (1) In post-foundational debates on the ontological and political relevance of plurality, plurality means conflict and antagonism, putting an ontological structure of polemos at the heart of things; but this misses out on the political relevance of subjectivities existing in the plural. (2) In phenomenological approaches to social ontology, the political dimension of plurality is often neglected, with the result of losing sight of the issue of plurality amidst merged forms of collectivity. (3) Finally, in interpretations of plurality in scholarship on Arendt, spelling out a certain political program weighs more heavily than questioning plurality’s ontological basis. This either follows the tendency to reject philosophical interpretations altogether, since plurality as the “political principle par excellence” is considered to be philosophically inaccessible (cf. Introduction); or, it is backed up by unsatisfying anthropological interpretations. I take it that only a phenomenological interpretation of plurality can give satisfying answers to the questions raised in this opening subchapter. Therefore, I continue with investigating the phenomenological background involved in Arendt’s conception in the following subchapter, which will lead us to a distinct phenomenology of plurality.




Plurality, Intersubjectivity, and Being-With

Phenomenology has a strong tradition of arguing that subjectivity and inter-subjectivity belong together intrinsically. How does Arendt’s concept of plurality relate to this tradition? For a first assessment, we might look at the features that Dan Zahavi (2001a: 165–167) regards as characteristic for a phenomenological take on intersubjectivity. While he differentiates between approaches that either focus on empathy, on transcendental traits of intersubjectivity or on alterity, he also identifies fundamental commonalities: (1) phenomenologists elaborate on pre- or extra-linguistic forms of intersubjectivity—be it in simple perception, tool-use, emotions, drives, or body-awareness—without ever denying the fundamental intersubjectivity of language; (2) they do not regard intersubjectivity to be an objectively existing structure in the world which could be analyzed from a third-person perspective: “On the contrary, intersubjectivity is a relation between subjects which must be analyzed from a first-person and a second-person perspective” (Zahavi 2001a: 166). This is why (3) phenomenologists take it to be impossible



simply to insert intersubjectivity somewhere within an already established ontology; rather, the three regions “self,” “others,” and “world” belong together; they reciprocally illuminate one another, and can only be understood in their interconnection. Thus, it doesn’t matter which of the three one takes as a starting point, for one will still inevitably be led to the other two: the subjectivity that is related to the world only gains its full relation to itself, and to the world, in relation to the other, i.e. in intersubjectivity; intersubjectivity only exists and develops in the mutual interrelationship between subjects that are related to the world; and the world is only brought to articulation in the relation between subjects.

(Zahavi 2001a: 166)




This passage poignantly describes the co-constitutional dynamic between subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and world that is also right at the heart of Arendt’s conception of actualized plurality. This makes it a distinctively phenomenological approach—even if Arendt does not pay a great deal of attention to the structures of intentionality in the experience of the other (Fremderfahrung) or to questions of empathy (Einfühlung). Rather, she opens up a distinctly new and political way of capturing the fundamental significance of intersubjectivity in the mutual conditioning of self, world, and others. In so doing, she also relates to the first two features Zahavi mentions above. Firstly, the significance she gives to live speech includes (bodily) appearance and is thus not merely “linguistic,” and secondly, the perspective she takes on actualized plurality is not one from the “outside,” but from the very in-between that unfolds in interaction.

Yet, before I can go deeper into analyzing the phenomenological features of Arendt’s concept of plurality, it is vital to clarify which lines of thought from the phenomenological tradition are at work here. Certainly, I cannot cover the broad spectrum of debates on intersubjectivity, which would include basically every important phenomenological author. Therefore I concentrate on the salient features of the two basic conceptions, formulated by Husserl and Heidegger: “intersubjectivity” (Husserl) and “Mitsein” (Heidegger). This makes it possible to bring out the most important points that influenced all of the ensuing debates, while opening up new perspectives with regard to reading Arendt. Despite its tradition, it is still quite common—also among Arendt-scholars—to deny or ignore the crucial relevance of inter-subjectivity for phenomenology, in particular with respect to Husserl’s phenomenology. On the grounds of a rather uninformed picture of Husserl’s transcendental idealism (as Zahavi [2007: 68f., 2003: 109ff.] argues), the stereotypical ascription of Husserl being a “solipsist” continues to be widespread (cf. Betz Hull 2002: 76). Yet Husserl’s alleged “solipsism”11 must be understood in the context of his phenomenological method. Some of the ignorance in scholarship on Arendt concerning this matter might go back to Arendt’s own reservations. Then again, Arendt did not pursue the standard criticism of solipsism in Husserl, but worried for the reality and meaning of a shared world, which also led her to condemn Heidegger’s “existential ‘solipsism’” (BT 233).12 As demonstrated in Chapter 1, this position is to be contextualized as a particular criticism of Husserl and Heidegger, which shows a deep involvement with both conceptions of phenomenology.

Hence, in terms of the classical reception of Arendt, it might come as a surprise that we also find features of Husserl’s theory of intersubjectivity in Arendt’s take on plurality—although she was certainly influenced more strongly by Heidegger’s categories of the with-world and Being-with, which Heidegger regarded as a counter to Husserl’s theories of empathy and intersubjectivity. For Arendt, however, as is typical for second-generation phenomenologists, both approaches could be made useful for achieving her end: the politicization of the whole topic. Furthermore, by taking up the pivotal conceptions of both Husserl and Heidegger, two general orientations in phenomenological theories of intersubjectivity and sociality that have been developed in “second generation phenomenology” become conceivable—Arendt’s potential (or actual) partners in the discussion. Gadamer and Löwith, for example, elaborated on Heidegger’s Mitsein by focusing on language, hermeneutics, and dialogue. Sartre and Levinas, by contrast and in a return to Husserl, emphasized the alterity of the other and the disruption that this causes in my experience. Thomas Bedorf (2011: 93) has called these two orientations the “horizontal” and the “vertical” approach: The horizontal approach minimizes the difference between me and the other. It emphasizes the fact that we share a world and are always referred to others in a coherent context when we move in this world. The vertical approach, by contrast, insists on the radical alterity which the I encounters and which it can never fully assimilate. We will have to find out how the Arendtian conception corresponds to this distinction. A first glimpse might easily associate her with the horizontal-interpretation (among whose representatives Bedorf (2011: 81–112) counts Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and Gadamer); I want to argue, however, that her concept of plurality is also sensitive to the issues of alterity raised by the vertical interpretation (laid out, according to Bedorf [2011: 149–186], by Sartre, Levinas and Derrida).

As these brief comments show, several issues might be sharpened and clarified by embedding Arendt’s discussion of plurality in phenomenological debates on intersubjectivity and sociality. The aim of pursuing this conjunction is to yield a basic phenomenological theory of political intersubjectivity—a clear desideratum in phenomenological research, as well as a missing explanatory link in the literature on Arendt and on plurality in general. I start this investigation here by working through Husserl’s and Heidegger’s respective concepts with regard to plurality. This will be done from the viewpoint of the contemporary discussion, since it has advanced both theories, partly also on the basis of new textual material from the Nachlass. My concern here is not a historical investigation of possible influences on Arendt but a systematic account of the relation between the concepts of intersubjectivity, Being-with, and plurality. To be sure, we will see in which sense Husserl’s intersubjectivity and Heidegger’s Being-with can doubtlessly be called “precursors” of the concept of plurality—Yet we will also see where they fall short of the phenomenon Arendt wants to disclose.


Husserl’s Concept of Intersubjectivity

Husserl’s famous Sorbonne-lectures from 1929, the Cartesian Meditations (Husserl 1960/Hua I), which contain a “Fifth Meditation” on the “Uncovering of the Sphere of Transcendental Being as Monadological Intersubjectivity,” have shaped the standard picture we have of his theory of intersubjectivity. This includes the classic critiques, phenomenological and non-phenomenological, as formulated by Schütz (1957), Carr (1973), Theunissen (1977), and Habermas (1984: 424, 1989: 56): Husserl would depart from an isolated, worldless transcendental subjectivity and thus would have to artificially reconstruct others as products constituted by the solipsist transcendental ego. Furthermore, Husserl would fail with his approach to explain empathy (Einfühlung) through the similarity of the body of the other that “appresents,” i.e. it indirectly presents, an “alter ego” (Husserl 1960: §§42–62). However, as the Nachlass has proved, the Cartesian Meditations were only the tip of the iceberg of thousands of pages Husserl devoted to the topic of intersubjectivity in his manuscripts. The ensuing assessments therefore show a different and more nuanced picture: Iso Kern, the editor of the three big volumes on Phenomenology of Intersubjectivity (Hua XIII—XV [1973]), clarifies that Husserl did not consider others to be an extension of the primordial transcendental sphere of the ego but its explication and disclosure (Kern, in Hua XV: xxxiii). A purely and separated egological sphere thus never existed for Husserl. It was only for reasons of method that the original intersubjectivity of the transcendental sphere had to be elaborated on upon the basis of a first-personal access (Hua I: §44).

This new reception led to some central insights concerning a phenomenology of intersubjectivity: In contrast to Kant’s view, where every subject possesses the same “transcendental apparatus,” in phenomenology, the positions of subject and with-subject (Mitsubjekt) are not interchangeable without consequences (Tengelyi 2011: 10). They form the initial transcendental situation and structure: the world is given to me and others, whose experience is not directly accessible like my own. Furthermore, the other is constitutive of my own concrete subjectivity, while, on the other hand, the access to him or her remains limited. And, finally, the constitutive role of intersubjectivity not only is decisive for the possibility of objectivity and the objective, real world, it also stretches into historic and generative dimensions.

In the following, I will shortly address three areas in Husserl’s theory of intersubjectivity which are relevant for Arendt’s conception of plurality: (1) transcendental intersubjectivity, which constitutes the realness of the world, a topic which connects to Arendt’s theory of an intersubjective establishment of reality; (2) generativity, converging with Arendt’s considerations of tradition and history; and (3) Husserl’s social ontology, which addresses social acts, interaction and the building of communities. For the first two topics I will specifically refer to Zahavi’s (2001b,13 2003) and Steinbock’s (1995) contemporary accounts.

(Ad 1) For Husserl, transcendental intersubjectivity amounts to the thesis that world-constitution occurs intersubjectively. Intersubjectivity is thus a necessary condition for the possibility of my experience of an objective world:



Basically, Husserl’s thesis is that my experience of objective validity is made possible by my experience of the transcendence (and inaccessibility) of foreign subjectivity, and that this transcendence, which Husserl designates as the first real alterity and as the source of all kinds of real transcendence, endows the world with objective validity.

(Zahavi 2003: 115)




Let’s try to elucidate this compact definition of Husserl’s key point: The concrete experience of the other (which Husserl calls Fremderfahrung, conventionally translated as empathy) amounts to experiencing that the other experiences as well, that she is not only an object in the world but a locus of world-appearance. At the same time, experiencing the other precisely means experiencing the inaccessibility of the other, since her consciousness is not a part of mine. This radical difference would be removed if I had first-person access to her experiences. Her experience is thus “transcendent” with regard to mine. Yet she is still “presented” to me in my experience and presented as experiencing the same world. This is why Husserl (1960: 114) famously speaks of a “verifiable accessibility of what is not originally accessible.” It is important to note that this indirect, non-original accessibility is not an inference by analogy but a direct experience, which has to be phenomenologically elucidated (Husserl 1960: 111). Husserl leads the possibility of this experience back to the experience of our own body in the twofold dimension of being our objective appearance in the world and being, at the same time, the subjectively experienced lived body. This enables the givenness of the other as an animate body in the mode of a passively undergone, pairing association: “as if I were there.” In his genetic investigations, Husserl gives attention to how this bodily involvement already constitutes a very basic, pre-linguistic intersubjectivity for the infant (Hua XV: 604ff.).

What remains as crucial for any phenomenological theory of intersubjectivity, but especially for that of the Husserlian variety, is that alterity is something I encounter in a common world and that the seeming flaw of an unbridgeable difference between me and the other is the only warrant for the reality of our world. Here the ties to Arendt’s conception of plurality are obvious. Objects are only real objects, i.e. not only correlates of my experiences and thus potential illusions, if they are also experienced by others. In short, appearance is only valid and not mere subjective semblance if it appears to others, too. Realizing that the other experiences therefore leads to the constitution of the categories of transcendence, objectivity, and reality, in contrast to immanence, semblance, and illusion (Zahavi 2003: 118). Hence, the upshot of Husserl’s argument is that the central categories of validity can be constituted only intersubjectively—a point that cannot be emphasized enough in response to the bias of Husserl being an alleged solipsist. To live in an intersubjective, shared, and real world also means that my own standpoint is relativized as a certain perspective on the world. In rather Arendtian style, Husserl writes that “a possible intersubjective world” consists of “an open multiplicity of subjects, to which it belongs and to which they belong, in which they have their places from which they have views [Ansichten] of it” (Hua XIII: 304). And he adds: “What is ‘the world’ for a singular subject before any empathic relation, becomes an aspect as soon as this empathic relation sets in” (Hua XIII: 304). On another occasion, Husserl speaks of “monads in the plural,” indicating by the Leibnizian term “monad” that



the individuality of the souls amounts to an unbridgeable separation of being other and being external to another (not in a spatial, but in a logical, sense). On the other hand, this separation does not hinder but allow for… the community of monads. That they co-exist and that they are… in the plural is to say the same thing.

(Hua XV: 355)




The plurality and separation of subjects thus makes objectivity and reality possible; but also communication (“a universe of possible exchange” [Hua XIV: 103]) and community in coexistence.

Hence, Husserl’s commitment to a fundamental ontological plurality of experiencing subjects is not something that happens in spite of his phenomenological method of “reducing,” i.e. leading experience back to its first-person givenness, but is explicitly elaborated through it: “the phenomenological analysis leads back to an absolute consciousness, to an absolute flow, which in infinitum and indirectly leads back to a plurality of absolute consciousnesses, flows of consciousness” (Hua XIII: 16). It is thus important to understand that



[w]hen Husserl mentions the absolute uniqueness of the ego and denies that it can be put into plural, he is obviously referring to the unique egocentric givenness of my own consciousness [and not to any form of solipsism, S. L.]. I am self-aware only of myself and can never ever be self-aware of anybody else.

(Zahavi 2003: 123)




The transcendental reduction does not obstruct, but elucidates the radicality of the ontological situation that separated subjects appear in a world and share it by means of communication and self-objectivation (Veranderung)14 through encounters with others. What transcendental intersubjectivity amounts to can thus be conceived only in terms of first-person experience, since it is no object in the world for the ego but a relation in which the ego itself participates. As Zahavi (2003: 122f.) concludes, this indicates “not only an intersubjective structure of the ego, but also the egological rootedness of intersubjectivity.” To sum up: Inter subjectivity is not possible without ontologically separated subjectivities; on the other hand, the constitution of the self as a full personal self consists of many layers which already involve intersubjectivity and its constitutional force: “In its full transcendental concretion and performance the I cannot be characterized without the Thou” (Zahavi 2001b: 83).

(Ad 2) In his mature phenomenology of the lifeworld, Husserl turns to the phenomena of generativity, tradition, historicity, and normality. Husserl emphasizes the transcendental role of being raised into a “we-community” with a certain tradition, which intrinsically shapes the constitution of meaning, world, and self: “I am what I am as heir” (Hua XIV: 223). This implies that “certain types of self- and world-apprehension are made possible only by a linguistically sedimented and traditionally handed-down normality” (Zahavi 2003: 120). Culturally spoken, we arise from a “homeworld” (Heimwelt) which contrasts with the “alienworld” (Fremdwelt) in a constitutive dynamic. By considering this in transcendental terms, Husserl—to use an expression coined by Merleau-Ponty—lets “the transcendental descend into history” (Merleau-Ponty 1964: 107, cf. Zahavi 2003: 159).

Here we can again draw a line connecting to the way in which Arendt analyzes historical developments, including activities, their “traditions,” their habitual nature and their transcendental force (as demonstrated in Chapter 3). The topics of historistic intersubjectivity and generativity eventually change the nature of classic transcendental philosophy itself. This becomes obvious in Anthony Steinbock’s elaboration of a “generative phenomenology,” which draws on the outline provided by the late Husserl. Steinbock (1995: 1f.) explicitly pursues a “non-foundational, transcendental philosophy of the social world,” which he calls by the Husserlian term “generative phenomenology.” This approach makes a connection to Arendt tangible, who rejected the classic transcendental approach but retains “conditioning elements.” In elaborating on the notions of the home- and alienworld, Steinbock (1995: 11) argues that transcendental undertakings do not necessarily have to be foundational, but can instead investigate reciprocal foundings or co-foundings. In contrast to a Cartesian approach to phenomenology which “begins with indubitable intuitive givenness” (Steinbock 1995: 7), a genetic or generative approach reflects upon “the process of becoming” of phenomena and their constitutive systems, and conceives this as “a process that occurs over the ‘generations’” (Steinbock 1995: 3). If this view is employed, it turns out that no stable transcendental world-structures remain, since world is always given to us in the relativity of normality and anormality (Hua XV: 212, 381). The world becomes visible as a “construct or formation of normality” (Normalitätsgebilde) which can, in principle, break down (Hua XV: 213f.). Husserl also reflects on the menacing idea of such a breakdown in relation to the border phenomena of birth and death, war, loss, and the end of a human world. This leads him to ethical considerations taken up by Steinbock in his view of generative phenomenology as a “normative undertaking.” Although Husserl does not voice his concerns in a political sense, important aspects of generative intersubjectivity converge with Arendt’s approach: First, the strictly transcendental is transformed into a co-founding structure, which I have addressed in terms of her quasi-transcendental conceptions of “conditions” and “spaces of meaning.” Second, the fragile status of the world has normative implications: a topic that I will further elaborate on in Chapter 6.3. Third, phenomena of birth and death, past and future, all tied together by a generative and worldly process of tradition and renewal, become important themes of phenomenology, also transcendentally speaking. I will touch upon this in the chapter on action (5.2), by phenomenologically interpreting Arendt’s central notion of natality.

(Ad 3) Finally, I would like to consider some aspects of social ontology in Husserl’s theory of intersubjectivity: Husserl is very clear about the fact that the person and personal self-awareness (personales Selbstbewusstsein) are constituted only through interaction with others and, specifically, through social acts (Hua XIV: 166, 171, 175).15 A “social act” directly addresses the other and seeks to be “in touch” with her instead of just caring about someone or being un/happy about her existence or un/happiness. Husserl speaks of a “situation of contact/touch” (Situation der Berührung), of an “original connection between I and Thou,” which is a personal and reciprocal relation of impact through agency (personale Wirkungsbeziehung) (Hua XIV: 167). By a social act, the I seeks to motivate the other, not only to take notice of something (e.g. by pointing), but also and especially to act. Husserl takes it that the I has a basic “instinctive striving” for motivating the other (Hua XIV: 168), for “practically determining” her, motivated itself by the “experience of facing each other” and the possibility of “expressing myself” (Hua XIV: 167).

From this starting point, Husserl conceptualizes an explicit teleology of social interaction, departing from communities of instinct (Triebgemeinschaften), which are “natural personal associations” (Hua XIV: 179) like the family or sexual partnerships. They are followed by communities of will or purpose (Willensgemeinschaft, Zweckgemeinschaft), in which persons are intentionally united by a common goal that they want to achieve. Husserl’s favorite examples are special purpose associations, societies or clubs (Vereine), but he also speaks about the state and the nation (Volk) in this sense. The highest form of community for Husserl is the ethical community of love (ethische Liebesgemeinschaft) (Hua XIV: 174f.). Communities of “ethical love”16 are united by their “ethical awakening”: They support each other in the free development of their personal ideals and turn to the other in “loving care” by incorporating the other’s goal in one’s own intentionality of ethical striving. Potentially, this community can become, in whole, an “ethical humanity,” striving for free and infinite ethical renewal, which is Husserl’s highest teleological goal (Hua XVII: 33, 58; Hua VXII: 372f., 387, 436ff., 476ff.).

Given these few remarks about social ontology and teleology, it becomes clear where Husserl’s and Arendt’s ways definitively part: To think of political action in an Arendtian sense is nearly impossible with such a strong focus on the ethical, the purpose-orientated, and the teleological. It seems to me that this is the more serious divergence between Husserl’s and Arendt’s respective conceptions of sociality, over and above the overly repeated issues of transcendentalism and solipsism. Husserl pictures a quite linear transition from instinctively/naturally grown communities to communities of will and ethical love. Where he sees a rather smooth teleology from Triebgemeinschaften to Zweckgemeinschaften and, finally, Liebesgemeinschaften, Arendt leaps to very different logics that are not at all naturally taken. And even if Husserl does register an important difference between the formative principle of “common will” and the “natural growth” of communities without any underlying wills, there seem to be no further possibilities beyond this distinction. Consequently, there hardly remains any conceptual room for meaningful dimensions of common activities apart from being purpose-bound. No attention is paid to any possible surplus through the worldly appearance of the actors and their actions. Rather, the description and conception of common activities is exhausted by the common purpose and the interwoven intentionalities directed to it. Another problematic point is that there is a certain underlying harmony, sometimes all too harmonious, in Husserl’s teleological movement. This leads to the picture of a monolithic unity of ethical mankind instead of an intersubjectivity-structure where dissent would be essential. In Husserlian terms it is difficult to think of conflict as productive, although plural views are certainly possible. The uniqueness of each person for Husserl, however, is instead constituted by each person’s “ethical call,” i.e. by the task that makes up her very own ethical obligation and commitment.17

These hints indicate that it is quite difficult to find a political space within the Husserlian conception where plurality can be actualized as an event of appearance before others. It is rather through “loving care” and caring for the other and her ethical development that social relations are established and the world becomes a “project of renewal” (cf. Hua XXVII). A space of appearance is thus not only unimportant for this conception, but literally gets swallowed up by the loving intertwining of intentionalities, securing each other’s goals through one another. Yet, in spite of these diverging points, there are, as I have shown, also crucial elements in Husserl’s theory of intersubjectivity that are vital for understanding Arendt’s conception of plurality: The transcendental constitution of objectivity and reality, as well as the generative dimension can be considered important precursors of a phenomenology of plurality. Arendt works with these elements of Husserl’s theory of intersubjectivity, but she raises them up to a political level. This means that she puts them in the context of a shared world that is articulated by emerging “whos,” in plural and possibly conflicting perspectives.




Heidegger’s Concepts of “Mitsein,” “Miteinandersein” and “Miteinandersprechendsein”

This passion to become a “who” or a “self” is something that Arendt acquired from Heidegger and the movement of Existenz philosophy. Arendt redirects and reformulates this passion so that it does not result in an “isolated self” but instead becomes the political passion par excellence: the passion for distinction, for embodying principles (BPF 152), and for articulating one’s position in speech and action, which is possible only among equals. Arendt’s assessment, critique, and reconception, as well as her indebtedness to Heidegger’s notions of Mitsein and Mitwelt have already been discussed in the close readings of EX and CP in the first chapter of this book. Here, I will briefly point to three Heideggerian topics that specifically shed light on the relation to Arendt’s conception of plurality: (1) The counter-constellations of Selbstsein (being a self) and Mitsein, running along the lines of authenticity and inauthenticity (Un/Eigentlichkeit), as well as Heidegger’s less discussed notion of Miteinandersein (Being-with-another, Being together); (2) his existential interpretation of Aristotle’s political and ethical writings in the lectures from 1924 which were crucially important for the way how Arendt conceived plurality18; and (3) a contemporary account of Heidegger’s Being-with by Jean-Luc Nancy which shows many systematic parallels with Arendt’s account without reaching her concreteness in actualizing the political.

(Ad 1) Heidegger holds an ambivalent position with respect to the self’s relation to others. On the one hand, he rejects what he takes to be Husserl’s solipsist conception of subjectivity, thereby representing one central position of the “classic critique” mentioned above: Heidegger criticizes that the relation to others does not arise as a theoretical question for an isolated subject who then artificially reconstructs them as constitution-products of empathy. Instead, others are always already understood as Mitdasein in the context of Dasein’s being-in-the-world. This is so “because Dasein in itself is essentially Being-with” (BT 156), which means that “its understanding of Being already implies the understanding of Others” (BT 160f.). Mitsein is therefore an existentiale that fundamentally belongs to the Being of Dasein, even if there are no concrete (i.e. ontic) others. Rather, there can only be “others” for Dasein because its fundamental understanding of Being is always already an understanding of “Being-with”—with others than only myself. This turns around the foundations of intersubjectivity: “‘Empathy’ does not first constitute Being-with; only on the basis of Being-with does ‘empathy’ become possible” (BT 162). The notion of Mitsein hence stands for an antecedent, non-contingent openness to others that is constitutive of subjectivity: “The world of Dasein is a with-world [Mitwelt]” (BT 155). Heidegger thereby elevates the intersubjective relation to an ontological level, i.e. to an essential feature of Dasein in its very existence-structure.

On the other hand, however, Heidegger continues to pursue his “existential ‘solipsism’” (BT 233) on an existential level. Becoming a self is a lonely enterprise. It means to distance oneself from the everyday mode of Being-with that Heidegger frames as the mode of “the they” or “the one” (das Man) . Mitsein is thus mostly treated on the level of inauthenticity. Heidegger’s infamous quotes that the public “levels down” and “obscures” all authentic being (BT 165) makes clear that he does not grant the political Being-with-others any relevance for disclosing or becoming an authentic self. There are, in fact, only two modes in which an authentic Being-with can be achieved at all. The first one is an authentic “being for”: others are encountered in the context of a world in which Dasein is essentially immersed in its care-structure. To Mitsein there thus belongs a special formation of the care-structure , Fürsorge, which is to be distinguished from the care-structure involved with things, Besorgen. Hence, the “with” (mit) of Mitsein inconspicuously becomes a “for” (für). In considering the sharp distinction that Arendt draws with respect to these two modes (HC 180), we can assume that, for her, this approach would amount to sublimating the political into the ethical—as happens with Husserl.19 The self does not appear anymore in this mode, but moves into the background in favor of supporting the other, being for the other: the “doer of good works,” as Arendt says, must be “without self and preserve complete anonymity” (HC 180), which means that she must be without a political, public, appearing self in order to remain authentically “good.” The only other path that Heidegger offers for authentic being-together in BT is certainly also no option for Arendt. It is the community of the Volk and its historical “fate” which, for Heidegger, seems to yield the sole political form of authentic Being-with (BT §74). Yet, for Arendt, this sort of community epitomizes the very counter-figure of what she calls the “political”—it does not actualize plurality but rather creates a “oneness” united by the idea of a common historical fate within the history of Being.

Nevertheless, as we have already seen in previous chapters, Arendt orients her concept of plurality along Heidegger’s guidelines. It is built up along the lines of an immersed, practical encounter in a with-world. At the same time, it does maintain the Husserlian idea of a common constitution of reality and objectivity. By conceiving of this not as a “theoretical act,” Arendt takes up Husserl’s ideas in a Heideggerian fashion. Questions as to how empathy arises, and if this is to be explained by an ontological existentiale of Being-with or rather through a certain intentionality and form of constitution, however, are not discussed in Arendt’s approach to plurality. Arendt is more concerned about concrete forms of “being together”: Miteinandersein. This implies, on the one hand, that she subscribes to Heidegger’s criticism, and, on the other hand, that, for her, the essential questions lie beyond this theoretical dispute concerning Being-with vs. empathy.

This leads us to Heidegger’s own distinctions between Mitsein, Mitdasein, Miteinandersein. What are they about and how does Arendt’s concept of plurality relate to them? Where does it fit in? While Dasein is the indicative term for my very own being, Mitdasein is the indicative term for “others.” Mitsein is the way in which Dasein relates to Mitdasein and hence a structure of Dasein itself. Miteinandersein, finally, is not as explicitly defined as the other two terms in BT; however, it is nonetheless regularly used. Following the hint from Heidegger, who speaks about the “modes of Miteinandersein” (which can be “average,” “everyday-like,” “indifferent”) as well as about the “facticity of Miteinandersein” (SZ 120), one could define it as the factical modes of the concrete relation and interaction with others (cf. Thonhauser 2014: 362–370). As Thonhauser claims, this should be considered as an important and neglected aspect in the Daseins-analytic investigation of sociality—one that Arendt takes up. By investigating not only modes of Mitsein, i.e. how Dasein relates to Mitdasein, but also modes of Miteinandersein, i.e. concrete formations of intersubjective relations, several social and political dimensions can be disclosed.20 Along these lines, actualized plurality can be characterized as one fundamental mode of Miteinandersein, which is also conceived of in its conditional and existential dimension; Mitsein is an existential perquisite for it; Mitdasein are the others who are involved in the actualization of plurality. For Arendt, this involves becoming a personal self, a “somebody” in interaction with others, implying that there is a certain form of “authenticity” at work in this mode of being together.

Hence, it is at this point that Arendt takes up the Heideggerian categories of authenticity and inauthenticity and arranges them in a new way. While, for Heidegger, “the they” (das Man) absorbs the “who” of everydayness, especially in public being-together, Arendt differentiates between a “social” and a “political” form of being-together. The form of “the social” (das Gesellschaftliche) basically inherits all of the negative traits that Heidegger ascribed to “the they,”21 while the political opens up a form of authenticity that is new through and through. In Arendt’s eyes, Heidegger conflated public space with the space of meaning created by “society”—a space where the necessities of life and the household dominate public interest; where only “status” counts, but never “uniqueness”; and where one is easily reduced to being just a specimen of a species: a “nobody.” The political, by contrast, is conceived of as the mode of disclosing a “who.” Hence, rather than remaining in the mode of the “they” of (mass-)society, becoming a “self” is now a movement that goes in the opposite direction than that of Heidegger: into the light of the public. The answer to the question of the “who” of Dasein (cf. BT §25) is publicly articulated personal uniqueness, taking place as speech and action in the authentic form of Miteinandersein, i.e. in actualized plurality.

Why is this the true form of “the political” for Arendt, in contrast to being-with-another as a Volk? While the latter founds a community and unity through “historical fate,” a common language, and a common “understanding of being,” an appearing plurality of “whos” interrupts this logic rather severely. It opens up a space of its own: one that is—instead of being limited by affiliation to language, history etc.—infinitely open to all “whos” entering and thereby constantly disturbing the plural “we.” This disturbance belongs to the political space. It is the only way that the new, the other, the alternative to the status quo can emerge and become an issue of discussion: how we should lead our lives, organize our communities, distribute our wealth, etc. Furthermore, Arendt discovers a power in actualizing plurality that leads us beyond the spaces of meaning of life’s recurring necessities and work’s telos. The “for-the-sake-of-which” (Worumwillen) (BT 182)—which, in Heidegger, is occupied by Dasein itself—finds its place now in the midst of being-together: on the new level of existentially realizing more than just being alive and struggling with life. This is because, on the level of struggling with and for life, it really does not matter who we are. The only thing that matters is whether our needs are being supplied for, needs that are basically the same for every human being. We have seen that Arendt recognizes this as a central condition of human existence. Yet she does not conceive of it as the condition or meaning of the political. The political is neither an organizational effort nor a distribution battle for the “in order to” (um zu) of supplying needs. These battles do occur, but they also flatten us down to the same needs, to inescapable facts and undeniable necessities. By contrast, it is the “for-the-sake-of-which” (Worumwillen) that is the marker of the political: that it matters who we are. The “for-the-sake-of-which” is thus plurality itself and the surplus of appearing uniqueness beyond that which coerces us all in the same way. Becoming a self, thus, means not, as it does for Heidegger, running forward toward one’s own death, into existential solitude, but rather running forward to a life marked by togetherness beyond “identical needs and wants” (HC 176). This provides us with self-sufficient meaning and the freedom of taking a position and of appearing in a world—a freedom where the actions of others are not a limitation, but rather an enablement, of my own unfolding. Furthermore, the political form of existence offers possibilities that neither lonesome resoluteness nor authentic being/caring-for others could ever provide: experiencing the reality of one’s self through appearance to others. Dasein may have an original understanding of Being as Being-with, independent of “ontic” others; but it could never have a real sense of its self without those ontic others. For Arendt, this must also have consequences on the ontological level. Plurality conditions a distinct form of existence that must constantly be realized and that is never automatically or necessarily so realized. Nevertheless, the basic actualizations of plurality happen on a basic existential level: for example, in speech, taking place originally as speaking with one another. This existential feature in itself already points to a certain form of political existence. With his interpretation of Aristotle, Heidegger himself has paved the way for Arendt’s political reinterpretation of one of his central existentialia.

