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Abstract

Hannah Arendt (1906-1975) did not theorize gender as a political question. None of her
major works deal with women’s liberation, women’s rights, or with gendered aspects of
power. In her public life, she neither participated nor spoke up in favor of any feminist group.
Yet, her works have generated a rich and polyphonic tradition of feminist scholarship. This
GLVVHUWDWLRQSURYLGHVWKH¿UVWPRQRJUDSKOHQJWKV\VWHPDWLFH[DPLQDWLRQRIIRXUGHFDGHV
of feminist responses to Arendt’s political thought.
In this study I ask how and for what purposes have feminist interpreters of Arendt singled
out concepts and topics for scrutiny and debate in their efforts to understand the absence of
a theory of gender in Arendt’s oeuvre. Why has precisely Hannah Arendt been so widely
and passionately read by feminist theorists, despite the fact that she did not engage in this
¿HOGRILQTXLU\DWDOO"
By analyzing and contextualizing how each text in feminist secondary literature on Arendt
constitutes a distinct response to her silence on gender, and by then grouping these responses,
WKLVVWXG\¿QGVWKDWIHPLQLVWHIIRUWVWRPDNHVHQVHRIWKHDEVHQFHRIDWKHRU\RIJHQGHULQ
Arendt’s political thinking can best be understood through a threefold categorization. First,
Anglophone, early second wave sisterhood-interpretations approach Arendt through the
conceptual pairs of “the public” and “the private”, and “the social and the political”, arriving
at the conclusion that Arendt is a masculine anti-feminist. Second, Continental, French
and Italian interpretations on the other hand operate with Arendt’s concept of “natality”
and regard Arendt as a female genius. Finally, postmodern and queer readings highlight
concepts such as “unique distinctness”, “speech and action” and “pariahdom”, establishing
Arendt as a precursor to feminist elaborations on performativity as well as critiques of
identity politics. I contend that taken together, these three feminist perspectives form a
prism through which not only Arendt’s enigmatic silence on gender becomes meaningful,
but also the history of contemporary feminist political theorizing emerges as a highly
polyphonic tradition. Hence, there is no single, univocal feminist theory or feminism that
can be applied to Arendt’s texts in order to answer the question of how and why she left
questions related to gender and sexuality unanswered. Instead, Arendt’s account on gender
and sexuality can only be grasped through multiple perspectives and multiple feminist
voices.
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Introduction

Hannah Arendt (1906-1975) did not theorize gender as a political question. None of her
major works deal with women’s liberation, women’s rights, or with gendered aspects of
power. In her public life, she neither participated nor spoke up in favor of any feminist
JURXS,QIDFWWKHVLQJOHSXEOLVKHGWH[WZKHUH$UHQGWH[SOLFLWO\UHÀHFWVRQWKHZRPHQ¶V
movement of her time is a brief book review of Alice Rühle-Gerstel’s Das Frauenproblem
in der Gegenwart (1932).1 Although Arendt found the book “instructive” and “stimulating,”
she did not see a women’s political party or a women’s movement as the solution to
women’s economic and social oppression. Instead, she proposed that women should unite
with movements of other oppressed groups, such as the workers’ movement, in their plight
for the realization of equal political rights (EU 67-68).
In this study I argue that despite the absence of a theory of gender in Arendt’s philosophy,
and despite her reluctance to support any of the numerous women’s movements of
her time, Arendt’s voluminous life work has generated an entire tradition of feminist
responses. Ranging from Adrienne Rich’s famous lamentation that The Human Condition
H[HPSOL¿HVWKH³WUDJHG\RIDIHPDOHPLQGQRXULVKHGRQPDOHLGHRORJ\´WR-XOLD.ULVWHYD¶V
characterization of Arendt as a “female genius,” to Mario Feit’s claim that “The Human
Condition offers a thorough critique of heteronormativity,” for four decades scholars have
debated and further developed Arendt’s philosophy for feminist purposes. Arendt’s silence
on gender constitutes a riddle that continues to perplex both her most passionate critics as
well as her most enthusiastic followers.
7KLVGLVVHUWDWLRQSURYLGHVWKH¿UVWPRQRJUDSKOHQJWKV\VWHPDWLFH[DPLQDWLRQRIIHPLQLVW
responses to Arendt’s silence on gender. I ask how and for what purposes have feminist
interpreters of Arendt singled out concepts and topics for scrutiny and debate in their
efforts to understand from a feminist perspective the absence of a theory of gender in
Rühle-Gerstel, Alice (1932) Das Frauenproblem in der Gegenwart - Eine psychologische Bilanz, Stuttgart: S. Hirzel
Verlag. $UHQGW¶VUHYLHZZDV¿UVWSXEOLVKHGLQWKH*HUPDQMRXUQDODie Gesellschaft (vol. 10/1932, pp. 177-179), a journal
of the Weimar socialists. The review was translated into English by Elisabeth Young-Bruehl and published as ”On the
Emancipation of Women” in Arendt’s Essays in Understanding 1930-1954, New York: Shocken Books, 1994. In her
review Arendt acknowledges the achievements of the women’s liberation movement, such as ”the right to vote” and the
´ULJKWWRUXQIRURI¿FH´DQGODPHQWVWKHIDFWWKDW´>«@DOWKRXJKWRGD\¶VZRPHQKDYHWKHVDPHULJKWVOHJDOO\DVPHQ
WKH\DUHQRWYDOXHGHTXDOO\E\VRFLHW\(FRQRPLFDOO\WKHLULQHTXDOLW\LVUHÀHFWHGLQWKHIDFWWKDWLQPDQ\FDVHVWKH\ZRUN
for considerably lower wages than men.” (EU, 66). Anticipating Betty Friedan, Arendt also expresses criticism towards

1

women’s position in the marriage institution.

1

Arendt’s oeuvre. Why has precisely Hannah Arendt been so widely and passionately read
E\IHPLQLVWWKHRULVWVGHVSLWHWKHIDFWWKDWVKHGLGQRWHQJDJHLQWKLV¿HOGRILQTXLU\DWDOO"
I approach the vast and rich feminist secondary literature on Arendt through a reading
strategy by which I parallel, compare and contrast texts from different historical time periods
and geographical contexts. I examine the ways in which each particular text constitutes a
response to Arendt’s silence on gender and then arrange the interpretations accordingly.
My research approach illuminates the polyphony within the long tradition of feminist
responses to Arendt, and stresses the fact that different feminist perspectives highlight and
operate with highly divergent and contrasting concepts in Arendt. Hence, there is more
than one way to respond to Arendt’s silence on gender from a feminist perspective. Based
on my thorough review of extensive secondary literature on Arendt, I argue that feminist
responses to Arendt’s silence on gender can best be understood through the following,
threefold, analytical categorization.
, SURSRVH ¿UVW WKDW $QJORSKRQH HDUO\ VHFRQG ZDYH IHPLQLVW LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV RI $UHQGW
generally approach her work through a ‘sisterhood’ framework. For scholars such as
Adrienne Rich (1979), Mary O’ Brien (1981), Hanna Pitkin (1981) and Wendy Brown
 $UHQGW¶VVLOHQFHRQJHQGHUVLJQL¿HVDGLVDSSRLQWLQJHOLWLVWDUURJDQFHDQGKRVWLOLW\
towards the women’s movement and feminist politics of the time. The sisterhood readings
argue that despite the fact that Arendt was a woman in a male-dominated occupation, she
did not express interest or solidarity towards the women’s movements of her time. Quite the
contrary, through her rigid conceptual distinctions, such as “the public” vs. “the private,”
“the political” vs. “the social” and “action” vs. “labor,” early second wave interpreters
conclude that Arendt succumbed to a male bias in her thinking. Framing “the human” in
The Human Condition as a universal category, Arendt, much like male thinkers throughout
the Western tradition, failed to see this category as an abstraction which excludes women’s
perspectives. Furthermore, in their analysis, early second wave readers conceive Arendt
herself as a masculine woman and an anti-feminist. I argue that the readings that frame
Arendt as a masculine thinker draw primarily from the second chapter of The Human
Condition, which is titled “The Public and the Private Realm.”
A divergent way of appropriating Arendt emerges in the context of the continental tradition
of feminist theorizing. According to scholars, such as Adriana Cavarero (1990) and Julia
Kristeva (1999) most notably, the theoretical implications of Arendt’s silence on gender
must not be exaggerated. Instead, both Cavarero and Kristeva perceive Arendt’s contribution
to feminist theorizing to be evident in her work because her texts derive from a particular,
IHPLQLQHSRVLWLRQ6LQFH$UHQGWLVDZRPDQKHUZULWLQJLQHYLWDEO\UHÀHFWVWKLVH[SHULHQFH
2

and the interpreter’s task is to elaborate on the feminine, textual style. I argue that these
two major French and Italian receptions within the continental, phenomenological and
psychoanalytic feminist tradition focus particularly on vocabulary in Arendt’s texts that is
WDNHQWRUHÀHFWIHPLQLQHH[SHULHQFHVVXFKDV³QDWDOLW\´³ELUWK´DQG³OLIH´7KHQRWLRQRI
“natality” in particular, is seen as Arendt’s most important and revolutionary contribution
WRIHPLQLVWWKHRUL]LQJRIVH[XDOGLIIHUHQFH,QWKHVH)UHQFKDQG,WDOLDQUHDGLQJVWKH¿IWK
chapter of The Human Condition, which deals with action and new beginnings, functions as
the background for concluding that Arendt is a feminine writer and even more importantly,
a female genius.
In contrast to these two opposing feminist ways of appropriating Arendt, a third feminist
perspective on Arendt’s silence on gender builds on postmodern theorizing. Albeit
the fact that Arendt did not say much about women’s issues or gender inequality in her
written work, these theorists still view her work as highly valuable for feminist theorizing
because Arendt is claimed to anticipate major questions and conceptualizations within
postmodern feminist theorizing and emerging queer thought. Bonnie Honig (1988, 1993),
Mary G. Dietz (1995), Linda Zerilli (1995) and Amy Allen (1999), most notably, focus on
Arendt’s formulations such as “the disclosure of the agent in speech and action,” “unique
distinctness,” “spontaneity,” “indeterminacy,” “freedom” and “solidarity” and critique
identity politics through Arendt. I argue that this reading strategy also operates in texts
by feminist theorists who defend Arendt’s perceived postmodern leaning by examining
“Jewishness” and “gender” as analogous, culturally-constructed identity categories in
Arendt’s texts (Ring 1997; Bar On 2002; Hull 2002; Butler 2012). The efforts to formulate
YDULRXVGLUHFWLRQVIRUSRVWPRGHUQ³$UHQGWLDQIHPLQLVP´KDYHDOVRLQÀXHQFHGDQGLQVSLUHG
a number of gay studies and queer-theoretical interpretations in which Arendt emerges as
a protagonist and spokesperson for marginalized and persecuted groups, homosexual men
in particular (Kramer 1988; Kaplan 1997; Eribon 1999; Warner 1999; Feit 2011). The main
WH[WXDOUHVRXUFHVIRUSRVWPRGHUQDQGTXHHULQWHUSUHWDWLRQVLQFOXGHWKH¿IWKFKDSWHURIThe
Human Condition, a number of Arendt’s essays on Jewishness and Jewish politics, as well
as The Origins of Totalitarianism.
These research results show that three distinguishable feminist positions emerge from
the numerous attempts to understand Arendt’s silence on gender. Whereas sisterhood
interpretations view Arendt as a masculine anti-feminist, femininity interpretations on the
RWKHUKDQGUHJDUG$UHQGWDVDIHPDOHJHQLXVDQG¿QDOO\SRVWPRGHUQDQGTXHHUUHDGLQJV
view Arendt as a precursor to feminist elaborations of performativity as well as critiques of
identity politics.

3

Despite the fact that Arendt scholarship has undergone a renaissance during the past
two decades, prior to this dissertation there have been only a few attempts to interpret,
contextualize and arrange feminist receptions of Arendt. The articles by Mary G. Dietz
(1991; 1995; 2002), Bonnie Honig (1995), Elizabeth Young-Bruehl (1982/2004; 1996) and
.LPEHUO\0DVOLQ  DUHDPRQJWKHIHZFRQWULEXWLRQVWRWKLV¿HOGRILQTXLU\$OWKRXJK
all these prior attempts discuss only the Anglophone feminist receptions and offer merely
a brief and limited understanding of the complexity and nuance within feminist debates
over Arendt, they are the most widely read and frequently-cited texts on the relationship
between Arendt and feminism.
In Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World (1982), by far the most extensive biography
of Arendt to date, Elisabeth Young-Bruehl illuminates Arendt’s personal and political
motivations for distancing herself from feminist politics. Understanding Arendt’s
reluctance towards identity politics as deriving from her parting with the Zionist movement,
Young-Bruehl presents Arendt as a thinker who resisted all types of ideologies and mass
movements, including the various women’s liberation movements (Young-Bruehl 2004,
97). In “Hannah Arendt among Feminists” (1996), Young-Bruehl moves away from
biography and presents a twofold historical categorization of feminist responses to Arendt.
$FFRUGLQJWR<RXQJ%UXHKOGXULQJWKH¿UVWSKDVHZKLFKODVWHGIURPURXJKO\XQWLO
the late 1980s, “liberationist,” “cultural” and “gynocentric” feminist theorists targeted and
rejected Arendt’s distinctions between “the public” and “the private” as well as “the social”
and “the political” in multiple ways. A second generation of feminist interpretations of
Arendt emerged in the mid-1980s. This “younger generation” problematized the previous
generation’s interpretative framework, which rested on a strict, binary conception of gender
(Young-Bruehl 1996).
In her essays, such as “Hannah Arendt and Feminist Politics” (1991), “Feminist
Interpretations of Hannah Arendt” (1995), ”The Woman Question in Arendt” (2002) and
”The Arendt Question in Feminism” (2002), Mary G. Dietz also categorizes feminist
responses to Arendt by presenting a typology of various types of feminisms, such as
”radical feminism,”, ”difference feminism” and ”diversity feminism.” Dietz contextualizes
the emergence of these types of feminist stances on Arendt by appeal to the history of the
women’s movement and feminist theorizing. The approach is repeated by Maslin (2013).
Taken together, Dietz, Honig,Young-Bruehl and Maslin present the history of feminist
Arendt receptions as taking place in two distinct historical phases, and as occurring
exclusivelyZLWKLQWKH$QJORSKRQHDFDGHPLFFRQWH[W7KH¿UVWSKDVHLQFOXGHVVHFRQGZDYH
readings from the 1970s and 1980s. These readings are presented as being characterized
4

by an interest in examining what Arendt had to contribute to the women’s movement.
Secondly, after the 1980s and early 90s, a new generation of readers shifted the focus of
inquiry and asked how might feminist theorizing look through an Arendtian conceptual
IUDPHZRUNDQGFRXOGIHPLQLVWWKHRULVWVOHDUQVRPHWKLQJIURP$UHQGW",Q%RQQLH+RQLJ¶V
editorial introduction to the anthology Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (1995)
these two phases are characterized as answering one of the two problems: the ”Woman
Question in Arendt” and the ”Arendt Question in Feminism.”
In contrast and in addition to the approaches above, the ambition of my project is to give
JUHDWHU QXDQFH DQG GHHSHU WKHRUHWLFDO UHÀHFWLRQ WR WKH ULFK SRO\SKRQLF IHPLQLVW GHEDWHV
over Arendt. I contend that the tradition of four decades of feminist Arendt scholarship
GHVHUYHVWREHVWXGLHGWKRURXJKO\DVDGLVWLQFW¿HOGRILQTXLU\7KXV,SURYLGHDWKHRUHWLFDO
framework for conceptualizing and answering the single, most important question that
all feminist interpretations, regardless of their historical context, geographical location or
theoretical commitments target, namely how should Arendt’s complete silence on gender
DQGIHPLQLVWLVVXHVEHXQGHUVWRRG"
Finally, a point of historical distance distinguishes my study from previous attempts to
theorize feminist responses to Arendt. Twenty years have passed since the publication of
Bonnie Honig’s edited essay anthology Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt. Since
1995, feminist theorizing has grown and evolved in multiple new directions, some of which
I address in this study. For instance, I include gay studies and queer theoretical elaborations
on Arendt’s silence on gender in order to illuminate how critical studies on masculinity and
queer notions of gender and sexuality have developed hand in hand with feminist readings
of Arendt.
7KLVGLVVHUWDWLRQLVGLYLGHGLQWRWKUHHSDUWV(DFKSDUWH[SOLFDWHVDVSHFL¿FIHPLQLVWZD\RI
responding to Arendt’s silence on gender. In Part I, An anti-feminist or a proto-feminist?
FKDSWHUVDQG ,¿UVWDQDO\]HWKHPHWKRGVUKHWRULFDQGKLVWRULFDOFRQWH[WRIWH[WVLQ
which Arendt is interpreted as an anti-feminist and a masculine woman, and then move on
to study critical responses to these interpretations. I will argue that in feminist scholarship
from the late seventies through to the eighties, Arendt is generally interpreted through a
´VLVWHUKRRG´IUDPHZRUNWKDWLVDV¿UVWDQGIRUHPRVWDZRPDQDQGDIHOORZIHPDOHSROLWLFDO
thinker working in the midst of a predominantly male-oriented tradition of Western thought.
)HPLQLVW VFKRODUV ZKR GLVFRYHUHG$UHQGW ZLWK H[FLWHPHQW GXULQJ WKH ¿UVW KHLJKW RI WKH
second wave of American feminist activism, are particularly interested in questions of
VRFLRHFRQRPLFRSSUHVVLRQDQGVH[XDOREMHFWL¿FDWLRQRIZRPHQ7KHUKHWRULFPRWLYDWLQJ
these texts takes the form of women’s universal ”sisterhood” coalition building, solidarity,
5

consciousness raising and the rewriting of history from the perspective of women as an
oppressed class (e.g. Rich 1979; O’Brien 1981; Pitkin 1981; Landes 1983; Pateman 1983;
Brown 1988). Hence, in the interpretations by Adrienne Rich (1979), Mary O’Brien (1981),
Hanna Pitkin (1981) and Wendy Brown (1988), for instance, Arendt’s works are examined
by asking how women, equality, embodiment, solidarity and power appear in the context
of Arendt’s critique of modernity in The Human Condition.
I argue that within the interpretative and methodological ‘sisterhood’ framework, Arendt’s
public/private distinction appears to neglect the fundamental demand that women be freed
from traditional, stereotypical roles and occupations assigned to them by the male, white,
heterosexist, supremacist patriarchal order. Also, contrary to the emancipatory goal of
early second wave feminist consciousness raising, Arendt’s demarcations appear in this
framework to exclude the personal from the political. Since Anglophone, early second
wave texts often operate with a notion of feminism that is incompatible with men and
masculinity, they widely equate masculinity with institutional practices of patriarchy.
Hence Arendt’s perceived support of a rigid and patriarchal public/private distinction
establishes her as a masculine anti-feminist. Despite the fact that some scholars from this
same time, such as Nancy Hartsock (1983) and Jean-Betke Elshtain (1986), are critical
of interpretations of Arendt as a masculine woman, nevertheless their readings leave the
binary conception of gender intact. Moving Arendt to the ”women’s side” of the ”men
vs. women” and ”masculine vs. feminine” binary, their way of defending Arendt rests on
stressing the aspects of Arendt’s work that deal with what is perceived of as women’s
experiences, such as power, forgiveness and birth.
$OWKRXJKDPDMRULW\RIWKHWH[WVWKDW,DQDO\]HLQWKH¿UVWFKDSWHURI3DUW,DUHZULWWHQLQ
the late 1970s and early 1980s, Part I as a whole establishes that Arendt’s reputation as
an anti-feminist and masculine Grecophile is a reappearing theme throughout the three
¿UVWGHFDGHVRIIHPLQLVWVHFRQGDU\VFKRODUVKLS,DUJXHWKDWWKLVLVSDUWLFXODUO\HYLGHQWLQ
the context of feminist responses to Arendt’s theorization of ”the body” and ”the social
realm.” In chapters 1.2 and 2, I take these two themes as reference points for highlighting
the polyphony, internal tensions and gradual shifts within feminist Arendt scholarship.
Whereas early second wave critics such as Rich (1979), O’Brien (1981), Pitkin (1981
and 1998) and Brown (1988) interpret Arendt’s notions of ”the body” and ”the social”
through the public/private distinction and see both concepts as falling on the side of the
depoliticized, private realm in Arendt, Bonnie Honig (1988; 1993; 1995) on the other hand
emphasizes the performative aspects of Arendt’s notion of the body, gender and identity.
Honig’s approach is further elaborated by Margaret Betz Hull (2002) and Judith Butler
(Butler 2007; Butler & Spivak 2007). Finally, in contrast to Hanna Pitkin (1998), who
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interprets Arendt’s distinction between ”the social” and ”the political” as an indication of
Arendt’s anti-democrat stance, Seyla Benhabib (1996) and Linda Zerilli (2005) both draw
from Arendt’s distinction in order to theorize her as a feminist critic of social conformism
and a proponent of feminist, radical democratic thought.
My discussion throughout Part I illuminates the fact that some of the opposing ways in which
feminist scholars have responded to Arendt is not merely the result of differing historical,
geographical and disciplinary contexts, but is rather due to a divergent use of Arendt’s
concepts. In addition to the historical and thematic contextualization, my analysis draws from
my discovery that there are in fact two separate sections in The Human Condition in which
Arendt, in opposing ways, discusses the complex thematic of the public/private distinction.
As The Human Condition is the most important text for feminist debates on Arendt’s silence
on gender, I will argue that the difference between feminist responses to Arendt’s two
discussions of the public and the private adds to our understanding of the opposing views that
feminist scholars hold of Arendt. Whereas early second wave critics take inspiration from the
second chapter of The Human Condition (titled ”The Public and the Private”), Arendt’s theory
RIDFWLRQRQWKHRWKHUKDQG SUHVHQWHGLQWKH¿IWKFKDSWHURIWKHERRN KDVKDGDSURIRXQG
LQÀXHQFHRQIHPLQLVWHODERUDWLRQVRI$UHQGWDVDSURWRIHPLQLVWDQGSUHFXUVRUWRSRVWPRGHUQ
feminist theorizing. To clarify, my aim in Part I is not to offer yet another interpretation of The
Human Condition, but instead point out the two chapters most frequently cited in feminist
readings of this text. By doing this, I demonstrate the unusual fact that an entire tradition of
internally different feminist interpretations and theoretical stances has arisen from a book in
which a theory of gender is entirely absent.
Through my parallel reading of opposing ways of interpreting Arendt’s conceptual
distinctions between the public and the private, the body, the political and the social, I
establish the groundwork for the main argument of this dissertation, namely, that the rich and
internally polyphonic feminist scholarship on Arendt can be best understood by examining
how each theorist interprets the absence of a theory of gender in Arendt’s philosophy, and
which conceptual clusters the interpreters operate with.
In contrast and complicate the Anglophone approaches (the anti-feminist and proto-feminist)
with an alternative and opposing way of appropriating her work in Part II, The female
genius (chapters 3 and 4). Here, I turn to discuss a family of feminist reading strategies,
which unlike the feminist positions discussed in Part I, respond to Arendt’s silence by
teasing out an explicitly feminine philosophy from her texts. I will argue that, like the
early, second wave Anglophone ‘sisterhood’ interpretations, also the two most widely
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read French and Italian feminist readings within the continental philosophical tradition
perceive the Western tradition of thought as a male-dominated, phallocentric tradition.
However, instead of interpreting Arendt as a masculine thinker in female disguise, Adriana
Cavarero (1990) and Julia Kristeva (1999), focus on philosophical imagery in Arendt’s
WH[WV WKDW WKH\ SHUFHLYH WR UHÀHFW IHPLQLQH H[SHULHQFHV &RQFHSWV VXFK DV ´QDWDOLW\´
´ELUWK´´OLIH´´EHJLQQLQJV´´VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFH´´WKHPDWHUQDO´´¿QLWXGH´´WKHVLQJXODU
and the particular” and ”relationality” function in these readings as the strategic arsenal for
undoing the gridlocks of Western, male-dominated thinking.
I propose that both Cavarero and Kristeva conceive of Arendt’s concept of ”natality” as
directly establishing her femininity as a thinker, and hence her silence on gender does not
constitute an obstacle for their feminist projects. What Cavarero and Kristeva regard as
more important and fruitful than interpreting Arendt’s silence on gender with respect to
the question of whether Arendt was an anti-feminist or a proto-feminist, is to examine
how Arendt’s femininity is disclosed in her writing. The underlying assumption is thus
WKDWVLQFH$UHQGWLVDZRPDQKHUZULWLQJLQHYLWDEO\UHÀHFWVWKLVH[SHULHQFHLQRQHZD\RU
the other. In these readings, Arendt, despite never writing much on gender and sexuality,
becomes the epitome of a female philosopher.
Finally, for both Cavarero and Kristeva, there is an urgent ethical need to rethink the
Western tradition in order to articulate a feminine language that appropriates the maternal
Other. Whereas Cavarero’s ethical task consists in articulating a maternal ontology through
Arendt and Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva carries out this ethical project by undoing the
totalitarian kernels of Western rationality with the use of Arendt. Hence, for Kristeva,
IHPLQLVWWKHRUL]LQJFDQQRWEHFDUULHGRXWLQLVRODWLRQIURPDVHULRXVUHÀHFWLRQDQGFULWLTXH
of totalitarian strands of thought.
My discussion and analysis in Part I and II establishes that despite their completely opposing
ways of appropriating Arendt, the interpretations of Arendt as a masculine anti-feminist and
the interpretations of Arendt as a female genius have in common the fact that they operate
with certain, unquestioned notions of gender and sexuality. I argue that when attempting
to decipher Arendt’s enigmatic silence on gender, both the early, second wave Anglophone
sisterhood interpretations as well as the two major, continental, femininity readings leave the
underlying, binary notion of gender intact.
A more radical way of approaching the question of Arendt’s silence from a feminist
perspective can be found in postmodern feminist and queer responses to Arendt, which I
examine in detail in Part III, The rebel (chapters 5 and 6). In this Part, I argue that feminist
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DQG TXHHU UHDGLQJV LQÀXHQFHG E\ SRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVW DQG SRVWPRGHUQ WKHRUL]LQJ GR QRW
ORRNDWJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLW\LQ$UHQGW¶VZULWLQJVE\DVNLQJZKHWKHU$UHQGWTXDOL¿HVDV
DIHPLQLVWZKHWKHUVKHKDGDQ\WKLQJVLJQL¿FDQWWRVD\DERXWZRPHQRUZKHWKHURUQRW
she adopts a masculinist or a feminine position. Instead, feminist theorists such as Bonnie
Honig (1988; 1993; 1995), Mary G. Dietz (1995), Amy Allen (1999), Margaret Betz
Hull (2002) and Judith Butler (2007; 2012), as well as queer theorists such as Morris B.
Kaplan (1997), Didier Eribon (1999) and Mario Feit (2011), are concerned with showing
how feminist and queer debates on gender and sexuality might be illuminated through an
Arendtian framework. This way of responding to Arendt’s silence on gender differs notably
from both the Anglophone, early second wave readers, as well as from the Italian and
French interpretations, because the postmodern and queer readings examine and contest
conventional and normative notions of gender and sexuality through and with Arendt.
I argue that operating with concepts such as ”performativity,” ”action,” ”agonism,”
”spontaneity,” ”indeterminacy,” ”plurality,” ”cohabitation,” ”unique distinctness,”
”pariahdom” and ”freedom,” feminist and queer interpretations maintain that Arendt’s
UHOXFWDQFH WR WKHRUL]H JHQGHU DV D ¿[HG FDWHJRU\ FDQ EH LQWHUSUHWHG DV D SUHFXUVRU WR
postmodern critiques of identity politics. In Bonnie Honig’s pioneering work, Arendt
is perceived as a theorist of contingent foundations, constituent power and agonistic,
democratic thought. For Honig, Arendt’s stress on the performative disclosure of the agent
in speech and action provides an important framework for theorizing gender and identity
as performative. In Amy Allen’s reading, Arendt’s notions of power and ‘acting in concert’
becomes the most important concepts for reinterpreting and reinventing early second wave
feminist movements’ key concepts, such as “solidarity” and “coalition.”
According to others, such as Bat-Ami Bar On (1996; 2002), Margaret Betz Hull (2002) and
Judith Butler (2012), Arendt’s critique of identity politics is already evident in her early
essays on Jewish identity. For this reason, in chapter 5, I examine postmodern feminist
interpretations of Arendt conjointly with feminist interpretations of Arendt’s relation to
Jewishness. Through a discussion of these feminist perspectives, in chapter 6, I will argue
that queer theorists and gay studies scholars pick the question of gender and Jewishness
LQ$UHQGWDVDNH\WKHPHWRSURYLGHDWKHRUHWLFDOMXVWL¿FDWLRQIRUWKHSOLJKWRIJD\ULJKWV
Tracing back the invention of “Jews” and “homosexuals” as pathological races to the rise
of eighteenth-century European anti-Semitism, Kaplan (1997) and Eribon (1999) argue
that Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism contains an important genealogy of gay
subjectivation.
Taken together, the three parts of this dissertation arrange the rich and polyphonic tradition
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of feminist Arendt scholarship into three distinct feminist responses to Arendt’s silence
on gender. What I term here the sisterhood readings, arrive at the conclusion that Arendt
is a masculine anti-feminist, whereas the femininity readings hold Arendt to be a female
genius. Finally, postmodern and queer interpretations see Arendt as a rebellious precursor
to critiques of identity politics and as a spokesperson for persecuted, marginalized persons.
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Part I
An anti-feminist or proto-feminist?

12

1. The masculine Grecophilia of Hannah Arendt

The Human Condition (1958) is by far the most widely read and frequently cited text within
four decades of feminist scholarship on Arendt. Published seven years after The Origins
of Totalitarianism (1951) the work outlines the philosophical groundwork for Arendt’s
political theory, articulated more concretely in essay collections, such as Between Past and
Future (1961 and 1968), and Crises of the Republic (1972).2 At the beginning of The Human
Condition, Arendt tells that her approach consists of a philosophical and historical analysis
of the conditions that constitute and shape human existence. Clarifying her position as nonHVVHQWLDOLVW$UHQGWZULWHVWKDW´>«@WKHKXPDQFRQGLWLRQLVQRWWKHVDPHDVKXPDQQDWXUH
and the sum total of human activities and capabilities which correspond to the human
condition does not constitute anything like human nature” (HC, 9-10).
7KHWRSLFRIWKHERRNLVKXPDQH[LVWHQFHEXWLWLVGLI¿FXOWWRFODVVLI\WKHVWXG\DVEHORQJLQJ
WRDQ\VSHFL¿FGLVFLSOLQHRUHYHQDFRQYHQWLRQDOO\XQGHUVWRRGWKHRUHWLFDOSRVLWLRQ7KHWH[W
contains among other things an extensive critique of modernity, an ethics of forgiveness,
a historical analysis of the rise of mathematical models for explaining social phenomena,
nearly eighty pages of analysis on the nature of action (praxis) as well as a genealogy of
Western philosophy’s hierarchical demarcation between theoretical philosophy and political
OLIH7RTXRWH0DUJDUHW&DQRYDQLQWKHLQWURGXFWLRQWRWKHHGLWLRQRIWKHWH[W³>E@
RWKWKHERRN¶VGLI¿FXOW\DQGLWVHQGXULQJIDVFLQDWLRQDULVHIURPWKHIDFWWKDWVKH>$UHQGW@
is doing a great many things at once. There are more intertwined strands of thought than

2
Arendt originally titled The Human Condition Amor Mundi (love of the world), which expressed her gratitude for the
world (HAKJ, Aug 6, 1955). The title The Human Condition was chosen by Arendt’s American publisher. In her research
following the publication of The Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt had sought to understand totalitarian elements in
Marxism. She was working on an extensive book manuscript on Marx’s thinking, but never published it. Instead, the
manuscript was published as two different books, which became The Human Condition and On Revolution (1963). The
remainder of the manuscript parts were published posthumously as the edited essay collection The Promise of Politics
(2005). A brief biographical detail about Arendt illuminates her interest in Marx: Arendt was brought up in a liberal,
leftist intellectual environment. Her mother, Martha Arendt was a leftist activist and an admirer of Rosa Luxemburg.
During Arendt’s youth years at Heidelberg and Marburg, she spent much of her time in socialist, intellectual circles in
ZKLFKVKHDOVRPHWKHU¿UVWKXVEDQG*QWHU6WHUQ:KHQ$UHQGWPHWKHUVHFRQGKXVEDQG+HLQULFK%OFKHUKHZDVD
lecturer and socialist activist who encouraged Arendt to read Marx, Trotsky and Weber (Young-Bruehl 2004. See also
3DORQHQ $OWKRXJK$UHQGW¶V¿UVWPDMRUZRUN7KH2ULJLQVRI7RWDOLWDULDQLVPGUDZVEROGSDUDOOHOVEHWZHHQIDVFLVW
and communist forms of totalitarianism, and although she presents a critique of Marxism throughout her career, her
stress on the importance of the right to belong to a political community, and the importance of companionship, solidarity,
communication and acting together for a common goal, originate from her early involvement in the socialist movements.
The Human Condition and its chapters on “World Alienation” among other texts, contain an explicit, Weberian critique
of capitalist individualism (HC, 251-256; cf. Kalyvas 2008).
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FDQSRVVLEO\EHIROORZHGDW¿UVWUHDGLQJDQGHYHQUHSHDWHGUHDGLQJVDUHOLDEOHWREULQJ
surprises” (Canovan 1998, viii).
One aspect that the rich, complex and multifaceted text clearly does not contain is a
UHÀHFWLRQ RQ JHQGHUHG DVSHFWV KXPDQ H[LVWHQFH 8QOLNH KHU FRQWHPSRUDU\ 6LPRQH GH
Beauvoir, who had theorized gender and sexuality through an existentialist framework in
Le Deuxième Sexe (The Second Sex) almost ten years before the publication of The Human
Condition, Arendt shows no interest in analyzing women’s condition as separate from that
RIPHQ,QVWHDGVKHZULWHV³µ>Z@KDWZHDUHGRLQJ¶LVLQGHHGWKHFHQWUDOWKHPHRIWKLVERRN
It deals only with the most elementary articulations of the human condition, with those
activities that traditionally, as well as according to current opinion, are within the range of
every human being” (HC, 5).3
In the discussion that follows (chapters 1-2), I will argue that in the context of Anglophone
IHPLQLVW$UHQGWLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVERWK$UHQGW¶VFULWLFVDVZHOODVKHUV\PSDWKL]HUV¿QGThe
Human Condition to be the best indication of Arendt’s lack of knowledge and interest in
feminist history and political theorizing. Arendt is widely perceived as carrying out her
conceptual distinctions in a manner that does not acknowledge the inherently gendered,
hierarchical aspects of demarcations, such as ”the public” and ”the private” and ”the
political” and ”the social” (Hull 2002, 144-146). Yet, feminist scholars disagree on the
implications that the absence of a gendered perspective in Arendt’s thinking has for feminist
theorizing. On one hand, Arendt is perceived as a masculinist and anti-feminist, and on the
other hand she is interpreted as a proto-feminist.
I construct my argument in Part I by comparing and contrasting the opposing ways in which
Anglophone feminist theorists from different historical contexts interpret ”the public” and
”the private,” ”the social” and ”the body” in Arendt’s texts. I am particularly interested
in examining how and for what purpose Anglophone readers have singled out precisely
these concepts, and not some other concepts, such as ”natality” and ”new beginnings” for
Secondary and biographical literature rarely mention the fact that Arendt was once asked to write a review of de
Beauvoir’s The Second Sex. However, in a letter to William Cole, dated December 16, 1952, Arendt resigned from
submitting the book review for publication. Arendt wrote: “The objective problem of the book is to treat sex as a social
SKHQRPHQRQ7KHSUREOHPLWVHOILVRIFRXUVHHQWLUHO\OHJLWLPDWH%XWLWVRKDSSHQVWKDW>LQWKHERRN@VH[DVSURDFWLYH
force is the fundament of society while, in another sense, it always has been an anti-social power. The two saving graces
in a discussion of sex as a social phenomenon would be a sense of humor and reverential awe for love. Discussions
ZKLFKPRYHEH\RQGORYHDQGKXPRUKDYHDWHQGHQF\WREHFRPHSODLQULGLFXORXV>«@,KDYHWKHLPSUHVVLRQWKDWWKLV
book does not always succeed in avoiding this danger and that its author is curiously unaware of it” (quoted in Ludz
1993/2006, 350-351).

3
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critical scrutiny, discussion and debate. Through my reading strategy of comparing and
contrasting I intend to tease out the underlying textual and argumentative logic of both the
interpretations that frame Arendt as an anti-feminist, as well as the readings of Arendt as
a proto-feminist.
First, I elaborate on the role of Arendt’s conception of ”the political,” ”the public” and
”the private” in the readings of Anglophone feminist scholars, who discovered The Human
Condition shortly after Arendt’s sudden and unexpected death in 1975.4 I will argue that
scholars working within the historical context of early second wave feminist theorizing,
interpret Arendt’s conception of politics as gender blind and as being directly derivative
from her dismissal of the private realm of the household, and the embodied labor of women.
Second, I will examine how feminist theorists working on deciphering Arendt’s enigmatic
conception of the body in this text and elsewhere complicate and problematize these early
readings. I show how the body constitutes an interpretative challenge for feminist Arendt
VFKRODUV IURP GLYHUJLQJ WKHRUHWLFDO EDFNJURXQGV DQG KLVWRULFDO FRQWH[WV ¿UVW EHFDXVH
Arendt does not theorize the gendered aspects of embodiment, and second because she
is not clear on which side of the public/private divide the body belongs. Finally, I will
discuss three readings of Arendt’s critique of modernity and the rise of ‘the social.’ In
these elaborations, Arendt’s critical attitude towards modernity becomes the ground for
theorizing Arendt as an anti-democrat (Pitkin 1998) on the one hand, and as a ”reluctant
modernist” (Benhabib 1996) and precursor to radical democratic theorizing on the other
=HULOOL  :KHUHDV +DQQD 3LWNLQ¶V IUDPLQJ LV LQÀXHQFHG E\WKH HDUO\ VHFRQG ZDYH
critiques of Arendt, Benhabib and Zerilli both move beyond these debates and examine
how Arendt can be utilized for theorizing feminist public spaces and for articulating a
radical, feminist conception of freedom.
1.1 Early second wave interpreters confront ‘the public’ and ‘the private’
Although Hannah Arendt is today widely credited as one of the most distinguished political
thinkers of the 20th century, this recognition was given to her only fairly recently. When
scholars such as Margaret Canovan (1974), Adrienne Rich (1976), Richard J. Bernstein
(1977), Jürgen Habermas (1977), Bhikhu Parekh (1981), Sheldon Wolin (1983) and
4

Arendt died of a heart attack at her home in New York City, on December 4, 1975. She was 69 years old. There are
several obituaries, written by friends and colleagues, which give a picture of Arendt as a person and thinker. See, for
instance, The New School for Social Research professor Hans Morgenthau’s contribution in Political Theory, Vol. 4, No.
1 (Feb., 1976), pp. 5-8
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George Kateb (1984) published books and book chapters on Arendt’s political theory in the
seventies and eighties, she was by no means regarded as an equal by male academics and
her status as a philosopher was disputed. This is partly because during her lifetime a large
community of male, Jewish intellectuals attacked and discredited Arendt with ad hominem
arguments after the 1963 publication of Eichmann in Jerusalem. Arendt’s books were for
a long time on the banned list in Israel, and many works were left untranslated (Ring
1998; Villa 2008, 304; Maier-Katkin 2010). The ”Eichmann controversy” cast a shadow on
Arendt’s credibility as a serious and rigorous scholar that lasted for many decades. Thus the
dispute over Arendt’s status as a serious philosopher has been an ongoing issue.
In 1983 Ann M. Lane commented on the reception of Arendt from a feminist perspective
in the following way:
>7@WKH´WRXJK´PDOHFULWLFVRI$UHQGWDFFXVHKHURISROLWLFDOLUUHOHYDQF\±D
victim of ”revolutionary nostalgia,” living a ”hopeless, helpless, vicarious
life” and ”grossly overrated.” For them, she is too soft, too ”tender,” unable
to live up to their rhetoric of political action and unable to distinguish fact
and fantasy. (Lane 1983, 339)
Lane refers to texts by scholars such as Martin Jay, as well as to public literary reviews in
media such as The New York Times and Harper magazine. George Kateb’s description of
the challenges of writing an academic book on Arendt during this time is illuminating. The
male author must defend his choice to write on Arendt.
Her work surely can induce anxiety: Her fame depends as much on the
anxiety she aroused as on anything else. She always seemed to be saying
painful things, or unpleasantly exotic ones. Yet though many of those made
anxious had not read her but depended on gossip, there is ample reason to
come away from her work feeling unsettled. (Kateb 1984, Preface)
The doubt over Arendt’s intellectual credibility has been a strong element in secondary
scholarship and the public reception of Arendt. As Seyla Benhabib points out, Isaiah Berlin
IRULQVWDQFHKDVSXEOLFO\FODLPHGWKDWKHGRHV´>«@QRWJUHDWO\UHVSHFWWKHODG\¶VLGHDV«
she produces no arguments, no evidence of serious philosophical or historical thought. It’s
all a stream of metaphysical associations” (Jahanbegloo 1992; 82-83). In his Introduction to
Phenomenology (2000)Dermot Moran sympathizes with Berlin and claims that ”Arendt’s
practice of phenomenology is original and idiosyncratic; she exhibited no particular interest
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in the phenomenological method and contributed nothing to the theory of phenomenology”
(Moran 2000, 289). ”In large measure, her overall framework is heavily dependent on
the philosophies of Heidegger and Jaspers and their concerns for human existence and
being-in-the-world” (ibid. 318). Moran further states that: ”Benhabib, I believe, incorrectly
FKDUDFWHUL]HV>,VDLDK@%HUOLQ¶VYLHZRI$UHQGWDVµJHQGHUVWHUHRW\SLQJ¶´ LELGIQ 
Benhabib on the other hand points out that Arendt’s personal relationship with her former
teacher, Martin Heidegger, has also been an endless source for sexist comments and
critique (Benhabib 2003; cf. Villa 2008). With the publication of Hannah Arendt/Martin
Heidegger, Elzbieta Ettinger’s (1995) tabloid attention-seeking book on the intimate affair
between Arendt and Heidegger, Arendt was once again publicly discredited and accused,
this time for being a sexually perverted Nazi sympathizer.5 Due to the ”scandals” and
controversies surrounding her, it took several decades of secondary scholarship for Arendt
to be acknowledged as a serious and distinguished theorist.
)HPLQLVWVFKRODUVZULWLQJRQ$UHQGWGXULQJWKH¿UVWKHLJKWRIWKHVHFRQGZDYHRI$PHULFDQ
feminist organizing were particularly interested in questions of socioeconomic oppression
DQGVH[XDOREMHFWL¿FDWLRQRIZRPHQFULWLTXHVRIZKLWHPDOHVXSUHPDF\DQGSDWULDUFK\
as well as critiques of capitalism. The political rhetoric often took the form of universal
”sisterhood” coalition building, solidarity, consciousness raising as well as the rewriting
of history from the perspective of women as an oppressed class (e.g. Rich 1979; O’Brien
1981; Pitkin 1981; Landes 1983; Brown 1988).
In this historical context, Arendt’s works were approached with similar excitement and
expectations as the works of Simone de Beauvoir (Young-Bruehl 1985, 310; Dietz 1995,
17-20). As a woman, Arendt was a notable exception in her numerous achievements.
6KHZDVWKH¿UVWZRPDQWRUHFHLYHDIXOOSURIHVVRUVKLSDW3ULQFHWRQ8QLYHUVLW\WRJLYH
WKH KLJKO\ UHVSHFWHG &KULVWLDQ *DXVV OHFWXUHV DQG WKH ¿UVW ZRPDQ HYHU DZDUGHG ZLWK
prizes such as the Sonning Prize, the Lessing Prize and the Sigmund Freud Prize. She
wrote voluminously on historically remarkable women, such as Rahel Varnhagen, Rosa
Luxemburg and Karen Blixen. In addition, by being a woman and a Jew, Arendt stood out
from the 20th-century elite of predominately male political thinkers and academics. Arendt
as the outspoken and bravely confrontational thinker of revolution, political action, civil
disobedience and public freedom, seemed to speak right to the causes that evolved during
the second wave of American, feminist political organizing.