(Ad 2) In §9 of the book covering his lecture course on Basic Concepts of Aristotelian Philosophy, Heidegger (2009) explains Dasein as “being (in the way of) speaking” (lógon échein) and “being-together”(koinonía). In German, he uses the—quite untranslatable—words Sprechendsein, Miteinandersein and even Miteinandersprechendsein (GA 18: 45, 47). The suffix “sein” is always verbally used, which means that it indicates an activity or a form of actualizing one’s existence. (The official translations “Speaking Being” and “Being-with-One-Another” do not transport this well, but rather indicate a nominalization.) With his existentialist interpretation, Heidegger convincingly shows how zoon logon echon and zoon politikon are not just two essential properties Aristotle ascribes to human beings. Instead, they are descriptions of fundamental modes of existing that alternately imply each other: “We must clarify how speaking, insofar as it is a basic phenomenon of being, is itself derived from the basic mode of being as being-with-one-another” (Heidegger 2009: 39). It is fascinating to see how some topics of Heidegger’s lecture can be found nearly beat for beat at the beginning of Arendt’s chapter on plurality and action in HC: the difference between the animal sounds and the human language (Heidegger 2009: 36–39, HC 176); the disclosive character of language especially as a mode of Being-with (Heidegger 2009: 45; HC 177, 179f.); and the fundamental existential possibility of living together in the form of a polis which is rooted in the togetherness of speaking with one another and thereby disclosing a common world (Heidegger 2009: 32f., 35, HC 181ff.). The way in which Heidegger elucidates these Aristotelian themes is crucial for Arendt’s own approach. What is also noteworthy is that Heidegger conceptualizes Miteinandersein in this lecture from 1924/25 in terms of the polis and not (yet) the Volk. From the existential equiprimordiality of Miteinandersein and Sprechendsein he infers that being-in-a-polis is the authentic existential possibility for Dasein:



In the being of human beings themselves, lies the basic possibility of being-in-the-polis. In being-in-the-polis, Aristotle sees the genuine life of human beings. To show this, he refers to the fact that the being of human beings is logon échein. Implicit in this determination is an entirely peculiar, fundamental mode of the being of human beings characterized as “being-with-one-another,” koinonia. These beings who speak with the world are, as such, through being-with-others.

(GA 18: 46)




In the subchapter on the activity of speaking (5.1), I will get back to a closer examination of this koinonia (“the common” or “the community”), which is rooted in language and which discloses a common world. So far, it can be claimed that in this appropriation of Aristotle, Heidegger achieves a thoroughly new way of phenomenologically describing the structures of human existence and intersubjectivity.22 The existential features he addresses here not only significantly transgress the Husserlian concept of intersubjectivity, they are also groundbreaking for Arendt’s work, because they point to an actualization of plurality in Miteinandersprechendsein.

(Ad 3) As a last point in this section, I would like to briefly consider the contemporary discussion, as has already happened before with Husserl. Jean-Luc Nancy, French philosopher and “left Heideggerian” (Marchart 2007: 61) has revitalized the debate on the existential meaning of “with” (Mit) in BT. Many of his theses in the respective book Being Singular Plural (2000) are so similar to Arendt’s, that one might wonder why the references to her “reflection on ‘human plurality’” (Nancy 2000: 194) are kept to one footnote only. I use mainly direct quotes in the following lines in order to demonstrate this similarity. Nancy presents his work primarily as a meditation on Heidegger. He claims that “all appearance is co-appearance [com-parution]” (Nancy 2000: 12); that “each singularity is another access to the world” which “he [the singularity] exposes,” while at the same time “each child that is born has already concealed the access that he is ‘for himself’” (Nancy 2000: 14). Furthermore, he argues that “the co-implication of existing is the sharing of the world,” and that “a world is… not an extrinsic addition to other existences; the world is the coexistence that puts these existences together” (Nancy 2000: 29). Therefore, Nancy also holds that “power is neither exterior to the members of the collective [collège] nor interior to each one of them, but rather consists in the collectivity [collégialité] as such” (Nancy 2000: 30); he thinks that a “reconsideration of the very meaning of ‘politics’—and, therefore, of ‘philosophy’” is necessary “in light of the originary situation: the bare exposition of singular origins” (Nancy 2000: 25). And, finally, he even claims that “philosophy needs to recommence, to restart itself from itself against itself, against political philosophy and philosophical politics” (Nancy 2000: 25) etc. All of these themes are originally Arendtian.

In his own understanding, Nancy—like Arendt—departs from Heidegger’s default in not properly thinking through his important advance of conceiving of Dasein essentially as Being-with. Rather, the only authentic possibility of Being-with is presented in form of the Volksgemeinschaft (Nancy 2010: 22). Nancy therefore insists that the “with” must be “radically thematized… as the essential trait of Being and as its proper plural singular coessence” (Nancy 2000: 34). In order to do this, Nancy starts with the “minimal ontological premise” that “Being is put into play as the ‘with’” (Nancy 2000: 27) and that “a singularity is indissociable from a plurality” (Nancy 2000: 32). Hence, “with”—which shouldn’t be called “the with” in order not to reify it—is conceived as the intrinsic condition of presentation which implies that presence is impossible except as copresence: “If I say that the Unique is present, I have already given it presence as a companion” (Nancy 2000: 61). Nancy’s merit lies in explicitly formulating this with-condition as a new approach to ontology, whose tradition has always thought of Being as singular and not as compresence, coexistence and co-appearance. In contrast to this tradition, Nancy (2000: 30) situates the “with” “at the heart of Being.” That which exists, whatever this might be, coexists because it exists (Nancy 2000: 29).

As a result, the most formal and fundamental requirement [of ontology] is that “Being” cannot even be assumed to be the simple singular that the name seems to indicate. Its being singular is plural in its very Being. It follows, then, that not only must being-with-one-another not be understood starting from the presupposition of being-one, but on the contrary, being-one (Being as such, complete Being or ens realissimum) can only be understood by starting from being-with-one-another (Nancy 2000: 56).

With his revival of the “with” and the “between” Nancy (2000: 34) has inspired a new way of thinking about community (cf. Esposito 2010, Bippus, Huber and Richter 2010). Instead of starting from either the particular/the individual or the common/the community, Nancy’s approach tries to envisage a third way beyond this juxtaposition—since here both elements are still conceived of as entities. For Nancy, by contrast, intersubjectivity arises from the in-between, neither by “beginning from the one, or from the other,” nor by “beginning from their togetherness” (like it is done in communitarianism), but by “absolutely and without reserve, beginning from the ‘with,’ as the proper essence of one whose Being is nothing other than with-one-another [l’un-avec-l’autre]” (Nancy 2000: 34). Nancy, however, does not want his approach to be understood as a mere “ontology of society” in the sense of a “regional ontology”—instead he sees “ontology itself as a ‘sociality’ or an ‘association’ more originary than all ‘society,’ more originary than ‘individuality’ and every ‘essence of Being’” (Nancy 2000: 37).

Nancy’s contemporary reinterpretation of Being-with is a good example of how much the Heideggerian approach has been pushed into an Arendtian direction—without specifically declaring it. By reinvestigating Arendt’s own phenomenology of plurality, I hope to demonstrate that many issues in the recent debate have not only already been anticipated by Arendt, but that they can also be viewed in a fresh light: that of a genuinely phenomenological approach, building on the conceptions of intersubjectivity and Being-with (-another) and gaining its political momentum from the “who” that enacts itself among a “we.” A momentum like this is needed to disturb possible conformities of collectivity and to disrupt the structures of exclusion that a “we” incessantly produces. Constantly creating plurality—the counter-movement to incessantly producing exclusions—is the only way to keep the “we” open. This must take place within any sort of “with,” in order to result in political intersubjectivity. With speech, action, and judgment, Arendt proposes concrete forms that actualize plurality within Being-with, something that is rather lacking in Nancy’s analyses. These actualizations take us beyond the theoretical stance of conceptualizing a new ontology; according to Arendt, they are instead a political way of existence that has to be enacted.

In this subchapter, I have demonstrated the links and lineages that connect Arendt’s concept of actualized plurality with the phenomenological tradition as well as with its contemporary advances. I have discerned the traditional elements of intersubjectivity and Being-with from the new elements of the political that Arendt introduces. Furthermore, I have anticipated how subjectivity and intersubjectivity belong together in the conception of plurality, as well as how both horizontal and vertical approaches to inter-subjectivity are necessarily intertwined in a phenomenology of plurality: “the political” needs a common world as well as the disrupting elements of alterity in order to unfold properly. To elucidate this further, it is time to turn to a phenomenological interpretation of Arendt’s concept of plurality that stands on its own.






A Phenomenological Interpretation of Plurality
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Arendt’s phenomenology is rooted in the facticity, the “Urfaktum” (Husserl), of plurality. Arendt simply calls it a “fact” (HC 7; VA 17, 213) and the “basic condition” (HC 175) of action and speech. But it would be misleading to think of it merely as an empirical fact that conditions other empirical facts, like temperatures below zero condition the possibility for snow. For a phenomenological interpretation, it is important to understand that the notion of plurality exceeds the sheer aggregation of empirically existing humans that would then “cause” something. What Arendt has in mind as a “fact” and “condition” for action and speech is rather that we, as first-person perspectives, exist in the plural. This is of ontological relevance to the extent that only first-personal subjectivity qua Dasein has an understanding of Being.24 Plurality is therefore not a plurality of stones or trees or humans that could all be counted in the same manner. Ontologically conceived, plurality is a plurality of mineness, of understanding of Being, and of openness to Being—existing together in a shared world. Furthermore, plurality is something that can be articulated, realized or not. Again, the realization or non-realization of plurality does not change anything about the sheer quantity of humans. But it does yield new possibilities of existence: A unique “who” can appear only in the togetherness that speaking and acting realizes. Plurality is thus more than a fact—it calls for its actualization. The full-fledged “who” that Arendt talks about occurs in actualization together with others, as a certain “we,” and within a “web of relationships.” I will explain this in terms of three moments: (1) The basic ontological condition of plurality, (2) Actualized plurality, and (3) “Who one is,” comprising six basic theses that I take to be vital for Arendt’s conception of the “who” as well as for the fundamental features of political intersubjectivity. In the course of this exposition, the lines of thought guiding the following chapters will be drawn.


(Ad 1) The Basic Ontological Condition of Plurality

By “plurality” Arendt neither means a mere quantitative multiplicity nor a quantitative or qualitative differentiation within a multiplicity, like unique genetic codes, different socialization processes, or “diversity” as understood multiculturally. Plurality is not a matter of fact that is just “there,” or “present at hand” (vorhanden), like trees or tables. To be sure, there is a quantitative multiplicity of humans, who are “just there,” but sheer “present-at-hand” quantity would not result in plurality. It would be a necessary but not a sufficient condition. The proper perspective for understanding the aims of the notion of plurality is phenomenological. This interpretation takes its point of departure from first-person experience instead of conceiving of the multiplicity of humans “from the outside,” which is to say in their quantity or in their qualities and properties from a third-person perspective. Arendt approaches the issue of plurality from “within,” by addressing this multiplicity from a wordly first-person perspective. This is why she distinguishes between (1) “otherness” (alteritas), which pertains to “everything that is” because “we are unable to say what anything is without distinguishing it from something else,” (2) “distinctness,” which emerges with the variations of organic life, and (3) “uniqueness,” which is the capacity to “express this distinction and distinguish [one]self,” to “communicate [one]self and not merely something” (HC 176). While “otherness” is an abstract universal property of every being (the scholastic alteritas), and “distinctness” is an unconscious variation of life in living beings, “uniqueness” implies living and self-aware beings who are able to express their stance. The latter is therefore a concept that involves an articulate first-person perspective, as well as other first-person perspectives that are receptive of the stance expressed.

If one chooses the view from “outside” (the third-person perspective), there are, as indicated, quantitative and qualitative aspects of human plurality that become visible and accessible—as “present at hand” properties (this can also include descriptions of differences in interest and opinion, self-understanding, cultural background, etc.). All of these approaches would make “uniqueness” conceivable through observation. Arendt’s answer to the question of what makes us unique, however, reads quite differently:



The manifestation of who the speaker and doer unexchangeably is, though it is plainly visible, retains a curious intangibility that confounds all efforts toward unequivocal verbal expression. The moment we want to say who somebody is, our very vocabulary leads us astray into saying what he is; we get entangled in a description of qualities he necessarily shares with others like him; we begin to describe a type or a ‘character’ in the old meaning of the word, with the result that his specific uniqueness escapes us.

(HC 181)




It is thus definitely not an empirical description, not even a character description, that could disclose the unique “who” of a speaker and doer. The fact that Arendt emphasizes the “who” as opposed to the “what” speaks directly to her phenomenological approach. The “what” denotes a describable quantitative and/or qualitative quasi-uniqueness through the ever-different combination of accessible properties. The unique “who,” however, remains “curiously intangible,” in that it can neither be captured by an observational description, nor by a character description. What resonates here in particular is Heidegger’s distinction between a “who” of Dasein and a “what” of Vorhandensein (BT §§15–24): The Being of Dasein is not exhausted in being a sheer objective presence like other beings. Dasein actualizes itself (vollzieht sich) and its “being there” as a special perspective on the world. It is “open” to the world that it experiences. This being-a-perspective is being a bodily locus of experience in the world to which the world is given. Only “within” this world is there a “what” describable from a third-person perspective. The access, the experiencing itself, is not another “what”: if we understood and described it in terms of a “what,” we would confront it like an object. This, however, would amount to the futile undertaking of trying to see my own seeing, metaphorically speaking. I would always see objects and not the seeing itself, which “gives” me objects in the first place. At the same time, I always already have to make use of my seeing—that which I would like to get sight of—in order to see or investigate anything at all. My seeing—or, less metaphorically—my being conscious always eludes full objectification and thus cannot be treated like an object in the world. This insight unites not only Husserl and Heidegger, but all kinds of phenomenological approaches that reflect upon the world-disclosing dimension, a reflection that differs from the observation of innerworldly objects. Insofar as experiencing/Dasein /consciousness does not allow for a reification without disappearing as what it is (access to objects and the world), it cannot be addressed as a “what.” This is why Heidegger, and, following him, Arendt, speaks of a “who.” It is exactly this dimension of “who” or “whoness” that is of interest to Arendt in her phenomenological conception of plurality, since it accounts for the singularity which is disclosed. The fact of plurality thus concerns the plurality of “who” and not of “what,” understood phenomenologically as a plurality of world-opening perspectives.

Essentially, this underlying ontological structure, disclosed by a phenomenological approach, touches upon the same topic as Husserl’s intersubjective plurality; however, it is recast in the existential manner of Heidegger’s analytic of Dasein and Mitsein. And yet plurality is not a feature of Dasein like Mitsein; rather, it addresses the factuality of Miteinandersein (being together) as an ontico-ontological structure of worldly existence: being-in-the-world (an ontological structure) thus is equivalent to being with (ontico-ontological) others, “inter homines esse.” This is why I characterized ontological plurality as an Urfaktum, a term Husserl uses to indicate a fact that precedes and makes possible all imagination: “I cannot transcend my factical Being, and, therewith, neither the intentionally implied Mitsein of others, i.e. absolute reality” (Hua XV: 386). For Husserl, this is the Ur-factum through which all reflections on eidetic possibilities are conditioned in the first place (cf. also Tengelyi 2007: 149).

Plurality qua “basic condition” (HC 175), “the fact that men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world” (HC 7), is thus taken as an onticoontological and existential fact. Such a fact can be disclosed only by reflecting on experience. Arendt, thus, neither has a naïve approach to experience, nor does she use the terms “fact” or “condition” in a naïve way. Instead of the rather unsupported claim that we are unique simply because we belong to the human species, it turns out that “uniqueness” is the result of an active encounter of singular accesses in the plural, by speaking with one another and by acting together. This goes far beyond merely stating an existence (Vorhandensein) of plurality and valuing it politically. Yet this is precisely what most interpreters suggest when they take plurality as simply referring to Arendt’s indeed important appreciation of the diversity of people’s different lifestyles and opinions. What these interpretations miss, however, is Arendt’s specific usage of the concept of “point of view,” namely, as a phenomenological concept of perspective that avoids any empirical or metaphysical “theories” about the “uniqueness” of persons—a construal that one may all too quickly read into Arendt’s texts if one ignores the specifically phenomenological angle.

Now, Arendt’s notion of the uniqueness of the “who” has important consequences not only for a concept of the self, but also for the relation between self and other: Just as my own access to the world cannot be articulated in objectifying, third-person-perspective terminology, so does the other’s being-an-access elude this grasp. I encounter others in the world as living bodies with objective properties. But what makes them truly unique is not the possible uniqueness of these properties or of a combination of properties, but rather that each of them is an embodied singular access to the world, which is neither reducible to an innerwordly object nor directly accessible by me (if it were, we would simply share or rather be one consciousness). Arendt speaks of a “curious intangibility” (HC 181), which, not accidentally, calls to mind Husserl’s notion of the “accessibility of what is not originally accessible” (Husserl 1960: 114). Furthermore, a certain notion of “alterity” resonates here, which, arguably, gives Arendt’s thought its ethical character, beyond any value-theories or rational/moral foundations of plurality, as I will claim in the final chapter of this book.




(Ad 2) Actualized Plurality: Speaking, Acting, Judging

Although it eludes descriptive, objectifying and even narrative language, being-an-access can, according to Arendt, appear in the world in a specific sense—meaning it can be experienced by me and by others, through the actualities of speech and action. This is something that Husserl and Heidegger either did not recognize, or something that, at any rate, they did not find important enough to explore. Arendt’s original phenomenological approach investigates this specific form of non-objectifying experience of others in speech and action, and, correlatively, the appearance of a “who” in the world. Moreover, what is distinctive about Arendt’s approach is that she is explicitly interested in a “we” that is composed of the “paradoxical plurality of unique beings” (HC 176). Such a “we” can be actualized by acting, speaking, and judging “in concert.” Through this, the initial first-person perspective in the singular can achieve a plural state—which can, I contend, only be a state of actualization. Plurality is hence not simply a matter of fact with a quasi-transcendental function. It points to a distinctive possibility of existence that must be achieved: for Arendt, this is “the political,” the basic structure of political intersubjectivity.

In previous chapters, I have already demonstrated how Arendt’s concept of “conditionality” can be grasped as an “identity in actualization” of condition and activity (Chapter 3). Equally, I have emphasized the importance of the Aristotelian concept of energeia/actualitas /actualization for Arendt (Chapter 2.2), which lies at the heart of Aristotle’s notions of praxis and eudaimonia. Analogically, it also lies at the heart of Arendt’s notion of realized plurality as being the “greatest achievement of which human beings are capable” (HC 207). Phenomenologically translated, we find this conception with Heidegger, who explicitly conceives of the “Being-There of Human Beings as energeia” (Heidegger 2009/GA 18: §10), in the sheer actuality (Vollzug) of their being. Arendt spells this out as a distinctive form of plural and political existence. Acting, speaking and judging are the three forms in which the realization of plurality comes to pass. These activities will be analyzed in detail in the upcoming Chapter 4.




(Ad 3) Who One Is: Self-Appearance, Anarchic Appearance, Narrativity, and the Web of Relationships

Within this framework, Arendt envisages a distinguished existential possibility of becoming a self-among-others by articulating one’s perspective on the world before others. By taking being-with-others (Miteinandersein) as the source for realizing and articulating my specific Jemeinigkeit (mineness), she inverts—as has been demonstrated—an essential movement of BT. There, being an authentic self tends to exceed social forms of being together, notably those that are “public.” By contrast, Arendt analyzes different forms of “we” (as opposed, for example, to the instinctively constituted “we”) that emerge in publicly acting, speaking, and judging and conceives them as the basic political forms. Each of these forms of “we” disclose the distinctiveness of singular world-accesses. Actualized plurality, hence, contains theories not only of power and of the public sphere,25 but also of the emergence of “who one is” (Hart 2009b: 271; cf. Yeatman 2011). This emergence is conditioned and accompanied by a special form of Miteinander (a term Arendt uses frequently in the German-language version of HC, cf. VA 220, 221, 225, 249, 253, 256, 264, 265, 279, 305, 315 etc.; for the importance of the “we” cf. also Arendt 1977b: 200, 202).

Both themes are of vital interest for a phenomenology of intersubjectivity, as a number of recent publications demonstrate. Let me pick out two books as representatives of the ongoing debate that address the issue of Who one is (Hart 2009b) through the relation between Self and Other (Zahavi 2014): Who one is by James G. Hart (2009a, 2009b) is a comprehensive two-volume study on the complex nature of self-awareness, and it is driven by the central—very Arendtian—concern of sorting out who one is from what one is. The first part of the two volumes deals with the “meontlogy of the I,” meaning that self-awareness is not awareness of “something” and therefore not classifiable into an ordinary ontology. As Hart formulates it: we are not “one of these things” (Hart 2009a: 159). The following chapters discuss issues of identity and individuation, as well as the “paradoxes of the transcendental person,” to which there belongs, for example, the inability to transcendentally conceive of one’s own beginning or ending. Hart also dedicates a large chapter to the topic of love, in which he sees a possible symmetry with first-person self-knowledge, since the beloved other is present through, but also beyond, her properties in the I-Thou-relation. The second volume deals with questions of “Existenz”: conscience, vocation, death and birth, religion—issues that, according to Hart, we cannot avoid being involved in as first-person subjects. Hart thus addresses human self-awareness in a complex and multilayered way, interlacing it with the topics of love, death, afterlife, vocation, and theology.

Zahavi’s study, dealing less with existential but rather more with constitutional matters, develops a theory of the conditional structures of self-other-relations. In the first part of the book, Zahavi argues for pre-reflective self-awareness and “mineness” as being the features of a basic experiential self. The second part builds on this argument and explains the self’s capacity to understand others as based on a direct intentional, perceptual face-to-face relation, for which the classic phenomenological term “empathy” (Einfühlung) is used. Finally, in the third part, Zahavi further expands his minimal notion of the self from the first part and explores how the self is fundamentally exposed to others in an emotional/affective way, e.g. in the emotion of shame. With this triad, he presents a theory of constitutional layers (mineness—empathy—exposedness), where the former feature always represents the necessary condition for the latter to be developed. The argument is that, without acknowledging basic experiential mineness or direct empathic understanding, one cannot meaningfully conceive of understanding others or of feeling exposed. This also involves a theory of how different conceptions of the self correspond and build on one another. In Zahavi’s view, a view with which I largely agree, the core notion of the self is the “experiential self” (mineness), and it is mediated by its capacity of empathy with the “interpersonal self,” which he also calls the “altered self.” With this figure, Zahavi proposes filling the lacuna between the “minimal experiential self” and conceptions of the “narrative self” (cf. Schechtmann 2011, for accounts on Arendt, Cavarero 2000, Kristeva 2001, Benhabib 2003): The interpersonal self is conceived of in a pre-linguistic, affective way and as being conditional for the “narrative self,” which is involved with language. At the last stage, we find the “conceptual self,” which is capable of conceptuality and of having a “theory of the self.”

These short notes on two phenomenological contributions from recent years26 only serve to indicate some main issues of the debate within which I would like to position Arendt’s thoughts concerning “who one is.” I think that Arendt’s reflections on the worldly appearance of the self go beyond the scope of “questions surrounding the moral person” (Hart 2009a: 272) to which Hart limits them. Rather, they are political. By the same token, they exceed (and complement) a basic emotional exposedness of the self, which is Zahavi’s topic, without being exhausted by standard conceptions of a “narrative self.” Arendt addresses an interpersonal self from the viewpoint of appearance, which somehow lies before and beyond narration. This self is indeed intersubjectively “exposed,” yet, in contrast to many phenomenological approaches, it is not so much conceived in its affectivity, as is the case, for example, in analyses of shame. Instead of being reduced to the objectifying appearance of my body (as, for example, Sartre [2003: 375] describes the exposedness of shame), Arendt points to a sort of exposed self-appearance that does not objectify me, but instead is the appearance of my very unique subjectivity in the face of others, as an intersubjective event. This experience of worldly self-appearance relates me to others and to the world as a shared space of appearance: it makes me visible, it positions me, it makes me perceivable as taking this or that position. Hence, it opens up a basic form of political intersubjectivity. With this genuine approach, Arendt’s analyses can complement existing phenomenological accounts of the self-other relation. With respect to a comprehensive phenomenological theory, a corollary and contrary supplement is desirable: For example, it is true, as Hart (2009a: 271) notes, that Arendt does not “seem to have ever gotten clear on whether there is something like non-reflective self-awareness.” Yet much of her initial setup of plurality argues for a basic form of mineness, since only distinct subjectivities can guarantee the ontological plurality of existences. Hart suggests that, for Arendt, individuality and uniqueness are not produced by the intersubjective encounter, but instead unfold in the process:



Arendt herself notes that prior to being situated and enmeshed in the individuating factors of community and culture, prior to my first saying “I,” and thereby prior to referring to and being individuated by You, and implicitly He, She, It and They, I am already individuated, already who I am. Presumably this involves some kind of “knowledge” of oneself, rather than a mere ontological claim bereft of self-experience.

(Hart 2009a: 271)




I will argue in more detail for a theory of layers of self in Arendt’s work later in the book when I confront Benhabib’s thesis of a narrative self in Arendt which she opposes to an alleged “essential self” also to be found in her writings (cf. Chapter 4.2). As for now, I want to present six basic theses that I take to be vital for Arendt’s conception of the “who” as well as for the fundamental features of political intersubjectivity:



	(1) “Who one is” appears and develops only together with others (the thesis of self-appearance-in-togetherness).

	
(2)What appears is not controllable. It might reveal itself better to others than it does to oneself (cf. Hart 2009a: 271) (the thesis of anarchic appearance; daimon- thesis).

	(3) The appearance of the “who” is at the same time a withdrawal with respect to propositional and narrative language (the withdrawal-thesis).

	(4) Still, speaking and acting leave something behind that can be woven into a story (the narrativity-thesis).

	(5) The appearance of the “who” needs and sustains a space of appearance. Its medium of appearance is a web of relationships (the thesis of the second in-between).

	(6) The appearance of the “who” together with others is experienced as an end-in-itself and creates a shared reality (the end-in-itself and reality thesis).




(Ad 1) The thesis of self-appearance-in-togetherness: For Arendt, “who one is” is not a question of one’s intentions or will, of one’s plans, wishes or inner feelings, or one’s picture of a real, inner self. It is a question of appearance. And it is a matter of intersubjectivity. The appearance of objectivity is, as I have shown in the chapter on Husserl, intersubjective. This also holds for the appearance of subjectivity, although its mode of appearance significantly differs from that of objects. The mode in which the “who” shows itself—and, at the same time, eludes the fixation of the “what”—is that of acting and speaking: It is intersubjective interaction. The “who” that appears in this interaction is not a representative, nor is it a reflection of an already full-fledged substantial “inner self”; as an appearance it “‘expresses’ nothing but itself, that is, it exhibits or displays” (LM 30). Thus, “who one is” develops only in actualization with others. The self is given as self-appearance in the face of others, which, however, does not mean that it is originally individuated by others.

(Ad 2) The thesis of anarchic appearance; the daimon-thesis: Since Arendt thinks of self-appearance as the appearance of a unique world-access in the world before others, it is not surprising that she sometimes speaks about the world in terms of the metaphor of a “stage” (“die Bühne der Welt” [VA 219]). Adding to this, she emphasizes that the appearance of the self is not under my control—in contrast to my intentions, which I may or may not want to display. Like all appearances, the appearance of the self is a public event. So, paradoxically, it is precisely the “who I am” which is not fully at my disposal, but which is given to others in the space of appearance. To put it more precisely: What is at my disposal and characterized by my exclusive first-person access is the intention of my action—but the way in which I appear in the course of realizing my intentions in acting and speaking is not. It is a worldly, intersubjective event and, thus a “risk”:



In acting and speaking, men show who they are, reveal actively their unique personal identities and thus make their appearance in the human world, while their physical identities appear without any activity of their own in the unique shape of the body and sound of the voice. This disclosure of “who” in contradistinction to “what” somebody is—his qualities, gifts, talents, and shortcomings, which he may display or hide—is implicit in everything somebody says and does… [I]ts disclosure can almost never be achieved as a wilful purpose, as though one possessed and could dispose of this “who” in the same manner he has and can dispose of his qualities. On the contrary, it is more than likely that the “who,” which appears so clearly and unmistakably to others, remains hidden from the person himself, like the daimon in Greek religion which accompanies each man throughout his life, always looking over his shoulder from behind and thus visible only to those he encounters.

(HC 179f.)




Arendt wants to capture the intersubjective appearance of first-person perspective in the world. It is a “surplus” in acting and speaking, which inevitably discloses “who one is”: the daimon that is originally not available to me, but instead to others: “Although nobody knows whom he reveals when he discloses himself in deed or word, he must be willing to risk the disclosure” (HC 180). The theoretically difficult fact that “whoness” appears, and that it does so not as an objective phenomenon in the world which could be detected from a third-person perspective, points to the fact that interaction yields phenomena that are disclosed only from an involved first-person perspective:



To dispense with this disclosure, if indeed it could ever be done, would mean to transform men into something they are not; to deny, on the other hand, that this disclosure is real and has consequences of its own is simply unrealistic.

(HC 183)




Even if we limit ourselves to speaking only about objects in the world, the person co-appears as she speaks. This appearance is not an intentional act unto itself, but rather a non-propositional, non-reflective, and non-intentional surplus that Levinas, for example, has called “the saying” in contrast to “the said”:27 Whereas what is said contains the content of a proposition, the saying is the immediate presence of the other in the event-character of speech which, according to Levinas, demands an ethical response.

Since, also for Arendt, co-appearance is not an intentional act, it is not at the disposal of the speaking subject. Instead of conceiving of social acts mainly through an “intentional interpenetration” (intentionales Ineinander) like Husserl, Arendt conceptualizes an openness of appearance far surpassing my intentionality and my involvements with other intentionalities, e.g. in pursuing a common goal. It is a visibility which goes beyond the scope of my consciousness and which “shines” as far as it is perceived. The inter-subjective space of appearance is hence an “anarchic” space. It lies beyond sovereignty and control, since appearance simply cannot be controlled. It is a space in which I am, to put it negatively, wholly at the mercy of the uncontrollable. On the other hand, this is the only space in which something “real” can happen, something that entangles me with the world.

(Ad 3) The withdrawal thesis: It is important to note, however, that the mode of givenness of the “who” is as much a disclosure as it is a withdrawal, if it is characterized by “objective” vocabulary. Arendt describes the “frustration” of language qua propositional, apophantic language: “The moment we want to say who somebody is, our very vocabulary leads us astray into saying what he is” (HC 181). In Levinasian language, the saying cannot be captured by the said. Arendt compares this to the “well-known philosophic impossibility to arrive at a definition of man” which tries to state “what” man is; yet, she adds, the specific difference of man is that he is a “who” (in the German version: “ein Jemand”) and “that this being a who is indefinable… and incomparable” (VA 223). For the political, the intangibility of the who and the experience of frustration in trying to define it have substantial consequences:



[T]he impossibility… to solidify in words the living essence of the person as it shows itself in the flux of action and speech, has great bearing upon the whole realm of human affairs… It excludes in principle our ever being able to handle these affairs as we handle things whose nature is at our disposal because we can name them.

(HC 181)




What Arendt points to here is a certain moment of alterity in the appearance of the who that is as constitutive for the political mode as visibility is: If everyone could be made fully transparent, interaction in the political sense would not be necessary anymore. We would not have to maintain the constant actualization of power, trust, etc. with the other that springs from reassurance and renewal in repeated interaction. Instead, we could start naming, calculating, and mobilizing according to the data we have—human beings would be “at the disposal” and “disposable” like all other beings. Levinas (1969: 21f.) has called this the “ontology of totality” or “war,” agreeing with Arendt (1973: 438) that this sort of logic denies and annihilates plurality and natality. The ethical (Levinas) as well as the political (Arendt) establish a different perspective: that of a face-to-face, of an in-between, and of inter-action in speech and action. Arendt knows that we can handle human affairs as we handle things. But she points to the moment of withdrawal that calls on us not to handle them like this, and to the unexpected that always surprises us if we try to do so. Both the ethical and the political moment lie in the intangibility of the person, which is, concretely, always the intangibility of the other. Treating others like objects makes the relation to other “whos” impossible and obstructs the possibility of being free together. While in the political mode, alterity provokes my constant interaction and interrupts established structures, in the ethical mode, I am responding to and taking responsibility for the alterity that I experience as having interrupted my egoism. This allows for a conclusion that reminds us of Arendt’s early involvement with Jaspers’s existential interpretation of the Kantian “failure of thought” in Chapter 1: Persons are more than their intentions and objectives, and more than their describable qualities (cf. Mensch 2007: 35), which leads to an ethical surplus, beyond theory, and beyond an instrumental conception of politics. If this surplus is not allowed to appear, the actions of persons are reduced to mere achievements. For Arendt, one of the most extreme examples of a violently suppressed “who” is expressed in monuments erected for the “unknown soldier,” “to all those whom the war had failed to make known and had robbed thereby, not of their achievement, but of their human dignity” (HC 181). Her conception of the political, taking into account appearance of the who as well as its withdrawal, is a counter to this sort of violence, born of an ontology of war and economy.

(Ad 4) The narrativity thesis: “The living flux of action and speech” discloses an unobjectifiable “who,” but it also has a product: stories. Arendt opens up an unusual view:



The most original product of acting is not [as one would assume, S. L.] the realization of intended goals and aims, but it is the stories that initially were not at all intended and that come about when certain goals are pursued. For the agent, these stories might at first seem like accidental by-products of his actions. However, what is eventually left behind in the world by his actions, are not the impulses that set himself in motion, but the stories he caused or provoked.

(VA 226f.)




These stories are not “made” or “fabricated” like invented stories who have an author, but they are generated in the openness of plurality: “The real story in which we are engaged as long as we live has no visible or invisible maker because it is not made” (HC 186). Again, Arendt speaks of an “originally intangible manifestation of a uniquely distinct ‘who’” that “can become tangible ex post facto through action and speech” (HC 186). When someone has “left behind a story,” the “who” comes to the fore with a certain clarity, because the story is concluded and there are no more possibilities to be engaged in. Yet this relative clarity and tangibility is paid for with the price of death—the disappearing of a living presence of the world from the world. The “who” is now transformed into a different phenomenon: From an appearance which resembles “the notoriously unreliable manifestations of ancient oracles” because its living spontaneity “‘neither reveal[s] nor hide[s] in words, but give[s] manifest signs’”28 (HC 181), it is transformed into a manageable piece of meaning that is interwoven with other stories, and that sustains its existence in circulating within the texture of plurality. It can be even further transformed into a work, like a book, which by its object-character finally has an enduring form of appearance within the world. A knowledge of “who somebody is or was” is thus possible only by “knowing the story of which he is himself the hero—his biography, in other words” (HC 186). In the next chapter, in the section on action, I will come back to this paradoxical question of the withdrawal of the who, on the one hand, and its narrative givenness, on the other.

Telling the story of someone who is still alive risks the possibility that a radical change could occur which might put everything in a different light. It is this dimension of an inscrutable source of spontaneity/alterity that is of interest to Arendt. Her main point is that an actualization of this singular spontaneity could never occur in isolation. Generating a story, being able to act differently (than normally), beginning something new—all of these actions are possible and attain their real meaning only when we are in the plural: there are no stories without other people (or at least one who watches us) and no surprises if there is no background of expectancies. If I am completely alone on earth, it simply does not matter if I break a routine and forego going to work or decide to give a speech in a football stadium. Instead of taking this as a mere “ontic” fact which would have nothing to do with the existential structures of Dasein, Arendt wants to show that this direct confrontation with the complete meaninglessness of all my possible actions uncovers that “who we are” is fundamentally conditioned by being in the plural. What Arendt wants us to realize is that if there were only one monstrous being (one animal rationale) it would certainly be immersed in a process of life, maybe it could also build things and relate to its products—but there would be no stories and there would be no disclosure of who one is (and certainly, no politics).

(Ad 5) The thesis of the second in-between: In the space of appearance, “the space where I appear to others as others appear to me… men exist not merely like other living or inanimate things but make their appearance explicitly” (HC 198f.). This explicit appearance does not happen in a void: in the German version of the quote, Arendt speaks of “the space which emerges by humans who appear before each other” (VA 250). This takes us to the medium of disclosure, the “texture” in which all individual disclosures of the “who” take place: the web of relationships. I quote the pertinent passage from the German version, as it is more significant:



The realm where human affairs take place consists of a system of relations, which emerges everywhere where men live together. Since men are not just thrown into the world by accident, but are born by human beings into an already existing human world, the web of relationships of human affairs precedes all singular acts of acting and speaking. Thus, the disclosure of the newcomer through speech and the new beginning that is set by action are like threads that are woven into an already existing pattern. They alter the fabric of the web as they themselves affect all threads of life within the web in a unique way. When these threads are spun to an end, they are recognizable again as patterns and are recountable as stories of life.

(VA 226)




Again, the givenness of this sphere, being a “background” and “medium,” differs from an objective appearance in the world. With the “web of relationships” (Bezugsgewebe menschlicher Angelegenheiten), Arendt describes the specific constitution of an intersubjective world that emerges through interaction. What is created in speaking and acting is nothing tangible like objects are, but is rather the intersubjective relation itself, which Arendt also characterizes with the metaphor of the “fabric” (Gewebe):



We call this… the ‘web’ of human relationships, indicating by the metaphor its somewhat intangible quality… But for all its intangibility, this in-between is no less real than the world of things we visibly have in common.

(HC 183)




This web has a temporal/historic dimension and it is just as much in need of constant actualization as is every phenomenon of plurality. Being pure energeia which leaves behind no product, it is also pure koinonia (communality) like a spoken language—but nonetheless real in a fundamental sense. The second in-between is related to the first in-between of the objective world, but not like a “facade or, in Marxian terminology… an essentially superfluous superstructure” (HC 183). Rather, the second in-between constitutes a dimension of interrelation of its own (with its own ontological dignity) which establishes a direct connection between acting and speaking beings. In such a way, the first in-between of that which “inter-est, which lies between people and therefore can relate and bind them together,” is “overlaid and, as it were, overgrown with an altogether different in-between which consists of deeds and words and owes its origin exclusively to men’s acting and speaking directly to one another” (HC 182f.).

(Ad 6) The end-in-itself and reality thesis: In actualized plurality, Arendt sees a non-purpose-bound activity that finds its end in itself. This is how she translates the Aristotelian notion of praxis into a meaningful experience of intersubjective coexistence. The second criterion by which the actualization of plurality can be differentiated from other forms of social interaction is its effect on reality, which, put phenomenologically, “is guaranteed only by the presence of a with-world, in which one and the same world appears in different perspectives” (VA 251). Lacking such a with-world does not necessarily mean lacking an intense feeling of being alive. In a passage that is missing in the English version, Arendt puts it in a nutshell: “Being alive and the feeling that corresponds to it are not the same as being real” (VA 250). For Arendt, reality, just like Husserl’s objectivity, can be constituted only by the presence of others. However, Arendt goes further. She urges us to recognize a form of worldly reality other than merely objective reality: the reality of first-personal intersubjective encounters in which we need to trust, so that we can eventually establish the reality of our own selves and identities: “[F]or without a space of appearance and without trusting in action and speech as a mode of being together, neither the reality of one’s self, of one’s own identity, nor the reality of the surrounding world can be established beyond doubt” (HC 208).

To summarize: On the basis of going back to the phenomenological tradition for an explanation of plurality, I have claimed that the condition of plurality and the possibility of its realization lie in unique world accesses. To put it in classic Husserlian language: Unique world accesses are streams of consciousness in the plural for whom one and the same world appears. This is the source for being a “who” and not being reducible to an innerwordly “what.” What is unique about Arendt is that she reflects on the worldly self-appearance of the who, on its givenness, and on its conditions of givenness. These appearance-conditions are constituted by a plural togetherness (Miteinander) that establishes a space of appearance. Drawn out phenomenologically, actualized plurality hence comprises the plurality of irreducible perspectives on a common world which articulate themselves in interaction and thereby disclose to each other each one’s being-a-perspective. At the same time, a space of appearance and, thus, a common world is actualized, which is the medium and background of this disclosure. The “content” of this space of appearance, which is called the “web of relationships” or the “second in-between,” lends it a temporal, generative, and historic component. It consists of stories, the “products” that action and speech leave behind, and is as important in constituting our reality as the objective world. The space of appearance and the web of relationships, which are the medium of the first-personal intersubjective disclosure of the “who,” are dependent on the constant actualizations of acting and speaking. Through these activities, they not only emerge, but are continuously sustained in their existence. However, acting and speaking are actualizations of a plurality that need not necessarily be actualized. In order to live or just to survive, I am not dependent on this kind of actualization, whereas I am highly dependent on my bodily actualizations of life. Hannah Arendt thus points to a fragile dimension of the “we” of plurality, one for which we are responsible in the formation of our communities. This characterizes her normatively loaded conception of the political: It answers to the ontological fact of plurality, which, however, can be realized only in an appearing world by preserving a specific form of interaction and by guaranteeing a space for it. This is why I claim that “the political,” in its essence, must be understood as actualized plurality in a space of appearance: It essentially builds on the appearance of “whos” in the medium of a “we.” With respect to the other approaches to plurality, addressed at the beginning of this chapter, the following conclusions can be made. Firstly, actualized plurality is a plurality of subjectivities that limit the polemos of a structurally pluralistic antagonism. It does so by the demand that the “whos” must be able to appear and that the “we,” as a condition for this, must therefore not be destroyed. Secondly, the collectivity of the political “we” can maintain an open mode only if it allows for new singularities to emerge. Any “we” that swallows up the singularity of “whos” cannot claim to realize “the political.” The political space hence must be stabilized against other unifying logics; but it must also allow being destabilized in itself in order to remain open for new beginnings. Thirdly, we need a phenomenological approach to understand the ontological prerequisites and the concern that Arendt associates with the political: It is not just an additional mode of being an “I,” but the essential way in which our existence can meaningfully unfold in the world as an experience of uniqueness in being together. This is why I have described actualized plurality as the basic form of political inter-subjectivity, which leaves an in-between for “whos” to appear and opens up a productive view on conflict, agonism, and power, but which nevertheless insists on the “with” of a “we.”





Notes

1. These theories—just to name a few—are shaped by very different paradigms: by linguistic a prioris (Apel) and language games (Wittgenstein), by discourse (Foucault, Butler) and rational discourse (Habermas, Rawls), by communitarian values (Taylor, MacIntyre) and relations of respect (Honneth), by alterity (Levinas, Waldenfels) and difference/différ a nce (Derrida), by conceptions of a pluri- instead of a universe (Laclau, Mouffe) and by new approaches to the question of community (Nancy, Esposito).

2. “Agon” is the Ancient Greek term for the struggle for distinction among citizens. Arendt’s approach is often characterized as “agonistic” (Honig 1993, Villa 1996). Cf. also pp. 207–12 (Chapter 5.2).

3. E.g. Canovan (1992), Passerin d’Entrèves (1994), Honig (1995), Bernstein (1996b), Villa (1996), Benhabib (2003), Kateb (2006), etc.; for a general overview consider May and Kohn (1996) and the collected essays in Williams (2006) (including pieces by Habermas, Lefort, Ricœur, and many others).

4. Young-Bruehl (1982: 326f.) quotes Arendt in her biography: “‘I sometimes think,’ she wrote to a friend in 1972, ‘that we all have only one real thought in our lives, and everything we then do are elaborations or variations of one theme.’”

5. “This lack of depth (“der fehlende Sinn für Tiefe” [Arendt 2003b: 9]) is nothing but a failure to sense the depths in which politics is anchored” (Arendt 2005: 93).

6. In three out of four instances when Arendt mentions “anthropology” in HC, it is always in combination with the “sciences” like sociology, psychology, biology (HC 11, 296, 323), which she regards as misleading for a real understanding of human existence. The fourth time, she speaks about “the so-called anthropological question in philosophy [my italics, S. L.]” raised by Augustine (HC 10): “Who am I?”—and obviously insinuates that this question entails a lot more than just anthropological concerns.

7. Canovan (1992: 106), however, must be aware of the problem, since in another passage she writes: “[W]ithout the world, it is very hard for human beings to be plural individuals rather than interchangeable members of a species.”

8. Portraying Arendt as a “normative” value-theoretician who draws her consequences from a “description of plurality” (Klockars 2008a: 137) maps the scheme of “normative/descriptive” onto her; a careful phenomenological investigation, however, must show how an experience of plurality subverts this scheme and how a “normative” appeal arises from this (cf. Chapter 6.3).

9. “The recognition of the pluralistic instance—through which the abstract universality of democracy is opened to the concrete reality of differences—does not get rid of the ontology of the individual. Rather, it tries to reconcile the individual with the various group identities or affiliations into which the individual finds itself historically dropped” (Cavarero 2005: 191). I agree with this observation and therefore deliberately did not want to press Arendt (again) in the scheme of the debate “communitarianism vs. liberalism” here. First, because I think we already have a respectable amount of literature on this topic, including very good assessments (cf., for example, the papers of Beiner and Wellmer in Villa 2000); second, because I think these are the wrong alternatives for understanding Arendt’s conception of the political—at least, if one can only choose between the two. In fact, Arendt’s notion of realizing individuality in plurality comprises both elements. But it is communitarian in a “political,” not in a “social” way, which significantly diminishes the classical concept of communitarianism, without ever coming near to a “liberal” position.

10. “Arendt took what was primarily valuable about the phenomenological method, the idea of looking at things as they appear and how they are meant, without risking the same pitfalls into which both Husserl and Heidegger fall. Certainly she is indebted to both for contributing the priceless notion that a thinker should begin with the ‘origins’ themselves; yet she alone of the three avoided the charges often made against phenomenology in general as being overly solipsistic” (Betz Hull 2002: 85). I have already addressed general misunderstandings concerning phenomenology in Chapter 2.1. In what follows in the main text, I would like to focus explicitly on the misrepresentation of the theme of intersubjectivity.

11. Husserl sometimes claims that it is methodically necessary to start as a solipsist (e.g. Hua VIII: 176), yet he also writes that holding on to a solipsist position is counter-sensical (widersinnig) (Hua VII: 69; cf. also Zahavi 2003: 109f.). If solipsism is taken in its classic definitions as either the claim that there only exists one single consciousness (one’s own), or the claim that it is impossible to know whether there are any other subjects besides oneself, the term is not applicable to Husserl.

12. Heidegger uses this term himself in quotation marks to describe the isolating and existentially fundamental experience of anxiety.

13. Zahavi (2001b) argues that Husserl had in fact elaborated an intersubjective transformation of transcendental philosophy well before Habermas and Apel. He discriminates between three levels of transcendental intersubjectivity in Husserl, which build on one another but remain irreducible spheres (Zahavi 2003: 120): (1) the implicit intersubjectivity of horizon-intentionality (“open intersubjectivity”), (2) the concrete experience of the other, and (3) the historical, genetic, and generative dimension of transcendental intersubjectivity.

14. “Veranderung” (“othering,” a play on the conventional term “Veränderung,” meaning change) is a concept that Michael Theunissen (1977: §§11–17) has taken from Husserl’s theory of empathy (Einfühlung): It means that when empathizing, I experience the other as experiencing myself, which alienates me from my own standpoint. This leads to a mediated apprehension of myself in which I take over the other’s objectifying apprehension of me. For Husserl, this is important for the constitution of an objective world.

15. Zahavi (2001b: 83) discerns four notions of “ego” in Husserl, which all intersect in the transcendental ego and can be (abstractly) differentiated as layers: (1) the I as the identity of the flow, i.e. not only an identity of duration but “of something that performs”; (2) the I as an object of reflection; (3) the I as facing a Thou; (4) the I as a person. Only the “core self” of the identity of the flow (1) is not constituted by others; the concrete self (in 2, 3, 4), however, is only describable by referring to intersubjectivity.

16. In his notion of ethical love, Husserl combines the Christian love of neighbor with an ethical striving for the “ideal I as an infinite task” (Hua XIV: 174).

17. This can be anything from taking care of a child up to pursuing a scientific activity, as Husserl writes in his unpublished manuscripts (cf. Loidolt 2009: 188, Loidolt 2012).

18. These lectures not only had an enormous influence on Arendt (cf. Taminiaux 1997: 42f.), but also on Hans-Georg Gadamer, Karl Löwith, Hans Jonas, and Leo Strauss who all attended them (cf. www.beyng.com/href.html). Arendt started her studies only one semester later when Heidegger continued his interpretations of Aristotle in his lecture on Plato’s Sophist (GA 19), but since transcripts of Heidegger’s lectures unofficially circulated among the students, it is most likely that she was familiar with them.

19. Pertinent studies even regard Heidegger’s view as a “ground of ethics” (Olafson 1998). For an interesting book on ethical implications of BT with respect to a “fragile we” cf. Vogel (1994).

20. Thonhauser (2014: 363–369) differentiates between three strands of interpretation of sociality in Heidegger’s work: the first, most common, diagnoses a severe deficit of sociality (Arendt, Löwith, Levinas, Habermas); the second, mainly Anglo-American line, pursues a pragmatist interpretation and thereby gains fruitful insights for social practices from Heidegger’s analyses of tools and the “Man” in norm-guided practical action (Dreyfus, Brandom); the third line, finally, sees an explicitly positive treatment of sociality in Heidegger’s analyses of Being-with (Boss), while taking the early criticisms of the first line seriously (Esposito, Nancy).

21. Heidegger’s assumption is that “the ‘who’ of everyday Dasein just is not the ‘I myself’” (BT 150). Instead, the real answer to the existential who-question is rather disillusioning: “The ‘they,’ which supplies the answer to the question of the ‘who’ of everyday Dasein, is the ‘nobody’ to whom every Dasein has already surrendered itself in Being among-one-other [Untereinandersein]” (BT 165f.). Arendt echoes this thought on a political level in her comments on society (HC 45) and bureaucracy, calling it the authority and rule of the nobody (Arendt 1969: 38, 81, Arendt 2006b: 289f.); on an existential level, she even expands it to the meaning-space of life, which reduces all personal uniqueness down to being a member of the eternal species: a “nobody” (HC 40, 46, 97, 119).

22. Many of the important concepts of BT turn up in this lecture in an early version, and as an explanation of Aristotelian terminology: energeia is explained as Dasein and Existenz (and thus as an actualization [Vollzugsweise] of the care-structure); praxis is the way of Besorgen, i.e. the fundamental structure of being (Seinsweise) of Dasein; the activities of poiesis and theoria are presented as Zuhandenheit and Vorhandenheit; aletheuein is Erschlossenheit; pathé is Befindlichkeit; sympheron and agathon mark the Wozu and the Worumwillen of BT, etc. Also the structure of “the they” (das Man), is already present, however, in a much more enabling fashion than in BT.

23. Some passages of this chapter have been taken, with some modification, from the paper “Hannah Arendt’s conception of actualized plurality” (Loidolt 2016).

24. As Heidegger puts it, Dasein is “ontico-ontological” (BT §4, 34), which means that its concrete form of existing involves an understanding of Being.

25. Arendt explicitly describes different phenomena of actualized plurality, of which the most recognized is power. Power “exists only in its actualization” (HC 200) and therefore cannot be “stored up and kept in reserve for emergencies, like the instruments of violence” (HC 200) (cf. Chapter 5.4). The other well-known “product” of actualization is a “space of appearance” (HC 199), which I address at the end of Chapter 3.3.

26. Adding to these two publications, a third manuscript (Selfhood and Appearing. The Intertwining, manuscript published on academia.edu) by James Mensch (2017) has come to my knowledge at a workshop in Vienna 2014, which deals with selfhood, intersubjectivity, violence, the political, and religion, along the lines of Merleau-Ponty’s theoretical figure of the “intertwining”—a figure similar to what I have introduced as “identity in actualization.” Mensch addresses the questions of how selfhood appears in the intertwining of mind and body, consciousness and the world, time and space, the self and its others, the self and the social-political whole, and the self and the alterity of the divine. Besides Merleau-Ponty, Patočka, Levinas, and Heidegger, Hannah Arendt also stands as an important theoretical point of reference, especially when dealing with the public and political appearance of the self. By criticizing Arendt’s forgetfulness of the embodiment that is needed for appearance, Mensch wants to “rehabilitate the concept of public space in terms that include not just discourse but also the needs and vulnerabilities of the embodied speakers.”

27. Levinas employs the terminological differentiation of dire and dit only in his later writings (Levinas 1991: 37f., 45–60). This, however, reflects thematic issues that he had already addressed earlier under the title of “language” and “speech.” The “said” comprises all linguistic utterances with a certain content. Within the “said” there are traces of the “saying” to be found from which the former originates. The “saying” can be compared with the concept of “speech-acts” since it refers to the actualization-character of speaking. It is, however, neither an “act” in the classical sense, nor does it speak in the way of an announcement. Rather, the “saying” is an elementary form of being addressed by the other, which demands my response.

28. Arendt quotes Heraclitus in this passage. In German, the translation from ancient Greek recalls Wittgenstein: “der weder sagt noch verbirgt, aber zeigt” (VA 223): The who is thus not expressible by “saying,” but instead “shows” itself.


5
Actualizing a Plural “We”

It is crucial for Arendt’s approach that she regards the special activities of speaking, acting, and judging as well as a space of visibility (“the public”) as necessary for actualizing plural uniqueness—which otherwise remains unarticulated, a mere difference in properties and not in perspectives. This chapter is dedicated to exploring how these privileged activities actualize a respectively different plural “we” that allows for a “who” to appear. The three subchapters on “speaking,” “acting,” and “judging” address the three basic forms of an actualization of plurality as put forth by Arendt. Of these, acting and speaking form the closely intertwined ontological core domain of plurality, while judging expands its horizon to the dimension of spectators who judge actors and thereby form a community. We will also see how not only plurality is actualized in these three activities but also a second crucial “condition” that is intrinsically intertwined with it: natality. In order for the “new” to appear—which is the essential domain of natality—a plural togetherness is indispensable. The alien uniqueness of the “newcomer” can hence be disclosed only in a web of relationships. By looking at the “who” and the “we” unfolding in each activity, I will show in detail how natality interrelates with plurality, thereby spelling out one of Arendt’s central counter-theses with respect to the philosophical tradition: that uniqueness and individuation are not tied to mortality and an isolated self, but to natality and plural togetherness. In the subchapter on speech (5.1) I will present this basic layout. In the context of action (5.2), I address the debate on agonal (Honig) and narrative (Benhabib) models of action and propose a model of interrelated layers of the self I find implicit in Arendt’s thinking. I also argue that Arendt’s appropriation of Kant must be conceived of as an existential-phenomenological reinterpretation and I demonstrate this with respect to the notions of natality and judgment. Arendt’s early inclination to combine an existential approach with Kantian ideas, discussed in the first chapter of the book, thereby finds a satisfying theoretical resolution. This will be spelled out in the subchapter on judgment (5.3), which, apart from elucidating Arendt’s phenomenological interpretation of Kant’s theory of judgment, also points to its ethical consequences, all of which will be taken up again in the final chapter of the book (cf. Chapter 6). The concluding section of this chapter (5.4) contributes to current phenomenological discussions on the “we” from an Arendtian perspective.


Speaking

The way in which speech is introduced in Arendt’s work has to be read with the background of Heidegger’s remarks on speech, logos and disclosedness (Heidegger 2009: §9; BT §§31–34) and Arendt’s own theoretical desire to drop teleological orientation for performance orientation (cf. Villa 1996: 42f.). Arendt turns her attention to the activities of speaking and acting for the sake of the disclosure of the “who”—not, as is generally done, for the sake of focusing on the agent’s or speaker’s intentions and the realization of those intentions. This thoroughly changes the perspective on the issue. For example, what we normally take to be definitions of speech and action (i.e. a means of communication and an intentional movement) even comes close to being a form of inauthenticity for Arendt. Why? In Arendt’s view, ignoring the surplus of disclosure in speaking and acting means turning them into impoverished modes; employing the category of “means and ends” amounts to not being able to capture actualizations of plurality. If speech and action were really only about propositional content and realizing intentions, they could, according to Arendt, easily be replaced by something more efficient: sign language and violence (HC 179). So there is “more at stake” (HC 179) beyond intentions and propositional content. This is why Arendt advances for a counter-conception of language that concentrates on live speech and the “who’s” performative, yet elusive, dimension in speaking. This performative dimension is an intersubjective event; it is, to put it in Heideggerian language, “Sich-Aussprechen im Miteinandersprechendsein” (articulating oneself in being-as-speaking-with-one-another).


Actualized Plurality in Speech Interpreted along the Lines of Heidegger’s Conception of Language: “Sich Aussprechen” and “Miteinandersprechendsein”

Let us thus once more consider Heidegger’s lectures on Aristotle and Plato from 1924/25, which were groundbreaking not only for Arendt’s conception of speech, but also for Hans Georg Gadamer’s (2006) and Karl Löwith’s (1962) respective takes on language and communication (Mitteilung). Heidegger (2009: 35f.) argues that speaking is originally speaking with others and not “a process that other human beings may join in on later.” Rather, “speaking is, in itself and as such, self-expressing [Sichaussprechen], speaking-with-one-another where others are themselves speaking [Miteinandersprechen mit anderen Sprechenden]; and therefore speaking is, according to its being, the fundament of koinonia [‘the common’ or ‘the community’]” (Heidegger 2009: 35f.). Hence, in Heidegger’s elucidation of Aristotle’s classic definition of “logon echon” as the specific human difference, a fundamental character of Dasein becomes visible: being-together (Miteinandersein). “To have language” is not anymore understood as a mere property here, but as an actualization that can be performed only together and in the plural. Heidegger (2009: 33) emphasizes that this does not mean merely being situated alongside others, but that it has to be understood in the sense of “being-as-speaking-with-one-another through communicating, refuting, confronting.” The koinonia stems from how language discloses a world we have in common (“Miteinanderhaben der Welt”) (Heidegger 2009: 35/GA 18: 49). Logos—always conceived of in the verbal sense, i.e. as the activity of speaking together—makes appear in various ways. It reveals the world in speaking with another, and it discloses the speaker in her self-expressivity (Sichaussprechen). As such, it unites world, self, and others as a common. In BT, Heidegger picks up the theme of communication (Mitteilung) again and states even more explicitly that it is founded in the communality of sharing a world. Mitteilung is the very mode of existing together, not in the sense that there is something “inside” the subject which is then transported to the “outside,” but in the sense that Dasein is a self-expressivity in the world before others: “In talking, Dasein expresses itself [spricht sich aus]… because as Being-in-the-world it is already ‘outside’ when it understands” (BT 205).

Given Heidegger’s analysis of communication as the “ontological fundament” (GA 18: 50) of togetherness, we must pursue an interpretation that allows for grasping equality and distinction as experiences in speaking with one another—and not simply as prescribed criteria of plurality by Arendt (HC 175). The existential sharing of the world founds equality, while self-expressivity makes distinction manifest. It is dependent on others to whom it appears. Language thus has to be conceived of not in the third-person perspective of a sender-receiver model, but along the lines of the first-person experience of being addressed and responding. In the situation of a conversation, I experience myself as equal because I partake in something that is a shared event of understanding. At the same time, I am distinct in the sense that my place is not interchangeable: From my unique position, I am the one who is being addressed and called to respond. This situation allows for experiencing equality and distinction as a result of actualizing plurality in speech.

Furthermore, according to Arendt and Heidegger, human speech surpasses the already active expression of the living organism. While the activity of the organism is tied to a certain (inner) teleology, speech is self-expressive in a non-teleological and spontaneous sense: “[O]nly man can express this distinction and distinguish himself, and only he can communicate himself and not merely something—thirst or hunger, affection or hostility or fear” (HC 176). Both Arendt and Heidegger draw on the Aristotelian distinction between phoné (voice) and logos (language/speech) in order to illustrate their thesis of the uniqueness of human language. This comes down to a comparison between the ways in which animals communicate and the human capacity for language. Yet, while Arendt only declares this distinction rather bluntly, Heidegger looks at possible common roots that would even establish something like existential commonalities between humans and animals. Arendt speaks of animal communication only as “signs and sounds” that are enough “to communicate immediate, identical needs and wants” (HC 176). By contrast, or rather, as a helpful addition to this statement, Heidegger (2009: 38f.) attempts to elaborate more on the special character of world-encounter in the animal-mode of phoné. Animals are not identical automatons, but encounter the world in the form of the hedy and lyperón, the pleasant and the unpleasant or, as Heidegger translates, that which “lifts up” or “pulls down” (das Hebende, das Niederdrückende [GA 18: 52]). The forms of being-with-another in the so encountered world are the possibilities of phoné: “indicating, enticing, warning” (Heidegger 2009: 39). Heidegger conceives of this mode of world-disclosure as a mode of Befindlichkeit1 (attunement, affective disposition). Human beings share modes of attunement with animals, but can expand them toward a wholly different dimension of disclosedness by being able to make things explicit (ausdrücklich) through logos. Language discloses different perspectives of the issue at stake beyond the sensual encounter of being pleasant or unpleasant and articulates the speaker’s perspective as well: Heidegger (2009: 39) calls this “self-expression with others about what is conducive to the end of concern.”

What is important for Heidegger’s interpretation is that logos itself is guided by the care structure. The way in which Dasein cares about its own and others’ existence, in which it experiences meaning, and in which it is fundamentally orientated in the world is characterized by speaking with another. To give a simple example, consider that you have the project of going to Paris. By speaking with others about it—which we normally do—the possibilities concerning how to get there, what you would like to do and see, etc. are explored. It is by speaking, mostly, that we pave a way into our future and disclose that which is worth pursuing and how we should go about it: “I have the world there with the other and the other has the world there with me, insofar as we talk something through—koinonia of the world” (Heidegger 2009: 43).2

Finally, speech is expressive not of a content but of the being that can refer to something as content. This gives us the possibility of actively articulating what we otherwise would merely passively suffer, even if our articulation cannot change the facts (cf. HC 208). Expressing and distinguishing oneself by way of the surplus of self-appearance or Sich-Aussprechen hence founds the existential sphere “in which human beings appear to each other, not indeed as physical objects, but qua men” (HC 176).




The Interconnectedness of Speech and Action

Besides speaking, the other distinguished activity bearing this self-expressivity—without necessarily intending it—is acting (which is not yet to be understood as “common action” but only as acting in a common world, before others). Arendt points to the different existential conditions that speaking and acting respectively actualize:



If action as beginning corresponds to the fact of birth, if it is the actualization of the human condition of natality, then speech corresponds to the fact of distinctness and is the actualization of the human condition of plurality, that is, of living as a distinct and unique being among equals.

(HC 178)




As we can see in HC (175–181), Arendt tightly binds actualizing plurality with actualizing natality, speech with action, and distinctness among equals with the moment of “initiative” responding to the fact of “birth.” Why is that so? Why is there suddenly a second, fundamental condition involved that becomes actualized as plurality is also actualized? My explanation will be that these conditions are deeply intertwined and interdependent. This not only concerns the fact that “many, and even most acts, are performed in the manner of speech” (HC 178). Rather, it must be understood as Arendt’s answer to the philosophical tradition, which predominantly linked singularity and individuation to mortality. In opposition to that combination, the interdependence of natality and plurality makes clear that there would be no source for distinction without a spontaneous, conscious being “that is its there”; and, vice versa, that there would be no worldliness and intelligibility of natality and nothing to distinguish oneself from without the plural of existences and their common mode of Miteinandersprechendsein.

However, plurality does not just provide the stage for a ready-made self to appear with the eruption of the spontaneous force of natality. Rather, the inscrutable “who” can translate itself into an intelligible appearance only by way of the medium of plurality, and in a process of self-encounter (cf. also Mensch 2007: 33). This translation is never total, which is why the appearing other retains his/her intangible alterity in the event of actualized plurality. But only through the distinctness and equality of others can the nameless alienness of the “who” be articulated in the world as uniqueness. This is also the reason why Arendt claims that “[n]o other human performance requires speech to the same extent as action” (HC 179), even though it is through action that “the new beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world” (HC 9). Following Heidegger, Arendt states that “the affinity between speech and revelation is much closer than that between action and revelation” (HC 178), which is why speech must elucidate action and its affinity to the “beginning.” The answer to the question asked of every newcomer: “Who are you?” is contained in action but is accessible only through speech. This is why Arendt insists that, without the accompaniment of speech, action loses its revelatory character and comes close to incomprehensible deeds performed by robots:



Speechless action would no longer be action because there would no longer be an actor, and the actor, the doer of deeds, is possible only if he is at the same time the speaker of words. The action he begins is humanly disclosed by the word, and though his deed can be perceived in its brute physical appearance without verbal accompaniment, it becomes relevant only through the spoken word in which he identifies himself as the actor, announcing what he does, has done, and intends to do.

(HC 178f.)




Inserting oneself in the web of relationships and thereby partaking in a mode of being understandable is the most fundamental and basic actualization of plurality. It does not yet form a distinct “we” like that of common action or a common project, but first and foremost it constitutes a common world, a common understandability that functions like a “background-we.” Arendt clearly defines this “we” by way of the “with,” which is the underlying “category” of this most basic form of actualized plurality: “This revelatory quality of speech and action comes to the fore where people are with others and neither for nor against them—that is, in sheer human togetherness” (HC 179). The combination and interdependence of speech and action identifies an “actor,” connects the doer with her deeds and elucidates them. At the very same time, it makes her appear before the background of a web of relationships. The “background-we” of “sheer human togetherness” actualized in common understandability is thus the condition of the possibility of a Gestalt of the “who” appearing. It is the most basic How of actualized plurality from which further intensifications unfold.






Acting

Action is one of the most discussed notions in the literature on Arendt. It is often viewed as the key to her conception of “the political” and hence read in a decidedly political sense as “political action.” Yet I agree with Richard Bernstein (1983: 210, 1996b: 99) that one can seize the meaning of action in Arendt’s work only when considering it as part of a “network” or “cluster of concepts”: “The concepts of action, politics, public space, speech, plurality, freedom, equality or isonomy, and power are all interwoven for Arendt into an integrated whole” (Bernstein 1983: 207). By portraying this “integrated whole” from a phenomenological standpoint, I try to get a wider and more basic understanding of “the political” than a presupposed meaning of these terms would imply. Arendt’s conception of action has distinct features that discern it clearly from other standard takes on action: Action is praxis. It is neither to be confused with labor or work, nor is it to be mistaken for poiesis, techné or theoria. Action is “intersubjective and communicative” (Bernstein 1983: 210)—like freedom, equality, speech, and power. And, as Bernstein (1983: 213) crucially adds, “it serves primarily as a critical concept for judging the present.” In other words, the Arendtian term “action” focuses on those features that philosophy has deliberately misunderstood and that the modern age has reduced to something else.