5

For more on the ”Arendt scandal,” see Villa 1996; Taminiaux 1997; Villa 2008.
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Nevertheless, for many, Arendt turned out to be a disappointment rather than a sister in
VROLGDULW\$GULHQQH5LFK  ZKRZDVRQHRIWKH¿UVW$PHULFDQIHPLQLVWVWRZULWH
on Arendt, discovered Arendt’s works in the midst of her research on historical accounts
on women and lesbian workers. In an essay from 1976 titled ”Conditions for Work: The
Common World of Women,” Rich describes her shock at reading The Human Condition:
´>W@KHSRZHURIPDOHLGHRORJ\WRSRVVHVVVXFKDIHPDOHPLQGWRGLVFRQQHFWLWDVLWZHUH
from the female body which encloses it and which it encloses, is nowhere more striking
than in Arendt’s lofty and crippled book” (Rich 1979, 212). In Rich’s view, Arendt ignored
both the history of women writers as well as the women’s condition, and assumed that
EHLQJ KXPDQ LV HTXDO WR EHLQJ PDOH 5LFK KDG D VLJQL¿FDQW LQÀXHQFH RQ KHU JHQHUDWLRQ
of Arendt receptions, most notably the readings of Mary O’Brien (1926-1998), Carole
Pateman, Hanna Pitkin and Wendy Brown. In my analysis, I term these interpretations
early second wave readings.
In order to examine this negative and highly critical reception of Arendt’s works, I want
WRKLJKOLJKW¿UVWWKHVSHFL¿FKLVWRULFDOFRQWH[WLQZKLFKIHPLQLVWVFKRODUV¿UVWGLVFRYHUHG
Arendt’s works. By the time of Arendt’s death in 1975, the second wave of American feminist
activism was undergoing a rapid and explosive growth. The National Organization for
Women and the Women’s Liberation movement had gained wide institutional and political
victory through, for instance, Betty Friedan’s and the American women’s national strike in
1970, the running of African-American Shirley Chisholm as a nominee for the Democratic
Party’s presidential candidate (1972), the passing of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) in
Congress (1972), the formation of the National Black Feminist Organization (1973) as well
as through the Supreme Court ruling in favor of the constitutional right to abortion in Roe
v. Wade (1973). Not only did various women’s grassroots movements and feminist activist
organizations achieve wide media attention, they had also reached the academic world.
Works by Friedan, Shulamith Firestone, Angela Y. Davis, Ti-Grace Atkinson, Kate Millett,
Adrienne Rich and others were read and circulated on university campuses. As a result of
the nationwide, revolutionary student movement as well as feminist consciousness-raising
DFWLYLVP 6DQ 'LHJR 6WDWH 8QLYHUVLW\ DQG 681< %XIIDOR HVWDEOLVKHG WKH ¿UVW :RPHQ¶V
Studies programs in 1970 and Feminist Studies WKH ¿UVW DFDGHPLF MRXUQDO LQ :RPHQ¶V
Studies began publishing in 1972. (Cott 1987; Castro 1984/1990; Snitov 2015.)
7KH ¿UVW FXUULFXOXPV DLPHG DW WUDQVIRUPLQJ PDOHFHQWHUHG RU JHQGHUELDVHG DFDGHPLF
GLVFLSOLQHVE\LQWHJUDWLQJIHPLQLVWVFKRODUVKLSLQWRDOO¿HOGVRILQTXLU\ 6DOSHU+RZH
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 (TXDOO\LPSRUWDQWZDVWKHLQFOXVLRQRIVHSDUDWHFRXUVHVLQVXFK¿HOGVDVIHPLQLVW
history, feminist politics and feminist pedagogy. As has been claimed by Baxandall &
Gordon:
The women’s liberation movement, as it was called in the sixties and
seventies, was the largest social movement in the history of the United States
– and probably the world. Its impact had been felt in every home, school
and workplace, in every form of art, entertainment, sport, in all aspects of
personal and public life in the United States. (Baxandall & Gordon 2000)
+RZWKHQFRXOGWKHZRPHQ¶VOLEHUDWLRQPRYHPHQWHVFDSH$UHQGW¶VDWWHQWLRQ"'XULQJWKH
late sixties and early seventies, Arendt was conducting research on authoritarian elements
in American governance. She published several critical essays on the Nixon administration,
VXFKDV´/\LQJDQG3ROLWLFV5HÀHFWLRQVRQWKH3HQWDJRQ3DSHUV´  DQG´:DVKLQJWRQ¶V
‘Problem-Solvers’ – Where They Went Wrong” (1972). Although other texts from this
WLPHSHULRGVXFKDV´5HÀHFWLRQVRQ9LROHQFH´  DQG´&LYLO'LVREHGLHQFH´  
for instance, are sympathetic with the radical and worldwide student movement, Arendt
remains curiously silent on the ongoing feminist revolutionizing of academia.
Nevertheless, Arendt’s works did catch the attention of feminist scholars of her time. In
the historical and academic setting of early second wave feminist activism attempts to
contextualize Arendt as a serious scholar emphasized her notably dense commentary on
Ancient Greek thinkers in particular. Arendt’s wide knowledge of Greek and Roman texts
was used to legitimize her as a political philosopher comparable to male philosophers in
the canon of Western thought.
As Margaret Canovan (1979) points out, a remarkable fact about The Human Condition, for
instance, is that the reader of the book must already in the opening chapters orient herself
LQDWHUUDLQ¿OOHGZLWKFLWDWLRQVGHQVHIRRWQRWLQJSDUDSKUDVHVDQGDOOXVLRQVWR*UHHNDQG
Roman philosophers, political orators and poets. For many, such as Kateb (1984), whom
, TXRWHG DERYH WKLV WH[WXDO HYLGHQFH MXVWL¿HG FRQGXFWLQJ UHVHDUFK RQ$UHQGW &DQRYDQ
states:
One striking feature of her work is her use of history, particularly Greek
and Roman history. She uses it not merely to provide vivid illustrations,
EXWPRUHFUXFLDOO\DVWKHPHDQVRI¿QGLQJDQ$UFKLPHGHDQSRLQWRXWVLGH
the present to which she can appeal against the modern world and its
assumptions. Her knowledge of history, and of the mode of life and scale
of priorities preserved in the ancient languages, enables her to draw upon
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a wider range of human experience than we are now commonly aware of.
(Canovan 1979, 10)
The context in which the conceptual pairs such as the, ”public/private,” ”the household/the
SROLV´DQG´VRFLDOSROLWLFDO´±ZKLFKDUHWKHPRVWVLJQL¿FDQWFRQFHSWXDOSDLUVDQDO\]HGE\
HDUO\VHFRQGZDYHUHDGHUV±DSSHDUIRUWKH¿UVWWLPHLQ&ODVVLFDODQG+HOOHQLVWLFSKLORVRSK\
Due to the structure of The Human Condition, many interpreters, such as Rich (1979),
O’Brien (1981), Pitkin (1981) and Brown (1988), see Arendt’s thinking as proceeding
WKURXJKDQ$ULVWRWHOLDQORJLFLQZKLFKSURSRVLWLRQVDQGFRQFHSWVDUHGH¿QHGDQGDUUDQJHG
in relation to their negation. I argue that this is the type of contextualizing that gives rise
to interpretations of Arendt as a nostalgic thinker of the Ancient Greek polis. ”The public”
for example, is interpreted in relation to that which it is not, namely ”the private.” ”The
political,” which according to Arendt has properties such as ”the public” and ”the realm of
freedom,” for instance, is interpreted in relation to that which it does not include, that is,
”the household” and ”the realm of necessity.”
A section frequently referred to by early interpreters, such as Rich (1979), O’Brien (1981),
Pitkin (1981) and Brown (1988), is the second chapter of The Human Condition, since it is
explicitly titled ”The Public and the Private Realm.” The public realm is here characterized
among other things as ”the polis,” ”the political realm” (HC, 28), ”the realm free of
necessity and free of ruling or being ruled” (HC, 32), as ”the realm of speech and action”
and as ”the space in between” (HC, 51-53). In order to understand the key argument of
the second chapter of The Human Condition,ZLOOEULHÀ\HODERUDWHRQ$UHQGW¶VUHDGLQJ
before turning to feminist interpretations of this text.
Arendt begins the chapter by demonstrating how in Ancient Greek civilizations, political
freedom was institutionalized through a patriarchal participatory system of male heads of
households who enjoyed full citizenship. In contrast to the public realm of freedom and
HTXDOLW\ WKHSROLVʌıȜȟ WKHUHDOPRIWKHKRXVHKROG RLNRVȠȚțȠȗ ZDVUHJDUGHGDVDSULYDWH
place for necessary, life-maintaining activities (such as sheltering, consumption of food,
resting and reproduction) and as a realm where the head of the household ruled according
to his own will (HC, 27-32, 28 fn12). The maintenance of these households was performed
by the manual labor of non-citizens, such as slaves and women. Their activity, according to
Arendt, produced no tangible and lasting end products, but enabled instead the satisfaction
of basic bodily needs. Individual households usually had their own means of production
WKURXJKIDUPLQJ¿VKLQJRUYDULRXVIRUPVRIFUDIWVPDQVKLSIRULQVWDQFHDQGWKXVDFFRUGLQJ
to Arendt’s historical interpretation, economic trade was a part of the private sphere, not
20

a public matter (HC, 37). The public sphere was reserved for free exchange of opinions,
great acts and deeds as well as various performance arts and religious ceremonies. Arendt
writes:
According to Greek thought, the human capacity for political organization
is not only different from but stands in direct opposition to that natural
association whose center is the home (oikia) and the family. The rise of the
city-state meant that man received ”beside his private life a sort of second
life, his bios politikos>IUHHSROLWLFDOOLIH@«´ +&LWDOLFVLQWKHRULJLQDO
Arendt continues that an important aspect of this ancient system was that freedom meant
essentially freedom from some constraint. Citizens of Athens were regarded as free because
they were free from necessity. Slaves and women, on the other hand, who were succumbed
to a life in the private realm, were deprived of access to a fully human life, which for Arendt
consists among other things of the possibility of establishing friendships, move freely in
the common world and to be able to act and express one’s opinions freely (HC, 58). For the
Greeks, a crucial importance in accessing the public realm was the possibility of leaving a
story behind that perpetuated the personal and mortal life of an individual.
Aristotle’s characterization of man as a political animal (zoon politikon) and its life form as
the political life (bios politikos) was, according to Arendt, later mistranslated by Seneca and
Thomas Aquinas into Latin as animal socialis, the social animal (HC, 23). The consequence
of this standardized translation was the loss of an understanding of the importance of the
distinction not only between the public and the private, but more importantly, between the
political and the social. Arendt’s reluctance towards the social is thus already evident at the
beginning of The Human Condition.
The Human Condition is famous for what Arendt terms here the difference between Vita
Activa, the shared life of speech and action and Vita Contemplativa, the contemplative
and solitary life in the realm of thought. Whereas Arendt in this text devotes herself to
the investigation of the active life (Vita Activa) and especially the indeterminate and
unpredictable nature of human action (praxis), in volume one of the posthumously published
The Life of the Mind, called Thinking, Arendt engages herself in a historical archeology of
the duchotomous distinction between thought and action in Western philosophy.6
6
According to Arendt, it is the experience of silent and still, meditative thinking that leads to the ancient distinction
between reason (nous) and language (logos). Arendt holds that for Parmenides, Pythagoras, Plato and Aristotle, the divine
capability of the philosopher is his use of reason (nous), through which he can think (noein) and look (theorein) at the
eternal truth and thereby become united with the imperishable cosmos and the Divine (LM I, 93, 129, 136). Arendt
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Although acknowledging Arendt’s expertise in ancient philosophy, precisely this knowledge
of ancient thinkers becomes a highly contested topic in early, second wave feminist
responses. Scholars such as Rich (1979), O’Brien (1981), Pitkin (1981) and Brown, take
issue with Arendt’s striking silence on the problematic role that gender plays in Ancient
Greek civilization. Arendt’s practice of hierarchical demarcation in The Human Condition,
UHVXOWV DFFRUGLQJ WR 5LFK LQ D ULJLG DQG VWHULOH SROLWLFDO RQWRORJ\ ZKLFK MXVWL¿HV WKH
exclusion of women from the public sphere of freedom and politics. Ontologically tied to
the realm of biological necessity, childbirth and hence the household and privacy, women
seem to have by essence no access to politics in Arendt’s philosophy. Shockingly, she
observes that despite being a woman, Arendt is no friend of the women’s movement and
she is certainly no biographical model for feminism. Rich claims that although Arendt does
not seem to be aware of it, her conceptual distinctions are heavily gendered in a way that
supports a stereotypical, misogynist conception of women and their place in society.
The withholding of women from participation in the vita activa, the
”common world,;” and the connection of this with reproductivity, is
VRPHWKLQJ IURP ZKLFK VKH >$UHQGW@ QRW VR PXFK WXUQV KHU H\HV DV VWDUH
VWUDLJKW WKURXJK XQVHHLQJ 7KLV ´µJUHDW ZRUN´ >The Human Condition@ LV
thus a kind of failure, for which masculine ideology has no name, precisely
because in terms of that ideology it is successful, at the expense of truths
it considers irrelevant. To read such a book by a woman of large spirit and
great erudition, can be painful, because it embodies the tragedy of a female
mind nourished on male ideology. (Rich 1980, 212)
7RP\NQRZOHGJH$GULHQQH5LFKLVDPRQJWKH¿UVWVFKRODUVWRLQWHUSUHW$UHQGW¶VVLOHQFHRQ
gender as a masculine form of thinking. Arendt’s silence is here equated with ignorance and
even arrogance. Not only are Arendt’s conceptual distinctions between ”the private” and
”the public” heavily gender biased, but in addition, her failure to comment on the political

explains that, for example, Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics, holds this type of thinking to be a form of selfimmortalization (athanatizein) (LM I, 136). The theoretical way of life, which for the Greeks was called bios theoretikos
and for medieval Christians the Vita Contemplativa becomes – with these deliberate choices of notions – the highest form
of human life (HC, 14–15; LM I, 137). This distinction has, according to Arendt, dramatic consequences for the realm of
politics and action. Plato’s utopia of the philosopher-king who, through the use of supratemporal laws rules the state as
a dictator – the one who dictates to others who obey – and Hegel’s conception of the Absolute Spirit as the true subject
of teleological world history are dramatic examples of a philosophical theory for politics. In both cases, the ”point is to
eliminate the accidental” and the contingent (LM I, 139; OT, 599–601). Arendt credits Nietzsche for being brave enough
to question the eternal validity of these ideologies and moral conducts and for seeing the presuppositions beneath our use
of concepts.
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and social injustice faced by women indicates that she in fact supports the patriarchy. Rich
EULQJVXSWKHEDIÀLQJTXHVWLRQRI$UHQGW¶VFRPSOHWHVLOHQFHRQZRPHQ¶VUROHLQVRFLHW\
despite the fact that Arendt was otherwise so extremely well read in ancient poetry, history
and philosophy, and despite the fact that Arendt was a woman.
A female male supremacist
In The Politics of Reproduction (1981) Mary O’ Brien elaborates on Rich’s critique and
SUDLVHV5LFK¶VZD\RIZULWLQJIURP´«WKHVWDQGSRLQWRIZRPHQDQGZRPHQ¶VSHUVRQDO
DQGSROLWLFDOH[SHULHQFH´ 2¶%ULHQ :KDWWKLVPHDQVIRU2¶%ULHQLVWKDW´«
the private is political. Such issues as day care, abortion, the rewards of domestic labor,
family violence, the legal disadvantages of women: all of these issues emerge from the
lived experience of women’s issues” (ibid. 208). O’Brien’s book is an excellent example
of an early attempt to utilize the central vocabulary of the second wave movement in an
academic context and in a rigorous interpretation of Arendt’s political thought.
Methodologically, O’Brien situates herself as a Marxist feminist theorist inspired by
WKHZRPHQ¶VPRYHPHQWEXWVKHDOVRVHOILGHQWL¿HVDVDPLGZLIHZKRVHSUDFWLFDOZRUN
experience motivates her political writing. This standpoint is unique to O’Brien and has
been unnoticed in secondary scholarship on Arendt, which mainly remembers O’Brien
as the thinker who called Arendt a ”female male supremacist.”7 However, upon closer
examination of the book, it turns out that O’Brien’s methodological and personal position
SXWV KHU LQ VHOIGHFODUHG SROHP\ ZLWK ´«VXFK OLEHUDWLRQLVWV DV 6KXODPLWK )LUHVWRQH
>DQG6LPRQHGH%HDXYRLU@ZKREHOLHYHVFKLOGELUWKWREHEDUEDULFRUVXFKIHPDOHPDOH
supremacists as Hannah Arendt, who perceives childbirth as animal” (ibid. 9). Thus,
O’Brien does not hold Arendt to be solely responsible for succumbing to a male bias in
her thinking, but regards this as a more general and deep theoretical trap to which feminist
thinkers have also stepped.
,PSRUWDQWKHUHLVDQHPSKDVLVRQWKHSUHFDULRXVQHVVDQGSROLWLFDOVLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKHIHPDOH
body as a childbearing body. What O’Brien criticizes from a feminist standpoint, are a)
arguments that hold women to be biologically closer to nature due to their childbearing
7
Many feminist interpretations of Arendt mention O’Brien, but only with respect to her being the theorist who coined
the catchphrase of Arendt as a ”female male supremacist.” In their readings of the history of feminist responses to
Arendt, both Dietz (1995, 2002) and Honig (1995) for instance deal with O’Brien only in passing and ignore the
philosophical underpinnings of her work. Hence, O’Brien is largely neglected in secondary scholarship, whereas
$GULHQQH5LFKZKRZURWHRQO\DIHZSDJHVRQ$UHQGWLVFUHGLWHGDVWKHIHPLQLVWWKHRULVWZKR¿UVWGLVFRYHUHG$UHQGW
See also Hull (2002).
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function in society and b) arguments according to which women can be liberated politically
only by freeing themselves from this supposedly natural function. I will turn to O’Brien’s
alternative in a moment, since it interestingly resembles later psychoanalytic and sexual
GLIIHUHQFH LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV RI $UHQGW EXW , ZDQW WR ¿UVW HODERUDWH RQ 2¶%ULHQ¶V UHDGLQJ
of The Human Condition. Like Adrienne Rich, O’Brien interprets Arendt’s silence on
JHQGHUDVDIRUPRIPDVFXOLQHWKLQNLQJEXWXQOLNH5LFK2¶%ULHQMXVWL¿HVKHUDUJXPHQW
by contextualizing Arendt among male classics in political philosophy, such as Plato and
Machiavelli, whom she regards as proponents of ”the idealist ideology of male supremacy”
(ibid. 18).
In a chapter called ”The Public and the Private Realm,” O’Brien interprets The Human
Condition through the public/private distinction and explains that ”the ideology of male
supremacy” rests on a dualism between man and animal as well as between ”male life
and the act of giving life.” She continues that Arendt’s support for male hegemony in
politics has much in common with Plato, despite the fact that Arendt never explicitly states
her indebtedness to him (ibid. 126.) The core here is a paradox faced by philosophers of
the Ancient Greek polis. ”The effect of the creation of a private realm was to exclude
women from politics, but polity as a substitute for family is hampered by the fact that
it cannot do without sexuality and procreation, and hence it cannot do without women”
(ibid.). O’Brien refers to the Symposium in which Plato, in order to overcome this paradox,
makes a distinction between ”pregnancy of the body” and ”pregnancy of the soul,” which
leads to two conceptions of ”immortality”: that which is achieved through children or
historical fame, and that which is achieved through contemplation (ibid. 130-131). Thus
Plato, contends O’Brien, invents an abstract form of male pregnancy and male birth-giving,
both of which have nothing to do with nature, materiality or sexual difference. Finally, for
O’Brien, Arendt’s Grecophilia is highlighted in her emphasis on heroic deeds as well as in
her non-biological conception of beginning. As an alternative, O’Brien promotes instead a
Marxist, conscious struggle, through which:
>I@HPDOHUHSURGXFWLYHFRQVFLRXVQHVV«WUDQVFHQGVWKHLVRODWLRQRIZRPHQLQ
their domestic prisons; women grasp the reality of universal consciousness,
the sisterhood of which we already have primitive but profound
DGXPEUDWLRQV«)LQDOO\WKHLQWHJUDWLRQRIZRPHQRQHTXDOWHUPVLQWRWKH
SURGXFWLYHSURFHVVLVDQHFHVVDU\EXWQRWVXI¿FLHQWFRQGLWLRQIRUOLEHUDWLRQ
Liberation also depends on the reintegration of men on equal terms into
UHSURGXFWLYH SURFHVV«  ,Q D UDWLRQDO KXPDQ VRFLHW\ SHRSOH ZLOO EH
producers in the morning, child carers in the afternoon, and critical critics in
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the evening. Only then can men and women abandon a long preoccupation
with sleeping together in favor of being awake together. (ibid. 208-210)
The passage I have quoted above shows that like Rich, O’ Brien interprets Arendt’s
distinctions between the public and the private as gender biased, but unlike Rich, O’Brien
GRHV QRW WKLQN WKDW WKLV LV D UHVXOW RI D SHUVRQDO SV\FKRORJLFDO ÀDZ D ´IHPDOH PLQG
nourished on male ideology”), but sees Arendt as philosophically supporting ”the normality
and even the necessity of male supremacy” (ibid. 100; cf. Pateman 1983, 281-303). This
commitment to male supremacy has its roots in Arendt’s Platonism and in the ”Arendtstyle belief that for civil society to develop a participatory politics, someone must stay
home and mind the kids and feed the family” while others are free to engage in speech
and action (O’Brien 1981, 148). In O’Brien’s interpretation, Arendt’s silence on gender is
primarily a symptom of a deeper masculine Grecophilia and nostalgia for the lost Ancient
Greek polis (ibid. 121).
,¿QGDGLVWDQWEXWLQWULJXLQJSDUDOOHOEHWZHHQ2¶%ULHQ¶VKLVWRULFDOFULWLTXHRI´WKHLGHRORJ\
of male supremacy,” and later psychoanalytically as well as sexual difference oriented
readings of Arendt, mainly those of Adriana Cavarero (1990/1995) and Julia Kristeva
(1999/2001). Both O’Brien and Cavarero locate and emphasize a masculine Ancient Greek
fear of mortality as well as a violent erasure of the ethical value of biological birth in
ancient mythology. However, whereas O’Brien does not once discuss or even mention
Arendt’s concept of ”natality” in her book, Cavarero takes this concept as the guiding
point for her Arendt interpretation. Equally important is the opposing conclusion to which
these two scholars come. For O’Brien, Arendt is a ”female male supremacist,” whereas
Cavarero interprets Arendt’s notion of natality as a feminine concept. Hence, for Cavarero,
$UHQGW LV ¿UVW DQG IRUHPRVW D IHPDOH SKLORVRSKHU RI ELUWK DQG QHZ EHJLQQLQJV  , ZLOO
return to Cavarero in Part II of this study. For now I simply want to point out the absence
of ‘natality’ in texts that deal with Arendt’s assumed masculinity and anti-feminism as well
as the feminization that this concept will undergo later on. Let me turn next to a somewhat
different approach to Arendt’s masculine Grecophilia.
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Posturing boys
In a 1981 article titled ”Justice: On Relating Private and Public,” Hanna Pitkin acknowledges
KRZFKDOOHQJLQJLWLVWRGH¿QHWKHPHDQLQJRIWKHWHUPV´SULYDWH´DQG´SXEOLF´LQ$UHQGW
Coming from a Wittgensteinian background, Pitkin aims to decipher Arendt’s terminology
through linguistic, rather than historical, philosophical analysis. According to Pitkin then,
Arendt seems to understand the terms ”public” and ”private” as substantives instead of
adjectives, and this is why she ends up hypostasizing them into ontologically separate
categories. This, contends Pitkin, generates Arendt’s problematic understanding of the
terms as non-relational entities, whereas if they had been understood as adjectives, they
would have merely described a particular noun, such as a realm, a space or a sphere (Pitkin
1981, 328-329). Like Rich and O’Brien, Pitkin takes ”The Public and the Private Realm”
chapter of The Human Condition to represent Arendt’s normative view of how politics
should be institutionalized and is deeply disturbed by Arendt’s alleged doom of women
to the realm of the household. The by now famous and frequently recited extract below
functions as a perfect textual exemplary of how Arendt as a masculine Grecophile is born:
Arendt’s citizens begin to resemble posturing little boys clamoring for
attention (”Look at me! I’m the greatest!” ”No, look at me!”) and wanting
to be reassured that they are brave, valuable and real. (No wonder they feel
unreal: they have left their bodies behind in the private realm.) Though
Arendt was female, there is a lot of machismo in her vision. Unable to face
their mortality and physical vulnerability, the men she describes strive
endlessly to be superhuman, and realizing that they cannot achieve that
goal, require endless reassurance from the others in their anxious delusion.
(Pitkin 1981, 338, italics in the original)
As can be seen from the passage I have quoted above, Pitkin, like Rich and O’Brien,
frames Arendt through the themes of masculinity and nostalgia for the Ancient Greek
civilization. The narration of Arendt as a masculine Grecophile is also reiterated in Wendy
Brown’s Manhood and Politics  ZKLFKGHYRWHVWKH¿UVWVHFWLRQRIWKHERRNWRWKH
notion of politics in Aristotle and Arendt. Once again the concepts of ”masculinity” and
”immortality” are circulated:
$UHQGW¶V UHQGHULQJ RI $QFLHQW *UHHFH LV >«@ WKH PRGHO DQG LQVSLUDWLRQ
guiding her resuscitated political life in the modern age, a vision that
involves reviving pieces of the masculinist Athenian politics she so revered
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>«@,QSHUIHFWFRQWUDVWWRWKHQRWLRQWKDWSROLWLFVLVDERXWWKHDUUDQJHPHQWV
needs, and purposes of collective life, Hannah Arendt, claiming to speak
with and for the Greeks, insists that politics is the human activity that has
nothing whatsoever to do with life or need. (Brown 1998, 23)
Citing a passage8 from ”The Public and the Private Realm” chapter of The Human Condition,
in which Arendt describes Plato’s and Aristotle’s conception of political freedom as freedom
from the biological necessities of life, Brown claims that ”Arendt depicts human beings as
inherently frustrated with the biological fact of their mortality and determined to overcome
this fact in some way” (Brown 1998, 24). Resembling O’Brien’s critique of Plato and
Arendt, Brown argues that Arendt, following the Greeks, holds the public sphere to be the
space for achieving immortality through heroic deeds and collected remembrance.
Brown’s text is illuminating for exploring the historical and textual tensions within feminist
readings of Arendt. I want to point out an example of how different strategies of reading
The Human Condition generate different conceptions of Arendt’s relation to feminist
political theorizing. Namely, upon closer examination of the original passage quoted by
Brown, it becomes evident that Brown does not deal with the context of the passage, which
is a larger argument about the Greek and Roman concepts of ”‘courage.” The context is
important in light of other, contrasting feminist interpretations of The Human Condition,
because Arendt’s critical argument here is that in their attempt to transgress the biological
necessities of life, Plato and Aristotle made the conclusion that for a truly good life to be
possible, even the political life had to be transgressed, since even this political form of life
was subject to necessity (HC, 37, cf. HC 14). Hence, both the private and the public realms
had to be left by the philosopher who aimed to engage in the self-immortalizing and divine
DFWRIFRQWHPSODWLRQ ĮșĮȖĮĲȚȗİȢȞathanatizein).
Brown, on the other hand, interprets Arendt as speaking about human nature in general,
whereas in light of other feminist interpretations, such as Adriana Cavarero (1990/1995)
and Julia Kristeva (1999/2001), Arendt can be read as giving an account of how and why
Plato and Aristotle came to think of the ‘good life’ in terms of a life ultimately independent
from the realm of human affairs, be it that of the activities within the household, or in
8
Brown cites the following passage: ”The ‘good life’, as Aristotle called the life of the citizen, therefore was
not merely better, more care-free or nobler than ordinary life, but of an altogether different quality. It was
‘good’ to the extent that by having mastered the necessities of sheer life, by being freed from labor and work,
and by overcoming the innate urge of all living creatures for their own survival, it was no longer bound to the
biological life process.” (HC 36-37)
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the realm of politics. As Margaret Canovan elaborates in her 1998 preface to The Human
Condition, Arendt’s lengthy section serves the purpose of a broader argument that unfolds
throughout the entire The Human Condition, namely that there are distinctive historical
moments where we can see how the hierarchical demarcation between the active life and
the contemplative life, the Vita Activa and the Vita Contemplatica, is carried out in the
tradition of Western philosophy (Canovan 1998).
I argue that here the particular historical time period and second wave context of Brown’s
reading is evident. Brown’s overall book project of overcoming masculinist politics clearly
guides her reading. Brown (1988), much like O’Brien (1981), holds Arendt accountable
for a masculinist political theory that has nothing to do with life and reproduction. As in
WKHFDVHRI2¶%ULHQ¶VUHDGLQJ,ZDQWWRVWUHVVWKHVLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKLVDFFXVDWLRQQRWVR
much because of Arendtorthodoxy, but because the theme of life (bios, vita) is absolutely
central to other feminist theorists dealing with Arendt’s political work, most notably in the
writings of Julia Kristeva (1999/2001). For now, I simply want to draw attention to the
fact that an examination of Arendt’s notion of ”life” (vita), and her notion of ”natality”
is absent from masculine Grecophile interpretations. This is where these readings differ
dramatically from those readings that interpret Arendt as a female writer and a feminine
genius. Hence, depending on which concepts and conceptual pairs are extracted for critical
scrutiny, and which chapter of The Human Condition is taken as an entrance to Arendt’s
political philosophy, two opposing conceptions of Arendt’s silence on gender emerges: the
masculine Grecophile and the female genius. I will examine the latter in detail in Part II of
this study.
As I have argued, Rich’s, O’Brien’s, Pitkin’s and Brown’s textual evidence for their
interpretations of Arendt as a masculine thinker draw from the second chapter of The
Human Condition.9 The readings are characterized by a repetitive, decontextualized citing
of Arendt. Brown summarizes her book chapter on Arendt by diagnosing Arendt as an
DQ[LRXVREVHVVLYHSDQLFULGGHQWKHRULVWZLWKWKHFRQFOXVLRQWKDW´>W@KHUHLVVRPHWKLQJ
perilously close to pathology in Arendt’s attempt to avoid touching and contamination, to
VLWXDWHDFWLRQLQDIUHHVSDFHWKDWWRXFKHVDEVROXWHO\QRWKLQJ>«@´ LELGP\HPSKDVLV 
Fear of ”contamination” is also used by O’Brien in characterizing Arendt’s conception
RI IUHHGRP ´LW >IUHHGRP@ LV SRVVLEOH RQO\ LI PDQ FDQ LVRODWH KLV SROLWLFDO DFWLYLWLHV LQ D
public realm uncontaminated by life processes” (O’Brien 1981, 101, my emphasis). In
other words, in the framework of early second wave critics, Arendt’s distinctions between
9

All except one reference in Manhood and Politics are to the second chapter of The Human Condition.
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the private and the public as well as between necessity and freedom appear so rigid that
the realm where action takes place is sterilized of any contaminations that the biological
properties of the female body might produce.10
Let me return for a moment to the notion of Arendt as a ”masculine Grecophile.” What I
¿QGSDUWLFXODUO\LQWHUHVWLQJLQWKHFRQIURQWDWLRQVZLWK$UHQGWWKDW,KDYHGLVFXVVHGDERYH
DUHSDVVDJHVLQZKLFKWKHGLVFXVVLRQFKDQJHVIURPVKDUSWKHRUHWLFDOUHÀHFWLRQRIWKHSXEOLF
private distinction to ad hominem arguments about Arendt’s assumed gender expression,
either in physical appearance, in her writing, or both. These shifts in the feminist authors’
narrative tone can be partly explained by the historical setting of the texts. To be more
precise, they can be seen as guided by the ”standpoint,” ”sisterhood” and ”consciousness
raising” strategies of early Anglophone second wave feminist political organizing.
Another way of understanding the ad hominem arguments is by paying attention to the
VSHFL¿FXVHVRI´PDVFXOLQLW\´LQWKHVHWH[WV7H[WVZULWWHQRQ$UHQGWLQWKHODWHVDQG
early 1980s take momentum from certain unquestioned presumptions about gender. Early
critical feminist interpreters confront Arendt’s assumed masculinity due to the fact that
”manhood” and ”masculinity” are understood in these texts as representing hegemonic,
patriarchal and chauvinist norms and ideals. Hence, the texts that I have discussed reveal
not only the political landscape of this particular historical context, they also illuminate
how notions of manhood and masculinity have changed over time. Since in the particular
context of Hannah Arendt as a masculine, anti-feminist Grecophile, her assumed female
PDVFXOLQLW\LVXQGHUVFUXWLQ\OHWPHHODERUDWHRQWKLVSRLQWEULHÀ\EHIRUHPRYLQJRQ
The American women’s movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s often assumed
feminism to be incompatible with men and masculinity. Masculinity was largely regarded
as equal to the various institutional practices of the patriarchy, most importantly dominance
over women (Gardiner 2002). According to, for instance, the history of masculine norms
by Sanchez et al. (2010), an American, outdated and normative, ”dominant traditional
10
Brown’s terminology (such as ”anxiety,” ”panic,” ”obsession,” ”pathology,” ”infestation”) to describe Arendt’s
SKLORVRSK\DVDZKROHFDQQRWJRXQQRWLFHGEHFDXVHLQKHUERRN%URZQH[SOLFLWO\VHOILGHQWL¿HVDQDXWKRUZKRLVKLJKO\
FRQVFLRXVRIWKHVLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKHSROLWLFVRIDQDXWKRU¶VODQJXDJHXVH %URZQ[L[LL ,QWKHOHQJWK\LQWURGXFWLRQ
WRKHUERRNVKHSUDLVHVWKHZRPHQ¶VPRYHPHQWIRULWVFDSDELOLW\WR´>«@OHWPXOWLSOHYRLFHVHPHUJHZLWKRXWKXVKLQJ
KLHUDUFKL]LQJRUHYHQW\SRORJL]LQJ«´+RZHYHUWKLVHWKLFGRHVQRWVHHPWRDSSO\WRKHUZULWLQJRQ$UHQGW%URZQ
dedicates several pages to justify her selection of Aristotle, Machiavelli and Weber as the main topics of her study, but
spends only seven lines on Arendt, who is the only woman scholar examined in the book. Taking into consideration
WKHIDFWWKDW$UHQGWDQG$ULVWRWOHFRQVWLWXWHWKHHQWLUH¿UVWVHFWLRQ±DOWRJHWKHUWKUHHFKDSWHUV±RIWKHERRN$UHQGW¶V
exclusion from the general introduction is notable.
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PDVFXOLQLW\ LGHRORJ\´ FDQ EH FKDUDFWHUL]HG URXJKO\ LQ WKH IROORZLQJ ZD\ ´>«@ WKLV
ideology is dictated by four main rules: men should not be feminine; men must be respected
and admired; men should never show fear; and men should seek out risk and adventure.
6LPLODUO\ >«@ WUDGLWLRQDO JHQGHU UROH VRFLDOL]DWLRQ OHDGV PHQ WR VWUXJJOH ZLWK IRXU PDLQ
factors of traditional masculinity: men should be successful, achieve power/status, and
readily compete against others; men should restrict their emotions; men should restrict their
affectionate behavior with other men; and men should be work/career driven” (Sanchez
et al. 2010, 2; cf. Gardiner 2002; Connell 2005). In their study ”The Heroism of Women
and Men” (2004) Becker & Eagly associate precisely these types of masculine ideals with
common conceptions of heroism. I argue that it is this type of ”masculinity ideology” that
Rich, O’Brien, Pitkin and Brown oppose and which they also attribute to Arendt due to her
emphasis on heroic deeds. In the absence of academic masculinity studies and queer studies
on masculinity, this notion of masculinity was their main paradigm for understanding women
and femininity in relation to men, manhood and masculinity.
I argue that the Anglophone, early second wave, sisterhood interpretations of Arendt
paradoxically end up strengthening conservative notions of masculinity, at this time of
IHPLQLVW GLVFXVVLRQ EHFDXVH WKH\ DI¿UP HPSKDVL]H DQG FRQVWUXFW ´ZRPDQKRRG´ DQG
”femininity” as the polar opposite of ”manhood” and ”masculinity.” When Arendt’s work
is approached through the conceptual opposites ”woman/man” and ”feminine/masculine,”
WKHQDOORI$UHQGW¶VFRQFHSWXDOGLVWLQFWLRQVVXGGHQO\VHHPJHQGHUHGLQDZD\WKDW¿WVVWULFWO\
to either side of the ”masculine/manly” vs. the ”female/womanly” dichotomy. According
to Mary Dietz and Elizabeth Young-Bruehl, this was part of a deliberate reading strategy
during 1970s-80s academic feminism. The novel idea of the time was to examine political
concepts and historical issues as gendered, not gender-neutral (Dietz 1995; Young-Bruehl
1996).
During the eighties attempts to defend Arendt against accusations of anti-feminism leaned
on this same dichotomy but from the opposite perspective. Take for example Jean Bethke
Elshtain’s Meditations on Modern Political Thought: Masculine/Feminine Themes from
Luther to Arendt (1986). In this work, Elshtain singles out the concept of ”natality” as one of
Arendt’s most important political concepts. However, in striking contrast to Rich, O’Brien,
Pitkin and Brown, for instance, Elshtain elaborates on the biological aspects of natality,
such as pregnancy and motherhood and contextualizes Arendt as a theorist wrestling with
the masculine tradition of political philosophy. For Elshtain, Arendt’s single most important
contribution to feminist theory is her critique of the Western political tradition that has
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emphasized war and violence. Elshtain argues that through her evoking of natal imagery
´$UHQGW ORFDWHV DV FHQWUDO D SRZHUIXO EXW SDFL¿F LPDJH WKDW HYRNHV ORYH QRW ZDU´ DQG
which provides hope (Elshtain 1986, 109-110).
Nancy Hartsock’s text from this same time period also defends Arendt’s relevance for
feminist theorizing. Despite regarding some aspects of Arendt’s notion of the public
UHDOPDV´IXQGDPHQWDOO\ÀDZHG´ +DUWVRFN VKHVHHVSRWHQWLDOIRUIHPLQLVPLQ
Arendt. Like Elhstain, Harstock argues that Arendt is not simply a theorist of hierarchical
GLVWLQFWLRQV EXW WKDW VKH ´>«@ UHDGV >WKH *UHHNV@ DQG LQFRUSRUDWHV WKHP LQWR KHU RZQ
WKHRU\LQZD\VWKDWV\VWHPDWLFDOO\UHGXFHWKHFRQÀLFWXDOQDWXUHRIWKHRSSRVLWLRQEHWZHHQ
necessity and freedom, intellect and body, and social and natural worlds” (ibid. 211).
According to Harstock, these distinctions in Arendt are not oppositional, but relational.
7KXV LQ +DUVWRFN¶V YLHZ$UHQGW TXDOL¿HV DV D VLVWHU RI IHPLQLVW WKHRULVWV ZKR SXVKHV
Greek philosophy into a direction that takes ”women’s experiences” much more than
”men’s experiences” into consideration (ibid. 253-254).
In her essay ”The Feminism of Hannah Arendt,” Ann M. Lane (1983) detects an interesting
paradox in common receptions of Arendt: male scholars disregard Arendt for her femininity,
”softness” and lack of theoretical rigorousness and seriousness. Feminist scholars such as
Adrienne Rich, on the other hand, criticize her for the opposite (Lane 1983, 339). ”For
Rich, Arendt is a tough, ‘male’-oriented thinker, oblivious to the everyday conditions of
ZRPHQ¶VOLYHV«´ LELG /DQH¶VWH[WLVDQH[DPSOHRIKRZVRPHIHPLQLVWWKHRULVWVIURP
this time period begin to problematize the static and monolithic understanding of women
DVDQLGHQWLW\FDWHJRU\DVZHOODVWKHGH¿QLWLRQRI´VLVWHUKRRG´
Lane calls attention to the differences within the category of women by emphasizing
Arendt’s Jewish background. According to Lane, critics of Arendt often ignore this detail.11
´8QWLO WKDW IDFW LV XQGHUVWRRG PRVW MXGJPHQWV RI KHU ZLOO EH RII WKH PDUN« $UHQGW¶V
background of Jewish cultural and political experience allows us to see the relevance of
her work for feminist theory and action” (ibid. 339-340). Lane draws here from Elizabeth
<RXQJ%UXHKO¶VELRJUDSK\RQ$UHQGWDQGVWUHVVHV$UHQGW¶VSROLWLFDOVHOILGHQWL¿FDWLRQ
as a Jew. According to Young-Bruehl, Arendt, much like Rosa Luxemburg and Rahel
9DUQKDJHQGLGLQIDFWKROGDVWDQGSRLQWSRVLWLRQLQSROLWLFDODFWLYLVP,WMXVWZDVQRW¿UVWDQG
foremost as a woman, but instead as a German Jew. Nevertheless, contends Lane, she did
develop political notions of solidarity and called for a community of equals, which for Lane
11