Let me point out the four main “distortions” of action contested by Arendt: (1) Since Plato, the realm of action and human affairs is portrayed as insecure and unreliable. This, according to Arendt, is the traumatic result of the death sentence issued to Socrates by the Athenian public, which led to the birth of “academic philosophy” and its distrust of the public realm. The distortion of this realm’s distinct constitution begins with Plato’s claim that it would be in need of regulative principles originating in a wholly different sphere: that of theoria, or monological insight. The political philosopher hence cognizes the principles of the just state in isolation and then calls for their implementation, instead of debating them with his fellow citizens. As a result, praxis is replaced by theoria and eventually by techné; plural debate is overruled by monological, contemplative insight, followed by techniques for implementation. (2) The search for security in the realm of action has also motivated another strategy: describing action as something it is not. This yields the distorted picture of action being poiesis, as if acting together was the same as fabricating a chair. Arendt counters that action is essentially praxis, which finds its aim within its own performance and not after the process, in its product. Action is always more than the sheer realization of the content of my intentions. (3) A further deformation of action’s pluralistic nature is added by the modern concept of an “invisible hand,” be it history, economy, interest, struggle of classes, force of life, genes etc. Why? Because it reduces plural action to one anonymous subject acting “behind” the actors. This creates the impression that the reality of acting people would in fact just be a futile and ephemeral shadow theatre, behind which “the real” faceless force pulls the strings. Historical, social, and economic theories of an “invisible hand” hence not only explain away plurality—they take away the reality of its character. (4) Finally, in our present, action (like fabrication) is again reduced to the logic of labor, i.e. the logic of production and consumption. Action is thus primarily perceived as reaction to economical needs. It loses its character of being able to bring something new into the world, to interrupt a chain of reaction and to begin something entirely different.

Against all these tendencies—(1) limitation through theoria and techné, (2) misconception through poiesis, (3) reduction of the plural to the singular, and (4) degradation to reaction—Arendt defends a strictly anti-reductionist view of action. In order to achieve this, she emphasizes the features of action that oppose and resist assimilations to other concepts. It is important to recognize the critical potential that is mobilized by this notion of action. On the other hand, it is crucial to see that Arendt indeed wants to describe a phenomenon that has been neglected and deformed by philosophical and scientific theorizing and by the conditions of modernity.

One decisive feature that I have already mentioned concerning Arendt’s anti-reductionist, intersubjective, and holistic theory of action is that it is neither conceptualized along the lines of intentions nor those of goals or purposes. This does not mean that Arendt denies that acting is something we do intentionally and with certain aims and reasons. She simply wants to draw our attention away from these “internal” features because she thinks that they are insufficient when it comes to characterizing action qua praxis. And she is right. To realize one’s intentions is a feature that just as much pertains to poiesis, fabrication. If we look at the famous Aristotelian differentiation between poiesis and praxis in the Nicomachean Ethics (Aristotle 2000: 3/1094a), it is not the realization of the aim as such that makes the difference, but rather where the aim is located: if the telos lies outside or beyond the process, as its product, we are dealing with poiesis (fabrication); if it lies within the process itself, as Aristotle illustrates with his examples of dancing or making music, it is praxis (action). Action is thus something that finds its aim in its very performance (Vollzug).

For Arendt, this means two things: First, performance appears in the world; and second, this is relevant only to the extent that others are there. Action can thus be “self-contained” (Villa 1996: 17–49) in its performance only because it is appearance and appearance before others. Its “self-containedness” intrinsically includes others. A lived experience of action is a lived experience of performance and appearance. These are just two aspects of the very same happening. Hence, because she takes appearance into account, Arendt makes others an integral part of action. She casts this in contrast to self-contained acts that do not appear in the world (e.g. thinking, or listening to music) and therefore do not achieve the status of “action.” They lack a worldly dimension and, as if nothing had happened, stay by themselves. Action, by contrast, is “the only activity that goes on directly between men without the intermediary of things or matter” (HC 7). It is that which occurs between humans, in a space of appearance.

We can see how Arendt again employs a special perspective, which is neither a “classic” phenomenological first-person perspective (singular), nor an objectivist third-person perspective. Rather, it is a genuine perspective of inter subjectivity—the perspective from which social facts, stories, and histories can be conceived. Arendt tries to capture action as it appears in the web of relationships. From a singular first-person perspective, this cannot be done well, because what is relevant for me in the course of my action is the realization of my intentions (the same holds for a shared we-intention, where we are focused on the telos which is relevant for us3). Arendt therefore approaches the issue differently, which does not mean giving up on first-person or second-person perspective, but instead means integrating them into the starting point of the publicness of appearance. What results are the plural perspectives of all those who share a world where doer/s and deed/s appear. This pluralized perspectiveness of a shared world is primor-dial in character since it can never be derived from an addition or fusion of single first-person perspectives. Rather, it forms an in-between, which is filled by stories, I-Thou relations, objectifying comportments etc.—but all perceived in this arena of multiperspectival public appearance.4 By engaging in this in-between, features of action beyond just intentions and goals become relevant:



It is because of this already existing web of human relationships, with its innumerable, conflicting wills and intentions, that action almost never achieves its purpose; but it is also because of this medium, in which action alone is real, that it “produces” stories with or without intention as naturally as fabrication produces tangible things.

(HC 184)




Arendt argues that in the “medium” of human relationships “action alone is real.” The perspective that she adopts makes this medium accessible from within as the infinitely open (and not telos-guided) “we-perspective.” From this we-perspective of a web of relationships, actions enter common reality like threads entering an already existing texture, which they thereby alter (“Fäden… die in ein bereits vorgewebtes Muster geschlagen werden und das Gewebe so verändern” [VA 226]). It is thus not the intentions of the agent that generate the action’s meaning, but rather how the appearing deed and the doer connect to the whole of the web. This is the “holism” of Arendt’s theory of action. It is not an endowment of meaning by the single, intending acting person, but instead by an open “we”:



In other words, the stories, the results of action and speech, reveal an agent, but this agent is not an author or producer. Somebody began it and is its subject in the twofold sense of the word, namely, its actor and sufferer, but nobody is its author.

(HC 184)




Another important feature in Arendt’s concept of action that seems to fly in the face of non-authorship, but in reality only confirms the primacy of inter-subjectivity, lies in action being the “power to begin something new.” How can we begin something new if we are not the willful and sovereign authors of our actions? The answer is that the “new” needs the web of relationships to appear as new just as well, and that initiative (archein/agere) needs reception, accomplishment, and continuation by others (prattein/gerere). By pointing to these “two altogether different and yet interrelated words [in Greek and Latin] with which to designate the verb ‘to act’” (HC 189), Arendt reveals a great deal about her own theory of action: The Greek words are archein (to begin, to lead, and, finally, to rule) and prattein (to pass through, to achieve, to finish), and they correspond to the Latin verbs agere (to set into motion, to lead) and gerere (whose original meaning is “to bear”). Arendt mentions that in both languages the second expression took over the meaning of “action,” while the first, in a political sense, came to mean “to lead,” “to rule,” and “to set into motion.” This creates the picture that “it seems as though each action were divided into two parts, the beginning made by a single person and the achievement in which many join by ‘bearing’ and ‘finishing’ the enterprise, by seeing it through” (HC 189). Such a picture, however, leads to the mis-apprehension of “the strong man who is powerful because he is alone,” i.e. the “leader” who takes the risk of the initiative and delegates action to others only by commands, instead of making the “original interdependence of action” (HC 189) visible. Arendt’s conception of action keeps the moments of both “initiative” and “interdependence” alive, but it does not separate them. Instead, she demonstrates that they necessarily belong together. In her view, the conditions of natality and plurality are what indicate this antagonism. Their tension is to be viewed as vital for the concept of action. Interpretations that emphasize only one side of these two moments—as we will shortly see—risk falling short of the level that Arendt wants to establish beyond the simple choices of “individualism” and “collectivism.” Also, they misinterpret her phenomenological reading of Kant, which integrates spontaneity within the arena of appearance (and not discourse), without dissolving it in appearance.

An initial definition of Arendt’s conception of action coming after these general remarks must stress that it is a concept that is gained from the perspective of an “open we” on action. It focuses on action as it appears, not as it is intended. This can coincide, but does not have to coincide. To appear is to appear before others, in a world and in a context. It both enlightens and (mostly also) alters the context. Furthermore, it reveals the agent as partaker in the context which means that the agent could not be revealed “outside” of the context. Action in this sense is praxis, the goal of which does not lie outside of performance/appearance but precisely “within” it. Appearing and being revealed in the process of action are hence at least as important as the goals that I intend with it. Thinking along these lines, the “how” of the performance surpasses the “what” that the action intends—or, to put it more precisely, the “how” is decisive for the appearance of the “what” and the “who”: What I intend and who I am are elucidated by the “how” of my performance and have no appearance (or being) beyond it. Action in the Arendtian sense is thus intersubjective and bound to a holistic context. But it is also the event of a new beginning as opposed to a causal chain or the calculable pathways of behavior. To begin something new and to interrupt a chain of reaction is what actualizes the condition of natality. For Arendt, this capacity for action and new beginnings is not a question of the will, which declares its “fiat.” Rather, it is an expression of the beginning that we ourselves are. We are born into this world as an irreducible perspective on the world. Acting is existentially realizing this being-a-perspective. Thereby, the non-accessible source of spontaneity is translated into plural existence.


A Phenomenological Interpretation of Natality

In the following, I would like to show that by her notion of natality Arendt intends to spell out what the Kantian faculty of spontaneity amounts to in a worldly setting, i.e. in terms of appearance. Natality, according to Arendt, is the condition “in which the faculty of action is ontologically rooted” (HC 247). By virtue of it, we have the power to begin something new, which Arendt literally calls “the actualization of the human condition of natality” (HC 178). My main claim with respect to this much discussed notion in Arendt (Bowen-Moore 1989, Cavarero 2000, Alison 2002, Durst 2004, Birmingham 2006, O’Byrne 2010, Marder 2013) is that it transposes her early Kantian intuitions concerning freedom, dignity, and reason into a fully developed phenomenological framework. Appearing forms of natality are thus always translations into the world of plurality. With this setting, Arendt opens up the possibility of reflecting on transcendence and spontaneity in a worldly we-mode, thereby proposing an alternative to Heidegger’s phenomenology of immanence, finitude, and solitariness in BT.

I have pointed out earlier that Arendt risks strong contradictions by embracing existentialism, on the one hand, and by trying to hold on to a “Kantian idea of man” and its normative universality on the other (Chapter 1, pp. 23, 33–4).5 Then again, it is crucial for Arendt’s approach that she—like Sartre and Levinas—refuses to resolve all that humans are and can be into “phenomenologically demonstrable functions of being” (EX 178). This is what she suspects occurs in BT, with the effect of restricting human freedom and dignity within the inescapable structures of Dasein. Arendt looks for a systematic point of entry for breaching this closure and she finds it in Jaspers’s existential interpretation of Kant: Where thought, our theoretical capacity, fails to capture reality, our practical capacity of directly addressing others and communicating with them leads to experiences “transcending” theoretical knowledge. This allows for spontaneity, freedom, and the unexpected to break into the world. Arendt now further interprets these experiences in a phenomenological manner: Jaspers’s “reason in communication” is apprehended by her mainly as an event of communication in a world of appearance. Therefore, a normative concept of rational discursivity is not the crucial point for Arendt. Rather, it is the experience of interaction as the staging of pluralistic meaning that interests her. This experience unites phenomenological and Kantian claims, because it comprises both an experience of freedom as well as an experience of freedom’s and spontaneity’s inscrutability: In actualized plurality, moments of alterity flare up, which can neither be captured as “modes of being,” nor “phenomenologically demonstrated”—except as a withdrawing phenomenon, the “non-appearance” of alterity. Here again, the experience of “intangibility” occurring in communication and action is relevant. The fact that Arendt rejects the fully “phenomenologically demonstrable” for a characterization of human existence does not mean that she rejects a phenomenological approach as such (an interpretation which a “Frankfurt-School”-reading fails to capture). Rather, Arendt’s phenomenological Kantianism is one that, by way of the figure of withdrawal and alterity, integrates spontaneity within the arena of appearance—and not discourse. Spontaneity “appears,” but, at the same time, occurs as withdrawal in the actualized experience of interacting with others. Consequently, the source of spontaneity is not “dissolved” into appearance. Neither the acting and speaking “who,” nor the beginning it can initiate are “there” as objectifiable entities or as structures of existence. The narratives that refer to “beginnings” and “whos” can enlighten the context in which they have actualized themselves, but they cannot shed light on the source of that actualization. With these figures, Arendt provides us with a reformulation of the Kantian thesis that we can never know about our spontaneity and freedom, but only act it out as practical beings—a “translation” into a philosophy of one appearing world instead of a “two-world theory” (LM 23). Our dignity lies in this surplus with respect to knowledge and objectifiable appearance. With this position, Arendt takes up and phenomenologically elaborates her early appreciation of Jaspers’s Kant-interpretation in EX (cf. Chapter 1, pp. 36–7).

Arendt pushes her existential-phenomenological reformulation of human spontaneity even further by linking natality/spontaneity to birth, instead of building up detached transcendental structures. With this, a whole—transcendentally relevant—setting opens up that includes topics like corporeity, vulnerability, and generativity, as well as a revised interpretation of existential temporality and spatiality. Arendt, in the German version, speaks of the “fact of natality founding all human togetherness” (VA 21). By this, she means that human togetherness is essentially shaped by generativity, i.e. by the awareness that generations before have endowed the world with meaning to which we can refer, and that new generations yet to come open up a horizon of unpredictability and renewed possibilities. In the context of this passage, Arendt again emphasizes that the uniqueness of each newcomer is “not so much a matter of fact of certain qualities or of the unique combination of already known qualities” (VA 217). Rather, it rests on “natality, by whose virtue every human being once has appeared in the world as something uniquely new” (VA 217) (cf. HC 178). How is this possible? Arendt describes the condition of the possibility for the new to appear in the world as the interplay of a stable place of appearance (a spatial category) and the movement of generativity:



The birth and death of human beings are not simple natural occur-rences, but are related to a world into which single individuals, unique, unexchangeable, and unrepeatable entities, appear and from which they depart. Birth and death presuppose a world which is not in constant movement, but whose durability and relative permanence makes appearance and disappearance possible, which existed before any one individual appeared into it and will survive his eventual departure. Without a world into which men are born and from which they die, there would be nothing but changeless eternal recurrence, the deathless everlastingness of the human as of all other animal species.

(HC 96)



Hence, it is the world that allows for natality to appear. This stable place, enriched by generation after generation with their meaning-bestowals and their artifacts is formed in a historical and spatial sense as the human world. Its objective time is constituted by those presently in it, remembering its past as well as projecting its future. Innerworldly time is thus a constituted linear timeline of historic, “objective” time that belongs to the stable place of the world. On the other hand, the world is a “stage” which is entered from nowhere, from a darkness that is not the world. To be “on” it, is to be in the “light” shining in the place of appearance (cf. HC 62). To “disappear” from it means leaving this place at a certain point in innerworldly time (and space), but into a darkness that also transcends this timeline. Equally, “appearing” in the world means appearing at a certain point in innerworldly time and space, but also entering it “from nowhere,” as it were. In this sense, the world as a “stage,” with its innerworldly time and historic dimension, is crossed by yet another dimension of individual appearance moving from darkness into darkness, and appearing within an innerworldly line of generations. By having a past, the human world is thus open for the new—this concerns time in its inner-worldly sense. By being a stage that makes the difference between existence and non-existence, a “first unique appearance” is possible—this concerns how a procession of individuals, generation after generation, passes through the human world.

Arendt’s insistence on birth hence does not concern a purely physical event, not even so much that of the lived body. It is also more about being born than about giving birth, which for Arendt is labor par excellence. Being born, appearing on the stage of the world, is not just a contingent condition for my existence, for my emerging from the darkness; it is a necessary one. As such, it is absolutely passive and immemorable. This condition has transcendental consequences that are also reflected in Husserl’s work, for example,6 consequences for the subjective and intersubjective world-constitution: It is constitutionally relevant that there is always someone before me in a worldly sense, and that I cannot conceive of myself as my own beginning, since I cannot even remember it; furthermore, that I come from a darkness that I cannot recall and go into a darkness that I do not know and cannot anticipate. This means absolute elusion of beginning and end, on the one side, and endless generativity in a worldly timeline, on the other side. Peg Birmingham has pointedly described the state of such an incarnated subjectivity permeated by “radical alterity” and “loss”:



The event of natality… marks a limit in the sense of an opening of our possibilities. The opening is never at our disposal. We cannot set our own limits and cannot absorb the beginning and the end into those limits. In short, through the event of natality, we are held in an opening we did not create and can never appropriate. Indeed, as the stretch between natality and fatality, a stretch that is itself permeated by these non-appropriable ends, existence is permeated with loss, a radical alterity to which there is no relation. The originary event proceeds from nothingness; it is an absolute beginning, just as our death is an absolute end entirely without relation. The political significance of this is that the political space, the space of beginning something new, is always open to something other than itself.

(Birmingham 2006: 31)




Natality, thus, is conceivable only in worldly plurality: as alterity, withdrawal, inscrutability. It allows for the possibility of the event, the unpredictable, the incalculable (HC 177f.)—simply because subjectivity is constituted as an openness, and not a closure, as is intersubjectivity in a generative sense (cf. Steinbock 1995, Schott 2010, Heinämaa 2010, O’Byrne 2010). Many “philosophers of the event” who have been popular in the last twenty years (e.g. Derrida, Badiou, Agamben etc.), have emphasized this structure, continuing Heidegger’s later thinking after BT. They elaborated on strategies how an “event” could be “performed,” since naturally the unpredictable is not at the disposal of subjects like their intentional actions. For Arendt, this whole issue is already integrated into her conception of action: It is by plurality itself, by the unpredictability of alterities, that action alone can unfold its event-like qualities of natality. Natality is thus never a “capacity” we have at our disposal like the movements of our bodies, even if some passages in HC (9, 178, 247) might sound as simple as that; it has the same an-archic quality as all that occurs in the space of plurality. Thus, it is a “capacity” and “faculty” only in the sense that I can “respond” (HC 177) to my beginning by inserting myself into the world, by taking a risk, by appealing to others:



This insertion is not forced upon us by necessity, like labor, and it is not prompted by utility, like work. It may be stimulated by the presence of others whose company we may wish to join, but it is never conditioned by them; its impulse springs from the beginning which came into the world when we were born and to which we respond by beginning something new on our own initiative.

(HC 177)




Arendt calls this initiative, which, at the same time, is a response, a “second birth”: a con firmation and a trans formation of the originally mute and passive appearance into a “Here I am.” “With word and deed we insert ourselves into the human world, and this insertion is like a second birth, in which we confirm and take upon ourselves the naked fact of our original physical appearance” (HC 176). The “first birth” into appearance thus needs an actualization by the second. “Being a beginning” is nothing unless it is actively articulated—and this means being received by others, thereby entering plurality and hence a space where unpredictability and the event can be received and conceived; whereas “without the articulation of natality, we would be doomed to swing forever in the ever-recurring cycle of becoming” (HC 246). Arendt, by quoting Augustine, frequently appeals to the idea that in the creation of man “there be a beginning”: Initium ergo ut esset, creatus est homo, ante quem nullus fuit. In again stressing the difference between “the beginning of something” and “of somebody, who is a beginner himself” (HC 177) she translates Augustine’s theological insight into an existential and phenomenological context: To begin as someone who can appear in the world as this someone, by virtue of the capacities of articulation and the presence of others, is something totally different than just appearing objectively in the world, as something. “Being new” in the former case is an actualization in the first-person-plural and not just a property in third-person perspective as happens in the case of a “new thing.” At the same time, Arendt holds up the Kantian definition of freedom and spontaneity, which makes possible a new beginning independent from the causal chain: “With the creation of man, the principle of beginning came into the world itself, which, of course, is only another way of saying that the principle of freedom was created when man was created but not before” (HC 177). This “principle of freedom” is actualized in the mode of action which, again, can be realized only in the plural: If Arendt (2005: 108) insists that the “meaning of politics is freedom,” she urgently reminds us that we can be free only together and that an isolated freedom, relieved of all bonds, remains an illusion—precisely because we are fundamentally conditioned beings: by life, worldliness, plurality, natality, and mortality. Freedom and equality are no natural givens—they are states that we can only grant each other, in plural togetherness, and by creating worldly spaces for it. It is in the mode of common and concerted action where I experience that the others’ movements do not impede my freedom but, to the contrary, enable it by establishing specific creative pathways that I can take up and others, again, can develop further. And only in the mode of action, realizing the conditions of plurality and natality, can the necessities of life, nature, history or other “determinations” be questioned and be opened up for a new future.




Interpretations of Arendt’s Concept of Action as “Narrative” and “Agonal”

Seyla Benhabib’s (2003: 125) influential interpretation of a “dualism” in Arendt’s conception of action, which divides it into an “agonal” and a “narrative model,” has rightly provoked objections and counter-arguments. Nevertheless, it was successful in creating two “camps”: that of a rather “Habermasian” and that of a more “Nietzschean” or “postmodern” interpretation. While the former emphasizes the deliberative, dialogical, and narrative dimension in Arendt’s work (Passerin d’Entrèves 1994, Benhabib 2003), the latter argues for a priority of the performative dimension (Villa 1996) and “the agonal passion for distinction” (Honig 1995a: 159). The former side consequently accuses the other of an “aestheticization” of Arendtian politics that would lead to an “immoral politics of heroic display” (cf. Benhabib 2003: xvii) and that would conceptualize citizens as “posturing little boys clamoring for attention” (Pitkin 1981: 338).7 The latter, in turn, sets forth the criticism that a reason-guided consensus-orientation overly harmonizes and “instrumentalizes action and judgment” and eventually “comes at the expense of the initiatory or performative dimension” (Villa 1996: 70). Without going too deep into this debate, I would like to argue that it is misleading from the outset to portray the situation as if there were really two distinctive Arendtian models of action to be discerned. This is a clear misunderstanding of the relation between plurality and natality that occurs by isolating these—in fact interrelated—conditions as two competing concepts or logics. I thus fully agree with Bonnie Honig’s argument that



[t]he problem lies in her [Benhabib’s] bifurcation of Arendt’s complex vision of political action into two distinct, separable and mutually exclusive types of public space, in her insistence that we must choose between them, in her loading of that choice with her asymmetric treatment of the pair, and in her (at this point, unsurprising) conclusion that associationism is the better, because more modernist, notion of the two.

(Honig 1995a: 157)




Indeed, Benhabib (2003: 125) again claims that “the ambiguities and dualism of the Arendtian concept of action are bound up with her phenomenological essentialism.” As in the previous chapters, I will reject this argumentation as a strategy that labels everything that cannot be assimilated to a “narrativized”8 Habermasian interpretation as “essentialist.” It thereby misrepresents what “phenomenology” in Arendt and as such is about. For example, Ben-habib (2003: 126) straightforwardly claims that the “agonal model” simply discloses an “antecendent essence” of “what is interior.” This, in fact, is a model Arendt fiercely opposes. Instead, several passages in HC (10, 181, 211) directly address the “philosophic perplexity” (HC 181) (in German it even says: “aporia” [VA 223]) of how the unique “who somebody is” somehow appears to others in the living actualization of acting and speaking, but at the same time escapes description in words or any other reification. What for Arendt is a real philosophical problem, for Benhabib becomes a neat separation into two incompatible “models”—one of which is to be rejected as outmoded:



[W]hereas action in the agonal model is described through terms such as “revelation of who one is” and “the making manifest of what is interior,”9 action in the narrative model is characterized through the “telling of a story” and “the weaving of a web of narratives.” Whereas in the first model action appears to make manifest or to reveal an antecedent essence, the “who one is,” action in the second model suggests that “the who one is” emerges in the process of doing the deed and telling the story. Whereas action in the first model is a process of discovery, action in the second model is a process of invention. In contemporary terms, we may say that the first model of action is essentialist while the second is constructivist.

(Benhabib 2003: 125f.)




The point is, however, that Arendt’s model is neither essentialist nor constructivist. What Benhabib’s interpretation conveniently ignores is first, that not only apophantic or predicative but also narrative language fails to grasp “in words the living essence of the person as it shows itself in the flux of action and speech” (HC 181); and second, that Arendt decisively says that “the essence [my italics, S. L.] of who somebody is [in contrast to the “living essence,” S. L.] can come into being only when life departs, leaving behind nothing but a story” (HC 193). Thus, if there were anything like an “essentialism” in Arendt’s work, it would be tied to the narrative. Arendt’s use of the term “essence,” however, goes back to Heidegger’s claim that the essence of Dasein is existence (BT 152). Existence is Vollzug, actualization, appearance before others and cannot be reified—neither can it be fully narrativized. Only when Dasein has come to its end—which means that it has no more possibilities—does the lived existence congeal into a “palpable” “essence,” grasped by a story. So, again, if there were anything “fixed,” it would belong to the narrative; and it would certainly not be “antecedent,” but, to the contrary, “subsequent.” Arendt is very clear about this:



This unchangeable identity of the person [in German: Diese bleibende Befindlichkeit, welche die Identität der Person ausmacht (VA 242)], though disclosing itself intangibly in act and speech, becomes tangible only in the story of the actor’s and speaker’s life; but as such it can be known, that is, grasped as a palpable entity only after it has come to its end.

(HC 193)




The living person we experience will never be a “palpable entity,” neither in the agonal nor in the narrative model. So Benhabib (2003: 129) does not get it quite right when she claims that “the who of the doer [is] always identified via a narrative.” The “who” is never fully identified. Because it is the living who of possibilities, it is never fully exhausted by an (always failing) “identification” and thus fixation through language (cf. Mensch 2007: 34). Yet what does Arendt mean by the “unchangeable identity of the person,” especially if I reject the terminology of an “antecedent essence?” In German, Arendt speaks of a “bleibende Befindlichkeit, welche die Identität der Person ausmacht” (VA 242)—a steady attunement that constitutes the person’s identity. She presents this as an attempt to circumscribe the Greek eudaimon, “the well-being of the daimon who accompanies each man throughout life, who is his distinct identity, but appears and is visible only to others” (HC 193). Astonishingly, Arendt uses the Heideggerian term Befindlichkeit (attunement, affective disposition) (“bleibende Befindlichkeit menschlicher Existenz” [VA 241]) to indicate this state of appearing uniqueness. She emphasizes that it is not a “passing mood” but “like life itself… a lasting state of being which is neither subject to change nor capable of effecting change” (HC 193). Now, Heidegger characterizes Befindlichkeit as “a how of being-in-the-world” (Heidegger 2009: 120) and as a distinctive “mode of having-itself of a being that is there” (Heidegger 2009: 165). Arendt takes this direction, but again changes perspective: She conceives of Befindlichkeit as the how of my existence, but does not view this from the perspective of Dasein, to whom the world is disclosed in this or that atmosphere and who thereby “has itself”; rather, she takes the perspective of the worldly appearing of this “how” of existence, which appears to others as my unique being-in-the-world: and this is exactly what eludes me.

It is true that the Arendtian text leaves us with a lot of questions here. At the same time, it is obvious that she is struggling with something that she takes seriously in Kant’s thinking (spontaneity/natality), but is eager to phenomenologically translate into a world of plurality and appearance. As I pointed out before, Arendt is up to the difficult task of spelling out what the capacity for spontaneity amounts to in a worldly setting. This leads her, on the one hand, to a figure of appearance where the appearing constantly withdraws, and on the other hand, to an actualized “we.” The two go only in combination: The living “who” that appears by withdrawal can act out its existence only in a common actualization with other “whos.” In order to be able to discern certain aspects of the phenomenon of the appearing who in actualized plurality, I would like to propose a threefold differentiation: (1) “the who of mineness,” (2) “the who of Befindlichkeit,” and (3) “the who of identity.” These aspects all belong together. But their differentiation can allow us to see more clearly that Arendt neither (ad 1) believes in action without spontaneity, nor (ad 2) in spontaneity without actualization in plural existence and thus appearance, nor (ad 3) in identities (“essences”) that would be independent of this process. Hence, any reduction of one aspect to another would miss an important point in this integrated whole. One could also speak abstractly of layers of the self, which imply a certain conditionality, but become actualized only together.

(Ad 1) As for the first aspect, it must be clear that Arendt is quite some distance from arguing for a “substantial subject” or a “worldless ego.” What she holds onto, however, is the mineness of subjectivity, a basic “selfness” in the sense that my toothache is “mine” and not anyone else’s, nor just something floating around somewhere in the room. “Mineness” neither designates the content of an experience nor its full-fledged bearer, but rather describes how—i.e. in which form—experience occurs. As such, it cannot be constructed as a product of socialization or narratives (Zahavi 2014: 22). Rather, it is the condition for acquiring an identity through a “struggle for distinction” or narratives. Thus, it is also the condition of the possibility of real plurality. To repeat: Phenomenologically, there is no theory of intersubjectivity without subjectivity. Mineness is an irreducible beginning in the sense that its perspectivity cannot be derived from anything or anywhere else.10 It is thus also the place of an emergence of spontaneity, which is actualized in responding to the world and to others.

(Ad 2) The second aspect is reminiscent of the fact that the who of mineness is not a theoretical entity. It exists; it has its way of existing, its unique how. Arendt emphasizes that this how of existing is not primarily a way in which Dasein is given to itself (in the disclosing mode of Befindlichkeit), but rather a way in which Dasein is given to others. As Dasein is in the world and appears before others, its how appears at the same time in the form of the “daimon.” Yet, despite Arendt’s hints, this can neither be spelled out nor even be “discovered” as an antecedent identity or essence. What is “unchangeable” about it, actually “remains mute” (HC 211). Rather, it is the uniqueness of the “who” translated into existential terms, i.e. into a common actualization without being reified. Husserl, Scheler, and Merleau-Ponty would have described this as the unique and individual “style” of a person—including her bodily presence.

(Ad 3) Finally, the third aspect addresses the question of identity (identity construction, identity politics etc.). I would like to argue that the debates on whether the “agonal” or the “narrative” are more important for Arendt belong to this sphere only. I also believe that they can be reconciled, with the performative having a certain priority. All three aspects of the “who” are actualized at the same time: The “who” manifests itself as a “how” in action and speech; it does so only together with others; and within this process it struggles for identity, also in a narrative sense. As a whole, this is a performative process that keeps its moment of alterity: On the one hand, the intangible who, which is neither to be fixed as an identity nor produced by sociocultural processes, emerges from this process as a distinct who with a story. On the other hand, this distinct who keeps its inscrutability in being the uncontrollable source of its performativity. Arendt thus advocates a model of identity in action, in the performative, which may turn into a narrative. This is what Bonnie Honig also emphasizes when she defends the connection between performativity and agonism: It “resists the attractions of expressivism” and “eschews the complacent familiarities of the what-ness of subjectivity” for the sake of “the self as a complex site of multiplicity whose identities are always performatively produced” (Honig 1995a: 149). Instead of defining agonism in pre-modern terms as “a site of classical heroic individualism” as opposed to a modern model of associationism, like Ben-habib does, Honig (1995a: 157) shows that Arendt resignifies “agonism as a practice of concerted action”:



The agonal passion for distinction, which so moved Arendt’s theoretical account, may also be read as a struggle for individuation, for emergence as a distinct self: in Arendt’s terms, a “who” rather than a “what,” a self possessed not of fame, per se, but of individuality, a self that is never exhausted by the (sociological, psychological, and juridical) categories that seek to define and fix it.… This process of individuation is not for an audience though any set of actions or performances may be witnessed by one. It is for the self who in concert with others like herself gains individuation, and for others who are enabled to do the same by way of these shared, if always conflicted, practices of support and struggle.

(Honig 1995a: 149f.)




In arguing this way, Honig opens up the possibility for distinction by the interruption of practices. In this regard she gives a less harmonious account than Benhabib, whose narrative and deliberative practices exhibit a tendency towards consensus and avoiding struggle and dissent. Honig’s emphasis on the event of “struggle” that is “action in concert” and on the public realm as the “space of performativity” (Honig 1995a: 141) seems closer to the Arendtian spirit—and does not at all exclude what Benhabib tries to capture with the narrative dimension of action. It is therefore not necessary to separate two models of action. And—this counts for both Benhabib and Honig—it is also not necessary to fear Arendt’s insistence on the “uniqueness of the who,” as if this were automatically something like a substantial, antecedent essence of the self. Dasein is energeia and mineness. Hence, not the who itself (which is not multiple) but the who’s identity (which can be multiple) is a—never fixed—product of performativity, narration, and sociocultural codes.






Judging

Judging, finally, is the third distinguished activity that actualizes plurality. Its analysis will give us a third corresponding answer to the question of how this actualization takes place and what kind of meaning-space is created by it. To conceive of judging in direct connection with speaking and acting is not a very common move in interpretations of Arendt’s work. Plurality is usually connected only to acting and speaking (according to HC), whereas judging is instead read in the context of LM, Arendt’s involvement with the Eichmann-case, her anti-teleological conception of history, and her self-conception as a theoretician and non-involved commentator (cf. the collected essays in Beiner and Nedelsky 2001, Beiner 1992, Passerin d’Entrèves 2000). Most of the debate, therefore, concentrates on the issue of political judgment and its moral implications to which Arendt, despite all criticisms, has made an important contribution. As in the previous chapters, I will offer an alternative reading to these well-elaborated political perspectives. According to my assumption that only a thorough analysis of the phenomenon of actualized plurality can elucidate what Arendt means by “the political,” I will pursue a reading that locates judgment within the unfolding of this phenomenon: In speech, we discover a basic “background-we” before which the Gestalt of the “who” appears. This also comes to pass on the second, intensified level of action and interaction with others. Judging now forms a third level that lifts the whole event to another dimension: that of spectators who watch and judge the happenings. On the one hand, the space of visibility I elaborated on above becomes a qualified space through this activity, since public events are assessed, evaluated, and considered from different angles; on the other hand, the otherwise futile happenings of action and speech are extended, consolidated, and amplified by the judgment of the spectators. This involves a temporal as well as an institutional dimension, since the public can be sustained only if people actively engage in a common (but not necessarily consensual) constitution of meaning. Judging thus makes the topology or architectonics of the space of plurality complete. It builds on the other two activities of speech and action, and, like them, represents a peculiar interwovenness of the conditions of natality and plurality.

Beyond that, the theme of judgment allows for the introduction of some issues that will also play a role in the last chapter of this book. I want to claim that by reinterpreting the Kantian notion of reflective judgment, Arendt advances her own mode of validity, one that is suitable for the space of actualized plurality. Arendt’s specific achievement lies in how, by taking up Kant phenomenologically, she establishes a mode of pluralistic reason that includes affectivity and the intersubjective justification of judgments. This mode has not yet been given enough attention in phenomenology and can be made useful for phenomenological ethics in general. Furthermore, the world-building and meaning-endowing aspects of judgment are also relevant to a more specific ethics of actualized plurality. In the present sub-chapter, I will first expound upon how the background of Kantian themes serves a foil in Arendt’s conception of judgment and I will then shed light on Arendt’s phenomenological appropriation and translation of Kant into the space of appearances.


General Themes and Specific Kantian Topics in Arendt’s Conception of Judgment

Judging, or more specifically, reflective judgment was the very faculty of the mind in which Arendt trusted, not only as her own strength but also as a crucial theoretical discovery by Kant, whom she takes to be the first “major thinker” for whom “this faculty bec[a]me a major topic” (LK 4). Arendt not only credits Kant with this; she also regards him as one of the very few thinkers of plurality (LM 96), who recognized the pleasure that we take in exercising our freedom of judgment together, an activity that can make us feel “at home in the world” (Arendt 1994c: 308; cf. also Arendt 1994c: 323; LK 65, 76; LM 59, 70 and Beiner 1992: 155, note 149). Arendt’s interest in Kant’s Critique of Judgment and his political philosophy becomes an explicit topic in her late writings, of which we have only fragments and outlines from lectures.11 It is a selective and sometimes idiosyncratic interpretation. As with her other readings of philosophers, one should not judge it by its scholarly accuracy, but rather try to find out what it tells us about Arendt’s own theoretical mindset. Her highly original but also adventurous thesis that Kant never actually wrote a political philosophy, but gave hints to it in his Critique of (aesthetic) Judgment, should hence be mainly regarded as the key to where Arendt herself sees her conception of “the political” anticipated in Kant.12 This helps us to understand how she integrates the Kantian theory of reflective judgment into her phenomenology of plurality.

The relevant key concepts that we can take from Kant (2000: §§1–22, §§30–40, §§55–58) are the following: For Kant, aesthetic judgment is reflective judgment. Reflective judgment does not subsume the given particular under an established rule, like, by contrast, determining judgment does (e.g. “This is a table.”). Instead, it reflects on the particular as an exemplary for a rule yet to be found. Kant presents aesthetic judgment as a peculiar practice that can neither be reduced to objective judgments (which are either true or false) nor to simple statements about our sensations (e.g. “This is agreeable.”). For Kant, judging the beauty of an object does not concern recognizing any properties that would make it beautiful—that would be a determining, objective judgment. It is judging the feeling of pleasure of the subject with respect to the appearing object. However, this does not mean that we simply report our private feelings and sensations: “I like blue.”—“I like yellow.”/“I like spinach.”—“I like peas.” In aesthetic judgment, much more is involved. Kant elaborates upon this in his “Analytic of the Beautiful” (§§1–22). Aesthetic pleasure is not something immediate like sensuous pleasure, but distanced and “disinterested pleasure” (interesseloses Wohlge-fallen) that takes no direct interest in the existence of the object. Also, this special sort of pleasure is not simply a passive response, but demands an active involvement of our mental capacities. By the operations of reflection and imagination we engage in the active process of aesthetic judgment in which we distance ourselves from our purely private conditions of passive response (Privatbedingungen) and view the given object from a standpoint of “enlarged mentality” (erweiterte Denkungsart). This means that we take into account different standpoints, different perspectives, and different angles and thereby put our judgment to the test, modify, and question it. This is what makes our aesthetic judgment so different from mere reports of our mental or sensory states: aesthetic judgment makes a claim on inter-subjective validity. What Kant very closely observes is that we care about the validity of our aesthetic judgments. We take a normative stance on them in that we imply that others should consent to them. (Nobody would make such a normative claim for mere sensory responses: “You should not find oysters tasteful!”). Yet the peculiar thing is that this claim on validity is not verifiable or provable by arguments as happens with objective claims to validity, since it concerns only the feeling of the subject. This feeling, says Kant, nevertheless claims “subjective universality” (subjektive Allgemeingültigkeit). We thus appeal to something that is not objective and therefore not objectively provable, but something that is common to us in a subjective or, rather, intersubjective way. This appeal to something intersubjectively common is not empirical but normative—it is more an appeal to something that should be common to us than to something that factually is common to us (cf. Ginsborg 1991: 309). This normative commonality is called sensus communis by Kant. On the one hand, we have to appeal to it to make our aesthetic judgments; on the other hand, aesthetic discourse itself endows and actualizes it precisely in the appeal to it.

Kant’s transcendental argument is that aesthetic judgments are possible because what remains after we have stripped ourselves from our private conditions is the “free interplay” of the faculties of the mind: the understanding and the imagination, all of which are common to us. What does this mean? In our active reception, the aesthetic object “quickens” (belebt) the faculties of our mind without leading to a judgment that would subsume the particular object under determinant concepts. From this it follows that the interplay of the faculties and the judgment “This is beautiful” is free: This statement of freedom does not determine a result and does not say anything about the property of an object, but rather reports that the object entertains the faculties of my mind: it “occasions much thinking,” as Kant (2000: §49, 192/B 193) puts it. (By contrast, the judgment “This bottle is blue” contains no “free play,” but only subsumption.) This gives us the peculiar feeling of aesthetic pleasure that is, first of all, a pleasure in the communicability of this pleasure itself, since it is not rooted only in our private sensibility (Ginsborg 1991, 300–303). However, I can never know if I have really achieved this subjective universality, since the pleasure I feel is the only possible “symptom” of this universality—and subjective pleasure obviously can never be a mode of knowledge, except about myself. Thus, the only way to find out is to put my judgment to the test in intersubjective discourse and entice others to consent to it (ansinnen).

To this complicated structure of (1) a normative claim that I cannot prove (but only discuss), (2) my pleasure as a self-referential indication for that claim (since it is the pleasure in the communicability of my pleasure that is the ground of my aesthetic judgment), and (3) a sensus communis that is established by appealing to it. Kant adds (4) the transcendental principle of “purposiveness without purpose” (Zweckmäßigkeit ohne Zweck), through the aid of which reflective judgment takes on its particularly reflective character. This principle is in play in aesthetic experience, insofar it seems as if the object were there to induce pleasure in me and quicken my mental faculties. This makes us feel “at home” in the world and with others, even if an objective purpose is not to be discovered. Rather, it is an experience of meaning—the meaningfulness of the world, myself, and our harmonic correspondence. For Kant, the meaningful experience of the beautiful points to a possible reconciliation of the realm of freedom and the realm of nature, since it could hint to a common ground of both that remains hidden to us. He claims that only humans, i.e. beings that possess reason and receptive senses, can experience the beautiful, since without receptivity, there would be nothing particular to judge, and without the faculties of the mind, there would be no possibility of distancing oneself form one’s private sensibility. Last but not least, Kant insists that we are free in a very pure and special sense when we perform aesthetic judgments: neither are we compelled by objective necessity, like in epistemic judgments; nor are we restricted to the privacy of our feelings when we are simply affected by something; nor are we coerced by practical reason when we ought to obey to the categorical imperative in our moral judgments.13 The freedom that we exercise in aesthetic judgment is thus the only absolutely independent practice—what reflectively pleases or displeases us is truly our very own affair, an affair of a community of judges.

For understanding Arendt’s reception of these themes, it is helpful to have in mind that at the time when she elaborated on judgment she had already developed a full account of how an actualization of plurality comes to pass, which she could map onto the Kantian theory of reflective judgment. Beyond that, Kant’s considerations offered an excellent possibility for Arendt to reflect on the position of the spectator, a topic that intrinsically belongs to the space of actualized plurality and that became of increasing interest to her. Arendt portrays Kant as the thinker of publicity, communicability, and enlarged mentality—as the Weltbürger (cosmopolitan) qua Weltbetrachter (world-beholder) and enthusiast commentator of the French Revolution. She elaborates on three crucial perspectives Kant takes on in considering the affairs of men (LK 26f.): (1) that of “the human species and its progress,” (2) that of “man as a moral being and an end in himself” (LK 26) and (3) that of “men in the plural… whose true ‘end’ is… sociability” (LK 26). As Arendt demonstrates, Kant runs into a “contradiction” (LK 77) with the first two perspectives when trying to judge political and historical phenomena:



Infinite Progress is the law of the human species; at the same time, man’s dignity demands that he be seen (every single one of us) in his particularity.… In other words, the very idea of progress… contradicts Kant’s notion of man’s dignity.

(LK 77)




For a solution to this impasse, Arendt proposes that it might be wise to go back to the third Kantian perspective, suggesting that Kant’s most thorough-going approach to “men in the plural” and “sociability” occurs in his analyses on reflective judgment in the third Critique. There Kant argues that we need the faculty of judgment to deal with “the particular, whether a fact of nature or an event of history” and, furthermore, that “sociability of men [is] the condition of the functioning of this faculty” (LK 14). Judgment is thus a form of actualized plurality. And it is free in the distinguished sense of neither being coerced by the teleological nor by the moral perspective. This can resolve the contradiction between the first two principles, since this sort of judgment can secure, against the logic of the law of progress, the dignity of those who have acted without success. Beyond that, the practice of judgment itself is community-endowing, creating a community of judges that expands over the world in a cosmopolitan manner to enlarge communicability as much as possible: “[T]he larger the scope of those to whom one can communicate, the greater is the worth of the object” (LK 74). Hence, the space of plurality would not be limited to actors in their respective visibility-spaces anymore, but could be the space of a world-public (Weltöffentlichkeit) (LK 75f.). Given this approach, Arendt takes interest in Kant’s theory of reflective judgment for four main reasons:



	(1) With Kant, judgment can be seen as an activity of a world-beholder (Weltbetrachter), a partaker in plurality, and not a detached philosopher: “The withdrawal of judgment is obviously very different from the withdrawal of the philosopher. It does not leave the world of appearances but retires from active involvement in it to a privileged position in order to contemplate the whole” (LM 94). In contrast to the philosopher who produces a distanced, de-sensed and singular world-interpretation, the spectator endows the world with meaning that allows for a humane and plural form. Furthermore, it is not the idea of progress in history that speaks its merciless verdict, but the community of judges who take single historical events into account and judge them in complete freedom. Therefore, the spectators occupy an important, even “privileged” place in the actualization of plurality, since together they stabilize the space of appearances. Note that spectators, just like actors “exist only in the plural” (LK 62) and also need that plural: “Without judgments by which to render our world intelligible, the space of appearances would simply collapse” (LK 101). And not only this: Only with and by judgment, we can finally find pleasure in our freedom, since it is pleasure that is the ground of our free judgment.

	(2) The activity of judgment involves a procedure of distancing oneself from a standpoint shaped only by private interests. Instead, one’s standpoint is “enlarged” by taking other perspectives into account. This does not amount to an addition of different private interests, but to a purification and generalization of my judgment, which therefore will be all the more communicable to other people. Reflective judgment wants to be public—it needs the idea of others’ perspectives to be formed, and the reality of others to be received. Judgment is thus always autonomous judgment in a community.

	(3) This entails a special form of validity, which is not objective, but rather, intersubjective validity. The affairs of humanity and the judgments that refer to them do not allow for truth claims like purely theoretical or empirical issues. In order to remain true to the principle of plurality, such judgments are never a mode of knowledge, but a mode of communication and discussion.

	(4)Finally, actualizing plurality through the activity of judgment implies the establishment of a sensus communis. This is not a factical commonality but a normative one, one we should have. It is an appeal to building and sharing an intersubjective texture, a web of relationships.




To sum up: A world of sensuous phenomena, regarded in their uniqueness of appearance, judged by subjects engaged in an intersubjective discourse, where questions of validity do not aim towards an absolute truth, but a sensus communis that becomes all the more developed as it is called upon—this is the Kantian point of departure that gives Arendt the opportunity to conceptualize the last of the three activities that actualize plurality in a distinguished way.




Arendt’s Phenomenological Translation of Kant’s Theory of Judgment Into the Space of Appearances

Like spontaneity, Arendt also translates reflective judgment into the space of appearances. She thereby completes her phenomenological conception of a worldly space that is distinctively constituted by plural perspectives. While spontaneity was captured in the appearance-modes of actualization and withdrawal that allowed for a new beginning in a plural web of relationships, judgment takes the part of a deliberate articulation of perspectivity with respect to a worldly communality. If it can be conceded that “Arendt was always a Kantian” (Benhabib in Pauer-Studer 2003: 39), it must be emphasized that Arendt’s Kant is very different from the Habermasian Kant. Plurality for Arendt is not a rationally discursive principle, an embodiment of communicative reason, but rather an appearing phenomenological plurality. Her Kantian heritage does not focus on principles produced by or deducted from reason, but on the phenomenal world that Kant had especially been attentive to in the third Critique.

Arendt’s accomplishment of translating Kant’s reflective judgment into a phenomenological framework consists in the following features: Reflective judgment, both in Arendt’s and Kant’s view, is judgment of the appearance of a particular thing or event. But while, for Kant, this judgment is made possible through the common structure of our mental faculties that come to the fore when we abstract from all empirical and private conditions (this is the transcendental argument), for Arendt, it is possible because of the fundamental fact of plurality, i.e. of plural, irreducible perspectives on a common world. What we thus have in common, according to Arendt, is not primarily a “structure” that is the same for everyone, but a common world. This is also how Arendt avoids an outdated conception of monological reason, as she has received criticism for by proponents from the Frankfurt School (Wellmer 2006, Benhabib 2006, Habermas 2006). What she undertakes is instead a genuine transposition of Kant’s theory by understanding his notion of “subjective universality” as intersubjectivity, as in-between subjects and not as the multiplication of one structure for many subjects.14 This transformation concurs with the phenomenological tradition’s task of reformulating Kant’s transcendental philosophy as an intersubjective constitution of, and embeddedness in, a common world (cf. Hua VI/Husserl 1970: §§28–32). If Arendt thus in any way “detranscendentalizes Kant,” as Ronald Beiner (2001: 96) suggests, she does so in a phenomenological way that keeps in play transcendental, i.e. conditioning elements, namely plural perspectives.

Hence, the most interesting feature of this newly situated mode of reflective judgment is how Arendt conceives of its dependence on plurality. This is reflected in the techniques by which it is achieved as well as in its special mode of intersubjective validity. I called her phenomenological translation of reflective judgment a deliberate articulation of perspectivity with respect to a worldly commonality. For Kant, the articulation of aesthetic judgment is more about “subjective universality” than it is about reflected perspectivity, since the perspective, being “empirical,” is rather that which should be abandoned or at least ignored in the process of reflection. For Arendt, in contrast, it is precisely perspective in the plural that is the condition of the possibility of judgment. Therefore, she puts a much stronger emphasis on Kant’s technique of “enlarging mentality” than on his transcendental argument of shared mental faculties. Enlarging mentality is of special interest to Arendt because it is a technique or practice that maintains the first-person perspective’s autonomy and spontaneity, and at the same time takes into account the plurality of perspectives. Put in Arendtian terms, this indicates that natality and plurality are again interwoven conditions for judging, like they are in the cases of acting and speaking.

Enlarged mentality is not empathy or sympathy (BPF 241). It is not about understanding what others feel or think, which would then influence my judgment. Rather, it deals with the question what it would be like if I were in each of their positions and had to judge. The picture that emerges is thus not one that includes or accumulates the other’s opinions, but one that forms mine (autonomously) by “othering” my standpoint. Would I judge equally if I were in that position and still claim that my judgment is valid, i.e. communicable to many? Or would nobody find it comprehensible that I took such a stance? Arendt calls this “representative thinking”:



I form an opinion by considering a different issue from different viewpoints, by making present to my mind the standpoints of those who are absent; that is, I represent them. This process of representation does not blindly adopt the actual views of those who stand somewhere else, and hence look upon the world from a different perspective; this is a question neither of empathy, as though I tried to be or feel like somebody else, nor of counting noses and joining a majority but of being and thinking my own identity where actually I am not. The more people’s standpoints I have present in my mind while I am pondering a given issue, and the better I can imagine how I would feel and think if I were in their place, the stronger will be my capacity for representative thinking and the more valid my final conclusions, my opinion.

(BPF 241)




To use a metaphor, one could compare enlarging one’s mentality to what happens if one wanders through a landscape or a city; in doing so, one acquires a picture and impression of it from changing perspectives. This is different from just viewing the city or landscape from the window of my house (which would be a private, subjective perspective), or judging it by examining a map (which would be an objective, neutral perspective, a view from “a bird’s eye”). It’s also different from understanding how it appears to other people (which would be empathy). It is always me who judges—but I move. To get back from the metaphor: What is it that phenomenologically enables me to make this “movement” to other standpoints, which is a movement of imagination? It requires that, in the first place, I have experienced something like another standpoint, an alter ego, which means that others are real for me. At the same time, it requires that I transcend my individual limitations in the form of an “If I were there”: “[T]his enlarged way of thinking… cannot function in strict isolation or solitude; it needs the presence of others ‘in whose place’ it must think, whose perspectives it must take into consideration, and without whom it never has the opportunity to operate at all” (BPF 220f.). How can this “enlarged” way of looking at things—as me, but from multiple perspectives—acquire intersubjective validity? Trying to make my judgment more valid means trying to make it more communicable. This not only implies that we share a world of objects and events to judge. It means that we confirm that we relate to the same world, in ways about which we can communicate, which we can understand. “Enticing the consent” of others (ansinnen) keeps the process of communication and world-building going. Plurality, as we have seen, is therefore not only a primary condition for enlarged thinking, and thereby actualized in reflective judgment; the validity-claim of such a judgment, which can never be absolute, actualizes plurality a second time—precisely because it is a “validity in dispute.” Debate therefore continues and further stimulates plurality. Furthermore, I have to encourage as many people as possible to judge as well, since my judgment “is not valid for those who do not judge or for those who are not members of the public realm where the objects of judgment appear” (BPF 221). A strong mode of sociability and expansion of the political and public world is thus implied in the acquisition of validity for my judgments: “Judging is one, if not the most, important activity in which this sharing-the-world-with others comes to pass” (BPF 221).

Finally, it is not only the world-building aspect that is of interest to Arendt. She also points to a phenomenon in the actualization of taste that refers once more to the disclosure of the “who” and, thus, the possibility of friendship:



We all know very well how quickly people recognize each other, and how unequivocally they can feel that they belong to each other, when they discover kinship in questions of what pleases and displeases. From the viewpoint of this common experience, it is as though taste decides not only how the world is to look, but also who belongs together in it.… Wherever people judge the things of the world that are common to them, there is more implied in their judgments than these things. By his manner of judging, the person discloses to an extent also himself, what kind of person he is, and this disclosure, which is involuntary, gains in validity to the degree that it has liberated itself from merely individual idiosyncrasies.

(BPF 223)




The freedom to develop my own view on the world, which is not determined by my needs, but by taking a stance from an enlarged perspective, discloses who I am. This connects me with people who share even more with me than this world—they share views on the world with me. The activity of judgment thus contains manifold possibilities of making experiences of meaning. This is Arendt’s final translation of Kantian elements into a phenomenological framework: Kant’s “purposiveness without purpose” is reconceptualized as meaningful experience, which can make us feel “at home” in the world: taking pleasure in exercising our freedom to judge, finding company in it, sharing a world with others. The estranged situation of modern existence that we recall from EX is thereby actively confronted. Instead of conjuring up the failure of thought before existence, Arendt has now found a much more elaborate strategic focus: the common exercise of an activity. It is actualizing plurality in all of its forms, speaking, acting, and judging, that constitutes Arendt’s answer to the challenge of modernity and that successfully articulates her early Kantian inspiration concerning the freedom and dignity of humanity. In the exercise of judgment, we experience the freedom of taking a perspective that is not imposed on us by the laws of nature or history. Consequently, we can restore dignity to those whose actions and stories have been destroyed and swallowed up by the relentless course of those laws.






Authentic and Inauthentic Forms of the “Plural We”

It is through the activities of speech, action, and judgment that Arendt characterizes the emergence of actualized plurality, which consists in a certain togetherness (Miteinander) of a “we,” revealing unique “whos.” I would now like to put a final focus on the “we” that is constituted in these activities. In the recent years, the “we” has been an emerging topic in phenomenology, both in dialogue with approaches in social ontology (cf. Schmid 2009, 2012, 2014) and developmental theories (Zahavi 2014), as well as in the return to the rich tradition that a phenomenology of sociality has to offer (Szanto and Moran 2016, Salice and Schmid 2016). An Arendtian approach again introduces a political perspective into these debates, one that explicitly assesses different formations of the “we.” This is done according to one main criterion: to the extent that plurality is realized in the respective we-mode. Considering Arendt’s remarks in HC, different activities form different modes of “we,” as well as states in which a possible plural “we” is either absorbed, obstructed, or destroyed. This is most obvious in her famous analyses of the activity-modes of “labor” and “work” as well as in her critical assessments of the modern age, totalitarianism, and consumerist mass society. Accordingly, Arendt can be read as arguing for a specific development of a “we” that allows for a distinctly human and humane existence. This, of course, is a normatively loaded view, derived from her critical political perspective. On the other hand, it involves a strong thesis concerning the constitution, the reality, and the nature of a “we”: what actually is a “real we” and what is not, as well as a thesis as to how the “we” comes about. For Arendt, an authentic form of “we” does not dissolve the uniqueness of each “I.” Quite the contrary, it is the necessary medium of their distinct articulation and appearance. The fully developed and most authentic form of “we” is thus the fully developed and most authentic form of “I” and vice versa. Therefore, the highest possible form of a we-community is that which is dedicated to this task—which Arendt calls “the political”—or, at least, which is aware of its vital importance for a human community.

As for the more technical questions that dominate the current debate, I strongly assume that Arendt would be critical of a methodological individualism à la John Searle (2002), where the “we” is constituted by we-intentions that arise in single minds only. For Arendt, the “we” is not so much of a miracle provoking the question as to how it can be composed of “single minds”—as I have shown in the earlier chapters of this book, Arendt is much too anti-Cartesian and her conception of subjectivity much too worldly to reduce the “we” to a product of the mind. Rather, her overall approach suggests that she would tackle the issue by focusing on the actualizations that occur in common activities and by taking the perspective of the participant who experiences a “we”—not as an object of experience but as a subject of experience in the course of an activity. Therefore, also the second proposal in the debates, a normative account of the “we” that is defined by individual commitments giving rise to group persons (Rovane 2012), would probably be too un-experiential and too rationally constructed for Arendt’s taste. As happens with everything else, the “we” for Arendt is neither constituted by a common telos nor by a common intention but by appearance, experience, and actualization. At least as far as the two latter elements are concerned, this converges with the phenomenological account that has been formulated by David Carr (1986) and recently supported by Dan Zahavi (2014: 243f.). It proposes that “we-intentionality has no single owner (neither an individual nor a group-mind), but is rather something that emerges in and is maintained by the interaction of the participating individuals” (Zahavi 2014: 244). The “we” is hence a common subject that is constituted in the flow of a common activity and that exists only in such a flow. The complex structure that such an experience of a “we” involves, me experiencing that you are part of our activity and vice versa, results in a relational multi-perspectivism of the first and second person that cannot be attributed to a single subject anymore, but only to a plural one. Carr’s account is thus relational as well as irreducible to single perspectives (Zahavi 2014: 244)—and I think that Arendt could agree with this.

What makes her account special, now, is how she interlaces the constitutive elements of the “we” with evaluative stances. This is done by elaborating authentic and inauthentic forms of the “we” on different levels: (1) First, I will look at her activity-based account, which pays attention to the respective space of meaning that each of the basic activities creates, forming a respective “we,” or merging the participants of an activity into a greater whole. (2) The second aspect to be considered is visibility. Some activities call for a certain visibility in order for their emerging “we-s” to be performed, others do not. (3) Finally, authenticity does not depend only on the respective activity and visibility, but also on how the activity is realized, which can take a corrupted form or a form that enhances itself and its participants. (4) This takes us to the characterization of the distinct form of the political in which Arendt sees the highest possible realization of the “we” as well as of each and every “I.” I will elaborate on this plural “we” in terms of its stronger and weaker forms as well as its closer and wider aspects. In their interplay, they constitute the architecture of the political realm. (5) As a contrast to this, I briefly turn to the only other two social forms that Arendt regards as genuine ways of authentic being—love and friendship—although they are not political, not public, and do not even form a “we” but rather an “I-Thou”-relation as they reveal unique “whos.” (6) Lastly, the question needs to be asked as to how the established normative stance of realizing a plural “we” is justified. This will lead us to the last chapter on an ethics of actualized plurality (Chapter 6).

(Ad 1) As I have demonstrated in the last subchapters, speaking, acting, and judging are the central political activities. In contrast to these forms of “we” that allow for the “whos” to appear, there are also, as Arendt shows with great insistence, other forms of the “we” that can form strong groups, but tend to diminish the uniqueness of the subjectivities involved. This marks a differentiation between authentic and inauthentic forms of “we.” Where “anonymous interest”—e.g. the logic of production and consumption, or the necessities of the life-process—dominates, the “we” assumes an “inauthentic” form. It becomes deformed, because these perspectives tend to subordinate people to the structure of one organism, apprehending them only in terms of their sameness and not in terms of their respective distinctness. Arendt’s claim of inauthenticity and deformation of the “we” has plausible reasons: For, how can one organism speak in the first-person plural? The “we” that would be uttered here is, in fact, only one voice, instead of a plurality, constituted by singularities. Or, as Arendt puts it: “this unitedness of many into one is basically antipolitical”15 (HC 214), i.e. it is not a form of actualized plurality. Arendt’s preferred example for a “we” emerging through such a unifying activity is the “labor gang” (Arbeitstrupp [VA 271]). In the following quote, we can clearly understand her argument as to why the togetherness in laboring actually yields a fake “we”: because what is, in fact, experienced in the coordinated movement of laboring together is the simultaneous presence of a multiple sameness merged into one body, and not a “we” that would be essentially constituted by distinctness. To the contrary, any sort of individuality diverging from the common movement has to be suppressed in order for the laboring process to function. This leads to a “loss of all awareness of individuality and identity.” Nevertheless, Arendt insists that the laborer is eventually always inflicted with a certain loneliness, precisely because the coordinated movement is not an inter-action. Arendt characterizes laboring as:



an activity in which man is neither together with the world nor with other people, but alone with his body, facing the naked necessity to keep himself alive. To be sure, he too lives in the presence of and together with others, but this togetherness has none of the distinctive marks of true plurality. It does not consist in the purposeful combination of different skills and callings as in the case of workmanship (let alone in the relationships between unique persons), but exists in the multiplication of specimens which are fundamentally all alike because they are what they are as mere living organisms.

It is indeed in the nature of laboring to bring men together in the form of a labor gang where any number of individuals “labor together as though they were one,” and in this sense togetherness may permeate laboring even more intimately than any other activity. But this “collective nature of labor,” far from establishing a recognizable, identifiable reality for each member of the labor gang, requires on the contrary the actual loss of all awareness of individuality and identity; and it is for this reason that all those “values” which derive from laboring, beyond its obvious function in the life process, are entirely “social” and essentially not different from the additional pleasure derived from eating and drinking in company.

(HC 212f.)




Joint activities that belong to the logic of life and the body (like exercising, or being engaged in rhythmically organized labor processes) have the force of merging the members who engage in it. This “eases labor’s toil and trouble” (HC 214) and can also be a source of pleasure. Arendt does not deny this; but it is clear that she does not value these activities and their correlated “we-s” as high as “we”-groups emerging from activities directed at the common world, simply because they do not seize the human possibility for activating and showing their distinctness in being together. Their “we” is derived from sameness and not from the real ontological root, which allows for a “we” in the first place: distinctness. This establishes a certain “ranking” of the different modes of intersubjectivity according to the different logics of life (labor), worldliness (work), and plurality (action/speech). The activity of working takes a position between the “antipolitical” merging force of labor and the “pluralizing” mode of speaking/acting/judging. Its middle position, however, can be clarified only by also turning to the second criterion of “visibility.” From the viewpoint of the activity only, Arendt claims that even as a joint project, working is also not an interaction between persons qua persons, but focused on the fruition of the product. It is guided by a common object, an idea (in the original sense of the term) to be realized, but not by addressing each other. Therefore, Arendt calls “the isolation from others” a “necessary prerequisite” for the activity of work (HC 212). What becomes clear here is that it is primarily the basic intentionality of the respective activities that is constitutive for the “we” that emerges from them. While labor is directed at and finally incorporated by the circularity of the life-process, work’s intentionality is directed at the object. The we-mode in which these activities can be carried out does not change their basic intentionalities, even if a certain coordination and complex awareness of the “others doing this with me” is certainly necessary. Therefore, only merged or jointly focused forms of “we” result from the activities of laboring or working. However, a real “we” for Arendt—one that thematizes itself intentionally—can emerge only in the original intention of addressing each other.

(Ad 2) Since the reality of the “we” as well as of the personal “I” is a matter of public appearance and not of something going on in our heads, visibility is crucial. A real “we” can thus be sustained only by a space of appearance. Joint forces in labor and work do not need the public space because they are united by something else: a common movement, a common purpose. However, a “we” that emerges from addressing each other directly has no other point of orientation than the appearance of the words and actions of others. This is why actualized plurality needs the visibility of an in-between. To get back to the abovementioned point: Workmanship is characterized by Arendt only as “unpolitical” and not as “antipolitical” (like labor), because its products are visible in the world and also demand visibility: that of being displayed on the market. Through this, the activity of work “remains connected to the space of appearances in many ways,” although it is not able “to establish an autonomous public realm in which men qua men can appear” (HC 212). The social form that is constituted by the market is rather a “community of producers” (HC 210). In such a community, however, the appearance of the “who” is banned to the private realm, i.e. to the intimacy of friendship and family, while only economic interest dominates the public sphere. Consequently, a “we” emerges that is characterized by a certain “lack of relatedness to others” and by a “primary concern with exchangeable commodities,” which leads to the “frustration of the human person inherent in a community of producers and even more in commercial society” (HC 210). We can conclude that visibility is indispensable for an authentic “we” but it does not suffice as such; it must be a sort of visibility that makes the person, the “who” appear.

Even that, however, is not achieved simply by speaking, acting, and judging—the activities that make the “who” appear—but additionally requires sustained visibility. Since appearance alone is in principle evanes-cent in the vastness of space (and even more so in virtual space), its visibility is in need of what I will refer to in point (4) as one of the essential forms of actualized plurality: power.16 “Power is what keeps the public realm, the potential space of appearance between acting and speaking men, in existence” (HC 200). What is power in this specific Arendtian sense?17 It is the “we” that emerges from a constant readiness to act together, rising from an intense mode of communication and directedness at each other’s actions. Power is pure potentiality (dynamis) and thus always a “power potential and not an unchangeable, measurable, and reliable entity like force or strength” (HC 200). It is flexible, multipolar and united in ways that go beyond a common goal; rather, its unity is constituted through ongoing personal interaction and attention. It is “powerful” because each move that a member of a power group makes not merely accords with a labor-rhythm and not only achieves a telos within a working-process; rather, each such move liberates the potential of each and every other actor and gives them new room to play out that potential. How can it emerge? To paraphrase the German version of HC, power can arise only in a form of being together (Miteinander), which is close enough to keep the possibilities of action constantly open (VA 253/HC 201). In contrast to labor, which does not demand to be seen at all in order to succeed, power sustains visibility and creates further visibility. It opens up an in-between, which neither merges its participants into one, nor coordinates them according to a telos, but which liberates the creative potential of actors.

(Ad 3) Regarding political activities and power in particular, a further distinction has to be made with respect to authentic and inauthentic realizations of the “we.” This means that the emergence of a real “we” does not depend only on the activity and its visibility, but also on how it is carried out:



Power is actualized only where word and deed have not parted company, where words are not empty and deeds not brutal, where words are not used to veil intentions but to disclose realities, and deeds are not used to violate and destroy but to establish relations and create new realities.