Rich, O’Brien and Brown do not discuss Arendt’s Jewish background when they discuss her identity as a woman.
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is central also to the feminist movement. ”Even if she is not a feminist, Arendt’s political
theory shares much with those who are, as Adrienne Rich unintentionally demonstrates.”
Quoting Rich at length, Lane contends that Arendt and Rich have in fact more in common
WKDQZRXOGDSSHDUDW¿UVWVLJKW LELGVHHDOVR0DVOLQ 
I will recite here a section of Lane’s lengthy quotation from Rich. Adrienne Rich writes:
´>)HPLQLVP@ LV D TXHVWLRQ RI WKH FRPPXQLW\ ZH DUH UHDFKLQJ IRU«ZKR ZH HQYLVLRQ DV
our hearers, or co-creators, our challengers; who will urge us to take our work further,
PRUHVHULRXVO\WKDQZHKDGGDUHG«´ 5LFKTXRWHGLQ/DQH /DQH¶VDUJXPHQW
hence consists in defending Arendt against the accusations of masculinity by attempting to
show a neglected parallel between standpoint feminism and Arendt’s stance as a politically
conscious Jew. I will return to Lane again in my more extensive discussion on the relationship
between gender and Jewishness in chapter 5.3. What I want to show with respect to my
present discussion is how Lane’s interpretation of Arendt’s notion of solidarity expands the
”sisterhood” framework by emphasizing the need for understanding and solidarity among
women despite – and because of – their differences.
7R FRQFOXGH , ¿QG (OL]DEHWK<RXQJ%UXHKO¶V UHWURVSHFWLYH VXPPDU\ RI WKH WLPH XVHIXO
when attempting to understand the main arguments of early feminist critics of Arendt, as
well as for shedding light on the question of why The Human Condition became such a
contested book. I will quote Young-Bruehl at length:
Arendt’s distinction between the private realm of the household and the
public realm of speech and action, that is, the political realm, was lifted out
of the broad range of her political theoretical concerns and targeted. Most
feminists found this distinction, particularly as it was articulated in The
Human Condition, to be a hateful legitimation of the regulation of women
DQGWKHKRXVHKROG¶V´VHSDUDWHVSKHUH´$UHQGW¶V¿UPGLVWLQFWLRQVHHPHGD
kind of Victorian sexism made out of Aristotelian materials. Male citizens,
Arendt seemed to be saying about the Greeks, act in public, creating and
sustaining public spaces, having been given freedom to enjoy political life,
to be actors, by the women and slaves and other non-citizens who performed
the domestic labor and produced the offspring of the households. She
also seemed to be saying uncritically, that this state of affairs – a politics
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predicated on domestic slavery – was the truly human human condition.
(Young-Bruehl 1996, 308)
In what follows next, I examine how feminist responses to Arendt’s public/private distinction
raise the question of the role of the body in Arendt’s thinking. I use the problem of the
body as a reference point for clarifying the internal tensions and polyphony within feminist
scholarship on Arendt and for showing how the framing of Arendt evolves and takes new
forms as the question of Arendt’s silence on gender enters its third decade of interpretative
debate and discussion.
1.2 Feminist interpretations of the enigmatic “Arendtian body”
The question of how feminist theorists should make sense of Arendt’s understanding of the
body in light of her public/private distinction is a prevalent and ongoing debate. Although
¿UVWEURXJKWXSE\HDUO\VHFRQGZDYHWKHRULVWVZKRVDZWKHQHJOHFWRIWKHERG\DVDVLJQRI
masculinist rationalizing, Arendt’s notion of the body continues to be a topic of discussion.
As has been pointed out by numerous scholars, in The Human Condition, for instance,
Arendt rarely discusses the body or embodiment and when she does it is mostly in relation
to necessary, life-sustaining bodily functions as well as to the sensation of extreme pain. To
be more precise, Arendt does not seem to value the body (e.g. Rich 1979; O’Brien 1981;
Pitkin 1981; Brown 1988; Honig 1995; Zerilli 1995 and 2005; Moruzzi 2000; Kristeva
 3XONNLQHQ  %XWOHU   4XLWH WKH FRQWUDU\ $UHQGW ZULWHV WKDW ´>Q@
othing, in fact, is less common and less communicable, and therefore more shielded against
WKHYLVLELOLW\DQGDXGLELOLW\RIWKHSXEOLFUHDOPWKDQ>«@WKHERG\´ +& ´1RWKLQJ
by the same token, ejects one more radically from the world than exclusive concentration
upon the body’s life, a concentration forced upon man in slavery or in the extremity of
unbearable pain” (ibid.).
Extreme pain, forced labor, slavery and poverty, these are hardly average everyday
experiences, through which embodiment is conventionally theorized, at least not in
feminist philosophy and gender theory. The following passage by Norma Claire Moruzzi is
quintessential to the most common reactions to Arendt’s conception of the body:
In Arendt’s conception of political practice and identity, the body as such,
with its immediate physical needs and attendant social demands, is to be
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kept hidden in the dark shelter of the private realm, away from the public
gaze. Only those who have freed themselves from the necessity of the body’s
GHPDQGVDQGIURPWKHDSSDUHQWVSHFL¿FLW\RIWKHLUHPERGLHGLGHQWLW\DUH
¿W WR HQWHU WKH SXEOLF ZRUOG RI SROLWLFDO SUDFWLFH 0RUX]]L   FI
Honig 1995, 139)
O’Brien, Pitkin and Brown also point out that Arendt’s public/private distinction makes
it seem as if the body belongs to the private realm in a sense that obscures the political
VLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKHERG\DQGH[SHOVLWIURPWKHSXEOLFUHDOPDOWRJHWKHU+HQFHWKHERG\
seems yet another concept in Arendt’s philosophy that proves her oblivion of the gendered
and sexualized norms that have regulated political, philosophical and medical theorizations
of the body throughout the history of Western thinking.
A majority of early second wave feminist readings of Arendt regard her theorization of the
body as extremely problematic and often even offensive. I see that there is a shift in this
trend that begins to take place by the 1990s. Numerous feminist theorists writing on Arendt
in the 1990s and later, such as Bonnie Honig (1993, 1995), Seyla Benhabib (1993), Joan
Cutting-Gray (1993), Mary Dietz (1995), Linda Zerilli (1995), Lisa Disch (1995), Amy
Allen (1999), Julia Kristeva (1999/2001), Margaret Betz Hull (2002), Tuija Pulkkinen
  DQG -XGLWK %XWOHU   IRU LQVWDQFH ¿QG LQVWHDG D SHUSOH[LQJ DQG LQWULJXLQJ
ambivalence in Arendt’s treatment of the body. Furthermore, interpreters navigating
Arendt’s posthumously published The Life of the Mind through the phenomenology of
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, defend Arendt against those who accuse her of being a despiser
of the body (e.g. Hull 2002, Tambornino 2002). Finally, some scholars contend that Arendt
is in fact a theorist of biopolitics (Birmingham 2006; Braun 2007; Miller 2013; Forti
2012/2015). Although the interpretations differ from each other on many levels, common
to them all is a focus on the question of whether or not Arendt succumbs to a sex/gender
dichotomy in her conception of the body and identity, as well as whether or not Arendt’s
view of performative action can be interpreted as a precursor to postmodern thinking. Is
$UHQGWLQIDFWDSURWRIHPLQLVWGHVSLWHKHUVLOHQFHRQJHQGHU"
Whereas the theorists that I discussed in the previous chapter generally contend that the
gap between the public and the private in Arendt’s political philosophy is impossible to
EULGJHDQGWKDWLWLVDWKHRUHWLFDOÀDZLQKHUWKLQNLQJRWKHUVDVNZKDWKDSSHQVLIDQG
ZKHQWKHERG\GRHVHQWHUWKHSXEOLFUHDOPDQGSROLWLFDOGLVFRXUVHLQ$UHQGW¶VZULWLQJV"
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Physis and nomos: is the body natural or performative?
A by now famous letter from Arendt to the Jewish mysticism scholar, Gershom Scholem,
is frequently cited in the context of attempts to shed light on Arendt’s enigmatic conception
of the body. The larger context of the passage I am about to quote is a debate between
Arendt and Scholem over Jewish identity, responsibility and politics immediately after
the publication of Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963). Scholem basically accuses Arendt of
EHLQJDVHOIKDWLQJ-HZDQGSUHVVXUHV$UHQGWWRGH¿QHKHUUHODWLRQWRWKHµ-HZLVKSHRSOH¶
Arendt’s reply is one of the rare textual occasions in which she attempts to give an account
of her self-identity as a Jew and a woman. Hence it has also caught the attention of several
feminist Arendt scholars (e.g. Zerilli 1195; Hull 2002; Pulkkinen 2003; Butler 2007 and
2012). I will quote the letter at length and then discuss the ways in which it has been
interpreted in feminist secondary scholarship:
'HDU*HUKDUG,IRXQG\RXUOHWWHUZKHQ,JRWEDFNDZHHNDJR>«@7KHUH
are certain statements in your letter which are not open to controversy,
EHFDXVHWKH\DUHVLPSO\IDOVH/HWPHGHDOZLWKWKHP¿UVWVRWKDWZHFDQ
SURFHHGWRPDWWHUVZKLFKPHULWGLVFXVVLRQ>«@7KHWUXWKLV,KDYHQHYHU
pretended to be anything else or to be in any other way other than I am, and
never felt tempted in that direction. It would be like saying that I was a man
and not a woman – that is to say, kind of insane. I know of course that there
is a ”Jewish problem” even on this level, but it has never been my problem
– not even in my childhood. I have always regarded my Jewishness as one
of the indisputable factual data of my life, and I have never had the wish to
disclaim or change facts of this kind. There is such a thing as basic gratitude
for everything that is as it is; for what has been given and was not, could
not be made; for things that are physei and not nomô. To be sure, such an
DWWLWXGHLVSUHSROLWLFDO>«@ $UHQGWWR6FKROHP-XO\-: 
:KDWGRHVLWPHDQWRVD\WKDWVRPHWKLQJVDUH´JLYHQ´DQGQRW´PDGH´",V$UHQGWLPSO\LQJ
here that the body is a biological object, and that gender is a naturally given fact, and not
DFXOWXUDOO\DQGVRFLDOO\PDGHFRQVWUXFWLRQ"2ULV$UHQGWLPSOLFLWO\PDNLQJDVH[JHQGHU
GLVWLQFWLRQ",QKHUHVVD\´7KH$UHQGWLDQ%RG\´  /LQGD=HULOOLFRPPHQWVRQ$UHQGW¶V
OHWWHU WR 6FKROHP DQG DVNV LI LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ ZLWK PDVFXOLQLW\ RU GLVLGHQWL¿FDWLRQ ZLWK
IHPLQLQLW\VKRXOGKHUHEHXQGHUVWRRGDVDIRUPRILQVDQLW\",VLWVRWKDW´VWDEOHVXEMHFWLYLW\
UHTXLUHV DQ DEVROXWH FODULW\ DERXW RQH¶V VH[JHQGHU´" =HULOOL    =HULOOL
¿QGVDVWUDQJHDPELYDOHQFH±HYHQDWDERR±LQ$UHQGW¶VWKRXJKW´0XWHDQGVKURXGHGLQ
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secrecy, the Arendtian body exhibits the curious mixture of uncanny, dangerous, forbidden
and sacred attributes that Freud associated with the fundamentally ambivalent structure
of taboo” (Zerilli 1995, 171). Zerilli suggests that perhaps Arendt in fact grounds her
conception of plurality in a naturalized sexual difference and that the reason why the body
is a taboo is that if it becomes politicized, then it threatens this unquestioned, ontological
JURXQGRISOXUDOLW\,IWKLVLVWKHFDVHWKHQ´>W@KLVSOXUDOLW\LVHQGDQJHUHGE\WKHHPERGLHG
subject who follows an illicit desire, who dares to question what has been given (male and
female), to seek a forbidden fruit” (ibid. 172).
However, Zerilli quickly rejects the hypothesis above and argues instead that Arendt is in
fact gender blind and treats the body mostly as a genderless, natural object that is bound to
the cyclical and biological life process that makes it mortal. In striking contrast to feminist
scholars that I have discussed in the previous chapter, such as Rich, O’Brien, Pitkin and
Brown, Zerilli contends that Arendt never genders the body’s relation to nature and its cycles
(ibid. 172). In other words, the body, prior to entering the public space of appearances and
the gaze of others, is neither feminized nor masculinized. It is, rather, an animate organism
for Arendt. Because of this, claims Zerilli, Arendt is happily ignorant of the ways in which
Western thinking has gendered and sexualized the body in various hegemonic ways that
associate nature and cyclical processes with women’s embodiment, not men’s (ibid. 173174; cf. Dietz 1991, 240-242 and Landes 1995, 210).
That Arendt seems to regard some facts about physical appearance, ethnicity and birth as
given – and not made – puts her at odds particularly with postmodern, feminist theorizing.
As Tuija Pulkkinen (2003) writes, commenting on Arendt’s problematic distinctions
EHWZHHQWKH´JLYHQ´DQGWKH´PDGH´´>W@KHFRQWRXUVRIWKHERG\DUHQRWGH¿QLWHIDFWVWKDW
rule identities of gender, sexuality, race or nationality. Imaginary constructions of bodily
facts and cultural constructions of identity categories through repetition are the central
interest in postmodern theorizing” (Pulkkinen 2003, 222). Bonnie Honig (1995) also insists
WKDW ´>D@ PRUH HPSRZHULQJ GHIHQVH DJDLQVW 6FKROHP « DJDLQVW DQ\ LGHQWLW\ SROLWLFV LV
to resist the irresistible, not by privatizing it but by unmasking the would-be irresistible,
homogeneous, constative and univocal identity in question as a performative production
>«@´ +RQLJP\HPSKDVLV 
Whereas Zerilli claims that Arendt’s take on the body has much more to do with the mortality
of the body than with gender and sexuality (Zerilli 1995, 174-175), Pulkkinen argues that
in fact the opposite is the case:
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Gender and identity belong without a doubt to Arendt’s conception of
‘birth’. An individual is from birth of a gender and of an ethnic origin.
Natality, a person’s beginning in the world as a separate body, is decisive
and founding. A person constructs herself performatively, and leaves behind
a story, but she is always bound to the fact of birth. (Pulkkinen 2003, 225)
Zerilli leaves Arendt’s philosophy of natality intact, despite the fact that Arendt uses the
metaphor of birth and new beginnings to expose Western philosophy’s obsession with
death and immortality. In a chapter titled ”The Arendtian Body” in The Hidden Philosophy
of Hannah Arendt, Margaret Betz Hull (2002) criticizes Zerilli and argues that Arendt’s
aim in the letter to Scholem is not to offer a theory about embodiment and gender, but
simply to resist identity politics. Hull interprets the ”given” or ”physis” in this context
to indicate the simple autobiographical fact that Arendt was born to Jewish parents and
WKDWWKLVIDFWDORQHLVQRWVXI¿FLHQWWRHVWDEOLVKDSROLWLFDOO\VLJQL¿FDQWLGHQWLW\ZKLFKLV
precisely what Scholem, defending political Zionism, claims to be the case. ”In a letter
WR*HUVKRP6FKROHP$UHQGWVXJJHVWVDVPXFKZKHQVKHLGHQWL¿HVKHU-HZLVKQHVVDVµD
matter of course’, implying that, in and of itself, her Jewish birth alone is not capable of
providing anything substantially informative about her” (Hull 2002; cf. Laine 1983, 343).
I’d like to quote Hull at length in order to highlight how her contextualization of the letter
LQÀXHQFHVKHUGLIIHULQJLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRI$UHQGW
If anything, feminists have begun to argue that “womanhood” should be
understood as Arendt understood her Jewishness – as a site for political
VROLGDULW\DQGQRWDVDGH¿QDEOHLGHQWL¿FDWLRQ/LVD'LVFKSRLQWVRXWIRU
example, how Haraway constructs a similar argument regarding the question
of the meaning of feminism in the face of the theoretical contestation over
“womanness.” “Woman,” Haraway contends, is not so much a “natural
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ´ DV LW LV ³WKH EDVLV RI FRQVFLRXV FRDOLWLRQ RI DI¿QLW\ RI
political kinship” (Disch 1994: 294). Butler, similarly, writes, “If one ‘is’ a
ZRPDQWKDWLVVXUHO\QRWDOORQHLVWKHWHUPIDLOVWREHH[KDXVWLYH«EHFDXVH
gender intersects with racial, class, ethnic, sexual and regional modalities of
discursively constituted identities” (1990: 3). Arendt enacts this same kind
of understanding with her treatment of both the Jewish question and the
ZRPDQTXHVWLRQLQZKLFKWKHQRWLRQRILGHQWLW\EHFRPHVDUHÀHFWLRQPRUH
VRRILQWHQWLRQDODFWLRQWKDQRI¿[HGGH¿QLWLRQ +XOO
Hull thus pushes Arendt towards a postmodern direction. Judith Butler (2007) also reads
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the letter as an attempt to give an account of oneself, perhaps even as an attempt to politicize
GLVLGHQWL¿FDWLRQ FI%XWOHU +RZHYHU%XWOHULVPRUHFULWLFDOWKDQ+XOOLQKHU
interpretation of Arendt and suggests an inherent essentialism taking place in Arendt’s
theorizing of both gender and ethnicity as naturally given (physei):
Being a woman and being a Jew are both referred to as physei and, as such,
naturally constituted rather than part of any cultural order. But Arendt’s
answer hardly settles the question of whether such categories are given or
made; and this equivocation hardly makes her position ‘insane’. Is there not
a making of what is given that complicates the apparent distinction between
physei and nomô"$UHQGWSUHVHQWVKHUVHOIDVD-HZZKRFDQDQGZLOOWDNH
various political stands, whether or not they conform to anyone else’s idea
of what views a Jew should hold or what a Jew should be. (Butler 2007, 3
italics added)
Butler does not elaborate more on the problematic of gender in this context, but moves
on to examine Arendt’s relation to Jewishness and Judaism, which are the main themes of
Arendt’s Jewish Writings. Nevertheless, Hull’s and Butler’s take on the letter from Arendt
to Scholem shed some light on the numerous and diverse interpretations that Arendt’s
notion of the body has provoked12.
At stake here is not just embodiment, but also the question of the relation of the body
to gender, sexuality, identity and subjectivity. In light of Butler’s reading, the following
question could be presented: is it possible that if ”Arendt presents herself as a Jew who can
and will take various political stands, whether or not they conform to anyone else’s idea
of what views a Jew should hold or what a Jew should be” (Butler 2007, 3), then could
WKLVVDPHEHDSSOLHGWR$UHQGW¶VVHOILGHQWL¿FDWLRQDVDZRPDQ"&RXOGZHUHDG$UHQGWDV
stating that she presents herself as a woman who can and will take various political stands,
whether or not they conform to anyone else’s idea of what views a woman should hold or
ZKDWDZRPDQVKRXOGEHOLNH"(OL]DEHWK<RXQJ%UXHKO  8UVXOD/XG]  DQG
%DW$PL%DU2Q  IRULQVWDQFHZRXOGDQVZHULQWKHDI¿UPDWLYH$OOKROGWKDWWKLVLV
in fact Arendt’s position regarding identity- politics:

12
:KLOH¿QDOL]LQJDQGSXEOLVKLQJWKLVGLVVHUWDWLRQ%XWOHU  LVLQSUHVVNotes Towards a Performative Theory of
Assembly contains new material on Arendt, which I have not had the possibility to examine. However, based on my
SUHYLRXVUHVHDUFKRQ%XWOHU,FRQ¿GHQWO\DVVXPHWKDWVKHZLOOQRWFKDQJHKHUSRVLWLRQRQ$UHQGW¶VQRWLRQRIWKHERG\RU
Arendt’s relation to gender as a political question.
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What Arendt wanted to avoid, as a woman, was a situation in which she was
distinguished from ‘ordinary’ women by virtue of her education, thought
‘strange and exciting’, entertainingly different, a unique personality. What
she wanted for women and from women was attention paid to questions
about political and legal discrimination, attention broad enough to relate
women’s political and legal problems to all groups denied equality. (YoungBruehl 1982, 273, italics added; cf Ludz 1993, 354-355; Bar On 2002, 5983)
$UHQGW¶V FRPPLWPHQW WR D ZD\ RI WKLQNLQJ FRPPRQ WR WKH ¿UVW ZDYH RI WKH ZRPHQ¶V
movement can be detected in Young-Bruehl’s characterization above. Likewise, in “The
µ$QWL)HPLQLVP¶RI+DQQDK$UHQGW´0DULD0DUNXV  VHHVDQDI¿QLW\EHWZHHQ$UHQGW¶V
and Rosa Luxemburg’s attitude towards the women’s movement, which I think illuminates
the tension between Arendt and second wave feminism at large:
The parallel between Rosa Luxemburg and Hannah Arendt extends to their
FRPPRQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI WKH VRFDOOHG µZRPHQ¶V SUREOHP¶ >D ¿UVW ZDYH
IUDPLQJ@DQGLWVVROXWLRQ1HLWKHURIWKHPDQGFHUWDLQO\QRW$UHQGWH[SHFWHG
these very real problems to be solved automatically as the result of other
socio-political transformations. They shared the conviction that women’s
issues cannot and should not be divorced from larger concerns and political
struggles, instead insisting that they be pursued jointly with other political
JRDOV LQ FRRUGLQDWHG SROLWLFDO DFWLYLWLHV >«@ $UHQGW IHDUHG WKDW VKRXOG
women as a group enter the sphere of politics concerned primarily with
their own ‘women’s problems’, they would face up neither to the plurality
of opinions and judgments among women themselves nor the plurality of
opinions confronting them. (Markus 1989, 125, 127)
Yet, I propose that there is more to ”the body as physis” than Arendt’s negative
characterizations in The Human Condition or her brief remarks in the letter to Scholem.
Whatever Arendt’s personal position was regarding her gender identity and Jewish identity,
the theme of the body and embodiment remain perplexing, because upon closer examination
WKLVWKHPHLVLQIDFWVFDWWHUHGWKURXJKRXWKHURHXYUH/HWPHEULHÀ\HODERUDWHRQP\FODLP
EHIRUHFRQWLQXLQJ,¿QGWZRPDMRUZD\VLQZKLFK´WKHERG\´¿JXUHVLQ$UHQGW¶VSROLWLFDO
ZULWLQJV 2Q RQH KDQG ´WKH ERG\´ IXQFWLRQV DV D FOXVWHU FRQFHSW WKDW VLJQL¿HV YDULRXV
FKDUDFWHULVWLFVDQGHOHPHQWVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKRUJDQLFOLIH2QWKHRWKHUKDQGLWVLJQL¿HVWKH
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unique and distinct, animate and phenomenologically understood, lived body of a person
or an animal (LM I; Honkasalo 2006, 69-74). Thus, there are at least two different ways of
understanding what Arendt means by ”the body” entering the political and this complicates
the role of the body in the public / private framework. Firstly, metaphors related to the body
can signify the slippage of biological terminology into political discourse, such as in the
case of the use of concepts like ”body politic,” ”natural progress of history,” and ”necessity
of violence” (OT, 180, 460-479; OR, ch. II; OV, 74-75; Musolff, 2010). Secondly, Arendt
speaks about the body entering the political through the free, conscientious speech and
action of an individual (HC ch. V; LM I, 11, 19-20, 46).
The Origins of Totalitarianism and On Revolution are perfect examples of texts in which
the body is discussed in connection with the merging of biological concepts into political
ODQJXDJH$UHQGWZULWHVWKDW´>W@KHPRVWSRZHUIXOQHFHVVLW\RIZKLFKZHDUHDZDUHLQVHOI
introspection is the life process which permeates our bodies and keeps them in a constant
state of a change whose movements are automatic, independent of our own activities,
and irresistible – i.e., of an overwhelming urgency” (OR, 53). According to Arendt, early
modern social contract theorists, such as Hobbes and Rousseau in particular, imposed this
conception of the human body onto the entire society, as if society consisted of a gigantic
body commanded by a sovereign head and will (ibid. 54). Just like the human body stays
alive through certain necessary, homeostatic and automatic functions, so does the nation
stay alive through a natural and necessary composition and order. This argument is not
unique to Arendt. However, Arendt draws the implication that the concept of ”necessity”
is thus carried over from its original use in the study of organic life into political language,
and hence the culturally and socially constructed political order is mistaken for a naturally
based order. For instance, the ”state of nature,” in which everyone is at war against each
other is explained by Hobbes as a natural characteristic of man as a species. He thus bases
his conception of man on a pre-political, pre-legal, natural foundation (OT, 139-143).
Arendt argues that hence, when the abstract idea of ”the body in general” enters political
discourse, it obscures what is essential to politics, namely ”plurality,” ”spontaneity” and
”freedom in distinction from necessity.”13
13
Hobbes radical task in the Leviathan is to remove the medieval conception of political sovereignty as God, and
establish a political philosophy of the sovereign people as contracting, political agents. The Leviathan famously contains
a discussion of “the state of nature” in which everyone is at war against each other. This state is pre-legal and pre-moral
and the only motivation that guides human action in the state of nature is fear of death, in other words, self-preservation
at any cost (Hobbes 2008, I:XIII §8-9, §13, 84-86). Since fear of death and the desire of self-preservation are something
that Hobbes regards as an essential characteristics of all human beings in all times, he contends that fear and the will
to subjugate – rather than the quest for virtuous life for instance – function as the ground for a new kind of political
SKLORVRSK\)RU$UHQGWZKRZDVGHHSO\LQÀXHQFHGE\0RQWHVTXLHX¶VVHSDUDWLRQRISRZHUVWKHSUREOHP
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In a similar vein, due to her critique of Rousseau, Arendt famously condemns the French
Revolution for being a revolution driven into civil war and violent chaos. Following
Rousseau, the French revolutionaries saw both power and law as emerging from the
*HQHUDO:LOOZKLFKLVDQH[SUHVVLRQRIWKHSHRSOHDVDXQL¿HGKRPRJHQRXVZKROH$UHQGW
characterizes this conception of ”people” by phrases such as the ”multitude of the poor”
and the ”miserable,” who ”driven by their bodies,” erupted onto the ”scene of politics,”
and who through their focus on the satisfaction of mere material needs and abundance
halted the opportunity to found political freedom in institutions enacted by the legislative
ERG\ZKLFKWKHSHRSOH¶VSRZHUFRQVWLWXWHV7KXVDFFRUGLQJWRKHU´>«@IUHHGRPKDGWREH
surrendered to necessity, to the urgency of the life process itself” (ibid, 53-55).
In the context of the French Revolution, Arendt discusses the body mostly in connection to
poverty. Poverty, writes Arendt, is the situation par excellence to describe the vulnerability
and restraint of embodiment. A person living in extreme poverty is driven by the urge to
satisfy the most basic, life-sustaining activities, such as staying warm, dry, hydrated and
IHG3RYHUW\LVGHKXPDQL]LQJDQG´>«@DEMHFWEHFDXVHLWSXWVPHQXQGHUWKHDEVROXWH
dictate of their bodies, that is under the absolute dictate of necessity as all men know
it from their most intimate experience outside all speculations” (ibid. 54). For Arendt,
the condition of being absolutely dictated by the body is pre-political, perhaps even antipolitical, because a person forced into this condition has to struggle for the most basic
needs, thus often not enjoying full political recognition and rights. According to her, no
human being should have to succumb to this inhuman condition, because being treated as
a human means for Arendt being regarded as a member of a political community of equals
(OT, 298, 301). We thus get to the heart of the meaning of the body as physis.
Referring to Arendt’s On Revolution%RQQLH+RQLJFODLPVWKDW´«>WKH@ERG\LV«DPDVWHU
VLJQL¿HURIQHFHVVLW\LUUHVLVWLELOLW\LPLWDELOLW\DQGWKHGHWHUPLQDWLRQRISXUHSURFHVV´$FFRUGLQJ
WR+RQLJ´>W@KHUHFDQEHQRVSHHFKQRDFWLRQXQOHVVDQGXQWLOWKHYLROHQWO\SUHVVLQJLQGHHG
LUUHVLVWLEOH QHHGV RI WKH ERG\ DUH VDWLV¿HG´ +RQLJ    ,Q KHU H[DPLQDWLRQ RI

with the Leviathan is that Hobbes claims this structure to guarantee peace, but in fact there is no way to control that the
sovereign does not become a tyrant and legislate and execute despotic laws. The following statement by Montesquieu
could just as well be Arendt’s: “When legislative power is united with executive power in a single person or in a body of
the magistracy, there is no liberty, because one can fear that the same monarch or senate that makes tyrannical laws will
execute them tyrannically” (Montesquieu 1989, II: 11 §6, 157; cf. Hobbes 2008, I: XVII §13-14, 114). Compare this to
Arendt in On Revolution: “In this respect, the great and, in the long run, perhaps the greatest American innovation in
politics as such was the consistent abolition of sovereignty within the body politic of the republic, the insight that in the
realm of human affairs sovereignty and tyranny are the same” (OR, 153).
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the body in Arendt, Honig makes an analytical distinction between what she calls the ”single,
univocal body” and ”the multiple, acting self.” The private is here interpreted as singularity,
whereas the public is a channel for access to plurality and equal treatment by law. Taking into
account both the early, second wave critiques of Arendt, as well as the more recent elaborations
of the body in Arendt, it is remarkable the extent to which Honig is sympathetic to Arendt’s
negative characterization of the body:
>«@ERGLHVDUH>«@GHVSRWLFLUUHVLVWLEOHXQLYRFDODQGXQFUHDWLYH>7KH\@DUH
disruptive, always threatening to rise, or burst, onto the scene and close the
spaces of politics. Because of this ever-present threat, we must be vigilant and
guard the public realm, the space of performativity, against the intrusion of the
bodily and constative compulsion. (Honig 1995, 141)
What may seem like a strange condemnation of the body by Honig is in fact a deeper,
political point. For Honig, politicizing embodied differences can in some cases mean a
dangerous reduction of a person to, for instance, their race, gender or sexuality,. This is
why she wants to protect the public realm from ”the intrusion” of the physis. In Honig’s
reading, so called identity-categories like ”gender,” ”race,” ”ethnicity” or ”nationality”
are not given but performative. In Arendt’s own terminology in The Human Condition,
the ”what” of someone, is according to Honig an element that should be protected from
politicizing, whereas ”who” someone is, is an act of performativity. Honig argues that we
need to take seriously both Arendt’s critique of identity politics, as well as her warning
of the racialization of certain bodies, in order to decipher her conception of the body. In
Arendt’s own terminology, this means that the potential dangers in the slippage of biological
discourse into politics must be taken seriously.
I’d like to draw attention to the fact that Honig’s interpretation draws heavily from the
¿IWK±QRWWKHVHFRQGFKDSWHU±RIThe Human Condition. In chapter V, the public sphere is
FKDUDFWHUL]HGDV´WKHVSDFHRIDSSHDUDQFH´ZKHUH´«LQDFWLQJDQGVSHDNLQJPHQVKRZ
who they are, reveal actively their unique personal identities and thus make their appearance
in the human world” (HC, 179). Arendt distinguishes conceptually our ”whoness” from
what we are. In a later text, Arendt translates the ”who” as the Latin word persona (person),
which originates from the theatrical meaning per sonare, ”sounding through the mask.”
Arendt elaborates: ”the advantage of adopting the notion of persona for my considerations
OLHVLQWKHIDFWWKDWWKHPDVNVRUUROHVZKLFKWKHZRUOGDVVLJQVXV«DUHQRWDSHUPDQHQW
¿[WXUHDQQH[HGWRRXULQQHUVHOI´ 5- 
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Honig translates Arendt’s notions of action and ”the who” as implying a kind of postmodern
performativity regarding identity and the body, and it is precisely here that Honig sees
Arendt’s potential for feminism:
Arendt’s politics is a promising model for those brands of feminism that
seek to contest (performatively or agonistically) the prevailing construction
of sex and gender into binary and binding categories of identity, as well as
the prevailing binary division of political space into a public and private
realm. (Honig 1995, 136-137)
I will return to postmodern elaborations on Arendt’s theory of action in detail further on
(chapter 5). In the context of my present discussion, I have brought up Honig’s interpretation
as an example of an alternative way of framing The Human Condition, namely, as a protofeminist work. By contrasting Honig’s interpretation of the ”Arendtian body” with the
readings of critics I have discussed above, it becomes evident that a new way of framing
Arendt’s silence on gender begins to take place as the postmodern research paradigm enters
feminist, academic scholarship. This paradigm shift expands the interpretative freedom
and creativity of authors exploring Arendt’s work. What Arendt says or leaves unsaid
about ”women” (and ”men”) becomes less interesting than asking what can be done within
feminist theorizing with Arendt’s concepts.
I will conclude this chapter by giving one more example of how Arendt’s notion of the
body as physis has been understood. I argue that this is by far the most marginal, albeit
intriguing, trend of reading Arendt as a precursor to biopolitics. Arendt now emerges as
a useful theorist in the study of the complex relation between human rights and women’s
ULJKWV,QRUGHUWRFODULI\WKHPDLQDUJXPHQWRIWKHVHUHDGLQJV,ZDQW¿UVWWREULHÀ\HODERUDWH
on a section from the key text that feminist writers on biopolitics draw from, namely The
Origins of Totalitarianism.
Framing the body as biopolitical
In a chapter called ”Total Domination” towards the end of The Origins, Arendt describes a
detailed technique of prolonged death, which she calls the ”preparation of living corpses.”
$FFRUGLQJWR$UHQGWWKHPRVWKRUUHQGRXVDFFRPSOLVKPHQWRIWKH1D]L66ZDVWKH´>«@
HOLPLQDWLQJXQGHUVFLHQWL¿FDOO\FRQWUROOHGFRQGLWLRQVVSRQWDQHLW\LWVHOIDVDQH[SUHVVLRQ
RIKXPDQEHKDYLRUDQGRIWUDQVIRUPLQJWKHKXPDQSHUVRQDOLW\LQWRDPHUHWKLQJ>«@´ 27
438). The outcome is the following: ”the inmates, even if they happen to keep alive, are
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PRUHHIIHFWLYHO\FXWRIIIURPWKHZRUOGRIWKHOLYLQJWKDQLIWKH\KDGGLHG«´ 27 
After systematic and chronic psychological and physical torture at the hands of the SS,
¿QDOO\QRWKLQJ´>«@UHPDLQVEXWJKDVWO\PDULRQHWWHVZLWKKXPDQIDFHVZKLFKDOOEHKDYH
like the dog in Pavlov’s experiments, which all react with perfect reliability even when
going to their own death, and which do nothing but react” (OT, 455). The body in this
context is described as ”inanimate,” a ”living corpse,” and a ”bundle of reactions.” It is
”cut off” from the outside world, in a similar way as in The Human Condition the body
is ”ejected radically” from the world in the experience of slavery and extreme pain. The
physically and psychologically destroyed ”living corpse” is dehumanized to the extent that
the person is oblivious and indifferent to any kind of markers of personal identity, such as
a name, national background or gender.14
I argue that the fact that the body can potentially be made into a ”mere thing” (physis),
D ´ZKDW´ DQG HYHQ ´D OLYLQJ FRUSVH´ ZLWK DXWRPDWLF UHÀH[OLNH UHDFWLRQV LQIRUPV DOO
of Arendt’s discussions of the body up until Crises of Republic (1972). This fact both
IDVFLQDWHVDQGWHUUL¿HVKHUDVFDQEHVHHQIURPWKHULFKXVHRIPHWDSKRUVLQWKHVHFWLRQV
that I quoted above. Without using the term ”biopolitics,” Arendt in fact depicts how the
concentration camps functioned as laboratories for biopolitical experimenting. However,
to my knowledge, Ruth A. Miller (2013) is one of the few feminist interpreters of Arendt
who notices that Arendt’s general, interpretative and analytical perspective on the body is
informed by her experience of totalitarianism, the extermination camps and the body of the
incarnated.15

Primo Levi calls this phenomenon ”the demolition of man” and describes this experience in his book If This is a Man:
´7KHQIRUWKH¿UVWWLPHZHEHFDPHDZDUHWKDWRXUODQJXDJHODFNVZRUGVWRH[SUHVVWKLVRIIHQFHWKHGHPROLWLRQRIDPDQ
In a moment, with almost prophetic intuition, the reality was revealed to us: we had reached the bottom. It is not possible
to sink lower than this; no human condition is more miserable than this, nor could it conceivably be so. Nothing belongs
to us anymore; they have taken away our clothes, our shoes, even our hair; if we speak, they will not listen to us, and
if they listen, they will not understand. They will even take away our name: and if we want to keep it, we will have to
¿QGRXUVHOYHVWKHVWUHQJWKWRGRVRWRPDQDJHVRPHKRZVRWKDWEHKLQGWKHQDPHVRPHWKLQJRIXVRIXVDVZHZHUHVWLOO
UHPDLQV´ /HYLFI$JDPEHQ 7KH/DJHU>FDPS@LV³DJLJDQWLFELRORJLFDODQGVRFLDOH[SHULPHQW´
(Levi, 1996: 87).
15
In “Violence and the Biopolitics of Modernity,” Johanna Oksala (2010) comments on Arendt’s distinction between
the private and the public as well as the social and the political by stating the following: “While alerting us to the
GDQJHURXVPHUJLQJRIOLIHDQGSROLWLFVLQ0RGHUQLW\VKH>$UHQGW@ZRXOGQHYHUWKHOHVVLQVLVWWKDWELRSROLWLFVPXVWUHPDLQ
an oxymoron, the merging of two ontologically incompatible concepts” (Oksala 2010, 28). Peg Birmingham (2006), on
the other hand, sees Arendt in a different light: “Arendt’s analysis of the racialization of the Jewish people is an extended
examination of the ways in which biopolitics is at work in the modern political space. I would also argue that her critique
of the political emancipation of the bourgeoisie – liberation of the economic in the political – can be read as biopolitics”
(Birmingham 2006, 148 n12). Katrin Braun (2007) and Andre Duarte (2005) also contend that although Arendt did not
14
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Miller (2013) proposes that Arendt, much like Elaine Scarry (who in fact draws on Arendt
in her 1985 pioneering study The Body in Pain), can be used for theorizing how pain,
WRUWXUHLOOQHVVSRYHUW\DQGVODYHU\DUHSKLORVRSKLFDOO\VLJQL¿FDQWDQGUHYHDOLQJEHFDXVH
they serve as limit cases of human experience. By pushing embodied experience to its
limit, these examples shed light on the construction of experiences regarded as normal and
hence overlooked. For Miller, agency and citizenship, for instance, is in Western political
theorizing usually theorized through a historical framework concerning male, adult, abled,
PRUDOO\¿WSHUVRQV,QThe Limits of Bodily Integrity (2013) Miller writes that on the other
KDQG ´>E@RWK 6FDUU\ DQG$UHQGW DUH GHVFULELQJ D ELRSROLWLFDO UHDOLW\ LQ ZKLFK SK\VLFDO
passivity is directly proportional to political activity” (Miller 2013, 127). What this means
is that:
If, however, we assume that the predominant model of sovereignty has
been biopolitical, that the fundamental sovereign right has been the right
to make live and let die – if we place sexual and reproductive legislation
at the center of citizenship formation, and understand political activity as
ELRORJLFDOSDVVLYLW\±WKHQZHQHHGWRUHWKLQNWKLVDQDO\VLV>@5DWKHUWKDQ
XQGHUVWDQGLQJPHQDVWKHQRUPDQGZRPHQDVDUWL¿FLDOIDFVLPLOHVRIPHQ
it makes far more sense in a biopolitical framework to understand women
as the norm and men as their copies. It is the womb that has become the
predominant biopolitical space, it is women’s bodily borders that have been
GLVSODFHGRQWRQDWLRQDORQHV>DQG@LWLVWKXVWKHFLWL]HQZLWKWKHZRPEZKR
has become the political neutral. (Miller 2013, 149)
I want to point out that Miller draws here from a thesis originally made by Giorgio Agamben,
according to whom Arendt’s philosophy reveals the modern, biopolitical reduction of
certain persons to their mere physis/zoë, or what Agamben calls bare life (Agamben 1998).
Agamben’s philosophy of biopolitics is built on an Arendtian reading of Michel Foucault’s16
lectures on biopower. In contrast to Foucault, Agamben claims that sovereign power is not
a feature exclusive to the modern nation state. Quite the contrary, sovereign power in the
use the term “biopolitics” in her writings, her work, particularly her early essays rejecting political Zionism, and. The
Origins of Totalitarianism as well as her critique of the social mass bureaucracy in The Human Condition, contain
numerous, sophisticated analyses that parallel contemporary understandings of biopolitics, most notably Foucault’s
analysis of modernity and administrative governmentality. See also Forti 2012/2015.
16
In his lectures at Collège de France 1977-1978 published as 6HFXULW\ 7HUULWRU\ 3RSXODWLRQ (6pFXULWp WHUULWRLUH HW
population), Foucault expands his investigation of the historical era of modern power. He is now concerned with an even
more complex kind of power, which he calls “governmentality” (Foucault 2007, 115). This form of power differs from
disciplinary power in the sense that instead of simply disciplining individuals, it also aims at controlling entire
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form of the state of exception is the sine qua non for the appearance of biopolitics. Hence,
for Agamben, sovereignty is inseparable from biopolitics (Agamben 1998, 6-7; Kalyvas
2005). Agamben also holds that Foucault fails to theorize the concentration camp as the
ultimate site of biopower (ibid, 4, 88-89). The camp in other words represents for Agamben
the site at which exception has become the rule and sovereign power is absolute. In his
critique of Foucault, Agamben draws from Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism.
Miller departs from Agamben by transforming Agamben’s notion of ”bare life” into
gendered, bare life. By theorizing the womb as the biopolitical site par excellence, Miller
argues that women’s bodies are the best example of how biopower operates. This claim is
intriguing in the light of my study because here Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism
opens paths for rethinking and critiquing traditional notions of the sovereign state and
citizenship, all of which being originally premised on the exclusion of women. The result
of Miller’s analysis is that Agamben’s notion of ”bare life” is an abstraction that fails to
WDNHLQWRDFFRXQWSROLWLFDOO\VLJQL¿FDQWUDFLDOL]HGDQGJHQGHUHGPHDQLQJVDVVRFLDWHGZLWK
WKHELRSROLWLFDOUHJXODWLRQRI´OLIH´DVZHOODVVSHFL¿FIRUPVRIUHVLVWDQFHWKDWDULVHIURP
such forms of life (cf. Miller 2013; Spivak & Butler 2007). Through a reading of Arendt as
a critic of biopolitics, Miller shows that ”bare life” is never as ”bare” as Agamben claims
it to be.
%\ ZD\ RI FRQFOXVLRQ , ZLOO EULHÀ\ DGG DQ LQWHUSUHWDWLRQDO FKDOOHQJH WR ERWK $UHQGW
readings above. Namely, the relationship between state power, gender and embodiment
turns out to be even more complex in light of Kendall Thomas’s (2006) reading, which
theorizes the paradox of transgender embodiment and human rights through Arendt’s The
Origins of Totalitarianism. To quote Thomas:
To adapt an image from Hannah Arendt’s critique of human rights in The
Origins of Totalitarianism, we are dealing here with a political regime under
which a person who violates the rules of the (normative) gender contract
is considered to have ”lost the very qualities which make it possible for
populations by monitoring every possible level of life, such as birth, death, reproduction, housing, and so on. In other
words, state power intrudes into every aspect of life, but not merely in the form of the sovereign’s power over life and
death, but instead as a monitoring power. This is what Foucault calls biopower. The methodological parallel to Discipline
and Punish is obvious. Foucault asks: “can we talk of something like a ‘governmentality’ that would be to the state what
techniques of segregation were to psychiatry, what techniques of discipline were to the penal system, and what biopolitics
ZDVWRPHGLFDOLQVWLWXWLRQV"´ )RXFDXOW &RPSDUHWKLVWR$UHQGW³>6@RFLHW\LVWKHIRUPLQZKLFKWKHIDFWRI
mutual dependence for the sake of life and nothing elseDVVXPHVSXEOLFVLJQL¿FDQFHDQGZKHUHWKHDFWLYLWLHVFRQFHUQHG
with sheer survival are permitted to appear in public” (HC, 46, my italics).