(HC 200)




Here we can detect an implicit normativity that lies in the activities themselves: Speaking and acting have the power to disclose and to create realities. Yet of course they can be “used” as tools for other purposes. But this corruption does not result in a “we” of power because it does not enhance its own possibilities; instead, it limits and diminishes them. Violence, the pure relation of instrumentality, can destroy power, but it can never become a substitute for it (HC 202). Due to its very different intentionality, violence cannot replace the “we” of actualized plurality, which is a mode of amplification and intensification that generates even more power when it is divided (HC 201). But corruption not only occurs through a distorted intentionality and instrumental use of originally disclosing and creative acts. A realization of a plural “we” can also be distorted by the space of meaning in which its actualization takes place. Under the conditions of totalitarianism and, in a different sense, those of consumerist mass society, the dangers are high that every form of the “we” is either deformed, absorbed, or destroyed. Speech, as Arendt writes, can easily become “idle talk” (Gerede) and action can be degraded to mere accomplishment, which also constitutes a distorted “we” and obscures or abolishes the appearing “who.” As the ultimate form of this destruction—of the “we,” as well as of the “who”—Arendt singled out the concentration camps, claiming that these “institutions” systematically sought to annihilate plurality and natality. But as a political thinker she was equally skeptical with respect to the sterility of the job-holder society. With its streamlined interests, it wields only scarce and feeble capacities when it comes to forming a we-community strong enough to counter the menace of totalitarianism. Where all are “imprisoned in the subjectivity of their own singular experience, which does not cease to be singular if the same experience is multiplied innumerable times” (HC 58), there no “we” in the Arendtian sense of distinct and different experiences is possible. Although we might all stare into the same screens, this identical isolation results in powerlessness.

(Ad 4) We have listed several conditions now how Arendt conceptualizes an authentic “we,” one that answers to ontological plurality and realizes it, beyond common goals or anything else that lies outside its own actualization. These conditions consist in the directedness/intentionality of certain activities, in their visibility, and in their mode of authenticity. This does not entail, however, that the “we” of actualized plurality is always and necessarily a “group mode” in the strong sense. It also entails weaker and more basic forms that point to a certain genesis and architecture of the political space. These weaker forms create a web of relationships that form the necessary background for a stronger group-formation. Speaking, for example, constitutes a wider and lose community, which provides the prerequisite for a “who” to appear by her words and judgments; and for another “who” to contradict her; and for a community of speakers and judges to join in. Power, as I have argued with Arendt, is necessary to actualize a space of appearance. Yet what is meant here is not a particular power-group, but the wider association that holds the arena together within which different “players” can appear. These “players” struggling with one another are the visible actors on what Arendt calls the “stage of the world,” where “spectators,” i.e. the public, witness, comment on, and judge them. Here again, we have a loosely united group of spectators, from which the formation of a “stronger we” can emerge, like a community united by kinship in view. Hence, what ties the space of appearance together and keeps it actualized is the form of power that transcends particular interests and is directed at plurality itself. These stronger and weaker forms of the “we,” shaping the structure of the space of appearance, also relate to how “associationism” (Benhabib) and “agonism” (Honig, Villa) can both find their place in Arendt’s vision of actualized plurality. What is central here is that the political is characterized by a resistance to all absorptive tendencies of “society,” such as an inclusion in a certain group with a certain status. It is not these forms of recognition that the political “we” is after; instead, it creates the arena where persons qua persons can appear, where they can speak as human beings and not as “members of society” (HC 219), representing a certain group. The “who” that appears in actualized plurality potentially speaks to all. He or she speaks in public, not in private interest. The political “we” is united by this interest in the public and interest in plurality as an end in itself.

(Ad 5) With the last point, we have arrived at the highest mode of a possible “we,” which is the political qua actualized plurality. For Arendt, there seems to be only one form of human togetherness that she takes to be of equal rank. Yet this form is diametrically opposed to the political. She famously calls it not only “apolitical” but “antipolitical” and “unworldly” (HC 242). It is the relationship of love. Love is an I-Thou-relation so intensely and passionately focused on the “who” that it “destroys the in-between which relates us to and separates us from others” (HC 242). At the same time, Arendt claims that it “possesses an unequaled power of self-revelation and an unequaled clarity of vision for the disclosure of who, precisely because it is unconcerned to the point of total unworldliness with what the loved person may be, with his qualities and shortcomings no less than with his achievements, failings, and transgressions” (HC 242). At first glance, this capacity to reveal without context, story, and appearance—admittedly “one of the rarest occurrences in human lives” (HC 242)—seems to contradict or, at least, harshly call the whole phenomenological theory constructed around worldly self-appearance into question. On the other hand, however, the who that is so “clearly revealed” here, equals the correlate of a pure experience of alterity in the Levinasian sense, where Levinas would agree that engaging with alterity is something “unworldly”: Alterity is an “appearance without context,” which means that it is an appearance by virtue of itself that ruptures any context (Levinas 1969: 23). This seems to confirm that the “who” is never exhausted in narratives. Rather, its givenness remains a presence that is at the same time an absence, yet given to somebody who experiences this as a surplus. The lover devotes herself totally to this consuming experience. Furthermore, as the loving person, it is the givenness for me that counts. I encounter the other in an exclusive I-Thou-relationship, not through public or worldly appearance. In fact, I could not care less about what others think of my beloved and what place he or she occupies in the world. This is what Arendt calls the “worldlessness” of lovers. We also shouldn’t forget that she calls love a “spell,” which, in the happiest of instances, meets its end in the new in-between of its very own product: the child (HC 242).18 Love is thus, probably against its own intentions, a “world-creating faculty” (HC 242). But this is only its result—and its ending. Initially and essentially, love is a movement of withdrawal from the world and its light. Since “love, in distinction from friendship, is killed, or rather extinguished, the moment it is displayed in public” (HC 51) it is also where the private attains its highest form. Given all these characteristics, love is not constitutive of a “we.” It is a pure “I-Thou” relationship, which lacks a common, worldly point of interest and the commonality that is built around sharing a world. Lovers, typically, do not form a group nor do they open up a worldly space of visibility to appear.19 Arendt, however, is not suspicious of the love-relationship as such. What she rejects is the Christian way of politicizing love and modeling communal life according to the antipolitical relationships between the members of a family, i.e. on a corpus of sisters and brothers (HC 53f.). In her assessment, this creates an antipolitical community that destroys the public space of appearance.

The other I-Thou relationship that, in sharp contrast to love, can even be said to form a nucleus for worldly life by its own intentions, is friendship. Although it also turns to the pure “who” of the other person in “intimacy” and “closeness” (HC 243), it is additionally united through worldly points of interest, or, as we have seen, through judgments of taste. Friendship is worldly and even tends towards plural worldliness, since it can proceed from an “I-Thou” to a “we”: to a community of taste and, still wider, to a philia politiké. Arendt prefers this Aristotelian concept of “political friendship,” which she also translates as “respect,” over the Christian concept of love. Like love, philia politiké is receptive of the “who,” but allows for an in-between: “[I]t is a regard for the person from the distance that the space of the world puts between us” (HC 243). Respect is thus directed at the person and not at her qualities or achievements while keeping a distance that allows for judgment. Although friendship and respect alone cannot create the public space that is needed for a full unfolding of actualized plurality, their basis is nevertheless essential. Beyond that, friendship can remain a “haven” if the public space is destroyed (cf. Arendt 2005: 202).

(Ad 6) To sum up: Throughout this chapter we have seen that “the political” can be realized only through certain activities in certain modes (authenticity, visibility), which bear the characterization of personal “whos” appearing within a “we.” As inclusive as this may sound, it certainly implies disruptive moments—because, eventually, this is how plurality and natality appear. The “we” is thus constantly challenged, on the one hand, not to become petrified and close itself up in (a more or less suppressive) harmony; and on the other hand, not to disperse and dissolve the space of appearance. Can this be possible? And: Why should we be interested at all in actualizing plurality? Why should we not instead pursue our private interests, have our “whos” protected in privacy, our “we” solidify in a closed community, and let politics be occupied with organizing our households? Finally: Why should care for life and survival not clearly have more importance than any actualization of plurality? All of these questions are challenges. And the last one in particular is seriously troubling. It calls for an ethics of actualized plurality: one that legitimizes why the “highest mode of we” is not just a game for the bored elite and an unnecessary luxury for everyone else; and one that clarifies that ethical elements intrinsically lie within the actualization of plurality, implying that it is not just l’art pour l’art of an aesthetic politics gone wild. Arendt has made us see the “we” in a different and normatively loaded way. Now that we have thoroughly analyzed the phenomenon of actualized plurality, it is time to draw out the normative consequences that already shone through in its description.



Notes

1. English translations of this Heideggerian term vary from “state of mind” (Macquarrie/Robinson) and “attunement” (Stambaugh), all the way to “having-already-found-oneself-thereness” (Richardson) and “affectedness” (Dreyfus). I opt for the translations of “attunement” or “affective disposition,” which helps to avoid a mentalist misinterpretation; beyond that, it is important to keep in mind that Heidegger always intends an ontic as well as an ontological level with the term Befindlichkeit— so it is never just “attunement” to or passive “affectedness” by a concrete situation but indeed a disposition of feeling-oneself.

2. Heidegger also shows that with language and its common understandability (i.e. the world we grow into as we learn a language) a certain averageness (Durchschnittlichkeit) and usedness come along: “the they” or “the one” (das Man), of whom language is “the genuine bearer.” But he adds: “With a more precise apprehension of the One, you can see that it is at the same time the possibility from which a genuine being-with-one-another in determinate modes arises” (Heidegger 2009: 45).

3. For Husserl, for example, nearly the whole lifeworld appears in individual and common “purpose-form” (Hua XXXIX: 227f.).

4. By emphasizing the in-between and the exteriorization of the classic first-person perspective I focus on Arendt’s conceptualization of a genuinely political space, as opposed to the field of consciousness or to existential solipsism (as explained in Chapter 2.1). This does not mean to deny that e.g. (Arendt’s) storytelling can also involve third- and second-person elements. But what I regard to be in the center of Arendt’s transformative efforts is mapping out the concepts of the actualization of plurality itself (in storytelling, action, judgment etc.)—and not the storytelling about it. Furthermore, I do not provide a genetic theory of empathy here that sorts out, in a Husserlian manner, the different constitutional levels of how persons are able to engage with each other in action. For such a theory, the constitutional importance of the I-Thou, for example, would be crucial (cf. Zahavi 2014). However, what matters for Arendt, is what kind of constellation is relevant for the world to be shared and to gain political meaning.

5. Sartre, as is well known from the criticism of his famous essay “Existentialism is a Humanism” (2007), has a similar problem: It remains unclear why a singular existential choice ought to be universalized in a Kantian mode, as Sartre suggests (cf. Römer 2015: 322–329).

6. Cf. Hua XV: 171f., 584f., also Heinämaa (2013, 2014).

7. Cf. also note 45 in Honig (1995a: 165) naming Patricia Springborg and Wendy Brown as further theorists who raise similar accusations. Benhabib (2003: xvii) quotes Villa (1996: 55), but does so deliberately against his intentions.

8. Benhabib is well aware that Arendt’s approach cannot simply be assimilated to Habermas’s philosophy. Therefore, she uses the term narrative model of action to describe the embeddedness of Arendt’s concept of action in a web of relationships/stories as opposed to Habermas’s term communicative action, which is oriented to reaching understanding among conversation partners by means of validity claims (cf. Benhabib 2003: 125, Habermas 1984).

9. It is important to note that these are not quotes taken from Arendt (who never speaks about a manifestation of “what is interior”). Rather, these remarks should illustrate “contrasts that seem typically associated with these models” (Benhabib 2003: 125).

10. Let me add a few words here to clarify the relation between the “who” on the one hand and the first-person perspective on the other: The Arendtian “who” is a first-person perspective, but a worldly, outward one. This means that it has privileged access to its lived experiences (e.g. pain) but no privileged access to how it appears in the world (as Arendt adds, the former can be intense, but only the latter provides a feeling of reality). However, this should not create the impression that there might be one enclosed self of lived experiences and another one that appears. Instead, there is only one self that appears as it experiences—and its appearance is appearance to others, not to itself. Just like the lived body, the “who” is, at the same time, an inwardness and an outwardness. Merleau-Ponty (1968) has called this figure the “intertwining,” the different dimensions of which James Mensch (2017) has recently elaborated upon in his own work (cf. Chapter 4, note 26). Whereas the expression “who one is,” terminologically refers rather to the “who’s” outwardness, which can be constituted only by others, the term “mineness” is used to indicate its first-personal form of experiencing.

11. Arendt conceptualized “On Judging” as the third part of LM, but passed away before she could start writing it. “On Judging” should have been the “resolution to an impasse” (Beiner 1992: 89, quoting Glenn Gray), conjured up by the two preceding parts of LM, “On Thinking” and “On Willing.” In a carefully composed volume from 1982, Ronald Beiner edited Arendt’s New School Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy (LK) from 1970, which contain her main ideas on the topic of reflective judgment and therefore arguably “can offer clues to the likely direction Hannah Arendt’s thinking would have taken in this area” (Beiner, in: LK vii). Beiner (1992) added an interpretative essay to the lectures, followed by an edited volume of secondary texts dealing with Arendt’s theory of judgment in 2001 (Beiner and Nedelsky 2001). Together with Arendt’s essay “The Crisis in Culture: Its Social and its Political Significance” (BPF 197–226), these texts give us a good and critically assessed picture of what Arendt’s theory of judgment was about and what it was poised to achieve.

12. As Beiner (2001: 93) rightly notes, the various themes Arendt elaborates upon in the lectures “have not very much to do with Kant’s intellectual concerns but have everything to do with Arendt’s intellectual concerns.”

13. To be sure, Kant’s notion of practical freedom has autonomy at its heart to the effect that the categorical imperative does not “coerce” anymore. But this is possible only from the perspective of the homo noumenon, whereas Arendt defends the freedom of the homo phainomenon.

14. When using the term “intersubjectivity” in the description of Kant’s theses above, I in fact already employ this phenomenological viewpoint. Arendt also uses once in her Kant-Lectures (cf. LK 67).

15. The German version adds: “the melding of the many into a collective, thus the suspension of plurality” (VA 272).

16. I have also referred to it in an earlier part of the book (Chapter 2.3) as the “power” that pertains to the phenomenon of the “world,” which is a qualified space of visibility, contextualization, and reference that can present and hold together that which inter-est (which is in-between in the literal sense) (cf. HC 204).

17. Of course, there exist many and different conceptions of power in the history of philosophy and political theory that I cannot refer to here. My focus is to render Arendt’s concept of power understandable within a phenomenology of plurality. For a broader contemporary account cf. Saar (2010) and Forst (2015). For a comparison between Arendt’s and Foucault’s notions of power and their complementary potential cf. Allen (2002). Arendt’s famous distinction between “power” and “violence” helps to differentiate her notion of power from Nietzsche’s or Foucault’s conceptions of power as well as more simplified notions of “creative destruction”: While, for Arendt, power is always an actualization of plurality, violence is “ruled by the means-end category” (Arendt 1969: 4) and can therefore never be “productive” in a non-objectifying sense. By separating these two different intentionalities, Arendt clarifies how power and violence relate to an in-between, without denying that subjects emerge from power-relations.

18. Although this statement certainly seems somewhat heteronormative, it could also be read in a more metaphorical way designating a common, worldly project (necessarily also involving other people) instead of a biological child.

19. This, of course, does not mean that love could not become a political issue leading to group formation in order to, for example, fight for equal rights. But in this case it is not personal love for the other that unites people as a group and leads them into the public light, but rather a worldly and political issue. What Arendt has in mind, in contrast, is the (nonexistent) group-establishing power of personal love itself, which she always conceives of as an exclusive I-Thou-relation.


6
A Political Ethics of Actualized Plurality

Actualizing plurality is not per se acting morally. To the contrary, Arendt’s explicit reservations against moral philosophy1 instead indicate a certain opposition between the logic of plurality and the nature of moral principles. This has made her political theory vulnerable to criticisms concerning its lack of “moral foundations” (Benhabib 2006) or its risk of an aestheticization of politics (Beiner 1992: 137f., Kateb 2006, Wellmer 2006). Roughly speaking, the harshest accusations run along the following lines: Where the only criterion of action is its greatness (HC 205), politics results in an irresponsible game of “posturing little boys clamoring for attention” (Pitkin 1981: 338), which fails to even touch upon the really burning political and moral issues—let alone resolve them.2 In the last chapter of this study, I want to confront stronger and milder allegations like these by proposing a different approach to the problem of “moral foundations.” Again, a phenomenological take on these issues can show that it is not necessary to impose moral principles on the political sphere from outside in order to “tame” it. Rather, it makes it conceivable that ethical elements themselves are inherent within Arendt’s conception of the political qua actualized plurality. As I have done throughout the book, I will challenge criticisms inspired by the Frankfurt School with my phenomenological interpretation. At the same time, I will also implicitly counter positions at the other end of the spectrum, namely from antagonistic political philosophy, whose argumentation suggests that any ethical element introduced in the political space ruins its political nature (Laclau/Mouffe, cf. Marchart 2007: 130; Rancière 2006). Although Arendt also seems to lean in this direction, I want to show that her rejection applies only to an excessively harmonizing account of practical reasoning, but not to the ethical demands that are intrinsic in her own conception of actualized plurality. In the first subchapter (6.3), I sketch out the main guidelines of such an inherent ethics of actualized plurality, based on its own logic and its remedies of promising and forgiving, as well as on ethically relevant moments of alterity within plurality. I will show how the intrinsically required realizations of the “who” as well as of the “we” impose ethical demands on each other that result in “limiting the agon” (Villa 1996: 99, 104). In the second subchapter (6.2), I propose the fresh view that the logic of actualizing plurality is not just opposed to the ethical, moral, and justificatory demands of life, truth, and reason. Rather, the logic of actualizing plurality calls for a responsible attitude toward the urgent necessity of these concerns, also for the sake of plurality itself. Furthermore, I seek to demonstrate the ethical relevance of actualizing plurality against the menace of totalitarian politics or, currently even more troubling, a contemporary biopolitics that can answer the challenges of the global masses only with dehumanizing measures. Finally, after having paved the way for a phenomenological treatment of Arendt’s political ethics in this manner, I close (6.3) by suggesting that a dialogue between Levinas’s ethics of alterity and Arendt’s politics of plurality could be beneficial to both sides, as well as to a phenomenological political ethic in general: While with Levinas, the question of justice can be introduced into the space of the political, with Arendt, the ethical mode of being-for-the-other becomes enriched by the political potential of acting with another. In this way, alterity manifests itself within plurality in the space of appearances.


The Intrinsic Ethics of Actualized Plurality

The phenomenon of actualized plurality confronts us with intrinsic ethical demands that already arise within its phenomenological description. Although this is a topic that is more implicit in Arendt’s writings than “thematic,” the ethical implications of a theory of actualized plurality have already become visible in the broader course of my argumentation. Now I will take the opportunity to collect and relate them to each other. I call these demands and implications “ethical,” because they do not fall under the category of classic normative or moral principles that have been gained by the justificatory practices of discursive reason. Rather, they are “proto-normative” in the sense that they constitute the field of meaning where these normative questions gain relevance: Freedom, trust, and sociability as an end in itself, for example, must be experienced (and described in their experiential features) first before they can be made relevant for moral arguments.

I explicitly want to limit this final analysis to the question of an ethic of the political, i.e. an ethic that springs from actualizing plurality. A discussion of ethics that wants to live up to Arendt’s overall concerns would necessarily have to include reflections on the question of evil, on responsibility in totalitarianism, and on the silent dialogue of the soul with itself called “conscience,” which Arendt casts in opposition to political interaction and discourse with others.3 Let me briefly explain why I deliberately ignore the latter: Arendt (2003a, 2006b) shows sympathies for a Socratic morality of conscience based on our ability to think, and for the aforementioned “dialogue of the soul with itself,” which can be seen as a certain form of plurality within a solitary activity (cf. LM 181, 185). While this issue has motivated studies investigating the inner tensions between the bipolar “moral self” and plurality (Buckler 2007, Assy 2008), I regard the more promising approach to be one that does not follow Arendt’s specific separation of the political and the moral. If a phenomenology of plurality indeed provides us with a radical ontology and genealogy of the personal self as I think it does, then a separation between a private “inner” sphere of the self concerned with moral questions, and a public “outer” sphere of political interaction can be only a derivative phenomenon—but not the point of departure for an ethics that originates from the basic fact of plural existence and appearance in a shared world.

Now, as for the intrinsic ethics of actualized plurality, I aim to show that plurality has its own “logic,” which also demands and implies its own ethic. By the word “logic” I mean that actualized plurality has a certain texture and mode of functioning that structures its space and thereby conditions certain possibilities of appearance in it, possible moves within it, as well as possible truths about it. Arendt wants to elaborate upon this logic from “principles” that are derived not from lonely experiences “between me and myself,” but from “experiences which are entirely based on the presence of others” (HC 237). This methodological demand could be called typically phenomenological, since it lets the method be prescribed by the phenomenon in question. Arendt uses this method against the distorting tendencies of the modern age, which substitute making for acting (HC 220f.) and thereby force one logic into a space that actually functions according to another. In contrast to these tendencies, Arendt’s aim is to make visible the kind of world that is yielded by actualized plurality itself. Furthermore, she demonstrates the way in which it requires self-limitation and protection in order to maintain its integrity. In this context, it is important to note that plurality’s realization has inherent conditions for success that are of an ethical nature. Without being a moral action in itself, actualizing plurality is a positive phenomenon which collapses or is destroyed as soon as its conditioning elements are suppressed and do not enhance each other anymore. The reciprocally demanded realizations of the “who” and the “we” in actualized plurality thus impose mutual ethical demands on each other. For example, as we have stated in the last chapter, the “we” must not swallow the “whos,” needing to remain sensitive to alterity; on the other hand, the “who” must not make relations to other “whos” impossible, and must be willing (as we will shortly see) to promise, forgive, and trust—and thus to foster the “we.” To act like a “posturing little boy” fails to establish the relations needed for actualizing plurality. As Arendt’s writings clearly imply, “care for the world” always has to be involved for actions to be “great”—and the world one cares for is nothing else than the place of the “we” one cares for, be it an already existing or an intended “we.”

As these reflections show, the logic—and consequently also the ethic—of actualized plurality resembles that of making music together. I prefer this example to the often-used example of sports illustrating the typical “agon” (competition/contest). Although actualizing plurality also occurs in sporting events where the participants are challenged to bring out their best, to distinguish themselves, and, occasionally, to play together in a team, the rules that come with playing the game and the ultimate telos of winning indicate another rationale at work. Within the paradigm of making music together—and here I think of jazz performances and jam sessions rather than of playing ready-made music-pieces—the demand of virtuosity (BPF 154) and of breaking or reinventing the “rules” can be paired with the reciprocal demand to pay attention to the success of the performance as a whole, without necessarily producing “winners” or “losers.” The performance is only as good as each of the players are; but essentially, it is conditioned by how they play together, even if their lines run counter to each other. And while it is certainly true that the social space is not just a musical performance but instead structured by serious conflicts, the willingness to maintain a common world together (just like a common performance) is the only way to avoid conflicting parties simply wanting to annihilate each other. The basic ethic that springs from this commitment is what I would call an intrinsic ethic of actualizing plurality.

Nevertheless, the space created by action and plurality remains a turbulent and fragile space. This is why it is often endangered by efforts to bring it under principles and “logics” other than its own. Its unstable nature has either produced the wish to tame it or to replace it with something else more secure and reliable. These predicaments of the meaning-space of actualized plurality are due to at least three major factors: the “irreversibility and unpredictability” of action as well as its “boundlessness” (HC 190), “the constant influx of newcomers” (HC 9), and the non-sovereignty over the consequences of actions (HC 233). Action per se is unpredictable and irreversible (just like speech, which can also have the character of action). Because it unfolds in plurality, it develops a logic of boundlessness. Because it takes place within an initially unstable space of appearance, it can be forgotten. Its possible futility is therefore rooted both in plurality and in its appearance. At the same time, “[t]he boundlessness of action is only the other side of its tremendous capacity for establishing relationships, that is, its specific productivity” (HC 191). By means of this productivity, the web of relationships is woven. The texture of this web is composed of narratives and actualizations of relationships like power-associations, communities bound by promises, communities of judgment, friendships, opponents, etc. It is this texture qua “world” that makes visible and recognizable, that allows for weaving in one’s own thread. As mentioned in the example of music before, the criteria of distinguishing oneself and of gaining visibility are “virtuosity,” “splendor” (HC 204), and “greatness,” “because it is in its [action’s] nature to break through the commonly accepted and reach into the extraordinary” (HC 205). Arendt has been criticized for these seemingly amoral, Nietzschean, or Machiavellian criteria, which consider only “aesthetic” features and put no moral limits or rules to their appreciation. Yet this interpretation fails to recognize that phenomenologically, it would indeed be incorrect to downplay these features: in a space of appearance, they represent an inner measure. Furthermore, they do not exclude ethical considerations. Arendt ties the criterion of “greatness” to the worthiness of being remembered and, as always, to the judgment of plural perspectives. Pure violation and annihilation can never be “great” because they destroy worldly possibilities for further action instead of creating them (HC 202). Here again we have a reciprocal relation of enhancement between “great deeds” and the “world,” which also implies reciprocal ethical limits. Where the world’s order suppresses action (with all its destructive potential, which can also be renewing), it will petrify; where action destroys the common world and worldly relationships, it takes away, as it were, its own possibility of endurance and existence. Action wants to achieve the extraordinary because “everything that exists is unique and sui generis” (HC 205)—and this, as we have seen, can be mediated only in plurality. Individuality and uniqueness hence do not destroy the common world, but make it shine in different aspects.

Beyond that, the whole setup of the space of appearance is much too complex to simplify it to an agonal competition for “greatness” alone: On the one hand, it has the character of a web whose pattern can be identified only after it is woven. This makes historians and people who judge the past or distant events so vitally important for this space. On the other hand, it is interrupted by moments of alterity that make up the negative, non-objectifiable side of the pattern. Visibility is thus never total and never tells the “whole story.” The two structural elements—visibility and interruption—generate a texture that can be placed inside of a lose analogy with what Merleau-Ponty calls “sens sauvage” (“wild meaning”) in The Visible and the Invisible: According to Merleau-Ponty, there is never a stable, clear-cut situation that language merely depicts. Experience can never be fixed in just one expression, as if there were an original text that language simply mirrors. Rather, its manifold meaning is creatively exploited by living expression. In this sense, Merleau-Ponty’s project consists in “restoring a power to signify, a birth of meaning, or a wild meaning, an expression of experience by experience” (Merleau-Ponty 1968: 155). Arendt, in this analogy, conceives of the logic of actualized plurality in terms of the multiplicity of interpretation-possibilities through the multiplicity of interpreters (Taminiaux 1997: 127, Mensch 2007, Marder 2013). Its texture is not a clear-cut fact-accumulation either, but a web with the depth-dimension of a sens sauvage. Given that this generates the appearances of the “who” as well as their relations, one could even speak of an espace sauvage, a “wild space,” where fixation and domination are never totally possible. It belongs to action’s essential characteristics and its intrinsic logic that it can be interrupted, reinterpreted, and/or redefined. On the other hand, deeds possess “an enormous capacity for endurance, superior to every other man-made product” (HC 233), precisely because they can always be taken up and provoke new action. But that “from which the action process draws its very strength” also carries “the burden of irreversibility and unpredictability” (HC 233).

Arendt, therefore, finally, presents two widely discussed4 remedies for the “calamities of action” that are themselves actions and that are rooted in the capacity of natality and the condition of plurality: forgiving and promising. Forgiving makes a new beginning possible that also alters the meaning of the past, while promising creates “islands of certainty in an ocean of uncertainty” (HC 244), by persons that bind themselves for the future. Again, Arendt takes it to be crucially important that these activities address the “who one is” of the person (especially in the case of forgiving); that the activity must remain in an actualized state (especially in the case of promising); and that the “moral code” that is “inferred from the faculties of forgiving and of making promises, rests on experiences which nobody could ever have with himself” but which are, on the contrary, “entirely based on the presence of others” (HC 238). Both faculties, therefore, “depend on plurality, on the presence and acting of others” (HC 237) and consequently provide, according to Arendt, the only adequate means for dealing with the calamities of plurality. During the course of the chapters of Part II, we have learned to see that a certain interplay of the “who” and the “we” is at work here, which is typical for forms of actualized plurality. In the following, I would like to underline the ethical relevance of this structure.

Forgiving, for example, explicitly turns to the person: “Forgiving and the relationship it establishes is always an eminently personal (though not necessarily individual or private) affair in which what was done is forgiven for the sake of who did it” (HC 241). That the who is addressed also points to the powers of natality—not only in the person who forgives but also in the one who is forgiven—in that the forgiving person testifies for the other’s capacities to begin anew. Forgiving can thus be called a “social act”5 that confirms and maybe even awakens our possibilities to make new beginnings. It is the actualization and confirmation of natality in plurality, but in this instance it occurs in the ethical mode of doing it for the other. Forgiving gives existence a new and different time-structure. Without it, all deeds would result in endless chain reactions and would be fixed and uninterpretable like an event of nature.6 To counter this causal logic of nature, forgiving introduces a dimension that can be opened only between persons. Arendt therefore writes that “the undoing of what was done seems to show the same revelatory character as the deed itself” (HC 241): It makes persons visible as persons, as lived existences who are not mere pieces of nature that relate to one another causally, but who engage in intentional and worldly relations and, in the form of a “we,” possess the power to structure the spaces and times in which they move together through their respective activities.

Being a “who” instead of a “what” involves, as we have seen, a state of actualization. This comes to the fore in the “who”-directedness of forgiving, but it is even more important for the act of promising and for the keeping of promises. As Arendt notes, the faculty of promising is the remedy for “man’s inability to rely upon himself” as well as “on the future” (HC 244):



The function of the faculty of promising is to master this two-fold darkness of human affairs and is, as such, the only alternative to a mastery which relies on domination of one’s self and rule over others; it corresponds exactly to the existence of a freedom which was given under the condition of non-sovereignty.

(HC 244)




Arendt is well aware that, in contrast to forgiving, “the power of stabilization inherent in the faculty of making promises has been known throughout our tradition” (HC 243). This has found its expression not only in the Roman pacta sunt servanda, but also in numerous contract theories in the political field. Last but not least, the institution of law is built around promises and ways of forcing us to keep them. In this case, however, we are immediately back at the domination-model. Arendt instead emphasizes the insecurity and non-sovereignty in promise-making, which is as important as the freedom to be able to make promises: A successful promise is essentially about keeping it up, which allows the other to trust in it and allows us both to move further. This non-sovereign freedom is something we can grant each other only in a constant actualization and realization of our promises and in a constant trust in the others’ promises. Again, existence and its lived time is structured by this capacity: The act of making promises dispels the mists of unpredictability and illuminates our future (VA 311). This is a crucial element that Heidegger ignored in his layout of the future-orientated structure of Dasein: It is essentially through others that this future-orientation is possible in a substantial and concrete way. On the other hand, it must also be understood that a promise is never something that could set the whole future in stone. This leaves open an array of possibilities without which our bindings would be limiting rather than enabling: “The moment promises lose their character as isolated islands of certainty in an ocean of uncertainty, that is, when this faculty is misused to cover the whole ground of the future and to map out a path secured in all directions… the whole enterprise becomes self-defeating” (HC 244). A promise is a promise in actualization and it can never be turned into or replaced by a thing, the existence and persistence of which I could be absolutely sure. It is never the piece of paper it is written on, in a positive and a negative sense: it can be more and less than that. A promise, finally, is not the prediction of a future causality but a relation between persons who have to keep up this relation in order for it to be real.

Similar to what occurs with forgiveness, in promising there is an element of enablement or even empowerment through others.7 Arendt speaks about the “inability to rely upon oneself” and “have faith in oneself,” about the “darkness of the human heart” that makes it impossible for people to “guarantee today who they will be tomorrow” (HC 244). That others count on us and trust in us, gives our promises more reality than my own remembrance of an act I undertook when “everything was different.” This trust can never coerce but encourage us to keep our promises—it makes promises meaningful in the first place and not a mere act before a mirror. Arendt even goes a step further and claims that others help us in keeping our identities by calling on my promises. Likewise, in forgiving, others can release us from being the eternal victims of the consequences of our deeds. In German, Arendt writes about “the call of the with-world” (der Ruf der Mitwelt, instead of the Heideggerian “call of conscience” [BT §§54–60]), which confirms, or rather constitutes, our identities as persons (HC 237, VA 302). Hence, according to Arendt, this intersubjective interwovenness of the “who” and the “we” not only represents a more reliable structure than only my very own resolutions—it even co-constitutes myself as a consistent person.

Furthermore, the interrelation of the “who” and the “we” also teaches us that if there is any sovereignty in the world, it can be achieved only by “many bound together” (HC 245), but never by one person alone. To be sure, there is also always a danger inherent in relying on promises and being ready to forgive. Taking this risk and keeping up the dynamics of actualized plurality instead of trying to petrify it and/or transform it into something else, is what is ethically demanded from the “whos” involved. In return, this allows for an existence that is grounded on being with others in the very quality of being a “who.” It strengthens the space of appearances and its revelatory character, while averting a reification of intersubjective relationships and a transformation of free associations into communities that are simply forced together. In this space, not everything is safe, but in return, this kind of world is not an illusion like safety often is. As Arendt writes, non-sovereignty with respect to ourselves and others is the price we pay for freedom—but what we gain is a shared reality.



Man’s inability to rely upon himself or to have complete faith in himself… is the price human beings pay for freedom; and the impossibility of remaining unique masters of what they do, of knowing its consequences and relying upon the future, is the price they pay for plurality and reality, for the joy of inhabiting together with others a world whose reality is guaranteed for each by the presence of all.

(HC 244)




This finally brings me to the ethical attitudes and virtues that are intrinsically combined with actualizing plurality, and these are affective attitudes that foster actualized plurality and make it an experience of enhancement and not of fear of the unexpected. Actualizing plurality, as we could see, indeed is a dangerous and insecure thing. Therefore, courage is needed in the very first place, to step out into the open and risk one’s appearance before others—especially, because “nobody knows whom he reveals when he discloses himself in deed or word” (HC 180). The other indispensable attitude that has to come with it is trust: in others, their promises and capacity to act with another, but also in the world as a stable space of appearance (VA 259). The more this trust and courage are actualized, the more they grow, because this again strengthens the web of relationships and the space of appearance, which confirms the trust. On the other hand, this trust can be deeply shattered and become a source of disappointment. This not only leads to an alienated way of existence; in the end it is fatal for all human relationships and for one’s own possibility to dwell in the world (Ratcliffe, Ruddell and Smith 2014, Printzlau 2012).

In fighting against this alienation and isolation, much of Arendt’s work intends to recover and disclose for us “the joy of inhabiting together with others a world whose reality is guaranteed for each by the presence of all” (HC 244). This is not an idealistic embellishment, but an uncompromisingly positive affirmation of all the predicaments that come with plurality. In order to recognize that plurality constitutes the realm in which we can be free in a concrete and worldly sense—through making new beginnings, through acting together, through expressing our view on the world and thus ourselves, through choosing our company in judgment, etc.—this positive, courageous, and trusting attitude is conditional. Otherwise, we will be doomed to seek our freedom in worldless and solitary activities, like in thinking, which will lead to the consequence of the world becoming a “desert” where the web will turn brittle. The feelings and attitudes towards others, which are thus vitally important for the sustainment of a common world and freedom “in concert,” are welcoming the new, keeping one’s promises, and being ready to forgive:


Only through this constant mutual release from what they do can men remain free agents, only by constant willingness to change their minds and start again can they be trusted with so great a power as that to begin something new.

(HC 240)




The “good will to counter the enormous risks of action by readiness to forgive and to be forgiven, to make promises and to keep them” (HC 245) are, according to Arendt, the ethical demands that can be derived directly from the “Miteinander” (VA 315) of people, and these demands allow for having “faith in and hope for the world” (HC 247).




Plurality and the Ethical Demands of Life, Truth, and Reason

In this subchapter, I continue uncovering intrinsically ethical aspects of actualizing plurality; however, now I present these findings in relation to the ethical demands that other domains confront us with. (1) First of all, it is the demands of life that seem to clash with plurality. This clash has especially problematic implications if it is interpreted as calling for the complete exclusion of social matters from the political sphere. To counter this approach, I will argue that the value of individual life can be experienced only within the horizon of plurality and that, therefore, we have to shift our perspective from a mutual exclusion to an interplay of these two basic human conditions and their ethical challenges. This perspective, however, must be guided by the insight that the experiences of meaning, freedom, and worldliness that plurality yields are not replaceable by other, probably more urgent demands of human life. (2) On a different level, the logic of plurality clashes with the logic of truth. Where there is truth, there can be no plurality, because truth is unambiguous; where there is plurality, every truth is degraded to opinion. As with the logic of life, I will argue that the relation between truth and plurality is more complex than this initial antinomy suggests. Power cannot replace the foothold in reality that truth provides and therefore it is needed for plurality to thrive; on the other hand, truth is not the only relation we can have to the world and it cannot make up for the freedom we experience in reflective judgment. (3) Finally, the demands of practical rationality also come into conflict with plurality: Morality’s demands are categorical and cannot be relativized by plural perspectives. This results in the criticism that Arendt fails to develop a political ethic because she limits the nature of reason to an outdated monological concept as opposed to embracing a discursive one. Against this common interpretation of the Frankfurt School, I will argue that procedures of rational justification lead to norms that everybody eventually must agree on; plurality’s essence, however, remains debate. Furthermore, I will show that with her conception of judgment Arendt develops her own mode of justification, one that could be of general value in phenomenological approaches to ethics, precisely because it is sensitive to the dimensions of affectivity, personality, and intersubjectivity.


(Ad 1) Care for Life vs. Care for the World?

Politics is not about “the maintenance of life” and “the safeguarding of its interests” (BPF 155): “[I]n politics not life but the world is at stake” (BPF 156). Quotes like these and whole books like On Revolution (Arendt 1963), where Arendt argues that the French Revolution was doomed to fail because of its primary concern with the social question, have fostered the impression that her concept of the political was deliberately ignoring the most important political question: the social one, let alone its ethical relevance. Instead, it seemed as if the space of plurality was reserved for elites that were freed of economic needs, which, of course, can be possible only on the back of others being exploited. I have already argued that such an interpretation fails to acknowledge that plurality per se can never be an exclusive principle; furthermore, Arendt instead seems to imply that high social standards should be available to everybody, without this being even up for political discussion (cf. Chapter 3, note 14). However, it can be countered that this is not only highly idealistic, but that, in fact, it drastically bypasses the reality of political conflict. The general line of argumentation by authors defending Arendt is thus that it is not the contents but the attitudes that are concerned when demanding that the political sphere should not be dominated by the social. I want to deepen this perspective here by looking at the ethical aspects that are involved in the attitudes pertaining to the meaning-spaces of life and plurality.

Recall the argument set forth at the end of Chapter 3.2 that plurality’s space is the most fragile and most dependent of all: Plurality cannot deny the necessities of life but has to fulfill them before plurality can be realized; to a similar extent, it is in need of worldliness to build a space where the actualization of plurality can occur and be sustained. This argumentation makes clear the extent to which vulnerability as well as bodily and social matters belong to the space of the political, which is much greater than Arendt herself explicitly acknowledges. Like every human being, this whole space is pervaded by all basic human conditions, which is why issues of life can never be totally banned from it. The opposite, however, became conceivable as well. The logic of the universal life-process is so strong by itself that it is neither in need of plurality nor of worldliness in order to dominate the social space and, ultimately, blend the political space into it. Here is where the issue of “attitude” becomes relevant. Global mass society regularly confronts us with problems that concern masses of people: mass poverty, masses of refugees “flooding” the countries of the global north because of war, global warming, and large-scale economic crises. The numbers alone as well as the urgency of needs seem to overwhelm classic approaches. They ridicule every measure not operating on a mass scale. What Arendt only anticipated is unfortunately a reality for us today: a feeling of powerlessness with respect to economic and natural processes that we somehow initiated but that seem stronger than any political potential to act together. Consequently, it is difficult not to consider the perspective of plurality to be a luxury. Even the vocabulary that we use indicates that our contemporary experiences are rather permeated by the images of irresistible “floods,” “forces,” and “processes” representing the deindividualized fate of the human race. What adds to this, is the feeling of futility and superfluity that comes with the logic of life as an issue not of the individual but of the species.

Arendt has issued a warning with respect to this perspective, as it annihilates plurality, natality, freedom, worldliness, and individuality. This has ethical consequences. On the one hand, quasi-totalitarian structures that are made to handle the masses seem to suggest themselves as the most adequate measures that could be adopted in confronting the organizational challenges described above. In the “best” of all cases this could mean that welfare, the distribution of goods and the organization of society and the environment, functions better than in any other system—while at the same time, this maximum of social security would mean a minimum of freedom. On the other hand, this sort of politics produces its own forms of in- and exclusion: As political thinkers like Giorgio Agamben (1998) have demonstrated with recourse to Arendt, Foucault, and Benjamin, making individual life “superfluous” is what intrinsically belongs to a biopolitical logic: It creates “bare life” as opposed to “good life” and presents life as something that can ultimately be sacrificed without sanction, for “bare necessity.” Both Arendt and Agamben have identified the “camps” as the paradigmatic locus of our societies, providing the “final solution” as to how to deal with the masses. Given these diagnoses, which have in part become an alarming reality, we should not let our concern for life and plurality work against each other. Rather, it is crucial to see that it is the vulnerability of individual life8 that we have to care for. Although the voice arguing for the case of plurality will always seem weak in comparison with the necessities and urgencies of life, the experience of individuality and uniqueness is something that is granted only by the activities that actualize plurality. We need these experiences, if only on a small scale, to remain able to perceive the ethical and political demands of individual life in all its dimensions. We need the experiences of speaking, acting, and judging in public, in order to develop and keep up a sense of individual relevance against a logic of dealing with the masses that has the ethically erroneous but unerring tendency to become monstrous. If individuality is supposed to mean more than being individuated as a “personal case” for a mass-media story that is consumed, swallowed, and forgotten, then it must be a self-expressive and resistant individuality—and that means an individuality in the horizon of plurality. Actualizing plurality gives the person, the “who” a place, beyond the intimacy of private relations and beyond the neither-private-nor-public presence in social networks. It allows for experiences of meaning, reality, and freedom that cannot be supplemented otherwise. This is the ethical relevance of actualized plurality, and the reason why we should care about plurality. Only by engaging in relevant activities together, can another space of meaning open up and be sustained. Therefore, we are called to realize situations where “freedom is a worldly reality, tangible in words which can be heard [speaking], in deeds which can be seen [acting], and in events which are talked about [judging], remembered, and turned into stories” (BPF 154f.). If we are supposed to experience our existence as meaningful, this cannot become a luxury. And if these experiences are supposed to constitute reality, then they cannot happen in an exclusive, closed-off space. After all, the openness of the political is constituted by interruptions that question the whole order from outside instead of claiming one’s share within an established society.9

Arendt’s description and demand that in politics the world is at stake, and not life per se, can be read in a different light now. This finally leads us to the ethical relevance of Arendt’s conception of the world. Arendt does not develop a stable phenomenology where the world is something like an ultimate horizon that encompasses all being—like in classic phenomenology—but, on the contrary, she advances the idea of a frail and endangered space (on the ground of an appearing world) that constantly has to be intended in order to sustain it. Since her dissertation on Augustine, Arendt persistently pursues a critique of all tendencies of isolation and world-alienation. But through the rise of the political system of totalitarianism, which intentionally seeks to destroy human worldliness, this has become a problem of primary ethical and political relevance. As we have seen in previous chapters of this book, this negative experience has thrown a light on the otherwise hidden phenomenon of the common world and the need for its sustainment. As an ethically loaded counter-strategy, Arendt proposes that a positive revealing experience is also possible, namely that of acting together, of judging as a member of a community and, in all of that, in taking “care for the world” (Arendt 1955: 14). Her diagnosis of “worldlessness,” “loss of world,” and “world alienation” in the modern age, not only through totalitarianism, but in an even more lasting manner through the dynamization of the capital and the logic of production and consumption, is hence one of her core motivations for promoting a phenomenology of actualized plurality. Its intrinsic ethical potential lies in building up worldliness and thereby providing an alternative space to the constant loss of world and the lasting isolation of subjects. Her whole phenomenology of the world is pervaded by a normative gesture that calls upon the indispensable need for intending a common world, if indeed it is meant to be a human(e) world. The Arendtian concept of “world” is thus neither an epistemological nor simply an existential concept, but a challenge that involves an ethical perspective. Her answer, which she never formulates in terms of ethics but instead as the explanation of “the political,” aims at a world where “one can be at home” (Arendt 1994: 110). This, eventually, is not only to be read as a strategy against alienation in modernity and global mass society. It very concretely points to the ethical and political demand that everybody be given a place within a political community. Arendt names some conditions for the unfolding of our worldliness: “having a place in the world,” which she calls “property” and “the most elementary condition for man’s worldliness” (HC 253). In a related, transitive sense it can also be understood as citizenship. Further conditions are a certain permanence and stability of the worldly space, a basic visibility in form of a public space and a functioning web of relationships. This all comes down to being able to “live in a framework where one is judged by one’s actions and opinions” (Arendt 1973: 296f.) and where one can unfold one’s relations to the world and to others without being reduced to a state of “bare life.” In her book on totalitarianism, Arendt (1973: 296, 298) famously articulated this demand as “the right to have rights.” Without going too far away from the scope of this book, it suffices to say that I regard this thought as one of the most promising prospects when it comes to linking the ethical demands of life, worldliness, and plurality.10




(Ad 2) Plurality and Truth

Apart from its clashes with the urgent demands of life, plurality also entertains a difficult and complex relationship to truth. This also goes back to the different “logic” of this meaning-space, which—discomfortingly for the philosopher and ethicist—gets into conflict with the irresistible force of evidence and rational argumentation. In her essay “Truth and Politics” (BPF 227–264) Arendt powerfully demonstrates the multifaceted clashes that occur between truth and the logic of the space of plurality. I would like to read these clashes as mutual deformations: An activity like “truth-telling” (BPF 237) is deformed along with its subject as soon as it appears in the arena of the many; in return, the space of plurality is threatened with being leveled by the unifying and coercive force of truth.

All kinds of truth (except for “indifferent” mathematical truth) undergo a general shift to opinion in the meaning-space of plurality, which is “a shift from man in the singular to men in the plural” (BPF 235). In the space of plurality, truth is “brought down to the uncertain level of opinion” and “appears in the guise of the dokei moi (‘it seems to me’)” (BPF 237). Hence, both factual and rational truths are vulnerable when exposed to the “hostility of opinion-holders” (BPF 243). Factual truth, however, is even worse off according to Arendt. Not only can it be degraded to the level of simple opinion, it can even be “maneuvered out of the world” (BPF 231): Facts and events are “infinitely more fragile things than axioms, discoveries, theories,” since their rediscovery, once having been “forgotten or, more likely, lied away” is extremely unlikely (BPF 231f.). Therefore, Arendt takes the menacing opposite of factual truths neither to be error or ignorance (like in the case of mathematical and scientific truth), nor illusion and mere opinion (as is the case with philosophical truth), but plain lies. This power to change the world by lying about facts has an “undeniable affinity” (BPF 258) with action and it typically belongs in the political realm—which is the realm of plurality. But interestingly, as Arendt shows, this power turns against itself when used systematically, because it ends up in destroying “the sense by which we take our bearings in the world—and the category of truth vs. falsehood” (BPF 257). The stability of the world’s reality gets drowned in an ever-changing flux of lies produced by volatile power-formations, and “power, by its very nature, can never produce a substitute for the secure stability of factual reality” (BPF 258). Arendt’s aim is thus to show that the powers that weave the texture of the plural world are “limited by the very nature of the things that are open to man’s faculty of action” (BPF 258)—and what is open to this faculty is the future, but not the past. Deforming factual truth in the realm of plurality is thus possible up to its total eradication, but when this natural limitation is crossed, it is paid for with the price of losing the limitations of one’s own sphere and hence the stable ground beneath one’s feet.

In turn, the powers of truth can also seriously endanger the working-mode of actualized plurality, which calls as much for a limitation of the logic of truth as the former situation demanded a limitation of the powers of plurality. Arendt draws attention to the fact that rational and factual truth, although very different in the way they are arrived at, have “in common that they are beyond agreement, dispute, opinion, or consent” (BPF 240): “All truths… are opposed to opinion in their mode of asserting validity” (BPF 239). Truth is coercive in nature, with a power similar to the coercion of the necessities of life, while the validity of matters of opinion “depends upon free agreement and consent” (BPF 240). Truth and the “force of the better argument” thus deform and destroy the manner in which opinions are formed and communicated: by “discursive, representative thinking” and by “means of persuasion and dissuasion” (BPF 247).

In building up this strong opposition between any kind of truth and the space of plurality, Arendt occasionally presents a limited understanding of truth that has rightfully been criticized.11 All in all, it seems that Arendt does not even care about a consistent philosophical notion of truth: Sometimes she seems to defend a Heideggerian conception of truth as disclosedness (as developed in BT §44 in opposition to truth as correct judgment), at other times she reduces mathematical and logical truth as well as “reckoning with consequences” simply to being “functions of the brain” (HC 322; cf. also LM 59, HC 171, 322). Furthermore, also the strict separation of “truth” and “meaning” in LM (53–67), which Arendt deduces from Kant’s distinction between “reason” and “intellect,” leaves us with some discomforting questions: What is meaning separated from the question and the idea of truth? Does this unsatisfyingly negative relation between truth and plurality not reinforce the denigration of the political to what the philosophers have often regarded it to be: an unstable and irrational sphere, where no justification is ultimately valid and where contingency either leads to desperate skepticism, tyrannical decisionism, and/or the populist persuasion of the many?

As with Arendt’s banning of the social from the political, which is similarly disconcerting, a fruitful interpretation must try to save her core intentions by pointing to the more complex interrelations between “truth” and “plurality” that rise above being a mere opposition of concepts. Arendt regards the worldly texture and logic of plurality as being seriously endangered by several developments in modernity, which leads her to a normative pushback of everything that could threaten its fragile logic or “physiognomy” (VA 59, cf. also Ricœur 1987). At the same time, there is an ethic and rationality of its own to be perceived within the structure and texture of this space, as well as inherent normative constraints that point to the necessity of preserving truth for the sake of plurality’s very own integrity: “Facts inform opinions and opinions, inspired by different interests and passions, can differ widely and still be legitimate as long as they respect factual truth” (BPF 238). If they do otherwise, however, these opinions not only lose their legitimacy, they also fundamentally destabilize the space of plurality and its grounding in reality. Besides these normative constraints gained from the space of plurality itself, there is also positive a relationship between truth and politics to be identified that is vital for the flourishing of the political: “Rational truth enlightens human understanding, and factual truth must inform opinions” (BPF 242). For this to be possible, a “disinterested pursuit of truth” is necessary (BPF 262). Arendt’s “problem” with truth thus does not concern these spheres. Her reservations are only directed at a hostile takeover that either silences the space of opinions with “the ‘truths’ of the modern scientific world view” (HC 3), or at other rational strategies that would like to transform the space of plurality into an unambiguous truth-producer. The problem of a theory of communicative reason is not that there is never an “ideal communication situation” that would have to be “contrafactually anticipated” (Apel 1990: 53, 128), but rather that it is not appropriate in the first place to conceive of the political sphere and its corresponding ethics in these terms of absolute justification and rationality (cf. also Held 2010: 41f.).

Arendt argues that reason is in need of meaning and communication, before and beyond the emergence of justification-structures: “Who says what is—legein ta eonta—always tells a story, and in this story the particular facts lose their contingency and acquire some humanly comprehensible meaning” (BPF 261). Justification-structures can arise only if such a comprehensibility is first established, and they can prevail only if they make sense in different interpretations and narratives. Hence, “for men, living in company, the inexhaustible richness of human discourse is infinitely more significant and meaningful than any One Truth could ever be” (BPF 234). Instead of reading this comment as pointing to an oppositional dichotomy, one could also interpret it as an indication of surplus that simply cannot be achieved by truth. As in the case of life, plurality adds a totally new dimension to this necessary prerequisite for its actualization. And like life, truth must be protected in its fragility and vulnerability within a space of plurality, and be respected as enabling the political in a vital and healthy sense. We need truth, but the even higher aim, which cannot be realized by it, is that of experiencing ourselves as free. This experience is possible only as an actualization of plurality, creating a space of worldliness where judgment can be developed. In such a space, we can relate both actively and differently to existence, its conditions and its truths—and not be limited and coerced by them. Hence Arendt’s point is that our ownmost possibilities of freedom, meaning, and being at home in the world are at stake when deciding upon the dignity of the texture and logic of the space of plurality. And this logic is guided by the idea of freely relating to the world together, not as an opposition to truth but on the basis of rational or factual truth.12




(Ad 3) Plurality and Practical Reason

Finally, practical reason and its demands for justification also constitute a challenge for plurality, to which Arendt responds by developing her mode of reflective judgment. I want to interpret reflective judgment here as a form of rationality that is sensitive not only to plurality but that can be made useful for a phenomenological conception of practical reason in general. From the outset, what points to a closer kinship to phenomenology than to Critical Theory is the fact that, for Arendt, the process of judgment is initiated by being affectively opened up to the world (rather than by argumentation), and that it results in expressing the reflected stance of a person (instead of an outcome of discursive reason). This reflected stance is obtained through techniques that reflect plurality. They lead to a form of reason that might not be able to coerce by argumentation, but that invites development of a proprietary standpoint—especially in those cases where procedures of universalization lead to ambiguous outcomes.

To call to mind the position of Critical Theory, let us once more return to Arendt’s theory of judgment, which Seyla Benhabib (2006: 236) discusses as a “moral faculty,” the faculty “to tell right from wrong.” Benhabib (2006: 236) argues that Arendt in fact offers a good alternative to some false antipathies in contemporary moral and political theory between Neo-Aristotelians and Neo-Kantians, “by weakening the opposition between contextual judgment and a universalist morality.” According to Benhabib (2006: 244), Arendt intimates that Kant’s theory of reflective judgment harbors a conception of rationality and intersubjective validity that would allow for the preservation of a principled universalist moral standpoint while also acknowledging the role of contextual moral judgment. Yet Benhabib (2006: 236), like Wellmer, also sets forth the criticism that Arendt was misled “by a quasi-intuitionist concept of moral conscience, on the one hand, and an unusually narrow concept of morality on the other” and that she therefore failed to develop her “intriguing beginning point for thinking about the interrelationship of morality and politics.” Benhabib (2006: 248) “departs” from Arendt because of the need to develop a “political ethic”: Such an ethic would require “the creation of institutions, the formation of practices, and the sustaining of civic values that cultivate the ability of enlarged thought and the universalist-egalitarian commitment which inspires them”—moral considerations that Arendt, according to Benhabib, wanted to separate from political action. Instead, Benhabib (2006: 249) turns to “the discourse model of ethics which enjoins enlarged thought, by making the perspective of all involved in a dialogue situation the sine qua non of the moral standpoint.” Within the frame of contemporary debates, this position is certainly a well-balanced approach that tries to avoid some of the weaknesses in Arendt’s account of judgment, mending them with more commonly discussed discursive and institutional theories. But the question remains if this really plumbs the depth of the ethical potential that lies within Arendt’s framework itself.

First of all, it seems as though normatively relevant components in Arendt’s theory of reflective judgment do not require a far and wide search: They can be elaborated upon in terms of the communicability and sociability that arise in a commonly shared “care for the world”; in terms of the preference for meaning-endowing practices over the coercion of truth or progress; and in terms of the motivation to find pleasure in our freedom of taste and its common exercise. Beyond that, the world as a plurally perceived world asks for our judgments. As a shared space and a web of interaction, the world would indeed perish without our judgments. We are thus called to exert our faculty of judgment, and to a certain extent, Arendt (2007: 468) finds false judgment more dangerous than no judgment at all. Does this also imply that I am always obliged to find an agreement? Arendt writes: “I know I must finally come to some agreement” (BPF 220). In the worst case this is an agreement to disagree; it is certainly not an argumentative process necessarily directed at consensus, since “[d]ebate, not consensus, constitutes the essence of political life” (Villa 1996: 107). The point is thus not to come to a final consensual conclusion—the point is rather to remain in the debate. In the end, even disagreement too must always rest upon the agreement of sharing (and caring for) a common world. The inherent ethical principle that guides judgment is hence always “care for the world” and a commitment to keep up the actualization of plurality. Someone who is dedicated to the process of judgment obliges herself to stay in this process and to keep “enlarging” her mentality.

Furthermore, we can see a phenomenological form of practical reason at work in Arendt’s notion of judgment—after all, Arendt claims that reflective judgment also distinguishes between “right and wrong” (LK 10, 15, 64, 65, 72). The way in which Arendt develops this claim, searching for a proprietary mode of validity that would pertain to the sphere of plurality and reflective judgment, puts her project in close relation to the themes and challenges of phenomenological approaches to ethics. It should be noted that the technique of enlarging mentality is quite a sophisticated practice. Kant (2000: §40) presents it as a form of common human understanding and reason and it should be taken like this also in Arendt’s version. To engage in “enlarged mentality” means distancing myself from my immediate reaction through the faculty of imagination and further operations of reflection. This not only points to a complicated intentional structure of experiencing others and therefore being able to “other” (verandern) myself (“As if I were there,” cf. note 93); it also means taking an active, evaluating stance in my emotional response to a situation.

Interestingly, this is precisely how Husserl characterizes “practical reason” (cf. Hua XXVIII).13 Husserl and phenomenologists in general take the position that our emotional responses disclose something about the world we live in, and that there is a possible rationality in our feeling and valuing: Unlike a formalized Kantian conception, this is where phenomenologists see “axiological” and “practical reason” at work. In this regard, Husserl discerns between merely passive, associative responses (Gefühlssinnlichkeit) and an active rational stance of feeling (Gefühlsakt) (Hua XXVIII: 423f.). He suggests that the latter is attainable through special techniques: I have to focus on the given object/situation as such, and avoid the purely subjective relativity of my emotional transference and value deductions.14 Through such reflections, I free myself from my “private conditions” and arrive at a certain rationality of my disclosive feeling. Husserl does not use the exact vocabulary of “private conditions,” but it is quite clear that he is taking up a technique similar to the “operations of imagination and reflection.” An active rational stance of feeling, a Gefühlsakt, thus in fact is a reflective judgment. Still, this form of axiological reason cannot be declared equal to theoretical, objective rationality. It also exceeds purely formal principles of practical rationality (like the categorical imperative), since worldly and personal situatedness are crucially important. Husserl’s results, also including his later ethics focused on the individual “person,” receiving an ethical call, rather seem to point to a new and different form of intersubjective justification that, however, has never been truly elaborated.15

This is where the Arendtian mode of judgment would fit in. In fact, it provides the appropriate suggestions for developing this sort of “practical reason,” which is sensitive not only to situational context but also to affective responses, to the personal factor of “who one is” and its political and ethical relevance, and, most importantly, to the common world, which provides a criterion for the possibilities of justifying my judgment. In reflective aesthetic judgment, I relate to an appearance not in terms of cognizing, nor do I determine any judgments about its properties. Rather, I relate to it through my feeling of pleasure or displeasure, which the phenomenological tradition would call a Gemütsakt (act of feeling). Arendt now reinforces the need for judgment dealing with affective components, but distances, i.e. rationalizes them by working through plural perspectives. Developing an emotional intentionality that discloses the world and not only the subject’s stance involves, according to Arendt, the person’s “discursive” capacities. “Discursivity,” however, is not conceived of so much as an argumentative, capacity, but understood along the lines of the Latin word discurrere: “running, as it were, from place to place, from one part of the world to another, through all kind of conflicting views” (BPF 242). This entails that perspectivity is not an idiosyncratic, private veil before the world, but the essential situatedness of world-givenness—also in ethical and political terms. This situatedness should not be abandoned, but its capacities for impartial judgment should be mobilized.

In valuing and judging, the person (again) discloses who she is, but not in a purely idiosyncratic way—if it is a reflected judgment. Rather, this judgment reflects our common world and, departing from these grounds, it develops an explicit position on an issue where a simple predicative or “objective” judgment (like in the case of perceiving) is not possible. This does not imply that principle-guided, discursive reason is not crucially important for tackling ethical and political issues. Rather, reflective judgment addresses situations where the categorical imperative allows for more than one answer and where argumentative deliberation points to more than one possible outcome—like in many cases of those ethical and political problems that are debated in our societies or in the global community. These problems demand “qualified opinions” that express personal responsibility for the plurality and the commonality of the world. And this is the form of practical and public reason that Arendt has to offer.

To sum up: All these points indicate that just by being attentive to Arendt’s phenomenological interpretation of Kant both a political rationality as well as a political ethic can be retraced. “Actualized plurality” develops its very own form of reason, which is, to a great extent, an ethical and intersubjective reason characterized by keeping up the articulation of plural perspectives and caring for the world. This response to the frailty of the common world shows itself as a responsibility for intersubjective interaction. It also includes a responsibility for the acting subjects and the vulnerability of their bodies, which are, after all, a fundamental condition for plurality to be actualized. Arendt’s overall “ethical principle” could thus be formulated as follows: endorsing everything that fosters plurality while rejecting that which flattens plurality and morally condemning that which destroys plurality.






Plurality and Alterity

After having developed several prospects for a political ethic of actualized plurality, I would like to close this book by adding a further perspective to this whole project: In my view, phenomenological approaches to ethics, politics, and their interrelations could benefit greatly from relating Arendt’s phenomenology of plurality to the phenomenological description of alterity that we find in the work of Emmanuel Levinas. As part of completing my aim of establishing the place of Arendt’s thoughts within phenomenological discourse, I would like to point out the preliminaries of such a dialogue that will hopefully take place in the future. Linking Arendt with Levinas is certainly unusual (although it has occasionally been done before, see e.g. Watson 1998, Mensch 2003, Schmiedgen 2005, Butler 2012b, Botbom and Roviello 2013, Topolski 2015), as their approaches seem to interfere with one another: one has a closeness to religion, while the other is clearly secular; one transcends the world in favor of a complete for-the-other, while the other is world-oriented with a certain reluctance to the ethical view. Still, I want to claim that there is a specific methodological affinity in their respective phenomenologies of alterity and plurality, which allows for a fruitful dialogue. This affinity arises precisely from the fact that both Levi-nas and Arendt start out with their respective core-phenomena that call for an ethical and/or political response; it is also reflected in the way that each figure respectively approaches these core-phenomena theoretically. Due to this methodical affinity, rooted in a phenomenological orientation, an antagonistic link to alterity ethics seems more obvious for an Arendtian approach to ethics than an adaption to Critical Theory or to a poststructuralist interpretation: because a reason- and discourse-focused interpretation tends to deform Arendt’s pluralistic approach, while an overly aestheticist or postmodern take risks missing her deep concern with political ethics and thus the true intentions of her “care for the world.” As a first step in my preliminary remarks, I will give a short introduction to Levinas’s core phenomenon, which is that of being addressed, being appealed to by the other. A second step will lead us to the structural parallels and substantial differences between these fundamental experiences of actualizing plurality and of being called by alterity, with an eye to how a dialogue between the two approaches could be initiated. Finally, in the third and concluding section I will address the question of how plurality and alterity can work as alternative paradigms in the normatively dominated discourses on ethics and politics. This will provide us with a final evaluation of what it means to have a phenomenological perspective on ethical and political issues.


(Ad 1) Levinas’s Ethics of Alterity
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Emmanuel Levinas transforms phenomenological thought by exposing it to an encounter with “the other.” This encounter proves to be an ethical subversion of the cognizing look upon the other since it becomes clear that, in the mode of theory, I can never do justice to the other as other. Alterity by definition always escapes the efforts of knowledge wanting to capture and explain it and thereby reduce it to being “the same.” Levinas traces this constant withdrawal phenomenologically by turning his attention to the indirect mode of appearance of a radical alterity within the realm of the self: namely by an irritating form of being kept awake, a resistance to closure. Thus the only mode for appropriately encountering this alterity is not knowing, but responding, to this irritation: which means fully entering into the encounter with the other and giving up the position of knowledge. This is not just one act, but a constant movement—like Abraham leaving his home for an unknown land. For Levinas, it amounts to not being able to cease responding in a completely unreserved way, beyond oneself. In this sense, infinite responsibility is the central notion of Levinas’s ethics, which does not aim at sketching out a normative theory, but intends to describe the fundamental structure of subjectivity in ethical terms (Levinas 1985: 95). Subjectivity cannot avoid or elude its responsibility, i.e. it cannot not respond, since no response is also a response; neither can it actively accept its responsibility, since it is this responsibility before being an “I” who could be the author of free acts. Hence: Subjectivity fundamentally is responsibility. It is the being-called-by-an-other that takes place before every possible being-a-self.

This, for Levinas, is the “meaning” of the ethical, which is to be extracted from the basic phenomenon of being called: to have always already been addressed beyond being a self. Levinas’s writings trace this phenomenon by describing it in a non-propositional, responsive way.17 He thereby bears witness for it (cf. Levinas 1991: 145–153). This is certainly not the same mode as securing evidence by knowledge. Yet the trace of alterity simply cannot be proved or demonstrated like evidence is—just like ethics can never be stated conversely like a matter of fact or as a necessity in the questions: “Why be ethical? Why act morally?”

Given these considerations, it might be astounding that Levinas’s thought should have its roots in phenomenology, which deals with phenomena, visibilities, evidences, and modes of knowledge. Yet what distinguishes the genuine character of Levinas’s ethics and designates the setting of his core phenomenon, is making subjectivity and the first-person perspective his point of departure: The experience of alterity is described in the first-person perspective and only from this perspective can the uncapturable moment of alterity be appropriately described. In a third-person perspective, impartially looking down on all subjects, one would quickly arrive at a relation of reciprocity. But this is precisely the abstract epistemic view that for Levinas—as well as for Husserl and Heidegger—can be only a second subsequent view, built on the originary first-person perspective of experiencing. In this sense, the point of departure for an experience of alterity is the experience of a subjectivity. Levinas calls this irreversibility between me and the other asymmetry. The ethical experience is a radical experience of asymmetry: to be in the position of the addressed, of the one being called upon, of having to respond—of being the responsible party. Levinas refuses to “jump out” of the first-person perspective for the benefit of reciprocity. Justice, for him, is not a question of a bird eye’s view or of an impartial law but of proximity always involving my first-person position (cf. Levinas 1991: 159).