46

RWKHUSHRSOHWRWUHDWKLP>sic@DVDIHOORZ>KXPDQEHLQJ@´7KHWUDQVJHQGHU
person is thus caught in an impossible double bind. Recognizing the need
to become more fully human, the transgender person realizes she or he
must break free of the constricting bonds of ”normal” gender. However, in
renouncing normative gender, she or he must forfeit any right to recognition
and respect as a ”normal” human being. Put another way, we might say that
the transgender person must either choose, or risk being forced to ”stand on
the side” of the inhuman. (Thomas 2006, 317)
Although Thomas mentions Arendt only in passing and does not draw from Agamben,
the ”impossible double bind” of inclusion and exclusion that he describes is nevertheless
a kin to the condition of ”bare life” theorized by Agamben and Miller. However, whereas
Agamben’s notion of ”bare life” is genderless and Miller’s notion is gendered as female,
7KRPDV¶VHODERUDWLRQRI$UHQGWSRLQWVRXWDIRUPRIOLIHWKDW¿WVRGGO\ZLWKERWKJHQGHUOHVV
(Agamben) and gendered (Miller) categories. According to Thomas, transgender citizenship
is a paradox of terms, since obtaining full legal recognition entails giving up the right to
bodily integrity, which is precisely what full transgender legal recognition aims for in the
¿UVWSODFH7KHDQDWRPRSROLWLFDODQGELRSROLWLFDOUHJXODWLRQRIWKHERG\RIWKHWUDQVJHQGHU
person operates by making intelligible and fully human only those forms of gendered life
WKDW¿WWReither the male or the female category, not both. Thus, the body of the transgender
person is not truly political, but nor is it merely biological. It is politicized and policed, but
included in the political only through its exclusion.
In the discussion above, I have argued that secondary scholarship on Arendt’s silence
on gender frequently takes issue with the public/private distinction as well as Arendt’s
enigmatic conception of the body. In my discussion, I have proposed that the question of
how Arendt’s writings on the body should be understood challenges the framings of Arendt
as an anti-feminist, because feminist theorists have not reached agreement on whether the
body in Arendt’s philosophy is natural, performative or biopolitical (or all of the above)
and whether the body falls into the private sphere or the public sphere (or both). Since there
are numerous, internally contradictory ways of interpreting Arendt on this matter, the body
illuminates the polyphony of feminist Arendt scholarship. The same question turns out to
have several different answers, depending on the angle of framing. In what follows, I will
examine three different readings of Arendt’s critique of the social in order to strengthen my
argument. As with the body, also feminist responses to ”the social” in Arendt can only be
understood through an examination of multiple framings of Arendt’s thinking. Since both
the early second wave theorists as well as later feminist framings argue in different ways
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that ”gender” cannot be examined apart from the social and economic oppression faced by
women, ”the social” is an important operational concept in feminist responses to Arendt’s
silence on gender. Yet, the implications that various theorists draw from Arendt’s use of
this concept vary greatly, from conceiving Arendt as an anti-democrat to theorizing her as
a precursor to feminist, radical democratic projects.
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2. Women and the ”social question”

In the following, I examine in detail three major feminist interpretations of Arendt’s notion
of the social, as this concept is importantly linked to the public/private distinction. As is the
case with the public/private distinction, as well as the body, the social is also a concept that
divides interpreters into various camps with respect to the question of whether Arendt is
an anti-feminist or a proto-feminist. By reading the interpretations of Hanna Pitkin (1998),
Seyla Benhabib (1996/2003) and Linda Zerilli (2005) parallel to each other, I want to
draw attention to the historical development of feminist scholarship on Arendt: whereas
in 1998 Pitkin still circulates concepts and vocabulary from the ”masculine Grecophile”
interpretations in her take on the social as a ”Blob,” Benhabib’s interpretation from this
same time period adds instead new layers not only to interpretations of Arendt’s silence on
gender but also to feminist framings themselves. Hence, by examining these three feminist
interpretations of Arendt, I aim to show that by the mid-nineties and the early 21st century,
a meta-discussion concerning feminist framings of Arendt begins to emerge. Not only
do Benhabib and Zerilli offer their unique readings of Arendt, they also comment on the
different waves within the history of feminist political organizing and suggest new ways
for formulating feminist public spaces through a reading of Arendt. Arendt’s philosophy
now becomes a tool with which key ideas and concepts of the second wave movement are
evaluated, problematized and reframed.
2.1 Arendt as an anti-democrat and anti-feminist
Arendt’s critique of the social has often been read as running against such fundamental
democratic principles as equal and just social distribution (e.g. Wolin 1983). To borrow
'DQD9LOOD¶VFDSWXULQJSKUDVLQJRIWKHSUREOHPDWVWDNHIRU$UHQGWWKHVRFLDO´>«@LVD
kind of bastard hybrid of public and private. It is a realm that reduces the public sphere
WREXUHDXFUDWLFDGPLQLVWUDWLRQRIWKHµQDWLRQDOKRXVHKROG¶>«@´ 9LOOD /LQGD
=HULOOL DOVR GHVFULEHV WKH VRFLDO LQ$UHQGW DV ´>«@ D NLQG RI HQODUJHG µKRXVHNHHSLQJ¶
whereby the public/private distinction is dissolved and citizens are situated in a relatively
passive relation to the bureaucratic apparatus of the welfare state, which becomes the sole
DGGUHVVHHRISROLWLFDOFODLPV>«@´ =HULOOL 
For Hanna Pitkin, not only is Arendt’s distinction between the public and the private
extremely problematic for any kind of formulation of feminist politics, but worse, add
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to this Arendt’s conceptualization of the social, and we have a theory of politics that is so
HOLWLVWREVFXUHDQGFRXQWHUSURGXFWLYHWKDW´>«@RQHFDQQRWHYHQPDNHVHQVHRISROLWLFV
LWVHOIHYHQIRUWKRVHDGPLWWHGWRLWVEHQH¿WV>«@´ 3LWNLQFI3LWNLQ 
What Pitkin is particularly troubled with is that by excluding social questions from the
political index, Arendt polices the content of what counts as a properly political agenda.
Thus Pitkin corrects Arendt by stating that:
What we need here is not separation but linkage. It is the connection that
matters, the transformation of social conditions into political issues, of need
and interest into principle and justice. Far from excluding the social question
as unworthy of political life, we need to make it political in order to render
it amenable to human action and direction. (Pitkin 1981, 346)
Pitkin argues that Arendt ends up developing a normative critique of democracy, which
blames ”the rise of the social” for various failures in modern liberal democracies. I argue that
3LWNLQ¶VUHDGLQJRQWKLVJURXQGLVLQÀXHQFHGE\6KHOGRQ:ROLQ¶VSLRQHHULQJLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ
of Arendt as a philosopher whose elitist ideas are incompatible with democratic ideals
(Wolin 1983).17
The attack from outer space
Pitkin’s book-length study The Attack of the Blob: Hannah Arendt’s Concept of the Social
(1998), is one of the most known and most cited political commentaries on Arendt’s concept
of the social.
,Q KHU ERRN 3LWNLQ FRPSDUHV$UHQGW¶V FRQFHSW RI WKH VRFLDO WR D V VFLHQFH ¿FWLRQ
horror movie about an extraterrestrial, jellylike monster ”the Blob” that slowly takes
over humanity and destroys it (Pitkin 1998, 4). Drawing from the work of Susan Sontag,
among others, Pitkin contextualizes The Human Condition by disclosing a trend of disaster
HQWHUWDLQPHQWDSSHDULQJLQWKH$PHULFDQVRFLHW\GXULQJWKHV,QWKHVH¿OPVWKHZRUOG
is depicted as being threatened by some abstract, outer enemy. According to Pitkin, the
WUHQGUHÀHFWVWKHDQ[LHW\WKDWSHRSOHH[SHULHQFHGGXHWRWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIWRWDOQXFOHDUZDU
Sheldon Wolin taught political theory at University of California Berkeley from 1954 to 1970 and at Princeton University
from 1973 to1987. His major work in the history of political philosophy, Politics and Vision: Continuity and Innovation
in Western Political Thought (1960/2004) had a great impact on both his colleagues and graduate students, including
Wendy Brown, Hanna Pitkin and Dana R. Villa. In 1983, Wolin published an article “Hannah Arendt: Democracy and
the Political” in which he argues that Arendt’s rigid distinctions lead to an elitist notion of politics, which is incompatible
with basic ideals of democracy (Wolin 1983). For a critique of Wolin’s reading, see Villa (2008, ch. 9).
17
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during the Cold War era. Arendt, who in Pitkin’s view hypostasizes the adjective ”social”
into a noun, ends up theorizing the social as if it was something alive, abstract, external
DQGWKUHDWHQLQJMXVWOLNHWKHPRQVWHUVLQWKHVFL¿¿OPLQGXVWU\RIWKHV LELG
10-16, 226).
What is particularly problematic in Arendt’s framework according to Pitkin’s interpretation
is that Arendt abstracts and demonizes the social and then blames various social groups for
the rise of imperialism and totalitarianism. ”Before there was a mass, there was a mob, the
colonial bureaucrat and the secret agent, the racist Boer, the early anti-Semite” (ibid. 85).
Pitkin points out that because Arendt’s concept of the social is so abstract, and yet somehow
responsible for fundamental failures in democracy, it becomes hard to theorize agency and
UHVSRQVLELOLW\LQWKLVIUDPHZRUN)RU3LWNLQWKLVLVDSHUSOH[LQJSDUDGR[WR¿QGLQ$UHQGW¶V
political philosophy, because she herself puts so much emphasis on individuality, action
and freedom.
What then, in Pitkin’s view, are the particular consequences of this anti-democratic
IUDPHZRUNIRUIHPLQLVWSROLWLFDOWKHRUL]LQJ"$FFRUGLQJWR3LWNLQLWLVFUXFLDOWRDVNZKHWKHU
or not Arendt’s framework and sharp distinctions between ”the private” and ”the public”
as well as ”the political” and ”the social,” entail the exclusion of women from the public
VSKHUHDQGWKXVIURPSROLWLFVDOWRJHWKHU"%\VHWWLQJXSKHULQTXLU\LQWKLVPDQQHU3LWNLQ
develops further her argumentative position in the 1981 article ”Justice: On Relating the
Public and the Private,” which I discussed in chapter 1.1.
In a chapter titled ”Abstraction, Authority, and Gender,” Pitkin sets as her task to unravel
the deep structures of what she takes to be the reason behind Arendt’s demonization of the
social. Pitkin makes an original argument according to which Arendt’s dislike of the social
LVLQIDFWLPSRUWDQWO\UHODWHGWRKHUQHJOHFWRIWKHTXHVWLRQRIJHQGHU3LWNLQDUJXHV´>«@
therefore, we shall take up the psychological and gender-related concerns that Arendt
sought so strenuously to banishIURPKHUZRUN>«@´ 3LWNLQP\HPSKDVLV 
Pitkin thus highlights Arendt’s silence on gender and takes it as a starting point for her
inquiry into the motivation behind Arendt’s critique of the social.
As for all the early second wave theorists that I have discussed in the previous chapter,
Pitkin’s interpretation in this section relies on a particular reading of The Human Condition.
$FFRUGLQJWR3LWNLQ´>W@KH PRGHUQ VRFLDODSSHDUVLQFKDSWHU>RIThe Human Condition@
as an evil third term to the dyad of public and private, blurring their distinction and
XOWLPDWHO\GHVWUR\LQJERWK>«@´ LELG $FFRUGLQJWR3LWNLQThe Human Condition
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is thus based on a normative dichotomy between action and the social, of which the prior
is good and the latter constitutes ”the evil threat” to action (ibid.). What then follows in
Pitkin’s analysis is an attempt to theorize the relationship between Arendt’s critique of the
social and her systematic neglect of questions relating to gender through a biographical
interpretation of a handful of events in Arendt’s personal life, such as the death of her
IDWKHUKHUDIIDLUZLWK0DUWLQ+HLGHJJHUDVZHOODVKHUFRQÀLFWXDOUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKKHU
mother, Martha Arendt (ibid. 149-152).
I argue that both the strategic use of psychologism as well as gynocentricism, common to early
second wave interpretations of Arendt, drive Pitkin’s reading. As she explains: ”Arendt’s
VRFLDOLVQRWPHUHO\IHPLQLQHEXWVSHFL¿FDOO\PDWHUQDO,WLVQRWWREHVXUHDQXUWXULQJ
SURWHFWLYHJHQWOHPRWKHU>«@EXWDQHYLOGRPLQDWLQJGHVWUXFWLYHPDWULDUFK>«@´ 3LWNLQ
1998, 171). The symbolic meaning of ‘the Blob’ represents thus a nightmarish, narcissistic
mother who crosses all boundaries and engulfs her children back into one substance,
herself. According to Pitkin, femininity and feminine concepts such as the ‘social,’ the
‘private’ and the ‘household’ represent for Arendt a threat of loss of individuality, whereas
masculine concepts, such as the ”public,” ”politics” and ”action” represents the possibility
to express one’s unique distinctness. Arendt’s idealization of masculinity thus makes her
conception of politics, if not incompatible with feminism, then at least a highly challenging
enterprise to decipher.
I want to highlight that Pitkin participates in framing Arendt as an anti-feminist and also
an anti-democrat by molding and amplifying early second wave contexts of interpretation.
The Attack of the BlobWKXVIXQFWLRQVDVVLWHIRUUHVLJQL¿FDWLRQUHLWHUDWLRQDQGFLUFXODWLRQ
of vocabulary launched by Rich, O’Brien and Brown for instance.
Pitkin’s axis of interpretation draws from one major text by Arendt (The Human Condition),
as well as historical details, biography, psychoanalysis and political philosophy. What
begins as a rigorous examination of the concept of ‘the social’ in Arendt, emerges into a
text about how Arendt’s problematic theoretical relation to questions regarding gender,
the women’s movement and feminism is in fact a problem regarding the author’s personal
psyche.
In a book review of The Attack of the Blob from 1999, Seyla Benhabib takes issue with
Pitkin’s psychologism. Benhabib argues that although Pitkin is insightful about the fact
that there seems to be a perplexing relationship between Arendt’s silence on gender and
her critique of the social, her account fails to respond to the more theoretical underpinnings
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and questions in this relationship. What Pitkin misses is the historical context against which
Arendt examines the question of the social, namely modernity:
>:@K\UHVRUWWRDSV\FKRDQDO\WLFVXEWH[WLQRUGHUWRPDNHWKHVWUDLJKWIRUZDUG
DUJXPHQW WKDW$UHQGW¶V FRQFHSW RI WKH VRFLDO LV FRQIXVHG DQG DPELJXRXV"
Even as an historical-institutional account of the emergence of the modern
commodity market, the modern state apparatus, and modern civil society,
Arendt’s theory of the ”rise of the social” lacks sociological precision.
Cloaking it with yet another layer of meaning, now drawn from depth
psychology, hardly helps. Arendt’s political thought, like her life, needs to
be understood and assessed in its own right. (Benhabib 1999)
The rejection of Pitkin’s analytic framework in Benhabib’s book review illustrates how
academic feminism had by the late 1990s become a highly multidimensional and internally
critical discipline. In Benhabib’s view, Pitkin’s methodology needed to be updated. Let
me clarify this point. What in the 1970s and the 1980s would still have been considered a
political reading strategy is according to Benhabib’s book review an obscure form of ”depth
psychology.”
According to my review of major feminist interpretations of Arendt’s philosophy from the
1970s on, the view according to which Arendt is a nostalgic Grecophile, and hostile to
feminist politics, remains predominant up until the mid 1990s (cf. Ludz 1993, 350; Hull
2002, 143). The Attack of the Blob (1998) is one of the last representatives of the antifeminist reading paradigm.
In The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt, Seyla Benhabib (1996) acknowledges the
interpretative perplexities that will face any reader of Arendt and offers a new angle to the
debate on Arendt’s silence on gender. Operating with the notions of ”modernity” and ”the
modern,” Benhabib argues:
7KHUH LV E\ QRZ >LQ @ D VWDQGDUG DQG ZLGHVSUHDG UHDGLQJ RI +DQQDK
Arendt’s work. Placing The Human ConditionDVWKHGH¿QLWHH[SUHVVLRQRI
Arendt’s political philosophy at the center, this view argues that Hannah
Arendt is a philosopher of nostalgia, an antimodernist lover of the Greek
polis. It is said that she views modernity simply as a decline of ”the public
sphere” of politics. Very few of her categories, indeed if any at all, are
relevant for understanding the contemporary world, it is argued. Perhaps her
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concepts of action, judgment, and the public sphere contain a few insights
for democratic politics, these critics contend, but beyond this, not much can
be gained from Hannah Arendt. (Benhabib 1996/2003, xxv)
What Benhabib then offers as an alternative route is to decentralize the hegemonic position
of The Human Condition in Arendt scholarship (ibid. xxv, 118). Benhabib, like Ann M.
Laine before her, recommends scholars to familiarize themselves with other works, such
as Rahel Varnhagen and The Origins of Totalitarianism. According to Benhabib, this
suggestion is important for understanding the broader motivational context in which Arendt
wrote all her works, namely the rise of anti-Semitism and totalitarianism. Distinctions,
such as ”the public” and ”the private” should according to Benhabib thus be read in light of
totalitarian bureaucracy, not only with respect to the history of Ancient Greek civilization.
Benhabib is by no means alone in her critique of the ”Grecophile” interpretations. Joanne
Cutting-Gray (1993), Mary Dietz (1994, 1995) and Mary Hawkesworth (1996), among
others, also take issue with interpretations that characterize Arendt as a conservative,
nostalgic Grecophile. Hawkesworth comments directly on the masculinist Grecophile
readings in the following way:
The Human Condition is not an exercise in Graecophilia. Nor is it an
endorsement of a hierarchical class order which imposes the obligations
of animal laborans and homo faber on subordinate classes of people while
reserving the possibility of politics for a male elite. (Hawkesworth 1996,
165)
As is evident, Benhabib’s, Dietz’s and Hawkesworth’s theses stand in striking opposition
to Adrienne Rich, Mary O’Brien, Wendy Brown and Hanna Pitkin, for instance, whose
critiques of Arendt I have discussed above. Yet, all these thinkers pivot their arguments
on the same text, namely The Human Condition. Thus, Benhabib’s suggestion to move
away from The Human Condition leaves intact the intriguing question of why the standard
reading of Arendt changes so dramatically in just a decade of feminist scholarship.
In contrast to Pitkin, Benhabib’s interpretative method consists in examining how various
authors have reacted and responded to the political and moral challenges posed by
PRGHUQLW\,QRWKHUZRUGVLQVWHDGRIDVNLQJ´:KDWLVWKHVRFLDOLQ$UHQGW"´VKHH[DPLQHV
how modernity appears in the texts of political philosophers, such as Arendt, Foucault
and Jürgen Habermas, and what kind of conceptual strategies they have used in order to
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understand modernity.
Benhabib’s The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt highlights that for Arendt
modernity marks a historical era characterized by the turmoil of rapid changes, technological
innovations and political revolutions. At the same time, it is an era of continuous search for
new foundations to replace old doctrines and traditions, such as Christian religious authority,
Aristotelian natural sciences and the geocentric conception of the universe (Benhabib 1996;
HC). Benhabib argues that for Arendt, in the history of political philosophy, modernity
appears as a void that takes the place of power. As the authority of religion and tradition
is put into question or refuted and the old ground for moral and political philosophy
disappears, numerous attempts to occupy this space emerge. Candidates are as diverse as
the totalitarian movements of Nazism and Stalinism, revolutionary movements such as
Marxism and critical theory as well as economically oriented processes such as capitalism
(OT).
It is against this complex history of modernity that Benhabib examines Arendt’s relationship
to feminism. How then does Benhabib herself account for the relationship between Arendt’s
VLOHQFH RQ JHQGHU DQG KHU FULWLTXH RI WKH VRFLDO" , ZLOO QH[W SURYLGH DQ H[DPLQDWLRQ RI
Benhabib’s turn away from an exclusive focus on The Human Condition and discuss how
her reading brings forth yet another, novel interpretation of the relationship between the
”public” and ”the private,” as well as ”the social” and ”the political,” this time with an
DI¿UPDWLYHFRQFHSWLRQRIWKHUHOHYDQFHRI$UHQGW¶VZRUNIRUIHPLQLVWSROLWLFDOWKHRUL]LQJ
My discussion on Benhabib, followed by Zerilli, shows how the feminist tradition of Arendt
VFKRODUVKLSHYROYHVE\WKHVLQWRDFULWLFDOUHÀHFWLRQRIWKLVWUDGLWLRQLWVHOI
2.2 The promise of Arendt’s notion of ”the social” for a feminist radical democratic
critique
$OWKRXJK3LWNLQ¶VVFL¿DQDORJ\WDNHVWKHFULWLTXHRI$UHQGW¶VFRQFHSWRIWKHVRFLDOWRDQ
extreme, she is certainly not alone in her criticism. Arendt was already targeted during her
lifetime for her insistence on purifying the political from the social. At a conference on
Arendt’s work, held in Toronto in 1972, Arendt’s close friends Mary McCarthy and Richard
J. Bernstein pressed Arendt on this issue. McCarthy poses the following question to Arendt:
I would like to ask you a question that I have had in my mind a long, long
WLPH,WLVDERXWWKHYHU\VKDUSGLVWLQFWLRQ>«@EHWZHHQWKHSROLWLFDODQGWKH
VRFLDO>«@1RZ,KDYHDOZD\VDVNHGP\VHOI´:KDWLVVRPHERG\VXSSRVHG
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to do on the public stage, in the public space, if he does not concern himself
ZLWKWKHVRFLDO"7KDWLVZKDWLVOHIW"´ +LOO
McCarthy’s question is also one of the most common questions posed to Arendt in feminist
secondary literature. Namely, what is left for politics, and political action more importantly,
if questions regarding social injustice as well as social and economic discrimination are
UXOHGRXW",VLWQRWDEVROXWHO\FUXFLDOIRUGHPRFUDWLFSROLWLFVWKDWVRFLDOMXVWLFHDQGHTXDOLW\
DUHUHJDUGHGDVSROLWLFDOO\VLJQL¿FDQWWRSLFV"$QLGHDORIWKHSROLWLFDODVSXUHIURPVRFLDO
”contamination” seems to lead to an aristocratic, exclusionary utopia in which only great
deeds, honor, and perhaps war matter (cf. Wolin 1983: Pitkin 1998).
Arendt replies to Mary McCarthy that the affairs discussed in the public realm are historically
contingent and vary with each generation. Thus, she claims that she is not trying to set the
agenda for what is a properly political topic for public debate. Arendt emphasizes that her
FULWLTXHLVWDUJHWHGWRZDUGVDYHU\VSHFL¿FIRUPRIVRFLDORUJDQL]LQJZKLFKVKHFDOOVWKH
”bureaucratic mass society” and its ”administrative form of governing” (Arendt in Hill
 :K\GRHV$UHQGWVRSDVVLRQDWHO\GHIHQGKHUVSHFL¿FFULWLFDOXVHRIWKH
terms ”bureaucracy” and ”administration” in connection with her critique of ”the social,”
and what relevance might this choice of terminology have for feminist conceptualizations
RIWKHSXEOLFVSKHUH"
According to Seyla Benhabib, ”the standard reading” of Arendt presents ‘the social’ as
a monolithic, normative concept in Arendt’s political theory, and as a term that discloses
her inherently anti-modernist stance. According to this view, modernity marks for Arendt
the decline of the public sphere and the emergence of a ”national housekeeping” called
theVRFLDO)XUWKHUPRUHDFFRUGLQJWR´WKHVWDQGDUGUHDGLQJ´´>W@KHVRFLDOLVWKHSHUIHFW
medium in which bureaucracy, the ‘rule by nobody’ emerges and unfolds” (Benhabib
1996/2003, 23).
,QFRQWUDVWWRWKLVYLHZ%HQKDELEDUJXHVWKDW$UHQGW¶VFRQFHSWRIWKHVRFLDOLVQRWXQL¿HG
and, more importantly, that the point is not that there is something essential about modernity
that makes it inherently anti-political. Instead, the administrative and bureaucratic
elements of the social are contingent facts and result from hundreds of years of bourgeois
dominance. Although agreeing with Pitkin that Arendt’s theory of the social is ambiguous
and inaccurate, Benhabib does not regard Arendt’s political philosophy as incompatible
with democratic ideals and feminist politics. Quite the contrary, for Benhabib, ”Arendt’s
GLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQµWKHVRFLDO¶DQGµWKHSROLWLFDO¶´DQG´>W@KHFRQFHSWRISXEOLFVSDFHLV
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important from the standpoint of articulating a feminist and radical democratic critique of
the late welfare-state capitalist democracies” (Benhabib 1993, 109, emphasis in the original;
cf. Benhabib 1996/2003, xii-xiii). Thus, unlike Pitkin, who laments that a separation of the
social and the political means the end of feminist politics, Benhabib claims the opposite to
be the case.
Against the ”standard reading,” Benhabib claims that there are at least three different and
VLJQL¿FDQWPHDQLQJVRIµWKHVRFLDO¶LQ$UHQGWDQGDWOHDVWWKUHHGLIIHUHQWOHYHOVRIDQDO\VLV
of the social/political divide (Benhabib 1996/2003, 22-23, 139-141). Firstly, the phrase ”the
rise of the social” means the rise of the capitalist exchange market. Second, the concept of
µWKHVRFLDO¶VLJQL¿HVPDVVVRFLHW\DQGWKLUGLWPHDQVFLYLOVRFLHW\
Through a theoretical position inspired by the work of Marx, Max Weber, Jürgen Habermas
and Karl Polanyi, Benhabib argues that Arendt’s critique of the social is driven by her critique
of classical liberalism and capitalism. Economic interests begin to drive politics when the
capitalist exchange commodity market emerges. In this context, the ”rise of the social” means
WKXVWKDW´>«@H[FKDQJHUHODWLRQVHPHUJHDVDQRSHQDQGXQUHVWULFWHGPHGLXPRIVRFLDO
interaction for all persons who happen to be commodity owners” (Benhabib 1996/2003, 25).
Instead of a realm of public freedom and political action, as the public sphere is conceived
in civic republicanism, in early modernity the public realm becomes a realm of economic
exchange relations and private interests. At the same time, political cooperation becomes
LQVWUXPHQWDOL]HG7KHFRPSOH[FDSLWDOLVWPDUNHWHFRQRP\¿QDOO\LQWUXGHVLQWRDOODVSHFWV
of life. Professional lobbyists and private corporations start to run a corrupted democracy
in which the citizens are like consumers. It goes without saying that this administrative and
bureaucratic model of governance has drastic anti-democratic consequences: ‘mass society’
and politics driven by class difference emerges, when economic and social status – not
political rights – becomes the measurement of equality between people (Benhabib 1993,
110-111; Benhabib 1996/2003, 22-28).
%HQKDELE DUJXHV WKDW FODULI\LQJ WKH VLJQL¿FDQFH RI $UHQGW¶V FULWLTXH RI WKH VRFLDO IRU
feminist emancipatory projects can be done best by supplementing her philosophy with the
work of other theorists, such as Karl Polanyi, Max Weber and Michel Foucault. The Human
Condition, for instance, despite its sophisticated critique of the social, lacks according to
Benhabib an analysis of how precisely the bureaucratic administration ”normalizes” people
through its mechanisms of social coercion and control (Benhabib 1996/2003, 26).
Benhabib’s feminist position is shaped by theories of deliberate democracy as well as Jürgen
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Habermas’s communicative theory of action. She reads Arendt in tandem with Habermas,
and it is through this double reading that she is able to formulate her novel interpretation
of Arendt as an important ally to feminist critiques of capitalist liberal democracies (ibid.
xii-xiii). To clarify my point, let me quote a passage in which Benhabib states that her own
reading is an ”alternative genealogy of modernity” (ibid, 22). ”Alternative” here means a
FULWLFDO\HWDI¿UPDWLYHFRQFHSWLRQRIPRGHUQLW\
7KHVH >OLEHUDO GHPRFUDWLF@ EXUHDXFUDFLHV KDYH IUHTXHQWO\ GLVHPSRZHUHG
women and other affected groups and have set the agenda for public
GHEDWH DQG SDUWLFLSDWLRQ ,Q UHÀHFWLQJ DERXW WKHVH LVVXHV IHPLQLVP KDV
lacked a critical model of public space and public discourse. A critical
model of public space is necessary to enable us to draw the line between
µMXULGL¿FDWLRQ¶ Verrechtlichung LQ -UJHQ +DEHUPDV¶V WHUP >VLF@ RU
between making ‘social’ and ‘administering to’ in Arendtian terms, on the
one hand, and between ‘making public,’ in the sense of making accessible
WRGHEDWHUHÀHFWLRQDFWLRQDQGPRUDOSROLWLFDOWUDQVIRUPDWLRQRQWKHRWKHU
>«@$VIHPLQLVWVZHKDYHODFNHGDFULWLFDOPRGHOZKLFKZRXOGGLVWLQJXLVK
between the bureaucratic administration of needs and collective democratic
empowerment over them. (Benhabib 1993, 110.)
In other words, Benhabib highlights the difference between social and political equality by
claiming that having access to, for instance, social well-being is not true empowerment,
since it does not entail having the power to decide how and who administers and distributes
WKHSXEOLFJRRGLQWKH¿UVWSODFH+DYLQJDFFHVVWRWKHSXEOLFVSDFHDQGSXEOLFGLVFRXUVH
is, according to Benhabib, equivalent to having access to political rights, such as the right
to political participation and decision-making. A feminist critical public discourse would
enable women to take the initiative and set the agenda regarding questions most relevant
WR WKHP DV ZHOO DV GHFLVLRQV WKDW LQÀXHQFH WKHLU OLYHV PRVW %HQKDELE  FI )UDVHU
2005; Fraser 2012). Benhabib’s own view regarding a properly democratic and feminist
processes is best crystallized in the following passage from Democracy and Difference:
Contesting the Boundaries of the Political (1996):
Only those norms (i.e., general rules of action and institutional arrangements)
can be said to be valid (i.e., morally binding), which would be agreed to by
all those affected by their consequences, if such agreement were reached as
a consequence of a process of deliberation that had the following features:

58

1) participation in such deliberation is governed by norms of equality and
symmetry; all have the same chances to initiate speech acts, to question,
to interrogate, and to open debate; 2) all have the right to question the
assigned topics of conversation; and 3) allKDYHWKHULJKWWRLQLWLDWHUHÀH[LYH
arguments about the very rules of the discourse procedure and the way in
which they are applied or carried out. (Benhabib 1996, 70, my emphasis)
:KDWWKHQZRXOGVXFKD´FULWLFDOPRGHORI>WKH@SXEOLFVSDFHDQGSXEOLFGLVFRXUVH´ORRN
OLNH"$OWKRXJK%HQKDELE¶VFODLPRIWKHODFNRIDIHPLQLVWSXEOLFGLVFRXUVHDQGSXEOLFVSDFH
is controversial, let us assume for the sake of the argument that throughout its history,
feminist political organizing and theorizing has really lacked a properly functioning and
UDGLFDOFRQFHSWLRQRIWKHVHWZR:KHUHVKRXOGRQHWKHQEHJLQWRORRNIRUSRVVLEOHPRGHOV"
Benhabib’s answer is: Hannah Arendt.
As I have pointed out, unlike Hanna Pitkin, for instance, Benhabib reads Arendt by
decentralizing the hegemonic position of The Human Condition in Arendtscholarship
%HQKDELE[[Y 7KXVIRUKHU´>D@VNLQJWKHZRPHQ¶VTXHVWLRQDVDOZD\V
VLJQL¿HV D PRYHPHQW IURP PDUJLQ WR FHQWHU LQ WKH KHUPHQHXWLFDOWDVN´ DQG KHQFH ´>«@
one begins not with The Human Condition but with a text that certainly does not occupy
a central place in any systematic interpretation of her political philosophy, namely Rahel
Varnhagen, subtitled The Life of a Jewish Woman” (ibid, 4-5). As a response to the lack of
DWKHRU\RIDIHPLQLVWSXEOLFVSDFH%HQKDELEFODLPVWR¿QGDQLPSRUWDQWSRVLWLYHYLHZRI
the social in Arendt’s early biography of Rahel Varnhagen. This is the conception of the
Berlin salons as female public spheres. Perhaps, thus, Arendt was not in fact silent about
JHQGHUDIWHUDOO"
Arendt’s nascent theory of women’s public spaces
,QDIWHU¿QLVKLQJKHUGRFWRUDOGLVVHUWDWLRQRQWKHFRQFHSWRIORYHLQ6W$XJXVWLQ
Arendt engaged herself in a biographical book project on Rahel Varnhagen (1777-1833).
Arendt’s interest was to explore Jewishness from an existentialist framework.18 Rahel
QpH/HYLQ 9DUQKDJHQD-HZLVKZULWHUDQGVRFLDOLWHVLJQL¿FDQWO\LQÀXHQFHGWKHVSUHDG
of German romanticism and also the rise of the Jewish salon culture of Berlin. Varnhagen
was born to a wealthy merchant family and was thus in a privileged position compared to
18
6KHGLGQRW¿QLVKWKHERRNPDQXVFULSWXQWLODQGLWZDVSXEOLVKHGDVDQ(QJOLVKWUDQVODWLRQLQDQGLQWKH
original German language in 1958 as Rahel Varnhagen. Lebensgeschichte einer deutschen Jüdin aus der Romantik
(Rahel Varnhagen: The Life of a Jewess, 1958) (Benhabib 1995, 6-8).
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the majority of European Jews, who suffered from poverty. Drawing from Debora Hertz’s
(1988) comprehensive history of Jewish high society, Benhabib explains that Jewish
women who ran salons and social clubs in their homes managed through their activity to
emancipate themselves both from the patriarchal family structure and religious culture
(Benhabib 1996/2003, 15). Following Hertz, Benhabib argues that the salons were a
new kind of social space, run by women, in which intellectuals, artists, politicians and
writers from different religious groups, sexes and classes could freely exchange ideas and
engage in conversation (cf. Landes 1998). The social sphere emerged in certain contexts
RIPRGHUQLW\DVDVSHFL¿FDOO\IHPDOHTXDVLSXEOLFVSDFHZLWKDSRVLWLYHFRQQRWDWLRQ$V
Arendt wrote on Varhagen’s social life with enthusiasm, Benhabib suggests that Arendt
did in fact take into account the possibility of a female pubic space.
7KH\ >WKH VDORQV@ ZHUH social events in which literary and artistic works
were read, discussed, contracted and exchanged; they were social
processes through which individuals of a hierarchical ancient regime with
its formalized manners of speech, intercourse and affection learned new
DQGQRQKLHUDUFKLFDOPRUHÀXLGIRUPVRIVHOIDQGRWKHUSUHVHQWDWLRQ>«@
>,WLQFOXGHG@YHU\RIWHQDQH[SHULPHQWDWLRQZLWKJHQGHUUROHVDQGVH[XDO
expectations as well. (Benhabib 1996/2003, 16, emphasis in the original).
Benhabib argues that there is thus a hidden theoretical thread in Arendt’s philosophy and
LQKHUUHÀHFWLRQRIWKHVRFLDOVSKHUHWKDWDFWXDOO\ZRUNVLQIDYRURIDSRVLWLYHIHPLQLVW
interpretation of her work. Arendt began to sketch out a positive conception of the social,
which she then for some reason later dropped and forgot (ibid. 22, 29). Nevertheless,
%HQKDELELVRSWLPLVWLFDERXWKHU¿QGLQJ´,IZHUHDGKHU>$UHQGW¶V@ZRUNIURPWKHPDUJLQV
towards the center, then we can displace her fascination with the polis to make room for her
PRUHPRGHUQLVWDQGZRPHQIULHQGO\UHÀHFWLRQVRIWKHVDORQV´ LELG ´7KHULVHRIWKH
social” thus receives an important positive meaning, and does not merely signify the rise
of the capitalist commodity exchange market and the normalizing power of bureaucratic
administration. In Benhabib’s view, this also implies a more positive conception of the rise
RIPRGHUQLW\DQG¿QDOO\SURYHVWKDWWKHUHDGLQJRI$UHQGWDVDQDQWLPRGHUQLVW*UHFRSKLOH
LV D ¿FWLRQ FUHDWHG E\ ´WKH VWDQGDUG UHDGLQJV´ RI KHU ZRUN LELG    ´$UHQGW¶V
Rahel Varnhagen biography leaves its traces throughout her work and suggests a major
rereading of her understanding of modernity and of the place of politics under conditions
of modernity” (ibid.).
Benhabib’s reading of Rahel Varnhagen is one of the texts in which her feminist position
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is clearly shaped by Habermas’s The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. In
this work, Habermas conceptualizes the emergence of a ”literary public sphere,” which
consists of coffee houses and salons among other places, in which people come together
and engage in free debates through their use of reason. The printing press, newspapers
and the birth of the novel are characteristic elements of this Enlightenment era. What
is new is the birth of a literary audience, which does not need direct speech and action
as a means of communication. Since the goal of the use of public reason is to reach a
consensus through public discourse, ”the literary public sphere” is according to Habermas
the precondition for the emergence of a proper ”political public sphere” and a functioning
deliberative democracy (Habermas, 1962/1991, 51-57). Benhabib argues that Habermas
was in fact indebted to Arendt in his discovery of the public sphere, but developed and
WUDQVIRUPHGWKLVFHQWUDOFRQFHSWLQPDQ\VLJQL¿FDQWZD\V %HQKDELE[LL[LLL
199). Thus, Arendt needs to be re-interpreted by reading her through a Habermasian lens.
´7KURXJK+DEHUPDV¶VV\VWHPDWLFWUDQVIRUPDWLRQVRIWKLV$UHQGWLDQFRQFHSW>SXEOLFVSDFH@
it becomes possible for us to reestablish the link between the public sphere and democratic
legitimacy” (ibid, 200). Hence, Benhabib’s Arendtian version of Habermas is needed to
make sense of Arendt’s critique of the social as well to see where the promise of Arendt’s
theory lies for feminist radical democratic projects.
Benhabib’s analysis of the Jewish salons is original within feminist Arendt scholarship.
However, according to some theorists, the Habermasian tone in Benhabib’s reading of
Varnhagen poses certain challenges to her interpretation. In her extensive research on
the idea of political emancipation in Arendt’s Jewish writings, Tuija Parvikko (1996), for
instance, questions the accuracy of Benhabib’s reading and contends that the idea according
to which the Berlin salons provided a positive female public space in Arendt’s thinking is
questionable.
Parvikko holds Benhabib accountable for failing to properly take into account the fact that
the division between the political and the social is present even in Arendt’s early biography
of Varnhagen. Why this is important for Parvikko is that the division does not merely mark
D´UHOHQWOHVVSHVVLPLVPDERXWWKHVLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKHVDORQV´ %HQKDELE 
but is crucial for Arendt’s entire theorization of political emancipation. The Jewish women
who ran salons may have reached a degree of social equality unheard of before. However,
and this is according to Parvikko Arendt’s point, Varnhagen and the other socialites did
not achieve political, participatory equality. Instead, their social emancipation was based
on assimilation. In more Arendtian terms, they had to compromise their uniqueness and
distinctness in order to climb the social ladder.
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Parvikko examines a conceptual distinction that Arendt makes in her early Jewish texts.
This is the distinction between the Jewish parvenu and the Jewish pariah. According to
Arendt, marginalized groups of people – European Jews in this case – had two ways of
coping with their vulnerable position in society and in their plight for recognition. One was
to become a parvenu, to try to assimilate to the main society and thus attempt to integrate
and become social members of that society, with the price of neglecting or denying one’s
difference.
The other strategy, that of conscious pariahdom, was to accept the challenge and responsibility
of being an outsider, and thus remain on the margins of society, embracing one’s difference
DQG¿JKWLQJIRUIXOOpolitical and legal recognition. Arendt never limited the concept of
the pariah to Jewish persons alone, but insisted that any marginalized or persecuted group
of people could take on this position in their struggle for political emancipation (Parvikko
1996).
Arendt is quite explicit in her view that the Jewish salons never became
playgrounds of Jewish politics. More precisely, according to her
interpretation the question of Jewish emancipation was never raised in the
Jewish salons but rather it was avoided. In other words, neither the question
of Jews’ political rights nor the question of human political rights and
HQIUDQFKLVHPHQWDWODUJHZDVWRXFKHGXSRQ>«@)RUWKHPWKHVDORQVZHUH
not spaces for beginning something new in Jewish terms or spaces of pariah
politics, but rather they were spaces for coming into contact with important
Gentiles and realizing their individual desire to arrive in German culture.
(Parvikko 1996, 83-84)
What Benhabib’s Habermasian optimism regarding the Berlin salons does not take into
DFFRXQWWKHQLVWKDW$UHQGW¶VFULWLTXHRIWKHVRFLDOLVLQPDQ\VLJQL¿FDQWZD\VDFULWLTXH
of high society in particular. Thus, Parvikko argues that what for Benhabib marks female
HPDQFLSDWLRQH[HPSOL¿HVIRU$UHQGWDIDLOXUHLQSDULDKGRP7KURXJKWKHFUHDWLRQRIWKH
salon, Varhagen tried to become ”normal,” a member of German respectable high society,
and in the process ended up compromising and conforming to the very same social order
WKDWKDGOHGWRKHUEHLQJSROLWLFDOGLVFULPLQDWHGDJDLQVWLQWKH¿UVWSODFH -3 
Parvikko elaborates that the salon represents for Arendt a dream-like world which allows an
escape from political reality. Thus, the political factors contributing to one’s discriminated
position in society are not dealt with. Instead they are ignored. Parvikko concludes by
claiming the following: ”In my view, there is a basic confusion in Benhabib’s reasoning.
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This is the confusion between social and political pariahdom” (Parvikko 1996, 87).
+HUH WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI$UHQGW¶V FULWLTXH RI WKH VRFLDO OLHV LQ WKH VLJQL¿FDQFH RI VRFLDO
conformism for the birth of political anti-Semitism. Dana Villa has argued that as a student
of Alexis de Tocqueville, Arendt was well aware that often, reaching consensus through
public opinion is actually not a sign of a functioning deliberative democracy (as Habermas
claims) but instead an element of the ”tyranny of the majority” (HC, 39; cf. Villa 2008,
85-86). As the Nuremberg race laws – or later the Jim Crow laws and related apartheid
legislation – came into power, social assimilation became impossible, since state-sanctioned
SROLWLFDOULJKWVZHUHEDVHGRQHWKQLFLW\DQG¿QDOO\DQHWKQLFDOO\KRPRJHQRXVFRQFHSWLRQ
of nationality. A central thesis as well as a serious topic of concern in Arendt’s analysis
of the history of anti-Semitism is that Jews throughout Europe lacked proper political
organizing in their resistance (HC, 54-56). Thus the Jews, according to Arendt ”always
had to pay with political misery for social glory and with social insult for political success”
(OT, 54-55). This was according to her also the case of Rahel Varnhagen (cf. Parvikko). I
will return to the importance of the concepts of the ‘pariah’ and the ‘parvenu’ in more detail
later on, in the context of my study on queer readings of Arendt (Part III). For now, I want to
draw attention to these terms in order to highlight Benhabib’s Habermasian interpretation
of social and public spaces.
Benhabib’s reading culminates in the claim that the reason for Arendt’s decision to keep
the vocabularies of the social and the political separate on a discursive level is that without
political rights, social rights are not secured either. The social and the political are in this
sense always intertwined and cannot be separated from each other.
In order to clarify and strengthen my overall argument in this chapter, I will next examine
this insight of Benhabib by turning to the work of Linda Zerilli. I will argue that Zerilli’s
theorization of the ”social question” provides an interesting counter-argument to Benhabib’s
Habermasian reading. Like Benhabib, Zerilli is interested in the interconnectedness between
social and political equality from a feminist perspective. However, the main concern in her
ZRUNLV¿UVWDQGIRUHPRVWWKHTXHVWLRQRISROLWLFDOIUHHGRP7KLVHQDEOHV=HULOOLWRVWUHVV
the agonistic element of Arendt’s conception of politics, a theme that Benhabib does not
explore. Equally importantly, Zerilli’s reading brings forth Arendt not only as a thinker
in the German Existenz-philosophical tradition, but as a student of the architects of the
American Republic. This point of inquiry adds a new angle to the discussion of Arendt
among the tradition of feminist political philosophy and illuminates what is at stake for
feminism in her highly controversial separation of social justice and political equality.
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Zerilli’s interpretation uses Arendt’s texts to disclose internal tensions and dilemmas within
the history of feminist political theorizing itself.
2.3 Towards an Arendtian feminist politics of freedom
In line with Pitkin and Benhabib, Zerilli is also puzzled by the perplexing connection
between the ”social question” and the silence on gender in Arendt’s political writings.
Zerilli argues that although Arendt’s critique of the social has many resemblances with
Foucault’s analysis of modern society, what stands out in Arendt is that she seems to regard
all questions related to the body as belonging to the private, or the social sphere and hence,
ruled out from politics (Zerilli 1995; Zerilli 2005, 3). Like Mary McCarthy and Pitkin,
=HULOOLDVNV´>L@ILVVXHVRIKRXVLQJSRYHUW\IDLUZDJHVDQGFKLOGFDUHDUHE\GH¿QLWLRQ
social, not political, what on earth would people talk about when they come together
SROLWLFDOO\":K\ZRXOGWKH\FRPHWRJHWKHUSROLWLFDOO\DWDOO"´ LELG 
For Zerilli, it is hard to even imagine feminist politics as anything other than an ongoing
debate concerning all the questions that Arendt rules out as ”social.” Nevertheless, in line
with Benhabib, Zerilli suggests that perhaps Arendt did in fact not make such a sharp
distinction between the two realms, but was simply a theorist who had severe reservations
about bringing an instrumentalist or utilitarian attitude to politics.
Whereas Benhabib is mostly interested in the relevance of Arendt’s critique of classical
liberalism and capitalism for her own radical democratic feminist project, Zerilli turns the
needle of the compass towards the discipline of feminist theory itself. This is one of the
reasons why reading Zerilli parallel with early second wave theorists provides an excellent
window to the polyphony of feminist Arendt scholarship as well as to the question of
what various theorists derive from Arendt’s silence on gender. Zerilli’s Feminism and the
Abyss of Freedom is an example of how by the 21st century, feminist Arendt receptions
are equally concerned with deciphering Arendt’s conceptual distinctions as they are with
understanding and revaluating the feminist tradition itself. Zerilli argues that Arendt’s
perplexing silence on questions regarding gender and the connection of her silence to the
critique of the social, can in fact tell us something valuable about feminism or feminisms
and its or their continuing self-questioning. Hence, Zerilli states:
$GLI¿FXOWEXWYDOXDEOHSDUWQHULQIHPLQLVWGLDORJXHWKHnon-feminist Arendt
presses us to ask, how does the frame of the social question blind us to
ZKDWHYHU GRHV QRW ¿W ZLWKLQ WKH IUDPH" +RZ LV IHPLQLVP LQ SDUWLFXODU
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OLPLWHG LQ LWV SHUFHLYHG LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ ZLWK WKH VRFLDO TXHVWLRQ"$UH WKHUH
other political visions and practices with which feminism might instead be
SDUWQHUHG" LELGP\HPSKDVLV 
Whereas Benhabib’s provocative claim is that feminist theorists have lacked a proper
conception of a critical public space and a critical discourse, Zerilli suggests that the problem
LVLQIDFWVRPHZKHUHGHHSHU7KHUHDOSUREOHPLVDÀDZHGZD\RIIUDPLQJWKHGLVFXVVLRQ
concerning freedom. Despite its self-declaration as an emancipatory movement, claims
Zerilli, Western feminists have mostly concerned themselves with gaining social justice
and equality, thus jeopardizing the plight for equal political, and participatory rights, in
other words the plight for full political freedom (ibid. 4, 8-9).
Does this imply that the plight for social justice and the plight for political rights are
PXWXDOO\H[FOXVLYH"$UHWKHWZRQRWIXQGDPHQWDOO\LQWHUOLQNHGLQVHYHUDOLPSRUWDQWZD\V
DV=HULOOLKHUVHOISURSRVHV"7KHWZRDUHLQGHHGVHHQKHUHDVLQWHUOLQNHGEXW=HULOOLVWUHVVHV
the dangers of putting too much emphasis on the struggle for social justice. This is because,
according to her inquiry into the history of 19th-century American feminism, the social
TXHVWLRQKDVGLFWDWHGZKDWW\SHRIFODLPVFDQEHFRQVLGHUHGDVSROLWLFDOLQWKH¿UVWSODFH
>«@ D FODLP WR IUHHGRP FRXOG QRW EH DUWLFXODWHG RU KHDUG unless it was
uttered as a claim to social justice, which in turn could only be heard in the
idiom of the social question. Women’s claims to freedom, in other words,
was a claim to social justice, which would allow for a more just solution to
the social question. (ibid. 6, italics in original)
Drawing from Denise Riley’s (1988) book ”Am I that Name?” Feminism and the Category
of Women in History, Zerilli argues that the problem is not the plight for social justice as
such, but the fact that during the 19th century, social issues became feminized. Furthermore,
the supposed natural characteristics of femininity also determined the social function of
women as a group. Since the debates concerning women’s rights were centered around
the social question, early American women’s emancipation movements had to build on
the argument that there was something unique about femininity which enabled women
to understand questions of social justice better than their male counterparts as if the
PRWLYDWLRQ IRU ZRPHQ¶V OLEHUDWLRQ ZDV WR LPSURYH VRFLHW\7KXV ´>«@ ZRPHQ FDPH WR
be seen more as a sociological group with a particular social agenda than as an emerging
SROLWLFDO FROOHFWLYLW\ ZLWK XQTXDOL¿HG GHPRFUDWLF GHPDQGV´ LELG   =HULOOL LV ZHOO
aware that the problem of social injustice and social discrimination are serious and real
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problems. Keeping in mind the civil rights movement, for instance, she also acknowledges
that at times, framing the plight for political emancipation using the rhetoric of ”the social
question” may be a productive political strategy. Nevertheless, according to her argument,
LQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHKLVWRU\RI$PHULFDQIHPLQLVPWKHORJLFRIVRFLDOXWLOLW\´>«@NHHSV
ZRPHQ¶V UDGLFDO GHPDQG IRU IUHHGRP IRU XQTXDOL¿HG SDUWLFLSDWLRQ LQ FRPPRQ DIIDLUV
bound to an economy of use that deeply restricts their emergence as a political collectivity
>«@´ LELG  $V D FRXQWHUH[DPSOH WR WKH WUHQG WKDW YDOXHV ZRPHQ¶V IUHHGRP GXH WR
women’s usefulness in solving social issues, Zerillli points out Mary Wollstonecraft’s
demand for equal political rights, which for her, much as it did for Thomas Jefferson and
Arendt, meant the right to participate in government.
6KRUWFRPLQJVLQWKH¿UVWVHFRQGDQGWKLUGZDYHV
+RZWKHQGRZHFRXQWHUWKLVORJLFRIXWLOLW\"+RZGRZHDUWLFXODWHDFRQFHSWLRQRISROLWLFDO
freedom that provides an understanding of women as a political group, not merely as a social
JURXS"=HULOOL¶VDQVZHULVE\QRWKLQJOHVVWKDQE\¿QGLQJDQHZZD\RIFRQFHSWXDOL]LQJ
freedom and its relation to feminism. This, however, is no easy task to accomplish, since
freedom has according to Zerilli always been theorized in the context of subjectivity,
despite the fact that the epistemic framework of identity and subject-formation block the
view from new ways of visualizing freedom. Zerilli engages in a meta-framing of the
history of Anglophone feminist political organizing and locates three distinct phases in this
WUDGLWLRQ6KHWKHQORFDWHVWKHLUPRVWVLJQL¿FDQWVKRUWFRPLQJVLQWHUPVRIIRUPXODWLQJD
feminist theory of freedom.
7R DVVXPH DV PDQ\ ¿UVW DQG VHFRQGZDYH IHPLQLVWV GLG WKDW D VKDUHG
JHQGHULGHQWLW\LVZKDWUHODWHVZRPHQSROLWLFDOO\LVÀDZHGQRWRQO\EHFDXVH
as third-wave feminists claimed, differences among women matter and
WKHYHU\FDWHJRU\RILGHQWLW\LWVHOILVVXVSHFW,WLVÀDZHGEHFDXVHLWGRHV
not answer to the question of what possible relevance identity can have
for feminist politics absent a space in which to articulate it as a political
relation. Third-wave critiques, too, are mostly silent on how to constitute
the political space in which the transformation of social relations, including
gendered forms of subjectivity, is to occur. (ibid. 20, italics in original)
This diagnosis of what is lacking from the focus of feminist, democratic and emancipatory
projects, is thus akin to Benhabib’s insight about the lack of a feminist public space.
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Both hold that the articulation of a feminist public space is a precondition for theorizing
feminist, radical democratic politics and it is here that both see Arendt’s greatest potential.
However, whereas Benhabib reads Arendt through Habermas’s political-sociological
framework, and examines the emergence of the public sphere in modernity, Zerilli digs
into Arendt’s philosophical vocabulary through an analytic tool-kit provided by Stanley
Cavell and Ludwig Wittgenstein. The presence of Wittgenstein is evident in Zerilli’s
way of problematizing the framing of freedom as either a ”social question” or a ”subject
question,” since framing in this context means the linguistic contextualization of a problem,
and is related to Wittgenstein’s conception of ”language-games” (Zerilli 2005, 42-43).
Interestingly, then, both Hanna Pitkin and Zerilli come from a Wittgensteinian background
but arrive at very different conclusions with respect to both the history of feminism as well
as their interpretations of Arendt.19
6RZKDWWKHQLVWKHIUDPLQJRIIUHHGRPWKDWLVVRDWWUDFWLYHLQ$UHQGW"$FFRUGLQJWR=HULOOL
Arendt does not theorize freedom in relation to a sovereign or an autonomous subject, in
other words, she does not hold freedom to be something that is possessed. Neither is she
interested in identity politics, but instead regards freedom as always dynamic and relational,
as the achievement of a heterogeneous group of people joining spontaneously in order to act
together and start something new (Zerilli 2005, 175; HC, 177, 200-201). What this means
in practice is that Arendt is not concerned with formulating political agency in relation to
an identity group, such as ”women.” Instead, her focus is on the question of what makes the
SROLWLFDOFRPLQJWRJHWKHUSRVVLEOHLQWKH¿UVWSODFH"
,Q VWULNLQJ FRQWUDVW WR WKH WKHRULVWV , KDYH GLVFXVVHG LQ WKH ¿UVW FKDSWHU RI WKLV VHFWLRQ
who base their feminist interpretations of Arendt on the second chapter of The Human
19
Although intriguing, the connection between Zerilli, Cavell and Wittgenstein as well as the divergent ways in which
Hanna Pitkin and Zerilli appropriate Wittgenstein in their Arendt interpretations, is beyond the scope of this chapter.
1HYHUWKHOHVVIRUWKHVDNHRIFODULW\,ZLOOVXPPDUL]H:LWJJHQVWHLQ¶VNH\SRLQWVEULHÀ\,QPhilosophical Investigations,
Wittgenstein stresses that the challenge for philosophy is to focus on the complexity of our uses of language (PI §23).
He pays attention to the fact that our use of language is dependent on various factual, contingent cultural and historical
conditions that shape our existence as a linguistic community (cf. Wittgenstein 1967/1981 §§387-388, §390). In order
to demonstrate this, he introduces the concept of language-games (Sprachspiel). According to Wittgenstein, what has
traditionally been understood by “language” is in fact a wide network of different practices of various languages. There
is no universal, foundational “meta-language” or a logic common to all language-games, even though the languagegames resemble each other, like the members of a family (Wittgenstein 1953/2004 §§65-67). In contrast to the view
of philosophy that he presented in Tractatus Logico Philosophicus, the later Wittgenstein contends that the task of
philosophy cannot be the construction of a universally valid theory as the prima philosophiae (ibid. §109, §126). Neither
can philosophy form empirical hypotheses in order to explain language. The task of philosophy is thus descriptive (ibid.
§109). What philosophy describes are the various rules that determine how words are used within a certain languagegame. Wittgenstein calls his method a therapy of language (PI §133)
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Condition=HULOOLPXFKOLNH+RQLJGUDZVH[WHQVLYHO\IURPWKH¿IWKFKDSWHURIWKHWH[WLQ
order to frame the task of constituting a feminist public space. Let me show how different
the concepts of the public and the private appear through Zerilli’s angle of interpretation.
$V,KDYHHODERUDWHGHDUOLHULQWKH¿IWKFKDSWHURIThe Human Condition, titled ”Action,”
Arendt famously theorizes political action as spontaneous and with outcomes that are
always indeterminate and contingent. According to her, we cannot pre-calculate the exact
outcome of our actions since they are always performed in an inter-subjective, pluralistic
and perspectival context with the possibility of other peoples’ interference (HC, 188).
Nevertheless, through acting we can take initiatives and begin something new.
Despite the fact that acting involves taking risks, it also enables people to establish
meaningful relationships with each other, something that Arendt calls weaving the ”web
of human relationships” (HC, 188). By using the metaphor of the web, Arendt deliberately
UHIXVHVWRSRVWXODWHDQ\NLQGRIDFROOHFWLYHXQL¿HGVXEMHFWJURXSRUFODVVFRQVFLRXVQHVV
as the agent of collective action. The metaphor of the web also ties her conception of action
close to her conception of power (SRWHQWLD0|JOLFKNHLW) as something that is constituted
when people act in concert according to their free choice to do so. Thus, power for Arendt
LVQRWSULPDULO\FRHUFLYHDQGDOOHQFRPSDVVLQJDOWKRXJKLWFDQEHWKDWWRR,WLV¿UVWDQG
foremost productive and enabling (Zerilli 2005 20-21; HC, 200; CR, 142-143). Zerilli
highlights that Arendt thus conceptualizes the notions of ”freedom” and ”power” in highly
similar ways. Both are something that emerges when heterogeneous people come together
and act in concert. What also emerges through this free practice of speech and action is
the ”space of appearances,” also called the ”public realm,” and the ”political realm.” What
Zerilli holds to be particularly striking in Arendt’s formulation of freedom and the public
sphere, is that this fragile realm is something that can potentially disappear, under conditions
of total domination for instance, as was the case with Nazi and Stalinist totalitarianism.
Hence, an account of political freedom that does not contain an account of how to sustain
and protect the fragile, public realm of appearance is really no account of freedom at all.
According to Zerilli then, feminist theorists have forgotten their own origin in the
revolutionary tradition and have taken for granted the existence of a public space in which
social transformation and subjectivation takes place. By drawing our attention away both
from the ”social question” and ”the subject question,” and by attracting our attention to
Arendt’s conception of political action as a world-building activity, Zerilli claims to be able
WR SUHVHQW D QHZ ZD\ RI IUDPLQJ IUHHGRP7KH EHQH¿W RI WKLV$UHQGWLDQ ZRUOGEXLOGLQJ
DSSURDFK FODLPV =HULOOL LV WKDW ´>«@ FRXQWHUSUDFWLFHV RI SROLWLFDO DVVRFLDWLRQ QHHG QRW
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reproduce subjected identities as the condition of having anything political to say, but might
create public spaces in which something is said that changes what can be heard as a political
claim and also alters the context in which identities themselves are presently constituted as
subject/ed” (ibid. 24; cf. Warner 2002).
,QRWKHUZRUGVZKDW=HULOOLFKDUDFWHUL]HVDVWKH´¿UVW´´VHFRQG´DQG´WKLUGZDYH´IHPLQLVW
movements have according to her evolved into a framework in which individuals either
assuming a collective identity (such as ‘women’) or refusing and resisting a collective
identity (such as ”heterosexual” or ”white”), make claims that are politically intelligible.
What Zerilli suggests as an alternative strategy is to alter and adjust the framework itself by
the kind of counter practices in which the motivation of collective agency is not the pursuing
of interests shared by an identity-group, but instead the creation of new public spaces in
which previously unimaginable topics become politically intelligible (ibid. 61, 181). But
KRZDQGE\ZKRPDUHVXFKSXEOLFVSDFHVFUHDWHG":KDWLVWKHIHPLQLVWSRVLWLRQIURPZKLFK
WKLVWDVNLVFDUULHGRXW"$QHZJHQHUDWLRQRI´IRXUWKZDYH´IHPLQLVWV"=HULOOL¶VDQVZHULVE\
the political community that engages in the practice of making political judgments.
In comparison to Benhabib and Parvikko, for instance, who both use European history to
contextualize and concretize Arendt, some critics such as Anna Elomäki claim that Zerilli’s
reading is at times highly abstract and theoretical (Elomäki 2012). Factual events, such as
the rise of totalitarianism, or Arendt’s theorization of Jewish resistance, which help see
Arendt’s concepts as context-sensitive, do not play a major role in Zerilli’s theoretically
oriented approach.
On a somewhat different, but related ground to Elomäki, Pulkkinen (2008) argues that
=HULOOL¶VFULWLTXHRIIHPLQLVPDQG´WKHVXEMHFWTXHVWLRQ´´«FRQÀDWHVGLIIHUHQWPHDQLQJV
of the concept, most importantly the notions of an individual human subject and a collective
political subject” (Pulkkinen 2008, 123). Taken together, the critiques of Elomäki and
3XONNLQHQSUREOHPDWL]H=HULOOL¶VW\SRORJ\RI¿UVWVHFRQGDQGWKLUGZDYHIHPLQLVWV5DWKHU
than dropping out ”the subject” from feminist theorizing, Pulkkinen suggests that we need
to differentiate various meanings assigned to the subject, such as ”women as a group,”
ZRPHQDVD´SROLWLFDOVXEMHFW´DQG¿QDOO\WKHVXEMHFWDVDUHVXOWRI´VXEMHFWLYDWLRQ´$OO
three uses of the term refer to ”subjects called ‘women’” (ibid. 120-121).
When Zerilli proposes that feminists should take their cue from Hannah
Arendt and dismiss the ‘subject question’, she does this without differentiating
between the different meanings of the subject or between the three different
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subject issues of feminist political theory. Instead, she discusses as if
the feminist subject questions were one and the same. Arendt’s thought,
according to her, helps us to shift the focus from the question of the subject
to that of the world. (ibid. 124, italics in original)
Pulkkinen argues that because of the lack of differentiation between various meanings
of ”the subject question,” Zerilli’s reading fails to convincingly establish Arendt as an
ally for feminist political theorizing. ”Arendt does not consider subjectivation, let alone
JHQGHUHGVXEMHFWLYDWLRQDWDOO«$UHQGWFDQWKXVEHVHHQDVDKLJKO\SUREOHPDWLFJXLGHIRU
WKHIHPLQLVWSUREOHPVRISROLWLFV«´ LELG )RU3XONNLQHQWKHFRQVHTXHQFHRIWKH
PRQROLWKLF PHDQLQJ RI ´WKH VXEMHFW TXHVWLRQ´ LV WKDW =HULOOL KHQFH FRQÀDWHV ´IUHHGRP´
”the social question” and ”the subject question.” Why this is particularly problematic
according to Pulkkinen, is that Zerilli’s rejection of ”the subject question” does not leave
URRPIRUDIHPLQLVWFULWLTXHRIVXEMHFWLYDWLRQ´>*@HQGHULQJSROLWLFDODJHQWVDQGJHQGHULQJ
individuals through cultural norms remain acute feminist subject issues” (ibid. 131).
I will return to the question of ‘subjectivation’ as well as the normative gendering of
subjects in chapter 6, where I examine gay studies and queer elaborations on Arendt.
In light of the interpretations in chapter 6, it turns out that although Arendt never used
the term ”subjectivation” and never discussed subjectivation in the context of gendering
or sexualizing persons as ‘women’ and ‘men,’ for instance, her critique of coerced
normalization as part of social conformism as well as her discussion of the social
construction of Jewishness and homosexuality as pathological ”races” are still considered
as helpful precisely for theorizing subjectivation.
To conclude, this Part provides a thorough analysis of three main themes in the Anglophone
feminist debate concerning Arendt’s silence on gender. These are 1) Arendt’s distinction
between the public and the private, 2) Arendt’s enigmatic conception of the body and 3)
her critique of the social.
I argue that these three themes undergo repeated critical contestation throughout four
decades of Anglophone feminist Arendt scholarship. I suggest that the reason for the
RQJRLQJGHEDWHLVERWKKLVWRULFDODQGWH[WXDO2QRQHKDQGVSHFL¿FKLVWRULFDOFRQWH[WV
such as the American second wave feminist movement of the 1970s, motivated theorists
to examine themes and concepts relevant to this particular era. On the other hand, The
Human Condition, Arendt’s main textual source for Anglophone feminist interpretations,
is structured in two parts that generate opposing interpretational stances.
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,QFKDSWHU,LGHQWL¿HGWZRGLVWLQFWZD\VRIUHVSRQGLQJWR$UHQGW¶VVLOHQFHRQJHQGHU
in Anglophone debates. What I termed early second wave responses to Arendt hold that
despite the fact that Arendt was a woman, her indifference with regard to the history
RI JHQGHUVSHFL¿F IRUPV RI RSSUHVVLRQ DQG PDOH GRPLQDQFH PDNHV KHU SKLORVRSK\
incompatible with the central ideals of feminist political theorizing. In chapter 1.1, I
VSHFL¿HG KRZ WKHVH UHDGLQJV E\ IUDPLQJ$UHQGW WKURXJK WKH LGHDOV RI VLVWHUKRRG DQG
VROLGDULW\DPRQJZRPHQDVZHOOWKHFRQFHSWLRQRIZRPHQDVDXQL¿HGLGHQWLW\JURXS
came to conceive Arendt as an anti-feminist. Furthermore, I argue that by understanding
masculinity and men as synonymous, early second wave readers operate with notions of
masculinity as the polar opposite to women and hence as antagonistic to the plight of the
women’s movement. Arendt’s passion towards Ancient Greek and Roman texts, combined
with her ignorance of feminist history, led to the conclusion that Arendt was in fact a
masculine Grecophile. I show that this reading of Arendt was predominant in Anglophone
Arendt scholarship until the late 1990s.
My analysis in chapter 1.2 of feminist responses to Arendt’s conception of the body
LOOXVWUDWHVDQGFODUL¿HVKRZWKHDGRSWLRQRIFRQFHSWVIURPSRVWPRGHUQWKHRUL]LQJVXFKDV
”performativity,” ”difference” and ”contingency,”’ gradually shift the focus of the debates
on Arendt. I contend that by the 1990s, several feminist theorists explore the possible
proto-feminist tendencies in Arendt’s thinking, despite her silence on gender. By reading
early second wave feminist interpreters of Arendt in tandem with theorists writing in a
very different academic setting of the 1990s and later, my discussion in this chapter has
VRXJKWWRFODULI\WKHVSHFL¿FKLVWRULHVRIWKHYRFDEXODULHVWKDWYDULRXVIHPLQLVWWKHRULVWV
operate with.
In chapter 2, I focused on locating narrative, theoretical and thematic shifts in feminist
responses to Arendt by examining how three major theorists of Arendt respond to her
critique of the social. Through my analysis I highlighted the fact that early second wave
vocabulary which represented Arendt as a masculine Grecophile is still prevalent in
some interpretations from the end of the 1990s. Hanna Pitkin’s The Attack of the Blob
 LVRQHVXFKH[DPSOH7DNHQWRJHWKHUP\¿QGLQJVLQFKDSWHUVLQGLFDWHWKDWWKH
shifts of interpretational focus and framing are gradual. There is no clear break or ”turn”
between early and later second wave framings of Arendt. Instead, internally contradictory
stances on Arendt’s relation to gender and feminism appear parallel to each other. My
reading strategy reveals that there is a rich polyphony within feminist scholarship, which
LVUHÀHFWHGLQWKHGLIIHULQJFRQFOXVLRQVWKDWIHPLQLVWUHDGHUVRI$UHQGWFRPHWR+HQFH
by studying feminist interpretations of Arendt, we do not only learn about Arendt’s stance
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with respect to various feminist positions, but also about the rich and diverse tradition of
feminist scholarship itself.
In addition, through my discussion in Part I, I have sought to clarify how it is possible that
Arendt emerges both as an anti-feminist and a proto-feminist in Anglophone, secondary
literature on her work. I will return to the latter stance in detail in part III, where I focus on
postmodern feminist interpretations of Arendt. Part III also returns to Arendt’s contested
female masculinity, by elaborating on how the introduction of queer studies on masculinity
as well as the rise of academic, critical masculinity studies complicate notions of ”women”
and ”men,” ”femininity” and ”masculinity”’ as polar opposites. Before these inquiries,
however, I want to next examine two dominant responses to Arendt within the Continental
tradition of feminist Arendt scholarship, because as I will argue, these two interpretations of
Arendt as a feminine thinker (as opposed to Arendt being a masculine Grecophile) are born
in the context of Italian and French feminist theorizing20.
For Adriana Cavarero, particularly Luce Irigaray’s critical engagement with Western
SKLORVRSK\DQGSV\FKRDQDO\VLVWXUQVRXWWREHDVLJQL¿FDQWVRXUFHRILQVSLUDWLRQIRUKHU
feminist elaboration on Arendt. While Julia Kristeva’s theoretical framework and entire
project is certainly different from that of Cavarero, it nevertheless bears an important kinship
to Cavarero’s interpretation.For both Cavarero and Kristeva, the most promising concepts
in Arendt’s philosophy are ”natality,” ”birth” and ”life.” Kristeva does not need Irigaray
in order to read Arendt through a framework of sexual difference, but draws instead from
her own feminist critique of Lacan, utilizing concepts such as ”the semiotic,” ”abjection,”
”matricide,” ”chora” and ”genius” for deciphering Arendt’s complex philosophy.
I will argue that for Kristeva, Arendt’s philosophical writing is an expression of Arendt
herself as a woman and a thinker. Hence, in addition to scholarly texts, autobiographical
facts and documents, such as personal letters and diary notes are also an important
methodological resource for Kristeva. Arendt’s personal experience of totalitarianism as
well as her ambivalent relation to both Jewish and female identity, are extracted by Kristeva

I this dissertation, I specialize on Kristeva and Cavarero in particular, since their work on Arendt have been
most widely read and recited in the international, feminist tradition of Arendt scholarship. For other Italian,
French and Spanish feminist readings on Arendt’s thinking, see for instance Christiane Veauvy (2004) Laura
Boella (1995 and 1998), Olivia Guaraldo (2001), Margarete Durst (2001 and 2007), Comesaña Santalices
(2001), Begoña Gonzáles Rodrígues (2001) and Guerra Palmero (2011).
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as the horizon against which Arendt develops her unique philosophical language. As a
practicing psychoanalyst and a feminist theorist, Kristeva aims to interpret this language as
an expression of a female genius.
In line with the Anglophone early second wave theorists that I have discussed in Part I
of this study, French and Italian, phenomenologically and psychoanalytically motivated
readings also highlight the biases of a male- dominated tradition of thought. The Western
tradition of political and philosophical thinking is here conceived as being obsessed with
such matters as death, violence, abstract universals and the eternal. However, as I have
pointed out in the discussion above, none of Arendt’s strongest Anglophone critics from
the 1970s and 80s inquire into Arendt’s conception of ‘natality’ and related concepts,
such as ”birth” and ”life.” Although ”birth” is a central category in Mary O’Brien’s The
Politics of Reproduction, for instance, and despite the fact that O’Brien envisions that
”feminist philosophy will be a philosophy of birth and regeneration” (O’Brien 1981, 200),
she nevertheless regards Arendt as incompatible with feminist emancipation. Likewise,
Wendy Brown contends that Arendt’s notion of politics ”has nothing whatsoever to do with
life or need” (Brown 1988, 23). Hartsock (1983) and Elshtain (1986), on the other hand,
do mention natality, but only in passing, and neither builds an entire feminist philosophy
around birth and new beginnings.21

21
Patricia Bowen-Moore’s Hannah Arendt’s Philosophy of Natality (1989) is to my knowledge the only, English booklength study on Arendt’s concept of natality. Miguel Vatter’s “Natality and Biopolitics in Hannah Arendt” (2006), Anne
O’Byrne’s Natality and Finitude (2010) and Scott & Stark’s commentary to Love and St. Augustine also contain extensive
analyses of the concept of natality in Arendt’s thought. However, Bowen-Moore, Vatter, O’Byrne and Scott & Stark
do not analyze natality explicitly with reference to French and Italian feminist theorizing, or in relation to Arendt’s
silence on gender. Furthermore, even Bonnie Honig’s extensive edited volume Feminist Interpretations of Hannah
Arendt (1995), does not contain articles examining natality in Arendt. Iris-Marion Young (1990) has famously examined
pregnant embodiment in Throwing Like a Girl, but does not refer to Arendt’s notion of natality in this context. The same
applies to Julia Kristeva’s early examinations of the experience of pregnancy.
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Part II
The female genius
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3. Natality and sexual difference

Adriana Cavarero is an unusual Arendt commentator in the sense that she rarely explicitly
UHIHUVWR$UHQGW¶VWH[WVRWKHUWKDQWRWKH¿IWKFKDSWHURIThe Human Condition, which I
have in this study argued is the most famous of Arendt’s texts on action, narration and
natality. Rather than engaging in Arendt exegesis, Cavarero uses certain Arendtian themes
as stepping-stones for the articulation of her own, unique feminist project. Thus, the
reader must be able to spot the intertextual references to Arendt in Cavarero’s works, and
they are numerous. In light of the discussion in Part I of this study, Cavarero’s project,
which emphasizes motherhood, corporeality and sexual difference, may appear to stand
squarely with Arendt’s conceptual distinctions, such as ”public/private” and ”labor/action.”
Nevertheless, in striking contrast to Anglophone feminist theorists such as Rich (1979),
O’Brien (1981), Pitkin (1981) and Brown (1988), for instance, Cavarero’s reading of
Arendt aims to open up a space for theorizing precisely embodiment, intimacy, motherhood,
relationality and plurality from a radically feminine and feminist perspective. The conclusion
that Cavarero draws from Arendt’s silence on gender is thus the complete opposite from the
contention that Arendt is a masculine Grecophile.
In chapter 3, I argue that although Cavarero explicitly frames Arendt through Luce
Irigaray’s Éthique de la différence sexuelle (An Ethics of Sexual Difference 1984/1993),
her overall project is so invested in Arendt’s philosophy that Cavarero can in fact be called
an Arendtian feminist. In what follows, I argue that there are three particular themes that
constitute the pillars of her project, namely natality, sexual difference and the attempt to
reverse matricide.22 I seek to show that an essential characteristic of Cavarero’s method is
that she deliberately takes Arendt’s concepts out of their context – ”steals” them, to use
Cavarero’s own term – and then tests them in a discourse entirely foreign to them. Through
this process, Cavarero establishes her own arguments as well as discloses the limits of
Arendt’s thinking.
In contrast to Cavarero, Julia Kristeva has written a book-length study on Arendt as part
of her trilogy on female genius.23 Highlighting ”life” as the most important element in
)RUWKHSXUSRVHRIP\DQDO\VLVLQWKLVFKDSWHULWLVVXI¿FLHQWWRVWDWHWKDWE\³VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFH´,UHIHUWR/XFH,ULJDUD\
and Adriana Cavarero. For a detailed analysis of the multiple meanings and historical usage of “sexual difference” within
Francophone and Anglophone feminist theorizing, see Berger (2014) and Bono & Kemp (1993). For a rich discussion on
³VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFH´ZLWKLQWKHVSHFL¿FFRQWH[WRIWKHSKHQRPHQRORJLFDOSKLORVRSK\RI(GPXQG+XVVHUO0DXULFH0HUOHDX
Ponty and Simone de Beauvoir, see Heinämaa (2003).
23
Julia Kristeva (1999) Le génie feminine. /DYLHODIROLHOHVPRWV+DQQDK$UHQGW0HODQLH.OHLQ&ROHWWH>7KH)HPDOH*HQLXV
/LIH0DGQHVV:RUGV+DQQDK$UHQGW0HODQLH.OHLQ&ROHWWH5RVV*XEHUPDQ WUDQVO &ROXPELD8QLYHUVLW\3UHVV@
22
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Arendt’s oeuvre, Kristeva shares Cavarero’s fascination with the concept of ”natality,”
but responds to the lack of a theory of gender in Arendt by interpreting Arendt through
her own original psychoanalytic framework of abjection and matricide. I will argue that
Cavarero and Julia Kristeva part ways with regard to their attitude towards feminism and
their opposing conceptions of matricide24 in particular. Whereas Cavarero sees feminist
philosophizing as an ethical task which aims at making the maternal and feminine voice
heard, Kristeva on the other hand equates feminism with identity politics and ideology,
and expresses deep reservations about the political implications of all forms of ideologies.
In chapter 4 I argue that interpreting matricide as a necessary element of psychoanalytic
theory, Kristeva theorizes matricide as the sine qua non for the development of linguistic
subjectivity. According to Kristeva, failure to account for matricide leads to a failure to
operate with symbolic language and hence also to a failure to account for the semiotic, the
feminine, the maternal and most importantly, the value and vulnerability of life. This failure
further leads to thanatopolitical projects, in which ideology draws from death, destruction
and totalizing omnipotence. Natality hence opens up a path for Kristeva’c critique of
totalitarianism.
)RU&DYDUHURRQWKHRWKHUKDQGPDWULFLGHVLJQL¿HVWKHGHOLEHUDWHHUDVXUHRIWKHIHPLQLQH
and the maternal from the history of Western thought and hence she regards matricide as
historically contingent and open to reversal. One of the most important ethical tasks of
Cavarero’s project is to theorize the genealogy of matricide and rewrite the history of the
feminine voice into Western thought. Even though Cavarero radicalizes Kristeva’s notion
of the ”semiotic,” her overall project is thus closer to Irigaray and Arendt than to Kristeva.
Towards the end of Part II, I will discuss Cavarero’s critique of Kristeva, which she carries
out through a reading of Arendt’s notion of narration, speech and action.
As my focus is here on Cavarero’s and Kristeva’s interpretations of Arendt, I will not
HYDOXDWHWKHLUUHDGLQJVZLWKUHJDUGWRZKHWKHUWKH\DUHFRUUHFWÀDZHGRUHYHQGRMXVWLFHWR
Arendt’s original texts. My interest is rather in pointing out those textual passages where
Cavarero’s and Kristeva’s paths of thinking need Arendt, either as an ally, or as an obstacle,
in order to proceed with their feminist projects. For similar reasons, I term these readings
”femininity interpretations” of Arendt’s silence on gender. Although both Cavarero and
Kristeva could also be theorized as poststructuralists, psychoanalytically oriented feminists,
and sexual difference theorists, I do not examine and comment on their theoretical positions
and life work at large, but focus instead on their responses to Arendt.
Matricide originates in the Latin verb matricidium (mother-killing), which comes from mater (mother) and caedere (to
slay). There is also an equivalent old English term moðorslaga (mother-slayer).
24
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3.1 Articulating a maternal ontology through Arendt
In the opening pages of The Human Condition, Arendt prepares the setting for her
conception of political action by making an analogy between birth and action. For Arendt,
action means the beginning of something new. In order to illustrate this quality of action,
Arendt writes that each new birth of a child represents the potential for new, unique actions
DQG GHHGV ´>$@FWLRQ KDV WKH FORVHVW FRQQHFWLRQ ZLWK WKH KXPDQ FRQGLWLRQ RI natality;
the new beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world only because the
newcomer possesses the capacity of beginning something anew, that is of acting” (HC, 9,
my emphasis). Arendt thus points out that each new infant being born into this world is
unique, like no one else before, and each one of us has the potential to take initiative and
perform actions in a unique way. In other words, each person is a new beginning.
In this same context, Arendt links her conception of natality to the concepts of ”plurality” as
well as to spontaneity and unique distinctness. In other words, what makes new beginnings
meaningful is that action always takes place in a world inhabited by others. Thus action
is always interaction. To live is synonymous to being among other human beings ”inter
homines esse” and to die is synonymous with ”‘cease to be among men’, inter homines esse
disenere” (HC, 8). Although in The Human Condition Arendt traces the etymology of the
FRQFHSWRIDFWLRQWRWKH*UHHNWHUPĮȡȤİȚȞ DUFKHLQWREHJLQ DQGWKH5RPDQHTXLYDOHQW
agere (to set in motion), what is more important with regard to the concept of natality
is that Arendt credits St. Augustine and not Aristotle as the philosopher of beginnings
and claims that the idea of action as beginning something new, and thus also of natality,
comes originally from St. Augustine (HC, 8, 177, 189).25 Arendt’s notion of natality thus
actually originates from the Latin concept initiumZKLFKIRU6W$XJXVWLQHPHDQVDVSHFL¿F
kind of beginning, that is, the beginning of time and temporality in the world through
the creation of man. St. Augustine is credited also on the very last pages of The Origins
of TotalitarianismZKHUH$UHQGWGHYHORSVIRUWKH¿UVWWLPHWKHSROLWLFDOVLJQL¿FDQFHRI
natality (OT, 478-479). Hence, in a number of ways, natality is a performative concept
which aims to disrupt totalitarian annihilation, both in theory and in practice:
But there remains also the truth that every end in history necessarily
contains a beginning; this beginning is the promise, the only ”message”
In The Human Condition, Arendt traces the idea of action as beginning something new to the 12th book (chapter 20) of
St. Augustine’s De Civitate Dei (City of God) and interprets it in a secular ways as stating that what is unique about this
W\SHRIDEHJLQQLQJLVWKDWLWLV³WKHEHJLQQLQJRIVRPHERG\«ZKRLVDEHJLQQHUKLPVHOI´ +&IQ+&IQ )RU
an extensive analysis of Arendt’s reading of St. Augustine, see Kampowski (2008) and Vatter (2006).
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which the end can ever produce. Beginning, before it becomes a historical
event, is the supreme capacity of man; politically, it is identical with man’s
freedom. Initium ut esset homo creatus est – ”that a beginning be made man
was created,” said Augustine. This beginning is guaranteed by each new
birth; it is indeed every man.26
Adriana Cavarero interprets Arendt’s conception of action as beginning through the
philosophy of Luce Irigaray. Resembling Simone de Beauvoir’s Le Deuxième Sexe (The
Second Sex, 1949)Irigaray’s central claim is that Woman has always been interpreted as
the Other to the male subject, the ”I.” Thus Irigaray states prophetically that whereas for
Martin Heidegger the fundamental question of his age was the question concerning the
forgetting of being, the most important question of our age is the question concerning the
forgetting of sexual difference. ”Sexual difference is probably the issue of our time which
could be our ‘salvation’ if we thought it through” (Irigaray 1993, 5).
Throughout her work – for instance in An Ethics of Sexual Difference – Irigaray reads the
tradition of Western philosophy through the category of sexual difference. ”Woman” is
according to Irigaray always determined in relation to ”Man,” never independently, as an
autonomous subject (Irigaray 1984/1993, 8-11; cf. Irigaray 1997/2001). This is because
Western philosophical, political and religious thought as well as writing is grounded in the
concept of the subject, which is treated as abstract and neutral. However, this concept, such
as in the form ”man” as a universal, is in fact sexed, and refers always to the male. Irigaray
thus sets as her task to rewrite philosophy through the category of sexual difference, and
by doing this she aims to take us to a new era of thinking. This task involves rethinking
the most elementary categories of Western metaphysics, including those of space, time and
matter.
Cavarero follows Irigaray’s philosophical project and takes sexual difference as one of her
two axes of interpretation. The other axis is Arendt’s philosophy of natality. Writing about
sexual difference and birth, Cavarero states:
Here the revolution in perspective is of a particularly female, feminine
sort. It appears to the basic realism when a woman observes her individual
26
Arendt’s original footnote in the text refers here to the same book and chapter of City of God as in The Human
Condition, namely Book 12, chapter 20. Although Arendt does not yet use the concept of “natality” in The Origins, it is
clear that the conception of natality in The Human Condition is Arendt’s political response to totalitarian annihilation and
that the idea of action as beginning something new is developed already in The Origins. For more on the appearance of
the concept “natality” in Arendt’s thinking, see Vatter (2006) and Kampowski (2008).
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HPERGLPHQW >«@ 7KLV QDPH >woman@ PXVW UHVRQDWH ZLWKLQ WKH NLQG RI
symbolic order where birth, the act by which embodied individuals are born
and actualized, will also restore meaning for everyone, female and male.
+XPDQVDOZD\VFRPHWRWKLVZRUOGLQWKLVZD\QHYHURWKHUZLVH>«@+HUH
in the new philosophical horizon of sexual difference, the basic element
of philosophy is a two, not a one >«@$OO SHUVRQV PDOH DQG IHPDOH DUH
LQHYLWDEO\ ERUQ IURP WKHLU PRWKHU¶V ZRPE DV ¿QLWH EHLQJV ,Q P\ GHVLUH
to disinvest myself from the existing context, I found the second axis of
my theoretical approach in Hannah Arendt’s category of birth >«@ WKH
central position of birth within her work brings about a subversive shift in
perspective with regard to the patriarchal tradition that has always thrived
on the category of death. (Cavarero 1990/1995, 6, italics in original)
We can see from the passage above how Arendt functions as a Trojan horse against the
Western, patriarchal tradition of thinking. Birth, and its connection to the maternal carry
according to Cavarero great potential for feminist thinking because, as an existential
concept, natality (”being-from-birth”), problematizes traditional, male conceptualizations
of human existence, such as Martin Heidegger’s notion of ”being-towards-death” (Sein
zum Tode). Cavarero thus shares the Anglophone critique of patriarchy that Rich (1979),
O’Brien (1981), Pitkin (1981) and Brown (1988) promote. However, Cavarero diagnoses
the problem of male domination as a philosophical, ontological question, not exclusively a
socio-economic and political problem.
Undoing matricide
Cavarero’s reconceptualization of human existence as originating in birth and the body of the
mother provides her with a new, feminine way to think about corporeality, materiality and
relationality. The mother-child relation provides an ontological foundation for a philosophy
that begins with the inter-subjective relation between two. Furthermore, natality functions
as the ontological foundation of plurality. The miraculous event of birth is the precondition
for the appearing of new individuals, beginnings, actions and narrations in this world.
In order to articulate this feminine symbolic order, Cavarero elaborates on the metaphor
of weaving. Her feminist task of rewriting history as a process, ”embraces the gestures of
other female weavers” (Cavarero 1990/1995, 8). The metaphor of weaving refers back to
Homer’s The OdysseyLQZKLFKWKH¿JXUHRI4XHHQ3HQHORSHLVGHVFULEHGDVZHDYLQJD
cloth while waiting for Odysseus to return home. In order to keep competing suitors away,
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each night Penelope undoes what she has weaved the day before. She tells her suitors,
ZKRDVVXPH2G\VVHXVWREHGHDGWKDWRQFHVKHLV¿QLVKHGZLWKWKHFORWKVKHZLOOFKRRVH
DVXLWRUDQGUHPDUU\7KLVQHYHUKDSSHQVDQG3HQHORSHLV¿QDOO\UHXQLWHGZLWK2G\VVHXV
In her retelling of the story of Penelope, Cavarero describes Penelope in the weaving
room after Odysseus’s return, sharing her story with other female weavers. They laugh in
amusement at Penelope’s strategy of keeping the suitors away (Cavarero 1990/1995, 1718; cf. Cavarero 2000, 59).
When Cavarero announces that her own method is related and indebted to Arendt’s method,
she is intertextually alluding to the process of dismantling and recontextualization that
Arendt formulates in her last work, The Life of the Mind,QWKH¿UVWSDUWRIWKLVWULORJ\
$UHQGW DOVR UHIHUV WR 3HQHORSH DQG HODERUDWHV WKDW ´«WKH EXVLQHVV RI WKLQNLQJ LV OLNH
3HQHORSH¶V ZHE LW XQGRHV HYHU\ PRUQLQJ ZKDW LW KDV ¿QLVKHG WKH QLJKW EHIRUH´ /0 ,
77). The idea here is that thinking produces no tangible end results. Instead the products of
thought must be spoken in words, or recorded in writing, which is not always an easy task.
/HWPHHODERUDWHRQWKLVFRQQHFWLRQEULHÀ\VLQFHLWLVDVLJQL¿FDQWHOHPHQWLQ&DYDUHUR¶V
interpretation.
,QKHUODVWZRUNZKLFKLVRQHRIWKHIHZSODFHVZKHUHVKHH[SOLFLWO\UHÀHFWVRQKHURZQ
philosophical way of thinking, Arendt claims that her aim is to show how our use of language
and its concepts affect our philosophical thinking. In order to show this, she uses both
grammatical and etymological analyses. Arendt stresses the importance of interpretation
and narration as constitutive of contemporary philosophy and expresses skepticism
WRZDUGVSURMHFWVWKDWVHHNGLVFORVXUHRUDQRULJLQDOEHJLQQLQJȐȡȤȒ(arche) within history.
For Arendt, history is a form of storytelling that consists of several different interpretations
EDVHGRQKLVWRULFDOSUDFWLFHVDQGHYHQWV +&%3) $UHQGWUHÀHFWVRQKHURZQ
SKLORVRSKLFDOWKLQNLQJDQGWKHQFODUL¿HVKHUSRVLWLRQLQDQRIWHQTXRWHGSDVVDJH
I have clearly joined the ranks of those who for some time now have been
attempting to dismantle metaphysics, and philosophy with all its categories,
as we have known them from their beginning in Greece until today. (LM I,
212)
For Arendt, so-called ‘metaphysical fallacies’ and erroneous strands of thought must not be
denied, but neither can they be solved. Instead they must be located and exposed (LM II,
55; cf. Kristeva 1999/2001, 172; Taminiaux 1997, 125, 140). The practice of dismantling
thus focuses on the implicit presuppositions which philosophers inevitably make in their
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research and thinking. Since thinking produces no tangible end products, not everything is
recorded in the written texts. Equally important is to pay attention to what is left unsaid.
By following the philosophical argumentation of a chosen philosopher or a chosen
philosophical doctrine to its limits, Arendt claims to be able to reveal strands of thought
that are not visible to the author. This opens up a space for a critical dialogue between the
author and the reader.
&DYDUHUR IROORZV WKH $UHQGWLDQ WHFKQLTXH RI GLVPDQWOLQJ DQG ¿QGV WKDW µQDWDOLW\¶ LV D
forgotten theme in the textual tradition of Western philosophy (Cavarero 1990/1995, 6-7):
,QKHUZRUNVKH>$UHQGW@IRFXVHVRQWKHVLWH>ELUWK@WKDWWKHJD]HRIPHQKDV
long sought to avoid for fear of staring death in the face as the yardstick of
human existence. This anxiety is what gives rise to the symbolic event that
FRQVWLWXWHVWKHRULJLQDODFWRIPDWULFLGH>WKHHUDVXUHRIWKH*UHDW0RWKHU@
It is also the basis of the obsessive desire to endure, to survive, which leads
men to entrust eternal objects of thought with the task of ”saving” them from
the selfsame death they chose as the locus of meaning when they decided,
not by chance, to call themselves mortals. (ibid. 7, italics in original)
7RFODULI\IRU&DYDUHURWKHVWXG\RIPHWDSK\VLFV±IURPWKH*UHHNĲȐȝİĲȐĲȐĳȣıȚțȐ(ta
meta ta physica, beyond physics) – isolates human existence from its origins in physical
nature. She argues that from Parmenides on, true Being has been conceived as that which
is everlasting and unchanging, while the cycle of life on the other hand has been degraded
as belonging to the perishable and merely apparent world. Cavarero sees here the traces of
”the original act of matricide,” in other words, the ”erasure of the Great Mother.” Whereas
Heidegger saw the forgetting of the meaning of being as the most important philosophical
question of our time and whereas Irigaray translated Heidegger’s project in her own quest
for the meaning of sexual difference, Cavarero argues that the forgetting of natality is the
most important philosophical question to be inquired into.
For Cavarero, this erasure does not come without a price. The neglect of maternal
embodiment as the site of life’s origin as well as the symbolic order, elevates death as
the center of meaning. Now the soul is regarded as eternal and immortal, whereas the
body, which is born out of a woman, is shunned as perishable as well as continuously and
VORZO\G\LQJXQWLOLW¿QDOO\GHFRPSRVHVDQGYDQLVKHVEDFNLQWRQRWKLQJQHVV$FFRUGLQJ
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to Cavarero, the masculine obsession with death comes from the dread of death, which is
so powerful that it can negate life.
Sexed natality
In her work 1RQRVWDQWH 3ODWRQH )LJXUH IHPPLQLOL QHOOD ¿ORVR¿D DQWLFD (In Spite of
Plato 1990/1995), Cavarero sets out to unravel the symbolic order that underlies Western
metaphysics from Parmenides on. Whereas Irigaray commits herself to a feminist
GHFRQVWUXFWLRQ RI FDQRQLFDO SKLORVRSKLFDO WH[WV &DYDUHUR IRFXVHV RQ ¿JXUHV LQ$QFLHQW
mythology. For both Irigaray and Cavarero, the Western tradition is characterized by a
SKDOOLF V\PEROLF RUGHU LQ ZKLFK ´>«@ D PDOH VXEMHFW FODLPLQJ WR EH QHXWUDOXQLYHUVDO
declares his central position, disseminating a sense of the world cut to his own measure and
UHYHDOHGLQKLVRZQP\WKLF¿JXUHV´ &DYDUHUR &RQVHTXHQWO\DOOIHPLQLQH
representations are a creation of the masculine and receive their meaning in relation to
man as omnipotent and universal. Given this situation, mythic heroines that would express
female subjectivity in an adequate way are non-existent.
&DYDUHURGHYHORSVKHUSRVLWLRQE\DVNLQJZKDWNLQGRISRVVLELOLWLHVIRULGHQWL¿FDWLRQRU
LOOXPLQDWLRQRI´HPERGLHGH[LVWHQFHDVDZRPDQ´GR¿JXUHVVXFKDV2HGLSXV3URPHWKHXV
or Don Juan provide for women and the ”female intellectual worker.” She states then, that
a woman asking this question always runs up against the image created by Man and can
WKHUHIRUHRQO\¿QG´DQHVVHQWLDOLPDJHRIRWKHUQHVV´7KLVLVEHFDXVHHYHQ¿JXUHVVXFKDV
Diotima and Penelope, for instance, are a creation and fantasy of male authors (ibid. 3).
7KHDWWHPSWRIWU\LQJWRLGHQWLI\ZLWKWKHVH¿JXUHVLVSRLQWOHVVFODLPV&DYDUHUR
The condition for the possibility of this ”patriarchal basso continuo” in the history of Western
thought is, according to Cavarero, an ”original act of erasure” of the culture of the archaic
*UHDW0RWKHUDPDWHUQDOGHLW\WKDWUHSUHVHQWVIHPLQLQHLQ¿QLW\DVWKHRULJLQRIDOOOLIH. This
deity threatens the masculine fantasy of self-generation and eternity, since she establishes
life’s pre-condition of natality as a corporeal and sexed event. We are all born from the womb
of a mother, who was also born from a mother, and who is as such part of an entire female
JHQHDORJ\´>6@H[XDOGLIIHUHQFHLVDfact that marks humans from the outset, since one always
enters the world as either man or woman” (ibid, 3, my emphasis). This maternal alternative to
WKHSDWULDUFKDOWUDGLWLRQLVVRPHWKLQJWKDW&DYDUHURZDQWVWRUHDZDNHQ´>P@\VWDUWLQJSRLQW
LVWKHIHPLQLQHSKLORVRSK\RIRXUWLPHWKDWLVIRXQGHGRQDPDWHUQDO¿JXUH)URPWKHUHZH
ZRPHQVHDUFKIRUDQGXOWLPDWHO\¿QGWKHDQFLHQW¿JXUDWLRQRIWKH0RWKHUVXUURXQGHGE\
daughters and sisters” (Cavarero 1990/1995, 5). As for the Anglophone, early second wave
84

interpreters, ‘sisterhood’ thus functions as a symbol of kinship in Cavarero’s text.
In order to establish a connection between maternality and materiality, Cavarero engages
LQDNLQGRI+HLGHJJHULDQSUD[LVRIHW\PRORJ\E\VWDWLQJWKDWWKHV\PEROLF¿JXUHRIWKH
*UHDW0RWKHULVURRWHGLQQDWXUHLQDFFRUGDQFHZLWKWKH*UHHNZRUGĳȪıȚȢ physis), which
VKHWDNHVWRGHULYHIURPWKHYHUEĳȪİȚȞ³phyein,” and which she translates as meaning ”to
be born” (Cavarero 1995, 57-9).27 It goes without saying then, that in Cavarero’s ”yearning
IRUDUDGLFDOZRPDQFHQWHUHGGH¿QLWLRQRIWKHKXPDQ´ %UDLGRWWLL[ birth is one
of her most crucial conceptual tools, and it is here that Hannah Arendt’s philosophy enters
the scene.
Cavarero is well aware that Arendt does not theorize birth ”as coming from a mother’s womb.”
Quite the contrary, in The Human Condition and in The Life of the Mind, Arendt theorizes
birth as being generated from nowhere: ”In this world which we enter, appearing from a
nowhere, and from which we disappear into a nowhere, Being and Appearing coincide” (LM I,
19, my emphasis). I want to highlight here that there is a notable difference between Arendt’s
formulation of birth in relation to unique distinctness and Cavarero’s interpretation of these
terms, and this is important for Cavarero. In The Human Condition Arendt writes that it is our
”second birth” through speech and action, not our birth from the womb, which enables us to
enact our individual distinctness:
Human plurality is the paradoxical plurality of unique beings. Speech
and action reveal this unique distinctness. Through them, men distinguish
themselves instead of being merely distinct; they are the modes by which
human beings appear to each other, not indeed as physical objects but qua
men >Mensch@28 With word and deed we insert ourselves into the human
world and this insertion is like a second birthLQZKLFKZHFRQ¿UPDQGWDNH
upon ourselves the naked fact of our original physical appearance. (HC,
176, my emphasis.)
On the contrary, for Cavarero already the ”naked fact of our original physical appearance,”
27
7KHRULJLQDOPHDQLQJRIWKHWHUPLVDFWXDOO\QRW³WREHERUQ´EXW³WRJURZ´7KH¿UVWRFFXUUHQFHRIWKHWHUPLVLQ
Homer’s Odyssey, referring to a plant. In Introduction to Metaphysics, Heidegger traces the etymology of the terms
phainesthai and phyein as referring to the becoming of phenomena (Steiner 1999, 47-48). Cavarero seems to follow
Heidegger here, whereas Arendt does not in fact follow Heidegger in her formulation of natality. For Heidegger and
Arendt on birth, see Vatter 2006, 138-139.
28
In German, “Mensch” refers to all genders, whereas the English “men” can mean either human beings in general, or men as
in males. According to Jerome Kohn, Arendt uses the term Mensch to designate the gender neutral use of the term.
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makes us unique and distinct. The silence on gender leads Arendt to theorize also birth
without conceptually relating the event to sexual difference, motherhood and the feminine.
However, through Irigaray’s framework of sexual difference, Arendt’s concept of natality
can according to Cavarero be interpreted so that it refers back to the original act of birth
IURPWKHZRPERIWKHPRWKHU´>«@LQLWVVLQJXODULW\WKHQHZERUQLVDµEHJLQQLQJ¶IRXQG
already ‘started’ inside the mother: it is generated by the female who has been generated
E\ D PRWKHU DQG VR DG LQ¿QLWXP LQ D VHTXHQFH WKHRULD  RI SDVW PRWKHUV´ &DYDUHUR
1990/1995, 82). Natality as a new beginning is thus begun already before the event of
actual birth giving. In 7X FKH PL JXDUGL WX FKH PL UDFFRQWL )LORVR¿D GHOOD QDUUD]LRQH
(Relating Narratives 1997/2000), Cavarero elaborates further on her Irigarayan reading of
Arendt’s natality:
The newborn – unique and immediately expressive in the fragile totality of
her exposure – has her unity precisely in this totally nude self-exposure. This
unity is already a physical identity, visibly sexed, and even more perfect in
VRIDUDVVKHLVQRW\HWTXDOL¿DEOH &DYDUHUR
Cavarero shares the common feminist concern according to which Arendt’s rigid
distinctions risk excluding women from the political sphere altogether. By interpreting
the event of physical birth as always and already indicating uniqueness and distinctness,
Cavarero aims to develop Arendt’s notions of ”speech” and ”action” in ways that expand
our understanding of the political. The central task of Relating Narratives is to locate and
understand forms of narration that have traditionally been excluded from what is conceived
of as the political realm, and see that these narrations can be conceived to be political. An
example is the self-narration of women in households, such as in the story of Penelope.
Cavarero argues that when the disclosure of uniqueness and distinctness is theorized as a
necessary element of birth, then the disclosure of the ”who” is not an event exclusive to the
public realm of speech and action. As Cavarero understands self-narration to be a deeply
unique and personal form of disclosure, the personal can according to her be understood as
KDYLQJSROLWLFDOVLJQL¿FDQFH
Throughout her reading, Cavarero operates with fairly straightforward notions of
femininity and masculinity as each other’s polar opposites. Femininity is here associated
ZLWK HPERGLPHQW ELUWK ¿QLWXGH DQG PDWHULDOLW\ ZKHUHDV PDVFXOLQLW\ LV VHHQ DV
resting on notions of heroism, risk, dominance, omnipotence and violence. Although
&DYDUHUR¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIIHPLQLQLW\LVVSHFL¿FWRKHURZQPDWHUQDOLVWSKLORVRSKLFDO
project, she understands masculinity in a very similar way to the Anglophone, early
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second wave theorists that I discussed in Part I. Cavarero argues, for instance, that epic
drama (one of her favorite literary genres) presents masculinity as being constructed
WKURXJK WKH KHURLF PDOH ¿JXUH ZKR GH¿HV GHDWK E\ ULVNLQJ KLV OLIH IRU KLV FDXVH VXFK
as the life of the city. For Cavarero, this is the main narrative format of all war stories
and histories of great battles. In this type of format for writing history, it becomes
GLI¿FXOW LI QRW LPSRVVLEOH WR HQYLVLRQ IHPLQLQH QDUUDWLYHV RI DJHQF\ LELG  
,QRUGHUWR¿OOWKHYRLGLQKLVWRU\DQGUHYHUVHPDWULFLGH&DYDUHURFRQIURQWVWKHSDWULDUFKDO
V\PEROLFRUGHUE\UHVWRULQJWKHPHDQLQJRIKXPDQH[LVWHQFHDV¿UVWDQGIRUHPRVWQDWDO
and sexed. However, unlike Irigaray, Cavarero is not interested in establishing an ontology
based on an amorous and/or erotic relationality between the feminine and the masculine
(e.g. Irigaray 1984/1993; 1997/2001 and 1994/2001). Instead she places the mother-child
relation as the basis of her ontology of sexual difference. This relation also functions as the
ontological threshold towards theorizing a new feminine and maternal philosophy of voice.
I will return to this theme in the last chapter of this Part, since Cavarero’s philosophy of
voice directly confronts Kristeva’s Lacanian-inspired philosophy of the ”semiotic” and the
”symbolic” as well as her psychoanalytic theorization of matricide.
I will next discuss Kristeva’s response to Arendt’s lack of a theory of gender and sexuality.
On the surface, Kristeva’s reading resembles Cavarero’s interpretation in many ways.
Natality, the maternal, the material as well as the valuing of a life-centered philosophy over
death, are also crucial to Kristeva’s reading of Arendt. However, upon closer examination
it becomes evident that Kristeva often uses these terms in an opposite way to Cavarero.
She, for instance, regards matricide as a necessary element of subject formation and holds
natality to be inherently violent. Most importantly, Kristeva’s relationship to feminist theory
LVKLJKO\DPELYDOHQWZKHUHDV&DYDUHURFOHDUO\VHOILGHQWL¿HVDVDIHPLQLVWSKLORVRSKHU,Q
Kristeva’s reading, Arendt becomes an ally both for criticizing standpoint feminism as well
as for articulating a radically feminine, political conception of birth.
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3.2 Ambivalent feminisms
Arendt famously dismisses psychoanalysis with a shrug and a raise of the eyebrows so to
speak. In The Life of the Mind, for instance, she writes:
Psychology, depth psychology or psychoanalysis, discovers no more than
the ever-changing moods, the ups and downs of our psychic life, and its
results are neither particularly appealing nor very meaningful in themselves.
(LM I, 35)
/DWHU RQ LQ WKH WH[W VKH UHMHFWV SV\FKRDQDO\VLV IRU ´>W@KH PRQRWRQRXV VDPHQHVV DQG
SHUYDVLYH XJOLQHVV VR KLJKO\ FKDUDFWHULVWLF RI WKH ¿QGLQJV RI PRGHUQ SV\FKRORJ\´
(ibid.) For Arendt, psychoanalysis, with its focus on the individual, is a bourgeois and
deterministic theory of the self, which takes its own theory as an unquestioned, absolute
standard for what is normal. Nevertheless, despite her distaste towards psychoanalysis as
ZHOODVKHUUHOXFWDQFHWRWKHRUL]HJHQGHU$UHQGW¶VWKLQNLQJKDVKDGDVLJQL¿FDQWLQÀXHQFH
on Julia Kristeva’s formulation of the female genius (le génie feminine) (cf. Kristeva 2006;
Schippers 2011, 115-118). What is particularly interesting in this intellectual engagement
LVWKHIDFWWKDW.ULVWHYDFODUL¿HVKHURZQWKHRUHWLFDOUHODWLRQWRIHPLQLVPDQGIHPLQLQLW\ le
féminin) through a psychoanalytically motivated reading of Arendt, who did not theorize
JHQGHUDQGZKRP.ULVWHYDGRHVQRWHYHQUHJDUGDVDIHPLQLVWLQWKH¿UVWSODFH.ULVWHYD¶V
interpretation of Arendt hence discloses her own complex relationship to feminist theory.
Despite their opposing views on psychoanalysis, Arendt and Kristeva share a high degree
of skepticism towards identity politics as well as ideology-based political movements.
Feminism, regardless of its heterogeneity and diversity, is not spared from this distrust.
As Kristeva recalls in her speech upon receiving the Hannah Arendt Prize for Political
Thought in 2006:
>«@YHU\HDUO\RQ,IHOWDJUHDWPLVWUXVWRIWKHhidden totalitarian tendencies
of certain liberation movements of our own democracies – even feminism
>«@ +DQQDK $UHQGW¶V QDPH LPPHGLDWHO\ FDPH WR PLQG IRU P\ WULORJ\
Feminine Genius >Le Génie féminine@DVP\DPELWLRQKHUHZDVWRGLVVRFLDWH
myself from mass feminism and pay tribute to feminine creativity. (Kristeva
2006, emphasis added)
Kristeva takes Arendt’s silence on gender as her guiding point for criticizing those types of
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IHPLQLVWSROLWLFDORUJDQL]LQJWKDWDUHEDVHGRQDXQL¿HGQRWLRQRI´ZRPHQ´DVWKHSROLWLFDO
subject. She calls this ”mass feminism.” In her reading of Arendt, Kristeva takes Arendt to
be critical precisely of this type of feminism. Hence, in order to decipher Arendt’s reluctance
to theorize gender, Kristeva pays attention to the question of what type of feminist political
organizing was Arendt critical of.
Both in the introduction and in the conclusion to her trilogy on Melanie Klein, Arendt and
Colette, Kristeva warns of a potential, totalitarian threat within feminism:
Today, we know too well the dead end to which these totalizing and
totalitarian promises lead. Feminism itself, whatever various currents may
exist in Europe and America, has not escaped this tendency. As a result, it
has hardened into an inconsequential form of political activism that, ignorant
of the uniqueness of individual subjects, believes that it can compass all
womankind, like the proletariat, or the entire Third World, within a set of
demands that are as passionate as they are desperate. (Kristeva 2004, 495)
Kristeva claims that feminism, as an ideological ‘mass’ movement, regardless of historical
and cultural contexts, reduces unique and distinct individuals to a category of ”women,”
thus suffocating both the internal differences within this group category as well as the
possibility of theorizing sexual difference (Kristeva 2004, 493-494; Ziarek 2008, 5).
4XRWLQJ$UHQGWDFFRUGLQJWRZKRP´>S@OXUDOLW\LVWKHFRQGLWLRQRIKXPDQDFWLRQEHFDXVH
we are all the same, that is, human, in such a way that nobody will ever be the same as
anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live” (HC, 8; Kristeva 1999/2001, 184), Kristeva
H[SODLQV WKDW KHU RQJRLQJ VWUXJJOH ZLWK IHPLQLVP LV WKH IROORZLQJ TXHVWLRQ ´«KRZ WR
SUHVHUYHHDFKZRPDQ¶VXQLTXHQHVVZLWKLQWKHSOXUDOLW\RIWKHJURXS"´ LELG 7KLVTXHVWLRQ
is by no means unique to Kristeva. Theorists that I will examine in Part III of this study,
such as Amy Allen (1999), see the question of how to establish political solidarity across
GLIIHUHQFHVDVRQHRIWKHPRVWVLJQL¿FDQWTXHVWLRQVIRUIHPLQLVWSROLWLFDOWKHRUL]LQJ<HW
Kristeva seems to hold that feminism LVDXQL¿HGPRYHPHQWZLWKDFOHDUDQGXQFRQWHVWHG
ideological stance.
Due to her strongly worded antagonism towards feminism, Kristeva’s – just like Arendt’s –
position among feminist theory is heatedly debated, to say the least. I quote Birgit Schippers
at length to clarify my comparison:
>,@WLVIDLUWRVD\WKDWIHZRWKHUWKLQNHUVDUHDVFRQWHVWHGZLWKLQIHPLQLVP
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as Kristeva. Described by some of her critics as anti-feminist (Jones 1984:
56), unuseful for a feminist project (Fraser 1992, 189), misogynistic and
even proto-fascist (J. Stone 1983), she is celebrated by others as a ‘brilliant
IHPLQLVWYRLFH¶ =HULOOLVHHDOVR=LDUHN >«@>.ULVWHYD¶V@
ambivalence WRZDUGV IHPLQLVP >«@ UDQJHV IURP D UHFRJQLWLRQ RI WKH
importance of feminism’s achievements, to a reluctance to subscribe to
a feminist perspective (see Lechte and Margaroni 2004: 24), up to an
occasional outright rejection of feminism as totalitarian. (Schippers 2011,
2. my emphasis)
The genius of femininity
What does Kristeva mean when she juxtaposes ”mass feminism” with ”feminine creativity,”
DQGZK\GRHVVKHFRQVLGHU$UHQGWDIHPLQLQHJHQLXV")RU.ULVWHYDJHQLXVLVOLQNHGZLWK
singularity and particularity in a substantial way. She contends that this characteristic in
WKH IHPDOH JHQLXV¶V ZRUN LV OLNH ´>«@ PXVLF FRPSRVHG RI VLQJXODULWLHV GLVVRQDQW NH\V
counterpoints that go beyond the fundamental tonalities” (Kristeva 1999/2001, xxi). I
interpret Kristeva’s choice of words here as an implicit, intertextual reference to Arendt,
who in the preface to the second edition of Between Past and Future, writes that the essays
in the book are ”not the unity of a whole, but of a sequence of movements which, as in a
musical suite, are written in the same or related keys. The sequence itself is determined by
its content” (BPF, 14-15). In fact, almost all of Arendt’s books are rewritten texts composed
of earlier, public lectures and essays printed in journals (Kohn 1994, xiii).
:KDWWKLVSDUWLFXODUVW\OHPHDQVIRU.ULVWHYDLVWKDWWKHJHQLXVH[HPSOL¿HVVRPHRQHZKR
stands out as unique and distinct from everyone else and whose life and work is entangled
in an inseparable way. Melanie Klein, Arendt and Colette exemplify for Kristeva three
extraordinary women, who in their own ways challenged the cultural, social and historical
contexts of their own identities as women. ”Arendt, Klein and Colette – and many others –
did not wait for the ‘feminine condition’ to be ripe in order to exercise their freedom. Is not
JHQLXVSUHFLVHO\WKHEUHDNWKURXJKWKDWFRQVLVWVLQJRLQJEH\RQGWKHVLWXDWLRQ"´ .ULVWHYD
1999/2001, 496; cf. Kristeva 2004, 504).
Kristeva is fascinated with what she calls the genius’s originality, creativity and passion
for life, because in her view, it compels us to discuss not only the genius’s works, but
her unique life story as well. In other words, as for Cavarero, life, thought and narrative
are connected. According to Kristeva, it is life’s unique and singular raw experiences that
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constitute the ethical motivation for creativity and revolt towards previous ways of thinking
that we can witness in the genius (Kristeva 1999/2001, xiv). This view builds heavily on
Kristeva’s own psychoanalytic notion of the singularity and particularity of the feminine,
in opposition to universal phallic monism.
Arendt’s genius is, according to Kristeva, the articulation of a new concept through which
to think about politics in the midst of a Europe darkened by fascism and genocide. Kristeva
holds that in these extreme conditions of horror, Arendt, through her concept of natality,
theorized freedom and new beginnings in a way that linked politics to ”birth,” ”life,”
”desire” and ”motherhood.” Thus, not only did Arendt revolutionize the way in which we
FRQFHLYHWRWDOLWDULDQLVPEXWVKHDOVRODXQFKHGDQHZOLIHDI¿UPLQJFRQFHSWRISROLWLFVE\
grounding it in natality:
In the shadows of the Holocaust it is worth noting that it was a woman, a
Jewish woman, Hannah Arendt, who took the initiative in reopening the
question of birth by breathing new meaning into the freedom of being. And
therein lies her genius, whose very core touches on the crisis of modern
culture along with its ultimate fate of life and death. (Kristeva 1999/2001,
48)
I want to stress that again, the importance here lies in the singularity and particularity
associated with the concept of natality (Kristeva 1999/2001, 46-47). Hence, through
Arendt, Kristeva is also able to theorize motherhood as an expression of genius, in other
words, as an expression of female singularity (Kristeva 1999/2001, xv). The event of birth
is always a singular and unique event through which a new life begins and this relationship
between the mother and the child is absolutely singular and unique (ibid. 46-47).
In order to shed light on the question between the interrelatedness of genius, femininity and
natality in Kristeva’s reading of Arendt, a few points regarding Kristeva’s overall theory
of subject- formation and the gendered aspects of language-acquisition in particular are
LQ QHHG RI FODUL¿FDWLRQ .ULVWHYD¶V FRQFHSWLRQ RI ´IHPDOH JHQLXV´ LV LQ LPSRUWDQW ZD\V
embedded in her notions of the ”semiotic” and the ”symbolic” as well as her conception
of femininity’s poetic, revolutionary potential. I turn to these themes next to examine
Kristeva’s political formulation of matricide and contrast her reading with Cavarero’s
critique of the distinction between ”the semiotic” and ”the symbolic.” With her critique,
Cavarero radicalizes Kristeva’s notion of ”the semiotic” through a creative development of
Arendt’s conception of speech and action.
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4. Resisting the politics of death

In the following two chapters, I will outline Kristeva’s response to Arendt’s silence on
gender. I argue that whereas Cavarero is highly critical of Lacanian phallocentricism and
its intrusion into the relationship between the mother and the child in particular, Kristeva
DFFHSWVWKHGRFWULQHRISV\FKLFDOPDWULFLGHDVDQHVVHQWLDOVWHSLQVXEMHFWIRUPDWLRQ´>I@
or man and for woman the loss of the mother is a biological and psychic necessity, the
¿UVW VWHS RQ WKH ZD\ WR DXWRQRP\ 0DWULFLGH LV RXU YLWDO QHFHVVLW\ WKH sine qua non of
our individuation” (Kristeva 1987/1989, 38, italics added). Hence, natality in Kristeva’s
context means both the actual, physical birth of an infant, as well as the ”second” birth
through which an infant enters language, and becomes an individual subject. This doubling
of birth is one of the most crucial aspects of Kristeva’s understanding of Arendtian natality.
Kristeva builds here on the originally Freudian idea that in order for a child to develop
into a person with a full sense of self-awareness, it has to go through various libidinal
and sexual developmental stages (e.g. Kristeva 2004, 497-498). Kristeva uses the term
”semiotic” for that aspect of language, and that developmental stage, which she takes
to refer to the affective, the particular, singular, maternal and feminine, in other words
to the pre-linguistic and symbiotic phase in which an infant is entirely dependent on the
mother’s care. Following Jacques Lacan,29 Kristeva takes the term ”symbolic” to designate
the universal, paternal and masculine order, in other words, the linguistic and social sphere
that is grammatically coherent and structured.
Contrary to Lacan, however, Kristeva emphasizes the mother’s irreplaceable role in
language acquisition and psycho-social development. This is because Kristeva grounds
her psychoanalytic theory in her conception of the subject, which is always in a state of
becoming. This subject lives in a complex, linguistic network, always in relation to other
speaking subjects. Hence theVXEMHFWLVQHYHU¿[HGSHUPDQHQWO\
I will argue that many feminist theorists are uncomfortable with Kristeva’s thinking due to
the fact that she follows Lacan’s phallic hegemony to a great extent in order to account for
how an infant acquires language and in other words, enters the symbolic order. Contrary
WR &DYDUHUR .ULVWHYD KROGV WKDW WKH ¿JXUH RI WKH IDWKHU LV QHFHVVDU\ IRU EUHDNLQJ WKH
symbiotic bond between the mother and the child. What does this violent break between
See particularly Lacan’s essay “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic
Experience,” in Ecrits: A Selection. 1966/2002.