With this approach, Levinas also appropriates the Husserlian thought of the “originarily inaccessible” (“originär Unzugängliches” [Hua I: 117]) of the alter ego and radicalizes it. For Levinas, this originary inaccessibility is not the “neutral” phenomenological mode of the experience of the other (as it is for Husserl)—it is an ethical call from the very beginning. Levinas illustrates this with what he calls the “inversion of intentionality”: In the encounter with an infinite withdrawal, thus with infinity itself, intentionality is not able to stay anymore, as it were, with itself as being the presence of something. Instead of being the presence of something, the relationship with alterity exceeds this core feature of intentionality. It cannot make alterity “present.” Hence, according to Levinas, intentionality is disrupted, burst apart by the encounter with alterity. The relation with the other is no “correlation” of act and object or of signifying act and the signified—it overthrows this relation. Since alterity can never be brought to full “givenness,” my intentional and my bodily capabilities, my “I can” (Husserl) encounters a border. I experience the encounter with the other as a disturbance/disruption of my “I can”—as Sartre put it: as a hole in the world (cf. Levinas 1986: 355). If I trace this experience further, I am finally confronted with my fundamental non-ability vis-à-vis this alterity, which causes a collapse or inversion of intentional directedness and thereby fundamentally challenges the “natural right” of my position, the position of the first person: “consciousness in question and not the consciousness of putting in question” (Levinas 1982: 195—trans. mod., S. L.).

What is also a transformative, but still phenomenological feature in Levi-nas’s approach is his technique of revealing traces in the phenomenon itself that go beyond the phenomenal. Considering the latter, Levinas’s philosophy can be called a “philosophy of non-intuitedness or non-presentedness” (Gelhard 2005: 52). However, it is always within the phenomenal that a movement of withdrawal is revealed, which calls upon me to follow this movement. The paradigmatic case for such an analysis that starts with the phenomenal and proceeds to the non-phenomenal is Levinas’s description of the face of the other. Insofar as the essence of the face of the other lies in its non-presentedness, the Levinasian “description” is not about identifying human faces as special entities that have to be attributed the essential “property” of alterity. “Description” in his sense is certainly not a depiction that results in predication. Rather, it tries to capture the original ethical access we have to the face, which is not a lifeless statue we look at but which, as Levi-nas (1987: 283) says, “speaks.” Since Levinas describes the encounter with the other as an invasion of transcendence, he far exceeds the conceptions of subjectivity advanced by Husserl and Heidegger. Instead of conceiving of subjectivity as “consciousness” or “Dasein” (who cares for its own being), i.e. primarily as a being for-oneself, Levinas (1985: 96) conceives of subjectivity as being “initially a for the Other”: “Ethics, here, does not supplement a preceding existential base; the very node of the subjective is knotted in ethics understood as responsibility” (Levinas 1985: 95). This is why infinite responsibility is not a dissolution but a “substitution” that creates the very locus of the subject qua sub-iectum: The-one-for-the-other.




(Ad 2) Common Causes and Controversial Issues in the Approaches of Levinas and Arendt

After having given this very short introduction to Levinas’s thinking, I would like to point to the parallels and commonalities between the respective projects of Levinas and Arendt as well as to the differences. This will also allow me to recapitulate the main theses of the book concerning Arendt’s phenomenology of plurality. I want to suggest that the differences that we will conceive of with respect to an ethics of alterity are productive differences that do not force us to decide one way or the other. Rather, crossing and connecting lines can be found between the diverging modes of for and with the other/s.


	(a) A first commonality is the transformation of the classical subject. For Levinas and Arendt, subjectivity is not a sphere of self-identity or substantiality. Instead, subjectivity emerges and is actualized in the event of being-for (Levinas) or being-with (Arendt). In both cases, subjectivity is “de-substantialized” by being understood in a verbal sense. While emphasizing and confirming the basic experiential dimension of mineness, Levinas and Arendt both think of subjectivity from the point of departure of the other or the world and not from an isolated self. Further discussion could be initiated on the role of embodiment, which both authors respectively consider in differing ways, all of which could question Arendt’s problematic distinctions (social/political, life/plurality) from a Levinasian perspective on life, labor, and generativity, as well as one on the vulnerability of the embodied other (Levinas 1969: 109–186).

	(b) Another commonality lies in the fact that both thematize an event of transcendence as an alternative to totalitarianism: In Levinas’s case, it is a transcendence that goes beyond the world toward the other; in Arendt’s case, it is a worldly event of transcendence beyond the necessities for life and instrumental/teleological rationality. Certainly the “movement” of these transcendences is working in opposite directions, which also constitutes an important difference between the two.

	(c) Given the first two points, a third parallel is to be found in the transformation of the phenomenological core thought of intentionality: being consciousness of something. For Levinas, it is the encounter with the infinite (not as an idea but in the embodied concreteness of being addressed) that ruptures the correlation of noema and noesis and that thereby exceeds the presence and the ability of making-present of consciousness. For Arendt, the inversion of intentionality is provoked by the pluralization of appearance, which means that appearances are not taken as appearing only to one subject anymore, as happens in classic phenomenology. Rather, the dative of appearance (the “to whom” of appearance) is pluralized and is thus radically thought from the point of departure of the world—like in Eugen Fink’s (1990) “cosmology” as well as in Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s (1968) later philosophy.

	(d) A fourth important convergence between Arendt and Levinas is the central role of language. Both never conceive of it in terms of a third-person perspective of a sender-receiver model, but instead they see it along the lines of the situation of being addressed and responding. The Levinasian distinction between “saying” and “the said” resonates with the distinction that Arendt makes between “live speech” and its content (cf. note 106). This also shows that the event of plurality has to be understood in the context of encountering alterity, even if Arendt pushes this encounter in a different direction, namely that of the world.

	(e) Actualized plurality is co-constituted by moments of alterity. The “intangibility” of the other as well as the impossibility of capturing and reifying the “essence” of the “who” is a crucially important point for Arendt in service of her argument that the political cannot be treated in the mode of poiesis. The embodied presence of the other, equaling the “who,” is at the same time an absence—and this can be adequately lived up to only in common speech and action. Likewise, natality is a principle that appeals to an inscrutable otherness that can initiate new beginnings in the world. Peg Birmingham therefore rightly locates “alterity at the very heart of plurality”: “It [plurality] cannot be thinkable as a closed identity; it is irreducible to a totality” (Birmingham 2006: 87).

	(f) A sixth and final point concerns methodological parallels: the need to break with classical philosophy, the performative critique of a mono-logical truth, and the surpassing of a dichotomy of “is” and “ought” in the practice of phenomenological description. What is also implied in Arendt’s work is a certain structure of testimony for plurality and natality: Like alterity, plurality and natality are not empirical facts for which evidence could be given. Rather, the way in which Arendt describes their actualization as a source for meaning and an appearance of the “who,” bears witness for the existence and value of human plurality.



This brings us to the points of controversy that exist between Levinas and Arendt: For this, I find it useful to work out the main differences along the lines of the two distinct modes of being-with (Mitsein) and being-for (Fürsein), of departing from the world or from the other in one’s thought. While the actualization of plurality points to a togetherness in acting and speaking, the experience of alterity generates the structure of the-one-for-the-other. These diverging orientations imply significant consequences for understanding the worldly realm and the foundation of institutions. Along the lines of these consequences the respective conceptions of the ethical (implying “justice”) and the political (implying “care for the world”) have to be further explored.

For Arendt, everything revolves clearly around a worldly event, a togetherness, an acting in concert and thereby, a disclosure of persons. In this process, stories, life stories, and histories emerge, which constitute a whole web of relationships. The “risk” (HC 36) to appear before others is rewarded by gaining a “who” and a common world, a world in which one can dwell (HC 152, 180, 226, 250). By contrast, Levinas’s (1991: 120) “beautiful/fine risk” of encountering the other instead locates me beyond a worldly togetherness because of my responsibility for alterity. It individuates, singularizes and separates me with respect to a “beyond being” from where the call resonates. Responsibility in Levinas and Arendt are thus very differently located. While for Levinas it is the responsibility for the other that endows the “I,” for Arendt it is responsibility for the world (VA 242) that also endows who I am, but that primarily keeps open an in-between where plural relations can freely unfold (cf. Trawny 2005: 72).

Arendt has clear reservations about the Levinasian mode of being-for, precisely for reasons that would destroy her favored mode of worldly togetherness: This is why she explicitly emphasizes that the “revelatory quality of speech and action [only] comes to the fore where people are with others and neither for nor against them” (HC 180): “neither the doer of good works, who must be without self and preserve complete anonymity, nor the criminal, who must hide himself from others, can take upon themselves” (HC 180). “From the standpoint of togetherness,” Arendt writes in the German version of HC, “these are phenomena of loneliness” (VA 220). If these phenomena become rampant, they endanger the political space of appearances, which guarantees the openness needed to disclose who one is. But is an orientation towards unworldliness really the key to understanding Levinas? I do not think so. When Levinas speaks of “the Third,” he describes a structure that has always already interrupted the unworldly responsibility-relation between subjectivity and alterity: “The Third,” who is also an “other” to me and for whom I am just as infinitely responsible as for the relations between the other and the Third (cf. Levinas 1991: 157–162), does not enter the scene after the ethical relation occurs, but indicates its plural setup (which, by the way, never results in mere reciprocity or comparability, but which remains a relation of asymmetry from a first-person perspective). With this move, Levinas hence structurally introduces the question of justice and of multi-polar relations on the basis of an asymmetric ethical situation. Therefore, it is the figure of the Third that most explicitly amounts to a “return to the world,” in the form of responsible judgment and of establishing institutions of justice. In the Levinasian sense this involves the demand to institutionalize a structural openness that, in the name of the other, allows for the irritation and constant reconfiguration of the rigidity and fixedness of given institutions.

This re-worlding of “being-for” could be an alternative way to introduce the question of the ethical into Arendt’s conception of the political, in contrast to discourse-ethics, and with different political ethics arising as a result: Instead of combining Arendt with an institutional theory that guarantees justified norms by certain procedures, an ethics of plurality that includes issues of alterity would be sensitive to those phenomena that, by definition, escape discursive reason because they are “other” to it and remain beyond the threshold of participation. Such an approach to ethics would be oriented along the line of thought that the space for plurality and natality can be preserved only if alterity is protected and sustained in the face of unifying tendencies. In this manner, the institutionalization of the space of appearances, which is so important for Arendt, could be combined with the institutionalization of justice as responsibility for and openness to the other (s), which is crucial for Levinas. I do not want to claim that such a combination would take place without friction. Yet these sources of friction could be productive for developing a genuinely phenomenological contribution to thinking through the ethical, the political, and their interrelations. With alterity and plurality as alternative paradigms to dominant discourse, the roles of normative deliberation and argumentative justification would have to be rethought in terms of the main guiding thread of the experience of actualizing plurality and its inherent moments of (embodied) alterity.




(Ad 3) Plurality and Alterity as Proto-Normative Phenomenological Paradigms in the Discourses on the Ethical and the Political

Ethics and political philosophy are disciplines that usually deal with the formation and justification of norms. Guiding questions like these are typical: How can freedom and equality be guaranteed by fair procedures and communicative, reason-led processes? How is the ground of the validity of norms to be conceived: as universal or as context-specific? etc.

Emmanuel Levinas and Hannah Arendt are famous proponents of ethics, on the one hand, and political theory, on the other. Yet their discourse is quite different from that which I have indicated. It is not only that their thought is often located on the pre- or proto-normative level—it even questions the rigid separation of “normative” and “descriptive,” of “is” and “ought,” from the very beginning. One of my theses was that both achieve this unusual perspective by means of a phenomenological approach. This approach makes it possible that the description of a certain experience can invert and convert into a response to an appeal, simply because it is the description of being addressed, of being exposed to an appeal. To this appeal, Levinas and Arendt answer in their thought, instead of conceptualizing a “theory” from a third-person perspective, which would state or detect the phenomenon of being-addressed, as it were, from “outside.”18 For both, philosophizing is responding, not producing propositions. In this sense, both of these figures do not provide us with theories of justification that uncover ultimate foundations or procedures of norm-production. Very much to the contrary, with their approaches they subvert the philosophical desire for ultimate grounding.

One decisive point is that their reflections are not about obtaining something like propositional knowledge, but about finding the right approach to a phenomenon, which precisely forbids these modes of knowledge. For phenomenologists, it is the phenomenon that determines the method. In the name of alterity and plurality, Arendt and Levinas are vehement critics of the philosophical “return to oneself” or the “withdrawal from the many” in cognition or contemplation. For Levinas (1969: 27), this occurs through drawing the figures of Abraham and Odysseus (and thus the Judaic way of thinking and the whole of Western/Greek philosophy) into opposition: Odysseus returns home after his fateful adventures, while Abraham, spurred by the call of God, leaves his home forever to move to an unknown land. For Arendt (LM 81, 168), this occurs through holding out the figure of Socrates against the whole occidental philosophical tradition as personified by Plato: While the latter retreated into the academia, Socrates continuously pursued his activity of thinking in the agora, among others. Hence, both Levinas and Arendt accuse philosophy of pursuing a monological kind of knowledge concerned with assimilating the other in order to be able to return to the self.19 As an alternative, Levinas and Arendt propose departing from the midst of an actualized experience of alterity and plurality for a philosophical reflection on the ethical and the political.

Both Levinas and Arendt ask for the meaning of ethics and politics. They inquire into the meaning-endowing phenomena of “the ethical” and “the political,” which are yet to be recovered as phenomena. In Arendt’s and Levi-nas’s opinion, this recovery is necessary as a phenomenological task unto itself because most of the time these phenomena are covered up precisely by the—abovementioned—questions of normative justification. These questions make us perceive the entire fields of ethics and politics through their lenses without ever asking about the experiences that let these fields emerge as meaningful in the first place. Both thinkers therefore proceed from a basic experience that initially is to be described as thaumazein—being swept up in wonder and being shattered at the same time. It is an experience of what totalitarianism wants to deny, destroy, and extinguish but is yet never able to fully reach. The “sheer horror of contemporary political events” (CP 444), as Arendt calls it, is decisive for the urgency of their projects, even if I would emphasize that both had already previously discovered the core of their thinking. Both are “transformative phenomenologists” of the “second generation,” after the “classical generation” of Husserl, Scheler, and Heidegger. In the phenomenological community it remains an undisputed thesis that Levinas, with his paradigm of alterity, has fundamentally advanced phenomenology and successfully transformed many of its core concepts. One of the central theses of my book was that the same holds true for Arendt and her core phenomenon of actualized plurality.





Notes

1. Arendt criticizes customary morality and its normative catalogues for failing to produce individually responsible moral agents (Arendt 2003a: 54, 104, 178), as well as Christian morality for not respecting the plural nature of the public realm (HC 77, Arendt 1963: 84). Hence, she rejects two pillars of traditional philosophical ethics: normative principles and the absolute, otherworldly ideal (MacLachlan 2006).

2. Generally speaking, it seems that after a series of accusations concerning the incomprehensible amorality of Arendt’s concept of the political—which Benhabib mitigated—and contributions that value her aestheticism as a form of regaining meaning in a nihilistic world, the tendency is now to ascribe to her an inherent political ethic (Williams 1998, Trawny 2005, Buckler 2007, 2011, Topolski 2015)—or, straightforwardly, an “ethic of plurality” (MacLachlan 2006). With my approach, I would like to support this tendency. The topics that have been treated in the literature comprise the ethical potential of forgiving, Arendt’s tragic (rather than amoral) understanding of human action, reexaminations of Arendt’s notions of “principles” (BPF 152) as a measurement for action (MacLachlan 2006; cf. also Williams 1998: 943f.), responsibility as a relevant ethical category for Arendt (Williams 1998, Herzog 2004, Assy 2008), and an ethical evaluation of Arendt’s methodological approach as being “phenomenologically sensitive” to “‘saving the appearances’ of the public realm” (Buckler 2007: 461; cf. also Vollrath 2006).

3. Important studies have been done on all three issues, which are collected in the volumes May and Kohn (1996; including Bernstein 1996a and Kohn 1996), Villa (2000: 25–112; including papers by Canovan, Beiner, Benhabib, and Dietz) and Williams (2006, Vol.4). For a recent collection on the topic of ethics and politics in Arendt cf. Berkowitz, Katz and Keenan (2009).

4. See Baier (1996, esp. 330–334), Speight (2002), Schaap (2005), Young-Bruehl (2006, esp. 95–122), MacLachlan (2006), and Pettigrove (2006)—just to give a small selection of authors who have written on the topic.

5. The phenomenologist Adolf Reinach would have counted promising and forgiving among “social acts” (soziale Akte)— a term he adopted from Husserl and developed further, especially for a phenomenological theory of law, which he built on the act of promising. Reinach (1983) characterized social acts as intentional and spontaneous, as necessarily directed at another person (fremdpersonal) and as in need of being heard (vernehmungsbedürftig) in order to unfold its impact. He elaborated on what later would be called the “performative” dimension of acts and has been recognized as a predecessor of the theory of speech acts (cf. Loidolt 2010: 76–110).

6. Punishment, as Arendt notes, is the only alternative to forgiveness because it also has the power “to put an end to something” (HC 241).

7. One might notice how this establishment of stable and continuous self-identity through others in the act of promising inverts many aspects the influential paradigm of promising, pain, and memory of the will set forth by Nietzsche in the second essay of his Genealogy of Morals. (For more on Nietzsche in connection to Arendt, see Villa 1996: 80–110, on forgiving cf. Brandes 2010. I owe this insightful comment to my colleague James Garrison.)

8. This could establish a possible link between an ethics and politics of vulnerability and precariousness of the type that Judith Butler (2004) has advanced, and the seemingly contradictory approach by Arendt. The theme of bodily exposure and vulnerability is indeed suppressed in Arendt’s work, but as the analyses of Birmingham (2006) and Parekh (2008) on human rights have shown, Arendt is very aware of a “collective responsibility for the physical lives of one another” (Butler 2004: 30). A similar approach has been undertaken recently by Rosine Kelz (2016) who investigates, by going back to Arendt, Butler, and Cavell, how the responsibilities we have for others can be informed by non-sovereign concepts of the self. Finally, also Judith Butler herself considers the possibility of linking Arendt’s “politics of the who” with the issues of vulnerability, alterity, and a quasi-Hegelian theory of recognition, as her re-examination of Cavarero’s work shows: “Cavarero argues that Arendt focuses on a politics of ‘the who’ in order to establish a relational politics, one in which the exposure and vulnerability of the other makes a primary ethical claim upon me. In stark contrast to the Nietzschean view that life is essentially bound up with destruction and suffering, Cavarero argues that we are beings who are, of necessity, exposed to one another in our vulnerability and singularity and that our political situation consists in part in learning how best to handle—and to honor—this constant and necessary exposure. In a sense, this theory of the ‘outside’ to the subject radicalizes the ecstatic trend in the Hegelian position” (Butler 2005: 31f.; cf. Cavarero 2000: 20–29). With my phenomenological approach to plurality I want to support Cavarero’ and Butler’s position, without necessarily merging it with a Hegelian constellation. Although there are certainly many interesting parallels to explore between an Arendtian theory of actualized plurality and a Hegelian theory of recognition, e.g. as articulated in the works of Axel Honneth, I think that dealing with the question of the political in terms of recognition (Hegelian) does indeed point to different aspects than dealing with it in terms of appearance, experience, and actualization (phenomenology; Arendtian). Recognition is still a deliberately undertaken act, which creates a sort of “framework.” By contrast, appearance goes beyond what can be intended and an actualization of plurality in speech and action is a clear surplus to relations of recognition alone. A commitment to foster plurality is hence not limited to recognizing others but means to engage in interaction.

9. For example, this is something Arendt has famously commented on with regard to the premature material appeasement of the labor movement: “The very pathos of the labor movement in its early stages… stemmed from its fight against society as a whole. The enormous power potential these movements acquired in a relatively short time and often under very adverse circumstances sprang from the fact that despite all the talk and theory they were the only group on the political scene which not only defended its economic interests but fought a full-fledged political battle” (HC 218f.).

10. For further reading on these concrete ethical implications of Arendt’s phenomenology of plurality on the question of human rights (cf. Birmingham 2006, Menke 2007, Parekh 2008, Gündoğdu 2015). I have treated this issue more thoroughly in (Loidolt 2010: 291–314).

11. In LM Arendt writes: “Truth is what we are compelled to admit by the nature either of our senses or of our brain” (LM 61). This, as Wellmer (2006: 226) assesses, clearly points to “an epistemological framework, from the perspective of which physical science must appear as the paradigm of knowledge, physical facts as the paradigm of factuality, and logical demonstration as the paradigm of rational argument.” Wellmer is right to argue that Arendt stays “entrapped” within this framework, as she consequently locates thinking and judging outside the sphere of cognition, truth, and rational argument.

12. Cf. also for this topic the instructive essay on the hermeneutic relation of truth and interpretation by Veronica Vasterling (2011b), which I refer to in Chapter 2.2.

13. It is little known that through the different phases of his life, Husserl conceptualized different approaches to ethics that are quite representative of phenomenological ethics in general: from a value- and evidence-orientated approach in his earlier years up to an ethics of the person individuated by an affective ethical call, Husserl touches upon themes that we find not only with Scheler, but also with Heidegger, Sartre and Levinas. Cf. the collected volume by Drummond and Embree (2002), which contains chapters on the main proponents in phenomenology, including a chapter on Hannah Arendt.

14. To take Husserl’s example, if I immediately dislike someone with the name “Eulalie,” just because I read a novel where the villainess had the same name, this is obviously subjective and not rational valuing (Hua XXVIII: 410).

15. For further reading, cf. Melle 2002, Loidolt 2009: 156–191, Loidolt 2012.

16. Some passages from this chapter have been taken, in a modified form, from the paper “Alterity and/or Plurality? Two Pre-normative Paradigms for Ethics and Politics in Levinas and Arendt” (Loidolt 2013b), published with de Gruyter.

17. In achieving this by also using linguistic means like the futur antérieur or the “mode of perhaps” (to avoid propositional style), Levinas’s writings have an important and seldomly recognized performative dimension (cf. Zeillinger 2010: 230).

18. In an interview, the German phenomenologist Bernhard Waldenfels (2000) illustrates this basic form of ethically required responsiveness with an everyday example: “Somebody asks you what time it is. This is something you can observe. Then you can say: ‘You have asked me what time it is.’ Hence, you state a matter of fact. But you do not simply confirm this matter of fact. What you do is the following: You don’t answer. Thus, the ethical in the form of an appeal [Anspruch] does not add afterwards to a matter of fact, but it is there from the very beginning, or it will never enter the situation at all.” For an elaborate version of what Waldenfels understands by “responsive phenomenology” (cf. Waldenfels 1994).

19. This is a major theme in Levinas’s philosophy and one through which he criticizes a general feature of Western philosophy: “The I is not a being that always remains the same, but is the being whose existing consists in identifying itself, in recovering its identity throughout all that happens to it… Hegelian phenomenology, where self-consciousness is the distinguishing of what is not distinct, expresses the universality of the same identifying itself in the alterity of objects thought and despite of the opposition of self to self” (Levinas 1969: 36).


Conclusion

In this book, I develop a phenomenology of plurality by introducing Hannah Arendt’s work into debates taking place in the phenomenological tradition. The main findings of this effort can be located in the areas of phenomenology, political philosophy, ethics, and phenomenological approaches to social ontology.

First of all, this study accomplishes a phenomenological and ontological clarification of the concept of plurality. Plurality is essentially something we do. It is based on an ontological plurality of subjectivities, but it needs to be actualized; and this is achieved only by engaging in certain activities: speaking, acting, and judging. These activities disclose a “who,” the uniqueness of a person’s perspective, which becomes visible only in the equally realized togetherness of a “we.” The architecture of the political space is built up by acting and speaking in public, which forms the closely intertwined ontological core domain of plurality, while judging expands its horizon to the dimension of spectators who judge actors and thereby form a pluralistic community marked by both discord and concord. One of the peculiar features of actualized plurality is that the “who’s” appearance in these activities is not reducible to a “what,” which means that the essence of a person surpasses being fixed and ossified in propositional language; it is also not exhausted by narratives. A phenomenological take on the issue demonstrates that the appearance of the “who” does not have the character of the appearance of an object in the world, appearing to someone; instead, it is the subjective access itself appearing, in a worldly form, and essentially appearing to others. Plurality hence shifts our perspective from the singular first-person perspective to an in-between that arises in the world through these first-person perspectives and that is actualized by them. The appearance of the “who” is dependent on this in-between; it is accessible only from an intersubjective and worldly standpoint that is internal to a functioning web of relationships. Arendt establishes this truly intersubjective perspective by rejecting the traditional fixation on telos in conceptualizing acting, speaking, and judging. Instead, she develops their character of praxis. I demonstrate that she accomplishes this by heavily drawing on phenomenological notions of actualization/enactment (Vollzug), which allows for consideration of the self-containedness of these activities in their appearance to many. To appear is to appear before others, in a world and in a context. It both enlightens and (mostly also) alters the context. Furthermore, it reveals the agent as partaker in the context, which means that the agent could not be revealed “outside” of the context. Last but not least, this implies that the intentionality of these activities is immediately directed at others, which distinguishes it from object-directed activities like work or process-related activities like labor.

Second, by means of a detailed analysis of the phenomenological deep-structure of Arendt’s thought, I demonstrate that actualizing plurality in a space of appearances is the phenomenon that lies at the heart of Arendt’s famous conception of “the political.” This entails the thoroughly proved claim that gaining a true understanding of either Arendt’s well-hidden methodology or her central notions such as plurality, world, appearance, activity, conditionality, and the political, requires turning to the phenomenological tradition. At the same time, I demonstrate that phenomenology’s core concepts such as appearance, experience, intentionality, subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and world are politicized and transformed through the paradigm of plurality. I develop the basic layout of a politicized phenomenology that follows from this, including my own notion of political intersubjectivity, analyses of the politicized forms of Being-with and the with-world in different activities, and a critical evaluation of Arendt’s related conception of the public and the private. This criticism is achieved by presenting a novel theory of how activities create specific spaces of meaning and how they dynamically interrelate with the spaces of meaning yielded by visibility.

Third, the implications of these findings for the basic concepts of subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and a political form of the “we,” are far reaching. So are the political and ethical insights that can be drawn from it. A phenomenology of plurality shows us that the political dimension of being a self entails its “worldliness,” which means that subjectivity is essentially conceived as an outwardness whose appearing and self-disclosing character can be witnessed only by others. The mutual realization of subjectivities that perform or enact themselves in the world is thus dependent on plurality. This provides us with socio-ontological as well as normative criteria for evaluating different forms of the “we.” Only forms that do not dissolve the uniqueness of each “I,” but that instead allow them to appear, are regarded as authentic forms of “we.” I advance the argument that Arendt thereby conceptualizes an essentially democratic form of “we,” one that is agonistic but not antagonistic, and that has intrinsically ethical features. Some of these features derive from experiences that can be called “proto-normative” in the sense that they constitute the field of meaning where normative questions gain relevance in the first place. Actualizing plurality inhibits and ruptures any form of closure in the political and social space; on the other hand, the interplay of the “who” and the “we” in actualized plurality has ethical conditions of success, which implies a responsibility for intersubjective interaction and a common world. This also makes it possible to understand how the ethical demands of vulnerability and alterity might be introduced to an ethics of plurality. Finally, we should care about actualizing plurality, because it gives the person, the “who,” a place, beyond the intimacy of private relations and it allows for worldly experiences of meaning, reality, and freedom that cannot be supplemented otherwise.

In all respects, this book is an attempt to provide the most basic ontological and phenomenological insights of what it means to exist in the plural, and thus, of political existence. It is true that, most of the time, “real politics” seems to be something completely different: a great game of reckless powers that brushes aside or crushes the individual, or senseless jabber taking place in the face of blind, unfeeling forces that will eventually prevail anyway. Arendt urges us to recognize that, despite this impression, it would be fatal to renounce politics as a whole and to see the solution in being free from politics—because this freedom will remain an illusion of thought that has withdrawn into the private realm. It will be no more than a shadow that has turned away from the challenge of shaping our common reality. Instead, Arendt re-establishes a positive notion of the political that traces the real meaning of politics in the ontology and phenomenology of plurality: “The raison d’être of politics is freedom, and its field of experience is action” (BPF 146). It is a notion of the political that empowers the individuals to seize their worldly possibilities of existence together—and that makes clear that freedom is to be found in nothing other than in those experiences where we actively relate to the world and visibly take positions, no matter what the “realistic” chances for “success” are.

This is why this basic account focuses so much on subjectivity, its appearance, and its experiences. I am well aware that this is neither the mainstream in political philosophy nor very popular as concerns alternative theories of the political; mostly, the latter are poststructuralist in origin, and therefore critical of conceptions that take subjectivity as a starting point. Essentially, plurality revolutionizes classic conceptions of subjectivity and challenges classic ontology. But as a phenomenology of plurality shows, by spelling out the very insights of Arendt herself, we should not and we do not have to give up on subjectivity in order to develop a contemporary theory of the political. On the contrary, we must hold onto it in the co-constitutional triangle of subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and world in order to accomplish the intersubjective and political transformation of subjectivity. Furthermore, my study shows that the phenomenological tradition has, in many ways, anticipated this transformative process. I hence propose a model of layers of self, which defends the irreducibility of the first-person perspective and its essential “mineness” while also endorsing its “outwardness” and the claim that the “who’s” identities can only be performatively enacted. “Who we are” is fundamentally conditioned by the plural, and action needs others to be real. Nonetheless, the “who” is never exhausted by its intersubjective appearance, let alone ontologically created by it. It is important to insist on the fact that we can defend the alterity of the other and the non-objectifiability of persons, i.e. their “natality,” only if we recognize that they are not mere “products of society.” The uniqueness that articulates itself in plurality is a uniqueness that unfolds by being an irreducible perspective on the world in an ontologically relevant sense. I demonstrate that a complex interrelation of natality and plurality, i.e. of both “initiative” and “interdependence,” is at work in Arendt’s discussion of acting, speaking, and judging. This reaches beyond the simple choices of “individualism” vs. “collectivism,” to say nothing of anything that would allow for an endorsement of “pluralism” that might retain the classic ontology of the individual: an untouchable subject that acts as it wills, in a quasi-vacuum. Only by conceiving of an interrelated plurality of subjectivities at the heart of the political, can we overcome this dominant modern picture. And only by not giving up subjectivity as whole can we give priority to action over anonymous events and regain the important notions of autonomy, reconsidered in relation to others, and of freedom, re-conceptualized as non-sovereign, worldly interaction. The plurality of subjectivities is more than an antagonistic structure at work on an ontological level—it implies lived experiences, personalized perspectives, and bodily vulnerability, all of which calls for our responsibility in community as well as in conflict.

The political phenomenology that I propose, finally, not only puts a plurality of subjectivities and their actualizing activities in the center (i.e. speaking, acting, and judging) but also emphasizes the importance of visibility and the need for a qualified space of appearance. Appearance and visibility are essential for plurality to unfold und to be sustained. This has, as I have shown, not only normative consequences; it also accounts for how plurality challenges classic ontology. Arendt wants to question and destroy the classical metaphysical illusion of a bird’s eye perspective on ontology. Therefore, she emphasizes how basic, fundamental visibility in the world is not a “neutral” feature, especially not for beings who appear and disappear from the world, who can build visibility- and meaning-spaces within it, and for whom this amounts to reality and their principle source of meaning. An ontology of the appearing world is therefore nothing less than a neutral and basic realm in which the political “then” forms: It is itself intrinsically political in its basic categories and notions (cf. also Flynn 1984). However, as politicized as a philosophy can be, an ontology and a phenomenology of the political can never be laid out as a field that would allow for dispensing with the activities and experiences themselves—a purely “transcendental” or “ontological” theory, as it were, that would claim to fully capture the essence of the political in the theoretical attitude: in thinking action. If this claim were true, neither appearance—which is not relevant for the activity of thinking—nor making the specific experiences of plural existence would be required for comprehending the political. Yet a phenomenology of plurality importantly teaches us that the phenomenon itself prohibits any such approach. This is because in its very essence the phenomenon of actualizing plurality remains a practical phenomenon, i.e. a phenomenon that calls for its first-personal realization. Existing in the plural calls for a certain form of existence that can never be fully comprehended “from without,” but which instead must be acted out. Thinking action can formulate this demand lying in the phenomenon itself by pointing to it as a surplus; it can never replace it.

I therefore see the aims of this book within the scope of having provided a focused introduction to the phenomenological tradition that seizes upon its political potential and that thereby aims at provoking discussion by also allowing for new systematic insights in the relations between different positions within this tradition. At the same time, I have presented a philosophically ambitious introduction to Arendt that repositions her as a phenomenologist belonging to the transformative generation coming after Husserl and Heidegger and moving this tradition forward with her paradigm of plurality. I hope to have convinced the reader that the political, including its challenge to become practical, cannot be fathomed without a phenomenological analysis of actualized plurality, and that plurality itself makes phenomenology finally become political, in a democratic and responsible way.
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