29
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WKHPRWKHUDQGWKHLQIDQWPHDQDQGZK\LVLWQHFHVVDU\")XUWKHUPRUHKRZGRHVLWLQIRUP
.ULVWHYD¶VLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRI$UHQGW¶VFRQFHSWLRQRIQDWDOLW\DQGJHQGHU",ZLOOWXUQWRWKHVH
questions next.
4.1 Abjection and the generative violence of new beginnings
In her 1980s works Pouvoirs de l’horreur. Essai sur l’abjection (Powers of Horror: An
Essay on Abjection, 1980/1982) and Soleil noir. Dépression et mélancolie (Black Sun:
'HSUHVVLRQDQG0HODQFKROLD 1987/1989), Kristeva theorizes the process through which a
subject comes to be and how the boundaries between self and other are constituted.
When I am beset by abjection, the twisted braid of affects and thoughts I
FDOOE\VXFKDQDPHGRHVQRWKDYHSURSHUO\VSHDNLQJDGH¿QDEOHREMHFW
The abject is not an ob-ject facing me, which I name or imagine. Nor is it
DQREMHVWDQRWKHUQHVVFHDVHOHVVO\ÀHHLQJLQDV\VWHPDWLFTXHVWRIGHVLUH
What is abject is not my correlative, which, providing me with someone or
something else as support, would allow me to be more or less detached and
autonomous. The abject has only one quality of the object—that of being
opposed to I. (Kristeva 1980/1982, 1, my emphasis)
The ”abject” is thus neither the subject nor the object, but something that exists in between,
something that threatens the boundaries of the self. Yet the self cannot be constituted without
the abject, namely that which it is not. It must reject the abject in order to constitute itself
DVDXQL¿HGVXEMHFW$FFRUGLQJWR.ULVWHYDDEMHFWLRQVLJQL¿HVWKLVDPELJXRXVSURFHVVRI
rejection. The subject is constituted through an ambivalent balance between prohibition and
desire. In the earliest stages of childhood, it is the affective attraction and repulsion towards
the mother’s body. Hence, before language and law, the newborn infant is in a symbiotic
union with the mother’s body and thus the mother’s breast, for instance, constitutes for
the infant an element of its own world. This world is what Kristeva calls the ”chora.” In
this pre-objectual and pre-subjective stage, there is no separation between affects, such
as hunger, and its object and thus no boundaries between the self and the other (Kristeva
1980/1982, 1-3; Moruzzi 2000, 21; Zerilli 1995, 177).
According to Kristeva, the infant begins to form a sense of itself as separate from its mother
through slowly abjecting itself. It spits out, or bites the breast and rejects a hug for instance.
,WSOD\VZLWKLWVRZQH[FUHPHQWDQGYRPLWERWKVRPHWKLQJWKDWDUHWKH¿UVWSURGXFWVRILWV
own, distinct body. What is crucial in Kristeva’s framework is that the mother’s body is
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not repressed, but constitutes instead a continuous element in the horizon of the psyche.
,WVLJQL¿HVDIXQGDPHQWDOORVVDWWKHKHDUWRIWKHVXEMHFWQDPHO\WKHORVVRIWKHRULJLQDO
symbiosis with the chora. This is why Kristeva, in complete contrast to both Cavarero and
Arendt, holds natality to be fundamentally violent. The separation from the mother and the
assertion of the ”I” is an act of aggression, hence the term ”matricide” (killing one’s own
mother). Later, in adult life, the mother’s body comes to represent everything associated
with physical dependency, necessity and animality, all of which have been abjected through
the ”incest taboo.” By following through Kristeva’s formulation of matricide in this way,
it becomes evident that Kristeva’s and Cavarero’s conceptions of the meaning of matricide
and natality are radically different (e.g. Kristeva 1980/1982, 13). This further strengthens
my argument in this part, according to which feminist theorists operating with similar
concepts, use them in very different ways and for highly differing purposes.
For Kristeva, the maternal represents an ongoing threat to the psyche’s boundaries. As
1RsOOH0F$IHHH[SODLQV´>«@ZKDWWKHFKLOGDEMHFWVLVQRWJRQHRQFHDQGIRUDOO7KH
abject continues to haunt the subject’s consciousness, remaining on the periphery of
DZDUHQHVV7KHVXEMHFW¿QGVWKHDEMHFWERWKUHSHOODQWDQGVHGXFWLYHDQGWKXVKLVRUKHU
borders of self are, paradoxically, continuously threatened and maintained” (McAfee 2004,
49-50; cf. Stone 2012, 123).
Now, the reason why Kristeva’s theory of abjection is important for understanding her
interpretation of Arendt’s silence on gender as well as Arendt’s concept of natality, is that
Kristeva does not limit the application of her own theory to psychoanalytic developmental
psychology alone. In her original way, she interprets also political and social phenomena,
such as fascism through her psychoanalytic framework of ”natality,” ”abjection” and
”matricide.” It is here that Kristeva’s interpretation of Arendt’s conception of natality
becomes unique in the context of the tradition of feminist Arendt scholarship. The absence
of a theory of gender in Arendt’s thinking enables Kristeva to pick out natality as the most
feminine of Arendt’s concepts, and then formulate her own critique of the thanatopolitical
foundations of Western rationality.
In contrast to Cavarero then, Kristeva argues that although Arendt’s philosophical
formulation of natality as a political concept manages to disrupt Western philosophy’s
anxiety caused by the fear of death, Arendt nevertheless makes the mistake of grounding
politics in pleasure, neglecting the violent and sadomasochistic aspects of politics. This
is because in Kristeva’s view Arendt discusses only the pleasurable aspects of speech,
action and appearing with others. She neglects the negative aspect of political action,
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namely the desire to dominate others (Kristeva 1999/2001, 180-181). In a tone resembling
Thomas Hobbes’s in Leviathan, Kristeva suggests that fear, not pleasure lies at the root
of political relations and only if we can give an account of fear and dominance can we
understand how politics can take violent forms, in the worst case fascism and totalitarianism
(Kristeva, 1999/2001, 180-81). In order to theorize fear, Kristeva elaborates on the political
implications of abjection and matricide.
4.2 From failed matricide to totalitarian horror
1DWDOLW\DVDSROLWLFDOFRQFHSWDVZHOODV$UHQGW¶VSKLORVRSKLFDOGHIHQVHRIWKHVLJQL¿FDQFH
of life, is for Kristeva a response to totalitarian regimes and death camps in particular. With
The Origins of Totalitarianism the question of life becomes according to Kristeva the main
guiding thread in Arendt’s entire oeuvre.
>7@KHWKHPHRIOLIHJXLGHV>$UHQGW¶V@WKLQNLQJWKURXJKRXWDOOKHUZULWLQJV
growing in purity and structure as it intersperses political history with
metaphysical history. It underlines her thought process as she establishes
with great intellectual fortitude – in a move that would prove eminently
controversial – that Nazism and Stalinism are two sides of the same horror,
totalitarianism, because they both partake in the same denial of life. (Kristeva
1999/2001, 4, my emphasis)
Kristeva takes this denial of life to be fundamentally linked to the denial of the original
act of matricide and hence also to the denial of femininity and the maternal. She holds that
despite Arendt’s ingenious way of theorizing totalitarianism, Arendt’s incapability to see the
sadomasochistic interplay between the death drive and the life drive, underlying all human
relations, has its roots in Arendt’s incapability to theorize natality as an embodied, sexed
and maternal event, as well as her refusal to acknowledge the body as politicallyVLJQL¿FDQW
(ibid.). Hence, the absence of a theory of gender in Arendt’s thinking has according to
Kristeva implications that go beyond feminist theorizing. Her silence on gender affects the
accuracy of her theorization of modern Western political history in general. Although this
critique may sound like it bears resemblance to the early second wave Anglophone critiques
of Arendt’s neglect of the body (see chapter 1 above), Kristeva’s framing is unique due to
its psychoanalytical underpinnings:
Arendt often returns to the theme of an objectless, exclusively corporeal,
and incommunicable pain. Showing the signs of melancholic experience,
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such a pain is dissociated from any communicable sexualization and from
any possible seduction that might have insinuated themselves in, say,
sadomasochism. (Kristeva 1999/2001, 178, italics added)
What the citation above means according to Kristeva, is that Arendt is incapable of giving
an account of the body as gendered and as political. The only way Arendt can discuss it
is through the example of an experience of pain without an object, which is a melancholic
experience. Thus, for Kristeva, Arendt’s way of relating to the body is melancholic. The
key here is to understand Kristeva’s emphasis on the maternal and the thesis put forth also
by Cavarero, namely, that birth is always an embodied and sexed event. It is always birth
from the mother’s body. According to Kristeva, Arendt does not realize that both anxiety
and gratitude for life are aspects of natality. Anxiety is related to life as being-towardsdeath, and thus to life as a complex interplay of the sadomasochistic dynamic of the life
and death drives (Kristeva 2004, 86). Kristeva argues that on the other hand gratitude, as
Arendt points out, comes from the fact of having been born and having been given the gift
of life. As I have argued above, birth – the beginning of someone new – is in Kristeva’s
psychoanalytic framework a fundamentally violent and painful event, because in the event
of birth, two bodies literally become separated from each other, so that a new life can
begin. Yet, Arendt does not theorize the dramatic and painful aspect of birth.
Kristeva pays close attention to two different aspects of natality in Arendt’s philosophy.
She highlights the fact that Arendt theorizes speech and action as a ”second birth,” thereby
making a distinction between what Kristeva calls ”linguistic natality” (the entering into
the realm of the symbolic) and the bare nakedness of our physical being. As I have argued
in the previous chapter, Cavarero also comments on this distinction and counters Arendt
E\DUJXLQJWKDWWKURXJKVH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHRXUQDNHGSK\VLFDODSSHDUDQFHDOUHDG\VLJQL¿HV
uniqueness and distinctness. For clarity’s sake, I will quote again here the passage from
The Human Condition that Cavarero and Kristeva both comment on:
With word and deed we insert ourselves into the human world, and this
insertion is like a second birthLQZKLFKZHFRQ¿UPDQGWDNHXSRQRXUVHOYHV
the naked fact of our original physical appearance. (HC, 176-177, emphasis
added)
The passage above is interpreted by Kristeva as an overtly rigid separation between the
semiotic and the symbolic. Contrary to Arendt, for Kristeva, linguistic natality is not
something ”secondary” and inseparable from ”primary,” embodied natality. Instead,
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Kristeva argues that due to Arendt’s dismissal of psychoanalysis, and hence her lack of
DSV\FKRDQDO\WLFDQWKURSRORJ\VKHIDLOVWRVHHKRZYLROHQFH¿JXUHVDVDQHOHPHQWLQDOO
psychic relations (Kristeva 1999/2001, 129). Failure to acknowledge the necessity of the
interplay between the semiotic and the symbolic, as well as the maternal and the abject,
leads, according to Kristeva, to a repression of the painful aspect of natality, in other words,
a repression of matricide. This repression will further lead to melancholia.
From within a psychoanalytic framework then, Kristeva’s reading is original and insightful
because she develops psychoanalytic theory towards political philosophy through a reading
of Arendt and Melanie Klein. Peg Birmingham, for instance, writes that:
Kristeva provides a much-needed supplement to Arendt’s understanding of
the event of natality, that allows us to see the ambiguous and fragile status
of this event, out of which arises the predicament of common responsibility.
The frailty of human affairs arises out of the abjection of primary natality,
an abjection that means we must face the ever-present threat of the banality
of radical evil, which can be traced to a radical abandonment – a desolation
inherent in embodiment itself. (Birmingham 2006, 122)
Again, we have to keep in mind Kristeva’s conception of matricide, according to
which Western thought is designated by its incapability to deal with the maternal. This
is where Kristeva and Cavarero share common ground. However, whereas Cavarero is
more concerned with the genealogy of the maternal in ancient mythology and Western
philosophy, Kristeva’s elaboration on natality is more radically political. According to
Kristeva, fascism is just as much an expression of the inability to mourn the original loss
inherent in natality as it is a desperate attempt to aggressively replace the symbolic with a
new, narcissistic order. Although the details of Kristeva’s account of fascism are complex,
the basic idea is simple to grasp, because it is precisely the logic of abjection that is in play
KHUH,ZLOOHODERUDWHRQ.ULVWHYD¶VDFFRXQWRIIDVFLVPEULHÀ\EHFDXVH,ZDQWWRKLJKOLJKW
how differently Kristeva and Cavarero operate with the concepts of ”natality” and ”life.”
Kristeva argues that fascism is a culturally and historically precise response to the loss of
foundations traditionally provided by religion. Modernity marks for her a historical period
in which political foundations collapse due to the collapse of religious authority and law.
Hence, the void left by the lack of foundations attracts various totalitarian ideologies. What
LVVSHFL¿FWRIDVFLVPLVWKDWLWIXQFWLRQVDFFRUGLQJWRWKHORJLFRIDEMHFWLRQ7KHSKRELD
inherent in fascism is in fact an extreme form of fascination and obsession in disguise
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.ULVWHYD 3HJ%LUPLQJKDPLOOXPLQDWHVWKLVSURFHVVE\FODLPLQJWKDW´>«@
WKHSKRELFVXEMHFWUHJUHVVHVWRWKHQDUFLVVLVWLFIDQWDV\RIIXVLRQZLWKWKHPDWHUQDOERG\>«@
This phobic fantasy then constructs an imaginary other who becomes the metaphor for the
subject’s own aggression. Insofar as the phobic fantasy is always culturally and historically
VSHFL¿FIDVFLVWUHJLPHVDUHDEOHWRPRELOL]HWKHVHSKRELFIDQWDVLHVDQGEULQJWKHPRQWKH
VRFLDOERG\´ %LUPLQJKDP +HQFHWKH¿UVWVWHSRIDQWL6HPLWLVPZDVWR
assimilate the Jews, and only then to annihilate them.
Kristeva also interprets Arendt’s lengthy analysis of the history of anti-Semitism in
The Origins of Totalitarianism through a psychoanalytic framework, which draws from
Kristeva’s presentation of Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s engagement with fascism (The Powers
of Horror). This reading leads to an account of totalitarianism as a cancerous, parareligious,
narcissist ideology that assimilates every difference into itself before annihilating them all
(Kristeva 1999/2001, 128-29). In Kristeva’s psychoanalytic framework, this process is the
result of the failure to give an account of the original wound in the heart of the subject,
namely, the wound caused by natality and matricide. Failure to carry out matricide, and
failure to understand abjection thus leads to the substitution of the phallic law with an
imaginary, delirious fantasy of omnipotence, in other words, totalitarian law.
What is striking in Kristeva’s reading is that she regards fascism as a result of a fundamental
neglect of the maternal, in other words a neglect of gender. She also diagnoses a neglect of
gender in the thinking of Hannah Arendt, who was the theorist of totalitarianism.
How then do we make sense of Kristeva’s claim that feminism as a mass movement has
WRWDOLWDULDQWHQGHQFLHV",IWRWDOLWDULDQLVPLVLQKHUHQWO\QDUFLVVLVWLFDQGPDVVIHPLQLVPLV
potentially totalitarian, then does feminism follow a narcissistic logic, which only the
SDUWLFXODULW\DQGVLQJXODULW\RIDJHQLXVFDQLQWHUUXSW",VXJJHVWWKDW$UHQGW¶VUHOXFWDQFHWR
WKHRUL]HRUMRLQWKHZRPHQ¶VPRYHPHQWSDUDGR[LFDOO\VLJQL¿HVIRU.ULVWHYDDKHURLFDFW
of the display of feminine uniqueness and distinctness. Even though Arendt, in Kristeva’s
psychoanalytic framing, failed to theorize matricide, she was nevertheless able to articulate
in language a feminine philosophy of giving life, in other words, the maternal. In this same
IUDPHZRUNWKRVHW\SHVRIIHPLQLVWLGHQWLW\SROLWLFVWKDWDUHEDVHGRQDXQL¿HGQRWLRQRI
”woman,” on the other hand, fail to express singularity in language. Like the melancholic,
who is incapable of accounting for the original loss inherent in the transfer from prelinguistic to linguistic subjectivity, so too Kristeva’s ideal type of a standpoint feminist is
incapable of theorizing separateness and distinctness between women.

98

Taken together, these aspects of Kristeva’s account of matricide as well as her theorization
of the political implications of the failure to account for matricide clearly separates her from
Cavarero, for whom matricide is historically contingent and can and should be reversed.
In two chapters, titled “The Maternal Chora; or The Voice of the Poetic Text” and ”A
Vocal Ontology of Uniqueness” in For More than One Voice ($SLXYRFL3HUXQD¿ORVR¿D
dell’ espressione vocale, 2003), Cavarero both elaborates on Kristeva’s psychoanalytic
theorization of the semiotic as well as distances herself from Kristeva. Contrary to Kristeva,
for Cavarero, voice and language are theorized as being intimately connected. This means
that the relationship between the mother and the child does not need to be broken through
psychic matricide in order for the infant to enter into the realm of the symbolic, the social
and language. The development is more gradual. Commenting on Kristeva, Cavarero
DI¿UPVVRPHRIKHUNH\LGHDV
>7@KH ´VHPLRWLF chora´ >LV IRU .ULVWHYD@ WKH SUHYHUEDO DQG XQFRQVFLRXV
sphere, not yet inhabited by the law of the sign, where rhythmic and vocalic
drives reign. This semiotic chora has a profound bodily root and is linked to
the indistinct totality of mother and child. It precedes the symbolic system
of language, or the sphere of the semantic where syntax and the concept rule
– the paternal order of separation between the self and the other, between
PRWKHUDQGFKLOGDQGEHWZHHQVLJQL¿HUDQGVLJQL¿HG &DYDUHUR
133)
&DYDUHURDI¿UPV.ULVWHYD¶VQRWLRQRIWKHchora. However, due to their different readings
of Arendt’s conception of natality and uniqueness, Cavarero claims that ”before
communicating ‘merely something – thirst or hunger, affection or hostility or fear’, the
human voice communicates itself, its uniqueness. Without this communication, the scene
of infancy and the relation of the infant to the mother is reduced to a mere semiosis of
needs” (Cavarero 2003/2005, 181; cf. HC, 176). By elaborating on Arendt, Cavarero
questions psychoanalytic theories according to which the vocal utterings of a baby, as
something oral, belong to the mere ”semiotic,” pre-linguistic realm. Because Cavarero
theorizes sexual difference, uniqueness and distinctness as an inherent aspect of the event
of physical birth, the shift from oral vocalizations to speech is gradual in her philosophy.
I will quote Cavarero at length in order to clarify her conception of the uniqueness and
distinctness of the voice:
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Already in utero, an internal musicality wraps the unborn in the rhythms
RI WKH PDWHUQDO ERG\ LW HQYHORSHV WKH EDE\ LQ LWV VRQRURXV WH[WXUH >«@
Precisely because the mother >QRWWKHIDWKHU@ gives language to the infant,
there is no rupture between this music and speech. The lullaby, or the song
of words that rocks the baby to sleep with rhythmical movements, is perhaps
WKH FOHDUHVW H[DPSOH RI WKH DEVHQFH RI VXFK D UXSWXUH >«@7KH PDWHUQDO
¿JXUHLVSUHFLVHO\WKHFRQGXLWWKDWLQDOORXUOLYHVHPERGLHVWKLVOLQN±WR
which, as it were, metaphysics reacts in the name of the father. She is voice
and speech; or better, she is the originary sense of voice, insofar as the
voice is destined to give speech its essential sense. Instead of transmitting
speech as something that can be taught and learned – a system, a language
– the maternal voice transmits to speech the primary sense of the vocalic,
the sonorous self-expression of uniqueness and relation, the self-invocation
of embodied singularities through spontaneous resonance. This resonance,
begun by the duet between mother and infant, is not simply music – it is
thePXVLFRIVSHHFKWKHVSHFL¿FPRGHIRUZKLFKVSHHFKVLQJVPXVLFDOO\
(Cavarero 2003/2005, 179-180, emphasis in the original)
Arendt’s notion of natality, speech and action and their relation to unique distinctness
are thus quite literary ÀHVKHG out by Cavarero. Unlike for Kristeva, language is here not
theorized exclusively as text. Instead, Cavarero emphasizes the maternal and material
element at the root of all human communication, including the self-expression of infants.
As I have argued above, in order to carry out her philosophical project that radicalizes
Kristeva’s notion of the ”semiotic” and ”the chora,” Cavarero utilizes Arendt. Hence,
even though Arendt never theorized natality as sexed or even maternal, her philosophy of
natality becomes the bedrock for Cavarero’s and Kristeva’s feminist projects.
To conclude, my discussion in this part seeks to establish that in contrast to the Anglophone
theorists who widely theorize Arendt either as an anti-feminist or a proto-feminist, to a
large extent Cavarero and Kristeva focus particularly on ”natality,” ”birth,” ”life,” ”the
feminine” and ”the maternal” and both construct Arendt as a female philosopher with a
uniquely feminine textual style. The lack of a theory of gender and sexuality in Arendt’s
oeuvre does not constitute an obstacle for their theorizations of the feminine and the
maternal. Instead, both see Arendt as a female writer, despite her silence on gender. On
the other hand, as I have argued, despite the seeming similarities in their projects, as
well as in their responses to Arendt’s silence on gender, Cavarero and Kristeva come to
very different conclusions regarding the meaning of Arendt’s notion of natality. Whereas
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Cavarero’s project is normative and seeks to establish natality as the concept through
which the tradition of Western philosophy can be reframed into a feminine and maternal
path of thinking and speaking, Kristeva’s psychoanalytical framework establishes natality
as an inherently violent concept. For Kristeva, ”abjection” and ”matricide” are needed to
complement Arendt’s theory of natality if we want to correctly understand the logic of
totalitarianism as an inherently gendered form of violence.
,QH[WWXUQEDFNWR$QJORSKRQHGHEDWHVIURPWKHV,KDYHGHDOWEULHÀ\ZLWKSRVWPRGHUQ
reading strategies already in Part I. In the context of that discussion, I deliberately narrowed
my focus to those feminist responses that were concerned with Arendt’s conception of the
body, because my aim was to show that Arendt’s enigmatic notion of the body can be used
as a guiding point for understanding some of the most crucial differences between feminist
readings of Arendt from the 1970s-1980s, and those beginning to take place during the
early 1990s. In Part III, that follows next, I will reopen this discussion and deepen my focus
in order to clarify and strengthen the main argument of this study, namely that feminist
interpretations of Arendt can best be understood by arranging them into three distinct
responses to the absence of a theory of gender in Arendt’s oeuvre.
Whereas Honig (1995), Dietz (1995), Young-Bruehl (1996) and Maslin (2013) all detect
a paradigm shift taking place in feminist Arendt receptions in the 1990s, I conceive this
history as more nuanced, complex and polyphonic. I problematize and complicate the
framings of Honig (1995), Dietz (1995), Young-Bruehl (1996) and Maslin (2013) in Part
III by returning once more to the theme of Arendt as a masculine Grecophile. I will bring
a marginal but growing reading trend of gay studies and queer interpretations of Arendt
into my discussion on feminist responses to Arendt. I will argue that this reading trend
branches off from postmodern feminist readings. Through an examination of Morris B.
Kaplan’s (1997) and Didier Eribon’s (1999) readings in particular, I demonstrate how the
rise of critical masculinity studies and studies on male homosociality during the shift from
the 1980s to the 1990s complicate normative and conservative notions of masculinity and
therefore also of femininity as incompatible with being male (e.g. Sedgwick 1990). For
Eribon and Kaplan, Arendt’s silence on gender functions as a motivational ground for
theorizing rejected notions of masculinity, such as Jewish and gay men as “effeminate
men.”
Finally, towards the end of Part III, I will contrast Mario Feit’s interpretation of Arendt as a
critic of heteronormativity with Kristeva’s and Cavarero’s readings of natality. By making
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this comparison, I clarify the ways in which Arendtian concepts such as “natality,” “action”
and “new beginnings” are circulated and brought into yet new contexts and framings. Part
III as a whole thus adds another layer to the history of responses to Arendt’s silence on
gender.
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Part III
The rebel
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5. Agonism and Performativity

Postmodern, feminist Arendt receptions, Bonnie Honig (1988, 1993, 1995) most notably,
GUDZIURPWKHQRWLRQRIODQJXDJHDVDVLWHIRUUHVLJQL¿FDWLRQUHLWHUDWLRQDQGFLUFXODWLRQ
of meanings. I argue that this notion of language was originally adopted into Anglophone,
IHPLQLVW $UHQGW VFKRODUVKLS WKURXJK WKH LQÀXHQFH RI )UHQFK SRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVW $UHQGW
receptions, and through such pioneering new works on gender and sexuality as Judith
Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990) and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s The Epistemology of the
Closet (1990).
To be more precise, in 1983 Paul Ricouer, who knew Arendt in person, translated The Human
Condition into French, and wrote an extensive preface to the book. As Dana R. Villa (1992)
recalls, theorists such as Jean-Francois Lyotard (1979/1984), Phillipe Lacou-Labarthe and
Jean-Luc Nancy (1983), had also discovered Arendt and questioned interpretations that
VDZDQDI¿QLW\EHWZHHQ$UHQGW¶VFRQFHSWLRQRIVSHHFKDQGDFWLRQDQG+DEHUPDV¶VWKHRU\
of communicative action (Villa 1992; Fraser 1984, 145-148; cf. Taminiaux 1992/1997;
Forti 2006). By the 1990s, feminist interpreters in Anglophone academia had begun to
explore poststructuralist readings of Arendt. Aligning Arendt with Nietzsche, Michel
)RXFDXOWDQG-XGLWK%XWOHU+RQLJZDVWKH¿UVWWKHRULVWWRIUDPH$UHQGWDVDQDJRQLVWLF
UHEHODQGDWKHRULVWRISHUIRUPDWLYLW\:KDW,¿QGQRWDEOHLVWKDWDOWKRXJK+RQLJHODERUDWHV
on poststructuralist theorizing, such as the works of male authors like Jacques Derrida, she
neither refers to, nor elaborates on French feminist poststructuralists in her work. The same
applies to Allen (1999).
In the following, I will argue that through Bonnie Honig’s Political Theory and the
Displacement of Politics (1993), Arendt became widely recognized as an agonistic thinker,
who highlights pluralist perspectives, unique distinctness, performativity of speech and
action as well as constituent power and contingent political foundations. This new paradigm
is visible in the editor’s introduction to Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (1995),
ZKLFKZDVWKH¿UVWHVVD\DQWKRORJ\RQ$UHQGW¶VFRPSOH[UHODWLRQWRIHPLQLVWWKHRUL]LQJ
Rather than treat male and female or masculine and feminine as categories
that organize uniformed and already gendered artifacts, new theorists of
gender argue that the categories themselves help to produce and reinforce
the very uniformities they claim to describe. These developments have
prompted a reconsideration of Arendt that includes a critical reevaluation
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of earlier feminist judgments of her work. From feminist perspectives
that interrogate, politicize, and historicize – rather than simply redeploy
– categories like ”woman” ”identity,” or ”experience,” Arendt’s hostility
to feminism and her critical stance towards identitarian and essentialist
GH¿QLWLRQVRI´ZRPDQ´EHJLQWRORRNPRUHOLNHDQDGYDQWDJHWKDQDOLDELOLW\
(Honig 1995, 2-3, my emphasis.)
In this historical context, also Dietz (1993, 1995), Disch (1995), Zerilli (1995) and Allen
(1999), among others, claimed that feminist theorists from the 1970s and 1980s, who
had framed Arendt through a binary gender order, had missed the complex processes of
meaning formation, change of meaning and even failure of meaning that characterize all
forms of discourse.
For theorists, such as Bonnie Honig and Amy Allen, non-foundationalism constitutes the
leitmotif of Arendt’s political oeuvre. Both argue that even if Arendt was not a feminist
DQGGLGQRWH[SOLFLWO\GHDOZLWKTXHVWLRQVVXFKDVWKHSROLWLFDOVLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKHERG\DQG
JHQGHULQKHUZULWLQJVKHUSHUVLVWHQWDQGQRQFRPSURPLVLQJUHÀHFWLRQVRQWKHLPSRUWDQFH
of contingency, openness and solidarity for democratic politics are crucial elements for
feminist attempts to theorize the political (Honig 1995, 150; Allen 1999). Thus, in striking
opposition to early second wave feminist readers of Arendt, such as Wendy Brown (1988)
and Hanna Pitkin (1981, 1998), who claims that Arendt is an anti-democrat and that her
works, such as On Revolution is “an extraordinarily confusing and confused book,” (Pitkin
 +RQLJIRULQVWDQFHFRQWHQGVWKDW³$UHQGW¶VWKHRU\LV>«@DQDFWLYLVWGHPRFUDWLF
politics of contest, resistance, and amendment” (Honig 1993, 77). More importantly,
according to Honig: “Arendt’s politics is a promising model for those brands of feminism
that seek to contest (performatively or agonistically) the prevailing construction of sex
and gender into binary and binding categories of identity, as well as the prevailing binary
division of political space into a public and private realm” (Honig 1995, 136-137). Honig’s
stance on this aspect is shared by Amy Allen, who reads Arendt parallel to Judith Butler
and Michel Foucault.
In Part I of this study, I examined in detail the multifaceted critique that Arendt’s silence
RQJHQGHUIDFHGGXULQJWKH¿UVWWZRGHFDGHVRIIHPLQLVWVHFRQGDU\VFKRODUVKLS,QOLJKWRI
this critique, Honig’s optimism sounds both radical and controversial. In what ways can
Arendt’s political philosophy be understood as contributing to feminist theorizing of the
SROLWLFVRISHUIRUPDWLYLW\")XUWKHUPRUHKRZFDQWKHWKRXJKWRI+DQQDK$UHQGWWKH³JHQGHU
blind” “non-feminist,” be utilized for contesting and resisting hegemonic conceptions of
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JHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLW\"
,QRUGHUWRGLVHQWDQJOHWKLVVHHPLQJSDUDGR[,ZLOOLQFKDSWHUH[DPLQH+RQLJ¶VGH¿QLWLRQ
of “agonism” by outlining her critique of Seyla Benhabib’s reading of Arendt as a “reluctant
modernist,” Honig’s critique leads to a rejection of universalism and foundationalism as
VXLWDEOH PRGHOV IRU WKLQNLQJ GHPRFUDWLF SROLWLFV DV ZHOO DV WR DQ DI¿UPDWLYH TXHVW IRU
non-foundational foundations. I will next analyze Honig’s highly original way of turning
to J.L Austin’s speech act theory and the US Declaration of Independence for her own
radicalization of Arendt as a precursor to the politics of performativity. Finally, I will show
how gender and sexuality emerge as performatives in Honig’s radical reading of Arendt.
My discussion of Honig is followed by an analysis of Amy Allen’s elaboration of
Arendt (chapter 5.2). In her reading, Allen formulates a conception of solidarity that is
not based on identity politics. Contrasting her notion of “solidarity” with the sisterhood
frameworks of 1970s feminist theorizing, Allen argues that Arendt provides conceptual
tools for theorizing solidarity and collective action that transgress gender binaries as well
as categories of race and class. Finally, I will focus on a number of feminist scholars who
theorize gender in relation to Jewish identity (chapter 5.2). Through an analogy of these
two identity categories, interpreters such as Jennifer Ring and Bet-Ami Bar On attempt to
theorize both Jewishness and gender in Arendt as performative categories.
Taken together, the feminist ideas discussed in chapter 5 have contributed to the readings
of Arendt as a queer ally. Hence this chapter as a whole establishes the groundwork for
discussing interpretations of Arendt as a critic of heteronormativity (chapter 6).
5.1 Arendt as a model for feminist agonistic politics
In her 1995 essay “Toward an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and the Politics of
Identity,” Honig takes issue with what she regards as feminist tendencies to associate
agonism with masculinity, male hegemony and masculinist thinking.30 She rejects charges
of anti-feminism against Arendt that are based on a critique of the agonistic aspects
of her political philosophy, and laments that these accusations are based on a narrowminded conception of politics, which juxtaposes agonism and associationism up to a
point to which ”agonistic feminism” becomes a contradiction in terms (Honig 1995, 156).
30
$JRQLVP IURPWKH*UHHNWHUPȐȖȫȞ´DJRQ´FRQWHVWVWUXJJOHDVVHPEO\¿JKW KDVEHHQGHFODUHGE\VRPHIHPLQLVW
theorists to be an expression of a Machiavellian and Schmittian, masculine ideal of politics as violent contest and war.
Honig mentions Adrienne Rich, Hanna Pitkin and Wendy Brown as examples of feminists who reject agonism on this
basis.
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Although Adrienne Rich, Wendy Brown and Hanna Pitkin receive their dosage of Honig’s
critique, the main target here is Seyla Benhabib. “Rather than reassessing the meaning
of agonism and its possibilities for feminism, Benhabib accepts and even expands upon
earlier feminist genderings of agonism as the provenance of male action” (Honig 1995,
156). Honig’s critique targets particularly Benhabib’s 1993 essay “Feminist Theory and
Hannah Arendt’s Conception of Public Space” in which Benhabib characterizes two
ways of understanding Arendt’s concept of “public space,” namely the agonistic and the
associate model. Rejecting the former and defending the latter, Benhabib writes:
According to the “agonistic” view, the public realm represents that space of
appearances in which moral and political greatness, heroism and preeminence
are revealed, displayed, shared with others. This is a competitive space, in
which one competes for recognition, precedence and acclaim. The agonal
VSDFH LV EDVHG RQ FRPSHWLWLRQ UDWKHU WKDQ FROODERUDWLRQ >«@ %\ FRQWUDVW
DFFRUGLQJWRWKHDVVRFLDWLRQDOYLHZ>«@DSXEOLFVSDFHHPHUJHVZKHQHYHU
and wherever, in Arendt’s words, “men act together in concert.” On this
model, public space is the space “‘where freedom can appear.” (Benhabib
1993, 102)
Honig, like Benhabib (1993, 1996), reads Arendt’s The Human Condition as a critique of
modernity. As I have shown in the context of my analysis of feminist interpretations of
Arendt’s critique of the social (chapter 2), for Arendt, modernity marks a historical turmoil
of rapid changes, technological innovations and political revolutions. She characterizes
modernity as an era of continuous searching for new political foundations to replace old
doctrines and traditions, such as Christian religious authority (Honig 1993, 96-97; HC,
248-325). Most importantly, in modernity, a void appears in the symbolic place of power.
When the authority of the Church is put into question, and when the King’s body is severed
from the head, then numerous attempts to occupy this empty space of power emerge (see
also Kantorowicz, 1997). For Arendt, imperialist expansion and the totalitarian movements
RI 1D]LVP DQG 6WDOLQLVP IRU LQVWDQFH DUH WKH FRQVHTXHQFHV RI WKH PRGHUQ TXHVW WR ¿OO
this symbolic void. Totalitarian ideologies treat the body politic as an entity that must be
controlled and dominated by a higher power which receives its ultimate legitimation from
DQDEVROXWHODZ 27 +HQFH³>I@RXQGDWLRQDOIRXQGLQJV$UHQGWDUJXHVLQYDULDEO\
close political spaces and engender coercive and exclusionary practices” (Honig 1993, 77).
Unlike Benhabib, Honig does not conceive Arendt as “a reluctant modernist,” who believes
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that in some contexts, such as in the case of human rights discourse, it is imperative that
we have universal values and secure foundations that bind people together (cf. Benhabib
1996, 138-39; cf. Birmingham 2006). Instead, Honig pushes Arendt towards a postfoundational, even postmodern direction. What this means is that for Honig, Arendtian
democracy is inherently a dynamic and agonistic system of governance in which debate,
contest, amendment and rotation of power directs decision-making. Criticizing Benhabib,
Honig argues:
Privileging the associative model of individuals acting with each other in
FRQFHUWVKH>%HQKDELE@GHSULYHVIHPLQLVPRIDPXFKQHHGHGDSSUHFLDWLRQ
of the necessary agonistic dimension of all action in concert, in which
politically engaged individuals act and struggle both with and against each
other. (ibid. 156)
In order to understand the friction between Honig and Benhabib, it is helpful here to think
of Arendt’s agonism and non-foundationalism as being in opposition to deliberative models
of democracy. Unlike notions of the subject as an autonomous, rational, moral agent, Honig
claims that in Arendt’s thinking there is no doer behind the deed that can be extracted
for analysis (Honig 1993, 78). This entails that politics is not an organized and coherent
game which follows the rules of a social contract, or aims towards rational consensus,
as Habermas and Benhabib, for instance, argue.31 Also, Honig is more interested in the
individual political agent than economic and social structures that shape the political.
In Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics (1993) Honig explicates her
LQWHUSUHWDWLYHDQJOHWR$UHQGWE\HODERUDWLQJRQWKHDI¿QLW\EHWZHHQ$UHQGWDQG1LHW]VFKH
, EHJLQ ZLWK KHU >$UHQGW¶V@ WUHDWPHQWV RI DFWLRQ LGHQWLW\ DQG WKH VHOI
31
Chantal Mouffe’s critique of liberalism illuminates the tension inherent in a radical conception of democracy: “Contrary
to what neo-liberal ideologists would like us to believe, political questions are not mere technical issues to be solved by
H[SHUWV3URSHUO\SROLWLFDOTXHVWLRQVDOZD\VLQYROYHGHFLVLRQVZKLFKUHTXLUHXV WRPDNHDFKRLFHEHWZHHQFRQÀLFWLQJ
DOWHUQDWLYHV>«@RQHRIWKHPDLQWHQHWVRIWKLVOLEHUDOLVPLVWKHUDWLRQDOLVWEHOLHILQWKHDYDLODELOLW\RIDXQLYHUVDOFRQVHQVXV
based on reason. No wonder that the political constitutes its blind spot. Liberalism has to negate antagonism since, by
bringing to the fore the inescapable moment of decision – in the strong sense of having to decide in an undecidable
terrain – antagonism reveals the very limit of any rational consensus” (Mouffe 2007, 2). However, unlike Mouffe, who
utilizes Marx and Carl Schmitt in her critique of liberalism, Honig’s agonism is derived from her reading of Nietzsche.
+RQLJ¶V1LHW]VFKHUHDGLQJLVKHDYLO\LQÀXHQFHGE\-XGLWK%XWOHU¶VHDUO\WKHRUL]DWLRQRIWKHSROLWLFVRISHUIRUPDWLYLW\
See particularly Gender Trouble, 1990, 25, 33. For an alternative reading of Arendt and Nietzsche, as well as a critique
of Honig’s reading, see Villa (1993) and (1995). Amy Allen (1999) points out that Butler elaborates on the connection
between her work and Arendt in Excitable Speech 1997, 179 n9.
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tracing her theorization of action as sui generis, her treatment of identity
as a product not the precondition of action, and her (Nietzschean) reading
of the self as a multiple creature that resists and exceeds the constructions
of autonomy, agency and responsible subjectivity. These commitments are
central to Arendt’s account of how lasting identities or republics can be
founded without “foundationalism” and why indeed, they must be. (Honig
1993, 77, italics added.)
From the passage above it becomes evident that not only is Arendt an anti-foundationalist
according to Honig, but she is also an anti-essentialist in terms of her conception of the self
and identity. Honig draws here a parallel between the composition of political agents and
political institutions. She claims, for instance, that since the self is according to Arendt a
Nietzschean, free multiplicity, then it follows that also political entities, such as republics,
must be non-foundational. I will next examine this argument more closely and also point
out the textual places where Honig’s interpretation of Arendt is clearly framed through
some key themes from Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990).
The performativity of speech and action
Honig argues that Arendt, just like Nietzsche, holds that there is no essence behind various
mental faculties, but that the self is a multiplicity, always in a state of becoming. In
addition to Nietzsche’s works, and The Human Condition, Honig also draws from Arendt’s
posthumously published The Life of the Mind in order to establish the architecture of the
VHOI DV D PXOWLSOLFLW\ +RQLJ    ³)RU WKH ¿UVW WLPH LQ The Life of the Mind,
Arendt explicitly says that ‘there is difference in identity’” (Honig 1993, 82).
The Life of the Mind (Vita Contemplativa) constitutes a genealogy of the dichotomy
between thought (WKHRULDFRQWHPSODWLR) and action (praxis) in Western philosophy. Arendt
LVLQGHHGH[SOLFLWO\FULWLFDORIWKHRULHVFODLPLQJWKHPLQGWREHDXQL¿HGWUDQVSDUHQWHQWLW\
and as such easily accessible for introspection. The larger context of Arendt’s critique is
her own interest in examining conscience as an “internal dialogue” of the mind. She is led
to this problematic through her 1963 New Yorker essays on the trial of Adolf Eichmann
(Honkasalo 2008; Ojakangas 2013, 24-29). The direct quotation “there is difference in
identity” does not actually exist in that form on the pages that Honig refers to. Nevertheless,
+RQLJGUDZVWKHFRQFOXVLRQWKDW³>7@KHVXEMHFWDVPXOWLSOLFLW\LVWKHVHOIRIThe Life of the
Mind, a plurality whose parties, in the absence of any hierarchical ordering, often engage
in a struggle of dominion” (Honig 1993, 83). For Honig, these passages indicate that the
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VHOI LV G\QDPLF DJRQLVWLF DQG QRQGH¿QDEOH ³3ULRU WR RU DSDUW IURP DFWLRQ WKH VHOI LV
IUDJPHQWHGGLVFRQWLQXRXVLQGLVWLQFW>«@7KLVVHOIDWWDLQVLGHQWLW\±EHFRPHVDµZKR¶E\
acting in the public realm in concert with others” (Honig 1993, 79-80; Honig 1995, 140).
,QWKH¿IWKFKDSWHURIThe Human Condition, Arendt argues that the disclosure of the “who”
– in other words, the person – in speech and action, always happens in the context of a
network of other speakers and actors, which further complicates the dynamic and relational
disclosure or individuation of the agent. This is why Honig sees Nietzschean agonism and
tension both within the agent and also within the world in which it discloses itself (Honig
1993b, 529; Honig 1993, 83-84; Honig 1995, 140). I argue that the underlying framework
of Honig’s enthusiastic parallel between Arendt and Nietzsche is drawn from Butler’s idea
of performativity. One of the central arguments in Gender Trouble is that notions such as
“gender” and “identity” do not designate an essence, but are instead processes of repetitive
acts. Gender identity is hence manifested in the act itself. Quoting Nietzsche, Butler argues
that:
The challenge for rethinking gender categories outside the metaphysics of
substance will have to consider the relevance of Nietzsche’s claim in On
the Genealogy of Morals that “there is no ‘being’ behind doing, effecting,
EHFRPLQJ µWKH GRHU¶ LV PHUHO\ D ¿FWLRQ DGGHG WR WKH GHHG ± WKH GHHG LV
HYHU\WKLQJ´>«@ZHPLJKWVWDWHDVDFRUROODU\7KHUHLVQRJHQGHULGHQWLW\
behind the expression of gender; that identity is performatively constituted
by the very “expressions” that are said to be its results. (Butler 1990, 33.)
Now, coming back to the question of agonistic democracy and the void in the place of power,
Honig is puzzled by the question of what then politically stabilizes boundless action, the
QRQXQLWDU\VHOIDQGWKH³VSDFHRIDSSHDUDQFHV´":KDWVROLGL¿HVWKHLQVWLWXWLRQDOSURWHFWLRQ
RIFRQWLQJHQF\WKDW+RQLJKROGVWREHQHFHVVDU\IRUGHPRFUDWLFSROLWLFV"
Instead of examining Arendt’s conception of constituent and constituted power as securing
the political realm,32 Honig follows again the theoretical framework of Butler and enters
into a discussion of Arendt’s conception of speech and action through J.L Austin’s speech
32
In my view, the best place to look for an answer to this question is to turn to Arendt’s writings on Montesquieu and
Arendt’s conception of Roman law as establishing contractual relationships to secure the political realm with boundaries.
Already in The Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt claims that: “Positive laws in constitutional government are designed
WRHUHFWERXQGDULHVDQGHVWDEOLVKFKDQQHOVRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQEHWZHHQPHQ>«@7KHVWDELOLW\RIWKHODZVFRUUHVSRQGWR
the constant motion of all human affairs, a motion which can never end as long as men are born and die” (OT, 465; see
also Honkasalo 2013).
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act theory and Jacques Derrida’s critique of Austin 33 (see also Honig 1993). Although the
technical details of Honig’s interpretation of Arendt through Austin and Derrida are lengthy
and complex, her overall point is simple to grasp: Arendt’s conception of speech and action
often include examples of performative utterances and speech acts, such as ”forgiving” and
”promising,” through which agents contribute to the creation of new domains of meaning.
In fact, Honig argues that Arendt’s favorite examples of action are precisely “forgiving”
and “promising.” Thus, by taking a closer look at speechacts and their performativity,
Honig claims to see how durability and stability emerges in Arendt’s political philosophy,
without closure and foundationalism (Honig 1993, 89-96).
3URPLVLQJDQGIRUJLYLQJDUHQRWRQO\PHFKDQLVPVWKDWFRQVWUDLQDFWLRQ>«@
each is a performative utterance, a speech act that in the act of being spoken
brings “something new into being that did not exist before” and creates
³QHZUHODWLRQVDQGUHDOLWLHV´>«@3URPLVLQJHQDEOHVXV³WRVHWXSLQWKH
RFHDQRIXQFHUWDLQW\ZKLFKWKHIXWXUHLVE\GH¿QLWLRQLVODQGVRIVHFXULW\
without which not even continuity, let alone durability of any kind, would be
SRVVLEOH´>«@$UHQGWORRNVWRSURPLVLQJDVDVRXUFHRIVWDELOLW\EHFDXVH
unlike the totalizing strategies of self-mastery or autonomy, promising
creates limited and isolated areas of stability in the in-between of the public
realm. (Honig 1993, 84-85)
Where Honig parts ways with Butler is Honig’s turn to the Declaration of Independence
and the U.S Constitution as examples of performativity. For Honig, the Declaration is an
example of a performative utterance, because it is the result of the constituent power of a
plurality, a political community, “We the people,” who declare, promise, found and hence
bring into being a set of new, democratic institutions through an act of writing (Honig
33
In How to do Things with Words (1962), Austin makes a distinction between ”constative” and ”performative speech
acts,” which roughly corresponds to stating a fact, versus doing something with words. A constative utterance is a
VWDWHPHQWZLWKDGH¿QDEOHWUXWKYDOXHWKDWGHSHQGVRQWKHVWDWHPHQW¶VFRUUHVSRQGHQFHZLWKUHDOLW\ZKHUHDVSHUIRUPDWLYH
utterances in fact alter the status of the referent and lack truth value. One of Austin’s examples of a performative
utterance is the statement ”I do,” in the context of a marriage ceremony. This statement is not uttered in order to state the
marital status of a person but establishes instead the bond of marriage itself (Austin 1962, 13). According to Derrida’s
deconstruction of Austin, speech act theory presupposes a much more sophisticated cultural context and process of
iteration than what Austin was aware of. Contrary to traditional, positivist philosophy of language, Derrida rejects the
correspondence theory of truth. In line with the later Wittgenstein, he claims that there is no outside to language in the
sense that we could step outside language and determine how words correspond to objects in the ‘real’ world. Instead,
the meaning of words is determined by their particular use, repetition, circulation and reiteration in particular linguistic
contexts or ‘language-games’ (cf. Honig 1993 89-96; cf Pulkkinen 2003). In my opinion the best articulation of Austin’s
idea of speech as performative action can be found in his essay ”Performative Utterances” (1956) in Philosophical

Papers, Oxford University Press, 1979. This essay is far less technical than his later book How to Do Things with Words.
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1995, 137). The singular plural of the “We the people” replaces the void of power in a
way that resists closure, because unlike the King and his divine authority, this body politic
consists of a contingent plurality existing in time.34
Although Arendt herself does not use the term ‘agonism’ to describe her view of political
action or the public space, Honig holds that agonism is evident in Arendt’s political
thinking. The textual support for Honig’s argument comes from Arendt’s theorizing of
revolutions. Arendt holds, for instance, that one of the most crucial transformations that
needs to take place in order for political freedom to become a living reality, is a radical
de-centralization of power and the replacement of hierarchical power structures by such
regional horizontal structures that guarantee everyone the equal right to participate
(CR, 233). As I pointed out in my discussion on Zerilli (chapter 2), Arendt paraphrases
7KRPDV-HIIHUVRQDQGHFKRHV0DU\:ROOVWRQHFUDIWZKHQVKHFODLPVWKDW³>S@ROLWLFDO
freedom, generally speaking means the right ‘to be a participator in government,’ or it
means nothing” (OR, 218). For those reasons, Arendt is empathic and supportive of civil
disobedience and even law breaking as a form of genuine political action (CR, 75-77;
Kalyvas 2008, 286-291).
Throughout her writings on revolutionary political action, Arendt stresses that the reason
ZK\ SHRSOH DUH DEOH WR FDUU\ RXW XSULVLQJV DQG UHYROXWLRQV LQ WKH ¿UVW SODFH LV EHFDXVH
they have come to realize that they have both the capacity and the legitimate right to act
politically in more direct and radical ways than by simply voting for, electing, or running
as representatives (Honig 1993; cf. Honkasalo 2013). Precisely because of the lack of
absolute foundations, the lack of universal values, and the void in the place of power,
democratic politics after modernity needs institutional protection. According to Honig,
Arendt’s thinking thus wrestles with the paradox of how to ground democracy without a
univocal and authoritarian foundation (Honig 1995, 147).

Again, according to Arendt’s bottom-up conception of power as potentia – as the possibility (P|JOLFKNHLW) inherent in
people acting in concert – revolutions do not happen as a result of the dialectical movements of laws of history, nor due
to some other form of inner, deterministic logic. Rather, they happen when heterogeneous people come together and act
together in concert in order to start something new and bring forth change (HC, 177, 200-201; Kalyvas 2008; Honkasalo
2013).

34
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From the U.S. Declaration to gender performativity
Arendt’s briefest and most pointed discussion of her view of politics and
action comes to us by way of her reading of the American Declaration of
Independence. Here we have all the basic elements of Arendt’s account. The
Declaration is a political act, an act of power, because it founds a new set of
institutions and constitutes a new political community, it “brings something
into being which did not exist before,” it “establishes new relations and
creates new realities.” It is a “perfect” instance of political action because
it consists “not so much in an ‘argument and support of an action’” as in
its being an action that appears in words. It is a performative utterance, a
speech-act, performed among and before equals in the public realm. (Honig
1995, 137; cf. Honig 1993, 94-95)
Honig’s textual resource is here Arendt’s On Revolution, in which Arendt elaborates on
WKHVLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKH$PHULFDQ5HYROXWLRQIRUWKHRUL]LQJFRQVWLWXHQWSRZHU+HUH$UHQGW
SD\VVSHFL¿FDWWHQWLRQWRWKHIROORZLQJOLQHVRIWKH'HFODUDWLRQ
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.35
According to Arendt, the momentum for institutionalizing public freedom comes from
the declaratory lines ”We hold.” However, according to her, the Declaration needs to be
disconnected from its “self-evident” truths, because all political truths must be open for
debate and amendment if the Declaration is to establish a true democracy. The problem
that Arendt sees in the Declaration is that it in fact does not receive its authority and
legitimation from the consent of “We the people,” but from an external authority, namely
God (OR 192-93). Honig argues that “Arendt cleanses the Declaration and the founding
of their violent, constative moments, or the irresistible anchors of God, self-evident truth
and natural law. There is no ‘being’ behind this doing. The doing, the performative, is
everything” (Honig 1995, 138, my emphasis; cf. Honig 1993; cf. Butler 1990, 25). Here
Honig’s reading differs notably from Julia Kristeva’s reading of political founding. Honig
emphasizes the importance of the non-violent nature of democratic, constituent power
and new beginnings, whereas Kristeva emphasizes the generative violence in all new
35
My references are to the transcript of the original Declaration: http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/declaration.
html
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beginnings.
:KDWWKHQLVWKHFRQQHFWLRQKHUHZLWKWKHSHUIRUPDWLYLW\RIJHQGHU",DUJXHWKDW+RQLJ
wrests out a conception of the performativity of gender as well as a critique of identity
politics by appeal to her reading of Arendt and the American Declaration of Independence.
+RQLJ¶V UHYROXWLRQDULHV DUH ³>«@ D SHUIRUPDWLYH SURGXFWLRQ QRW WKH HVVHQFH RI D FODVV
or a gender, but always the (sedimented) product of the actions, behaviors, norms, and
institutional structures of individuals, societies and political cultures” (Honig 1995, 43).
She attempts in this way to theorize revolutionary action without a homogenous, collective
VXEMHFWEXWLQVWHDGDVDPRYHPHQWWKDWJHQHUDWHVDQ³XV´ZLWKRXWDFOHDU¿[HGGH¿QLWLRQ
In order to clarify Honig’s view on gender performativity, I want to return now to her
earlier discussion of the Declaration in Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics
(1993), where Honig explains that for Arendt:
The acting self is like the performative moments of the Declaration: free,
(self-) creative, transformative, and imitable. Arendt’s performatives
postulate plurality and her actors postulate multiplicity. The power of the
performative “we hold” is actualized by distinct and diverse individuals
with little in common prior to action except a care for the world and agonal
passion for distinction. (Honig 1995, 141, italics added.)
In Honig’s reading the so-called identity categories like “gender,” “race,” “ethnicity”
or “nationality” are thus not constative but performative. In Arendt’s own terminology,
“what” someone is, is a constative, whereas “who” someone is, is an act of performativity.
:KDW+RQLJGH¿QHVDVKHURZQUDGLFDOL]DWLRQRI$UHQGWHQWDLOVWKDWZHXQGHUVWDQGDQG
take seriously Arendt’s critique of identity politics. “In Arendtian terms then, this strategy
GHSHQGVXSRQWKHEHOLHIWKDWWKHVH[JHQGHULGHQWLWLHVWKDWµZHKROG¶>WREHVHOIHYLGHQW@FDQ
EHDPHQGHGDQGDXJPHQWHGLQYDULRXVZD\VWKURXJK>SROLWLFDO@DFWLRQ3ROLWLFDOWKHRU\¶V
task is to aid and enable that practice of (re-founding)” (ibid. 148). It is my contention that
this is why Honig defends agonism so passionately and claims that an element of agonism
is the sine qua non for a feminist conception of democratic politics, even when agonism
is internal to the feminist movement itself.36 In other words, through her radicalization
36
Honig’s reading of the U.S Constitution resembles James Madison’s (1787-88) original conception of the relationship
between political agonism and the Constitution. Madison understood that if the legitimacy of the government was to be
truly derived from the consent of the people, and if people were to truly govern themselves, then agony and factions could
not be eradicated. In a famous passage from The Federalist Papers, Madison contends: ”There are two methods of curing
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of Arendt, Honig tries to make room for new ways of imagining intelligible subjects
and political discourse. As Honig argues, this requires a rethinking of what is meant by
”political theory” itself.
Honig’s reading is a radical distancing from earlier readings of Arendt and comes close
to projects such as Linda Zerilli’s (2005) requirement to rethink political collectives and
political freedom. Her interpretation has had a strong and lasting impact on readings that
frame Arendt as a precursor to postmodern critiques of the subject.
As I have argued, Honig’s interpretation has had a notable impact on the gradual postmodern
shift in Anglophone feminist interpretations of Arendt. However, her reading has also
been contested for an overt postmodernizing of Arendt. Dana Villa (1992), for instance,
has argued that Honig’s reading does not do justice to the nuances in Arendt’s critique
of modernity, and that Honig’s reading takes into account only the positive aspects of
Nietzsche’s philosophy.
While poststructuralist readings of Arendt help place her theory of political
action in a new and different light, it would be a great mistake to begin
reading her as a poststructuralist avant la lettre. This is not because she is
“really” a neo-Aristotelian, as many, including Habermas, have argued. Nor
LVLWEHFDXVHVKHLVLQ6H\OD%HQKDELE¶VSKUDVHD³UHOXFWDQWPRGHUQLVW´>«@
But it must also be pointed out, contra her more enthusiastic poststructuralist
UHDGHUV WKDW WKHUH DUH VLJQL¿FDQW OLPLWDWLRQV WR$UHQGW¶V 1LHW]VFKHDQLVP
Here it seems to me, we can reach the heart of the issue: Arendt’s uniqueness,
her distance from both Habermasian seriousness and Derridean/postmodern
SOD\IXOQHVV>«@PXVWEHDFFRXQWHGIRU 9LOODHPSKDVLVLQWKH
original)

the mischiefs of faction: the one, by removing its causes; the other by controling (sic) its effects. There are again two
methods of removing the causes of faction; the one by destroying the liberty, which is essential to its existence; the other,
E\JLYLQJWRHYHU\FLWL]HQWKHVDPHRSLQLRQVWKHVDPHSDVVLRQVDQGWKHVDPHLQWHUHVWV>@/LEHUW\LVWRIDFWLRQZKDWDLU
LVWR¿UHDQDOLPHQWZLWKRXWZKLFKLWLQVWDQWO\H[SLUHV” (Madison, FP §10, 51, italics added). In his treatment of factions,
0DGLVRQDI¿UPVDKLJKWROHUDQFHRIIDFWLRQDQGUHMHFWVDWWHPSWVWRVXIIRFDWHLWE\PHDQVRIIRUFHRUGHVSRWLVP9LROHQW
uprisings, such as Shays’ Rebellion, are according to Madison not caused simply by facts such as economic depression,
but more importantly, by impotent authority and the questioned legitimacy of the government. As a reader of classics in
political philosophy, Madison was well aware that the only way for a democratic government to stay in control peacefully
was through the voluntary consent of the people. Honig does not mention Madison, or the connection between Arendt
and Madison in her reading. I see this as interesting particularly because her reading is so heavily invested in the history
of American democracy.
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Villa’s angle of critique is a different interpretation of Nietzsche. Pulkkinen (2003), on the
other hand, regards both Honig and Villa as postmodernizers of Arendt and asks also that
WKRVHDVSHFWVRI$UHQGW¶VWKHRUL]LQJWKDWGRQRW¿WLQWRWKHIUDPHZRUNRIQRQIRXQGDWLRQDOLVP
be accounted for. This view of Honig and Arendt is also shared by Butler & Spivak (2007).
I will next examine Amy Allen’s (1999) attempt to offer a middle way between Honig’s
postmodernist interpretation and Benhabib’s Habermasian consensus reading of Arendt.
Allen’s reading hinges on queer interpretations of Arendt and brings into the center of focus
Arendt’s revolutionary use of the concept of “the conscious pariah.”
5.2 Another take on “sisterhood”: towards a new politics of solidarity
Amy Allen states explicitly that her intention is to use Arendt’s works for “feminist
purposes,” despite the fact that Arendt did not identify with the women’s movement and
QHYHUZURWHPXFKRQWKHSROLWLFDOVLJQL¿FDQFHRIJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLW\ $OOHQ
97). What Allen wants to do with Arendt’s texts is nothing less than develop a new, feminist
conception of power and solidarity (ibid. 94, 98, 104).
In contrast to Bonnie Honig – who conceives Seyla Benhabib to be a representative of the
kind of liberal democratic theorizing that is incompatible with an agonistic, performative
account of politics – Allen takes her cue for reading Arendt as a postmodernist precisely
from Benhabib. Here we can see how feminist theorists from the same historical time
period operate with different notions of postmodernism. Translating Benhabib’s notion of
“reluctant modernism” as nascent postmodernism, Allen argues that Arendt belongs to the
same family of thinkers as Michel Foucault and Judith Butler:
Seyla Benhabib has argued persuasively that there is a fundamental
tension in Arendt’s political thought between her modernist commitment to
universal morality and her “postmodernist” critique of foundationalism; as
a result of this tension, Benhabib labels Arendt a “reluctant modernist.” If
Benhabib is correct, then despite Arendt’s commitment to some of the ideals
of modernity, there are elements of her thought that are compatible with a
postmodernist perspective such as Foucault’s and Butler’s. (ibid. 89)
$OOHQ LV E\ QR PHDQV WKH ¿UVW VFKRODU WR H[SDQG$UHQGW¶V WKLQNLQJ WRZDUGV SRVWPRGHUQ
theorizing. As I have pointed out in the previous chapter, in addition to Benhabib, Honig
(1992) and Dana Villa (1992) have also called attention to postmodern elements in Arendt’s
thinking. Nevertheless, Allen is among the few feminist scholars who read Arendt in
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WDQGHPZLWK)RXFDXOWDQGZKRVHHDQDI¿QLW\EHWZHHQ$UHQGW¶VFULWLTXHRIWKHVRFLDOLQ
The Human Condition and Foucault’s critique of normalizing power in Discipline and
Punish. Whereas some feminist philosophers, such as Oksala (2010, 2012), reject the
DI¿QLW\EHWZHHQ$UHQGW¶VDQG)RXFDXOW¶VQRWLRQVRIQRUPDOL]LQJSRZHU$OOHQUHDGV$UHQGW
as a valuable resource to complement and even correct Foucault’s and Judith Butler’s
conceptions of power.
I discussed feminist receptions of Arendt’s critique of the social in detail in Part I. However,
IRUWKHVDNHRIFODULW\,ZDQWWRH[WUDFWDQGUHSHDWRQHVSHFL¿FHOHPHQWRI$UHQGW¶VFULWLTXH
for brief analysis before moving forward. I want to do this because Allen’s comparison
between Foucault and Arendt relies on an alleged family resemblance between their notions
of normalizing power and social conformism.
The “social” writes Arendt, functions like one massive household, in which its members
are expected to conform to the same interest. Because of this, the government that best
H[HPSOL¿HVWKHRUGHURIWKHVRFLDOLVEXUHDXFUDF\ +& 
>6@RFLHW\ H[SHFWV IURP HDFK RI LWV PHPEHUV D FHUWDLQ NLQG RI EHKDYLRU
imposing innumerable and various rules, all of which tend to “normalize”
its members, to make them behave, to exclude spontaneous action or
outstanding achievement. (ibid. 40)
According to Arendt, then, the pretentious equality of the social is not based on political
and juridical equality, but on a normalizing power that assumes and expects everyone to
be similar. Only those who are regarded as normal and similar to each other are held to be
equal. The birth of new “social sciences,” such as “economics,” “statistics” and “population
DQDO\VLV´FRLQFLGHVZLWKWKHULVHRIWKHVRFLDODQGWKXV³>«@PHQEHFRPHVRFLDOEHLQJV
>WKDW@XQDQLPRXVO\IROORZFHUWDLQSDWWHUQVRIEHKDYLRUVRWKDWWKRVHZKRGRQRWNHHSWR
the rules can be considered to be asocial or abnormal” (HC, 42, italics added). Failure to
respond to society’s demand for conformism is hence a sign of abnormality.
Arendt argues that the domination of bureaucracy wipes out the delicate boundaries that
shield the public and the private, so that the result is a mass society in which every political
question has become a matter of economic administration. In this type of mass bureaucracy,
WKHDGPLQLVWUDWLRQRIOLIHEHFRPHVWKHPDLQWDVNRIJRYHUQDQFH³>6@RFLHW\LVWKHIRUPLQ
which the fact of mutual dependence for the sake of life and nothing else assumes public
VLJQL¿FDQFHDQGZKHUHWKHDFWLYLWLHVFRQFHUQHGZLWKVKHHUVXUYLYDODUHSHUPLWWHGWRDSSHDU
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in public” (HC, 46).
Allen refers to the sections of The Human Condition that I have cited above, and interprets
Arendt as proclaiming a Foucauldian approach to the relationship between social norms and
power. This means that what is considered “normal” and “abnormal” at a given historical
time and geographical context is a result of normalizing power. Hence, “Foucault and
$UHQGW>«@VKDUHDFULWLTXHRIWKHQRUPDOL]LQJSRZHURIPRGHUQVRFLHW\´37 (Allen 1999,
90-91).
Other textual evidence for Arendt’s alleged postmodernism is according to Allen her notion
of the subject as a multiplicity, which she shares not only with Foucault, but also with Judith
Butler. “Foucault, Butler, and Arendt also share a critique of the humanist and existentialist
QRWLRQRIVXEMHFWLYLW\´FRQWHQGV$OOHQDQGUHIHUVWR+RQLJ  ³«VKH>+RQLJ@LVULJKW
to note this dimension of Arendt’s conception of subjectivity; and this dimension has clear
DI¿QLWLHVZLWKWKHVRFLDOO\FRQVWUXFWHGDFFRXQWRIVXEMHFWLYLW\HPEUDFHGE\ERWK)RXFDXOW
and Butler” (Allen 1999, 91-92). In Allen’s view then, Arendt can be perceived as a thinker
who theorizes the relationship between normalizing power and subjectivity in a direction
that will later be called “subjection” in postmodern theorizing.
$OOHQ¶VHQWKXVLDVPLVHYLGHQW6KHGRHVQRWSUREOHPDWL]HWKHSURSRVHGDI¿QLW\EHWZHHQ
Butler and Foucault, but holds instead that they can be perceived as operating with similar
accounts of subjectivity. Nevertheless, most important for Allen’s project is not the notion
RIQRUPDOL]DWLRQRUHYHQSRVWPRGHUQVXEMHFWLYLW\EXWLQVWHDGKHUSHUFHSWLRQRIDQDI¿QLW\
between Arendt’s, Foucault’s and Butler’s conceptions of power as productive. It is here
WKDW$OOHQVHHVDSRVVLELOLW\WREULQJ³«$UHQGWWRJHWKHUZLWK)RXFDXOWDQG%XWOHU´DQGIRU
getting “Arendt’s work to bear on feminist theory, critical race theory, and queer theory”
(Allen 1999, 97).

37
Allen detects a parallel between Arendt and Foucault, but in my view Arendt’s critique can be traced back all the way
to Alexis de Tocqueville’s critical analysis of American democracy, which Arendt was inspired by (see also Villa 2008,
85-107) In Democracy in America (1835) Tocqueville writes about coerced social conformism in the following way:
”After having thus successfully taken each member of the community in its powerful grasp, and fashioned them at will,
WKHVXSUHPH>EXUHDXFUDWLF@SRZHUWKHQH[WHQGVLWVDUPRYHUWKHZKROHFRPPXQLW\,WFRYHUVWKHVXUIDFHRIVRFLHW\ZLWKD
network of small, complicated rules, minute and uniform, through which the most original minds and the most energetic
characters cannot penetrate, to rise above the crowd. The will of man is not shattered, but softened, bent, and guided: men
are seldom forced by it to act, but they are constantly restrained from acting: such a power does not destroy, but it prevents
H[LVWHQFHLWGRHVQRWW\UDQQL]HEXWFRPSUHVVHVHQHUYDWHVH[WLQJXLVKHVDQGVWXSH¿HVSHRSOHWLOOHDFKQDWLRQLVUHGXFHG
WREHQRWKLQJEHWWHUWKDQDÀRFNRIWLPLGDQGLQGXVWULRXVDQLPDOVRIZKLFKWKHJRYHUQPHQWLVWKHVKHSKHUG´ 7RFTXHYLOOH
1835/2004, 301-304). See also Villa’s entry in Feminist Interpretations of Tocqueville (2009).
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In Allen’s reading then, Foucault and Butler represent well-known authorities in postmodern
theorizing. Butler’s Gender Trouble, furthermore, represents a path breaker in the kind
of feminist theorizing that Allen supports. I argue that Allen organizes, contextualizes
and presents Arendt’s texts in light of Foucault and Butler, with the deliberate attempt
to generate a shared understanding of also Arendt as a postmodern theorist, which again
legitimates reading Arendt as relevant for ”feminist purposes.” This reading strategy
proceeds by correcting Arendt’s problematic silence on gender through an attempt to read a
performative account of gender and sexuality into Arendt’s texts. Despite their differences,
Honig and Allen thus share common ground in their argumentative logic: if it can be shown
that Arendt is a postmodern theorist, then it can also be shown that she is relevant for
feminist theorizing.
This argumentative logic is apparent in the way that Allen deals with certain conceptual
distinctions that other feminist theorists have found highly problematic. For instance, Allen
argues that: ”Arendt laments the collapsing of the distinction between the private and
public spheres and the resulting rise of the social, reasserts a strict metaphysical distinction
between the two, and insists that the public is the only sphere in which power operates”
(Allen 1999, 95, italics added). A bit later Allen continues that the ”quasi-metaphysical”
VHSDUDWLRQEHWZHHQWKHSXEOLFDQGWKHSULYDWHPXVWEHDGGUHVVHGLIVKH>$OOHQ@LVWRVXFFHHG
in her task of bringing Arendt to the same level as Foucault and Butler. ”I must strip Arendt’s
FRQFHSWLRQRIDFWLRQDQGSRZHURILWVPHWDSK\VLFDOEDJJDJH>«@2QFHZHKDYHVWULSSHG
Arendt’s distinction between the public and the social of its metaphysical baggage, we are
free to accept Arendt’s analysis of the rise of the social while rejecting the negative valence
she adheres to it” (ibid. 95-97).
Allen does not elaborate on the meanings of ”metaphysical” and ”quasi-metaphysical”
in this context, but she nevertheless refers to Benhabib’s critique of Arendt as a reluctant
modernist. We can thus assume that “metaphysical” means here some sort of ontological
foundationalism. When Arendt’s alleged foundationalism is overcome, the road is clear.
Coalition across differences
I want to return now to Allen’s overall project, which is to formulate a new feminist account
of solidarity as power. This project takes momentum not only from Foucault and Butler,
but also from a critique of early second wave conceptions of solidarity as “sisterhood.” I
KDYHGLVFXVVHGWKHLQWHUSUHWDWLYHVLVWHUKRRGIUDPHZRUNLQWKH¿UVWFKDSWHURIWKLVVWXG\
and have argued that Arendt emerges as an anti-feminist within this framework. Allen, on
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the other hand, takes distance from the sisterhood framing and hence her approach stands
in stark opposition to feminist scholars such as Rich, O’Brien, Pitkin, Pateman, Brown,
Elhstain and Harstock.
Early second-wave feminists saw no problem with branding the slogan
“sisterhood is powerful”; implicit in this slogan is an appeal to the common
interests of women, a call for a response to a shared experience (oppression)
that binds women together as sisters – hence, to solidarity (at least in one
sense of the term). However, by the late 1980s, the critique of any notion
of the common interest of women, the common oppression of women, even
the category of women, was in full swing. This critique rightly pointed
RXW WKDW DWWHPSWV WR VSHFLI\ WKH HVVHQFH RI ZRPHQ >«@ PDUJLQDOL]HG RU
excluded outright women of color, working-class women, and lesbians.
(Allen 1999, 103-104)
Allen mentions Judith Butler (1990) as one of the most voiced critics of identity politics
and the sisterhood framework. However, where Allen parts ways with Butler, is what Allen
reads as Butler’s critique of the concept of “solidarity.” In Gender Trouble%XWOHU¿QGV
certain notions of solidarity problematic, because of their inherent normative exclusion
of some persons or groups of people as not belonging to the unity within which solidarity
is formed (Butler 1990, 15; cf. Allen 1999, 104). Allen interprets Butler as criticizing all
QRWLRQVRIIHPLQLVWVROLGDULW\+HQFHVKHFRQWHQGV³%XWOHU¶VFULWLTXHRIVROLGDULW\>«@LV
so radical that it has the effect of making it hard to understand what, if anything, might
bind members of the feminist movement together” (ibid 104). Allen is thus puzzled with
similar questions as Honig. What stabilizes boundless action and what enables coalition
EXLOGLQJDFURVVGLIIHUHQFHV"$V,SRLQWHGRXWLQP\GLVFXVVLRQRQ.ULVWHYD FKDSWHU 
-XOLD.ULVWHYDDOVR¿QGVWKLVTXHVWLRQWREHRQHRIWKHPRVWFHQWUDOTXHVWLRQVIRUIHPLQLVW
political organizing.
Allen’s worry about the future of feminist politics also bears a resemblance to Linda Zerilli’s
TXHVWWRUHÀHFWRQDIHPLQLVWFRQFHSWLRQRIIUHHGRPDQGIHPLQLVWSXEOLFVSDFHV VHHP\
discussion in chapter 2 above). Neither Allen nor Zerilli is concerned with formulating
political agency in relation to an identity-group, such as “women.” Yet, they both ask
ZKDWLVOHIWLILGHQWLW\DQGXQLW\LVDEDQGRQHG":KDWPDNHVWKHSROLWLFDOFRPLQJWRJHWKHU
SRVVLEOHLQWKH¿UVWSODFH" FI(ORPlNL 
Allen reads Butler’s critique of identity politics in Gender Trouble as leaving only two
121

alternatives for feminist political theorizing. Either the category of “women” is embraced at
the cost of excluding those who do not belong to this category for one reason or another, or
then “women” as a political identity category must be rejected altogether. Neither option is
satisfactory. Instead, Allen proposes that feminists need to rethink the concept of “solidarity”
(Allen 1999, 104). This task brings Arendt’s theorizing of political action and power to the
center of Allen’s focus:
Hannah Arendt provides feminists with the resources necessary for
reformulating solidarity as a kind of power that emerges out of concerted
action – as something that is achieved through action in concert, rather than
as the sister-feeling that automatically results from the sharing of a pregiven,
¿[HGDQGKHQFHUHSUHVVLYHLGHQWLW\7KXV$UHQGWKHOSVXVWKLQNDERXWKRZ
members of oppositional social movements can be united in a way that, far
from excluding or repressing difference, embraces and protects it. (ibid. 104,
italics added)
As can be seen from the passage I have quoted above, Allen contrasts Arendt’s philosophy
of action with the “sisterhood” identity politics of early second wave feminists. Through
DUHDGLQJRIWKH¿IWKFKDSWHU±QRWWKHVHFRQGFKDSWHU±RIThe Human Condition, Arendt
now emerges as an ally for a feminist critique of feminism. Allen’s shift in interpretative
DQJOHV LV VLJQL¿FDQW 1RW RQO\ GRHV$OOHQ SDUWLFLSDWH LQ IHPLQLVW$UHQGW VFKRODUVKLS EXW
more importantly, like Honig, Benhabib and Zerilli, she also utilizes Arendt to engage
in a critical dialogue with the feminist tradition itself. Once again, the polyphony within
academic feminist scholarship is present.
:K\LV$UHQGW¶VQRWLRQRISRZHUVRUHOHYDQWIRU$OOHQ¶VIHPLQLVWSURMHFW":K\QRWVLPSO\
GUDZ IURP )RXFDXOW DQG %XWOHU" 7KH WH[WXDO VXSSRUW IRU $OOHQ¶V DUJXPHQW FRPHV IURP
Arendt’s concept of power and hence chapter 5 of The Human Condition. As I have argued
LQ WKH FRQWH[W RI P\ GLVFXVVLRQ RQ =HULOOL LQ WKH ¿IWK FKDSWHU RI The Human Condition
(titled “Action”), Arendt theorizes power as the product of acting in concert. For Arendt,
the meaning of the term “power” comes from the Latin term potentia (ability, capacity),
which she translates as the German 0|JOLFKNHLW (a possibility and opportunity). In contrast
to the Marxist and Weberian notions of power as Macht and Gewalt (domination or
YLROHQFH $UHQGWWKHRUL]HVSRZHUDV¿UVWDQGIRUHPRVWSURGXFWLYHHQDEOLQJDQGJHQHUDWLQJ
new beginnings (HC, 200; CR, 142-143; cf. Kalyvas 2008). This conception of power is
according to her not traceable to an identity group, and power is not something that a group
has, possesses or can use.
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Now, according to Allen, “Arendt implicitly rejects the notion that group solidarity rests
on a shared identity if that identity is understood as resting on an inherent sameness, be
it an essence, a shared experience of oppression, or what have you” (Allen 1999, 105). It
is important to remember here that Arendt’s paradigm example of “power,” comes from
KHU UHÀHFWLRQ RQ QRQYLROHQW XSULVLQJV DQG UHYROXWLRQV LQ ZKLFK SHRSOH FRPH WRJHWKHU
in solidarity regardless of their differences, such as age, gender, ethnicity, religion and
political views.38
Between consensus and agonism
Allen notes that in the context of her discussion of action, Arendt also elaborates on the
connection between narration, action and meaningfulness. Political action in the Arendtian
sense is meaningful due to the fact that it always happens against the background of a
relational community of speakers, the ”web of human relationships” (HC, 188; Allen
1999, 105). In a similar way as thinking is conceptualized in order for its content to be
comprehensible for others, also action needs to be conceptualized in the form of a story so
that it can have durability in the fragile and changing human world. For Allen, this means
that communication is an essential aspect for understanding solidarity in a novel way.
Arendt maintains that communication and action in concert would be
XQQHFHVVDU\ HYHQ VXSHUÀXRXV LI ZH ZHUH DOO WKH VDPH (YHU\RQH ZRXOG
immediately intuit the needs, wants, hopes and dreams of others because
they would be the same as one’s own needs, wants, hopes, and dreams.
Thus, the very fact that communication and concerted action are necessary
in political life indicates the truth of the claim that sameness – and thus,
any notion of identity that is predicated on an appeal to sameness – is
DQWLSROLWLFDO+RZHYHUWKHÀLSVLGHRIWKLVLVWKHFODLPWKDWFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
and action in concert would not be impossible if we were all radically
different. Communication and action in concert depend on some sort of
commonality between individuals; without that commonality, it would be

Arendt was deeply moved by revolutions because revolutionary movements disclosed for her the enormous potential of
collective political action - or the capacity to begin something new as Arendt herself put it, building on the Greek and Latin
terms archein (to act, to lead) and agere (to act, to set things in motion). The 1956 Hungarian Revolution fascinated her, as
VKHVDZWKLVDVDKLVWRULFDOLQVWDQFHLQZKLFKSHRSOHXQGHUVWRRGWKDWLQRUGHUWR¿JKWWRWDOGRPLQDWLRQWKH\KDGWRHVWDEOLVK
new political institutions (revolutionary councils) in addition to withdrawing their consent. For a comparison of Arendt with
the Arab Spring movement and the Serbian uprising, see Honkasalo 2013.
38
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impossible to formulate political goals and strive to achieve them. (Allen
1999, 105)
For Allen then, Arendt helps us understand how action both establishes social bonds as
well as individuates the agent who discloses herself in speech and action. Action and
power belong together in a way that leaves room for theorizing political agency and
particularly political resistance to social norms. This aspect is something that Allen does
QRW¿QGLQ)RXFDXOWDQG%XWOHU  EHFDXVHRIWKHLUIRFXVRQWKHDOOLQWUXVLYHDVSHFWRI
normalizing power. In her reading, Allen elaborates particularly on Arendt’s concepts of
“uniqueness,” “distinction,” “plurality” and “acting in concert.” The passage I have quoted
at length also shows that Allen situates herself somewhere between Honig’s agonism and
Benhabib’s communicative action framework (cf. ibid, n83).
In discussing how concepts such as identity and nonidentity, equality and distinction,
or plurality and action operate in Arendt’s political writings, Allen draws attention to a
WKHPHWKDWLVLQRQHZD\RUDQRWKHUVLJQL¿FDQWIRUDOOIHPLQLVWLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRI$UHQGW¶V
ZRUNQDPHO\KHUUHODWLRQWR-HZLVKLGHQWLW\,KDYHEULHÀ\GHDOWZLWK$UHQGW¶VUHODWLRQWR
her Jewish identity in the context of my analysis of feminist responses to “the Arendtian
body” (chapter 1.2). In that discussion I examined various interpretations of Arendt’s
correspondence with Gershom Scholem. I will deal with feminist interpretations of
$UHQGW¶V -HZLVKQHVV LQ GHWDLO LQ WKH IROORZLQJ FKDSWHU EXW ¿UVW , ZDQW WR FRQFOXGH P\
DQDO\VLV RI$OOHQ E\ EULHÀ\ HODERUDWLQJ RQ KRZ$OOHQ XVHV$UHQGW¶V UHODWLRQ WR -HZLVK
identity to strengthen her own interpretation of Arendt as a necessary ally for theorizing
feminist solidarity.
Allen criticizes what she calls “deconstructive critics of identity” for their failure to live
up to the political realities of marginalized and persecuted persons. At the heart is Allen’s
interpretation of Butler (1990) as a theorist who rejects all notions of identity. Allen claims
that: “In the face of the realities of systematic domination, the claim ‘I am not a woman
– in fact, I am not even an (identical) I’ is no less a grotesque and dangerous denial of
political realities than ‘I am a human being (not just a woman)’” (Allen 1999, 106).
Allen refers here to an essay by Arendt called “On Humanity in Dark Times: Thoughts
DERXW /HVVLQJ´ LQ ZKLFK $UHQGW UHÀHFWV RQ *RWWKROG /HVVLQJ   DV ZHOO DV
identity positioning as a political act. Arendt wrote the essay upon receiving the Lessing
Prize in 1959. I will recite here the passage that Allen quotes:
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Let me also quickly clear away another likely misunderstanding. When I
use the word “Jew” I do not mean to suggest any special kind of human
EHLQJ>«@,QVD\LQJ´$-HZ´,GLGQRWHYHQUHIHUWRDUHDOLW\EXUGHQHGRU
marked out for distinction by history. Rather, I was only acknowledging a
political fact through which my being a member of this group outweighed
all other questions of personal identity or rather had decided them in favor
RI DQRQ\PLW\ RI QDPHOHVVQHVV >«@ 8QIRUWXQDWHO\ WKH EDVLFDOO\ VLPSOH
principle in question here is one that is particularly hard to understand in
times of defamation and persecution: the principle that one can resist only
in terms of the identity that is under attack. (MDT, 18)
Allen interprets the passage above as a commitment to a certain kind of temporary,
contingent and context-dependent identity politics. This type of a commitment is what she
wishes to see in feminist political organizing and coalition building within various social
movements. Arendt’s notion of acting in concert provides a model for political bonding
WKDW$OOHQGRHVQRW¿QGLQ)RXFDXOWDQG%XWOHU/HWPHTXRWH$OOHQDWOHQJWK
7KXV$UHQGW LQVLVWV WKDW RQH FDQ DI¿UP LQ VRPH VHQVH WKDW RQHLV D -HZ
ZLWKRXW LPSO\LQJ WKDW EHLQJ D -HZ LQYROYHV SDUWDNLQJ RI VRPH ¿[HG
HVVHQFHWKDWDOO-HZVVKDUH$I¿UPLQJPHPEHUVKLSLQDQLGHQWLW\JURXSLVD
recognition of a political fact: As a fact it is undeniable, and to attempt to deny
it is dangerous and deluded; but as political, it is resistible and, ultimately
FKDQJHDEOH >«@ $OWKRXJK VKH >$UHQGW@ HPEUDFHV JURXS LGHQWLWLHV VKH
LVFDUHIXOWRSRLQWRXWWKDWVXFKFDWHJRULHVDUHQRW¿[HGQDWXUDORUHYHQ
historically determined, but are always knit out of the fabric of difference
and distinction. Sometimes political realities compel us to acknowledge the
political fact of certain identities, identities that are under attack, and if we
wish to resist, to resist in terms of them. (Allen 1999, 107)
Based on her reading of Arendt’s essay, Allen quickly draws a parallel between Jewish
identity and gender and confronts the early second wave conception of solidarity as the
SRZHURIVLVWHUKRRGDPRQJZRPHQ$OOHQDUJXHVWKDW³ZRPHQ´DVDFDWHJRU\LVQRW¿[HG
Instead she sees it as an undeniable, “political fact” with the implication that denying it is
WKHVDPHDVEOLQGLQJRQHVHOIIURPSROLWLFDOUHDOLWLHV$OOHQIXUWKHUDUJXHVWKDW³«RQHQHHG
not ‘be’ a woman to join in the collective effort to resist women’s subordination” and calls
IRU ³IHPLQLVWV ZRPHQ DQG PHQ «WR ¿JKW UHODWLRQV RI VXERUGLQDWLRQ´ )LQDOO\$UHQGW
SURYLGHV ³«IHPLQLVWV D ZD\ RI XQGHUVWDQGLQJ WKH UHTXLUHPHQWV IRU IRUJLQJ UHODWLRQV RI
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solidarity between unique, distinct women (and men) of different races, classes, ethnicities,
and sexual orientations, who are, as a result of their differences, differently empowered”
(Allen 1999, 109-110).
Allen does not problematize the analogy between Jewishness and gender. Anticipating the
queer interpretations that I will examine next, I want to ask: isn’t Jewish identity at least to
VRPHH[WHQWSUHFLVHO\GH¿QHGE\FHUWDLQUHODWLRQVRIJHQHUDWLRQDOO\WUDQVPLWWHGNLQVKLSDV
LVWKHFDVHZLWKWKH³VLVWHUKRRG´DQDORJ\"
Furthermore, although “race,” “class,” “ethnicity” and “sexual orientation” are understood
here as undeniable political facts, by speaking of “women (and men)” Allen – in stark
contrast to Honig and Butler – keeps the normative, binary conception of gender intact.
What would it mean to say that “denying it is the same as blinding oneself from political
UHDOLWLHV´",WVHHPVWKDWLQWKHHQG%XWOHU  VQHDNVLQWKURXJKWKHEDFNGRRU'RHVQ¶W
denying the political fact of the normative binary gender order imply precisely blinding
RQHVHOIWRWKHSROLWLFDOUHDOLW\WKDW%XWOHUGLVFORVHVDQGFULWLTXHV",ZLOOH[DPLQHWKHVH
and similar questions next, as I move to a discussion of gay studies and queer readings of
Arendt’s silence on gender.
5.3 The performativity of ”the pariah” as a feminist conscious pariah
Arendt’s autobiographical and political relation to Jewishness and Judaism is often brought
up in the context of debates regarding her silence on gender. This is partly because unlike
KHUDWWLWXGHWRZDUGV³ZRPDQKRRG´DQGIHPLQLVP$UHQGWUHÀHFWHGRSHQO\RQKHU-HZLVK
identity and her Zionist, activist past in interviews, essays and personal letters. The interview
transcripts are also some of the rare, textual documents where Arendt speaks about her
self-identity publicly. As I pointed out in Part I, Ann M. Laine (1983), for instance, argues
that Arendt’s works cannot be adequately examined, unless her Jewish background is taken
into consideration: “Arendt’s Zionist experience was foundational and thus must be taken
into account when attempting to place her in an epoch, a tradition, a politics, or a school
of thought.” This view is also shared by Arendt’s former colleagues, such as Richard J.
Bernstein in Hannah Arendt and the Jewish Question:
There is still a prevailing bias among many of Arendt’s critics and
defenders that her understanding of politics was based primarily on her
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(idealized) account of the Greek polis and the Roman res publica. This is
understandable if one focuses primarily on The Human Condition. But one
should not forget that The Human Condition was published in 1958, when
Arendt was 52. Her political education had begun 25 years earlier, and her
primary concern had been to understand Jewish politics – or, rather, the
failures of Jewish politics. (Bernstein 1996, 31)
/DLQHDUJXHVWKDWFRQWH[WXDOL]LQJ$UHQGWDVD-HZLVKWKLQNHULVDOVRVLJQL¿FDQWIRUIHPLQLVW
evaluations of her work. “Arendt’s background of Jewish cultural and political experience
allows us to see the relevancy of her work for feminist theory and action” (Laine 1983,
340). Since explicit analyses of gender are basically non-existent in Arendt’s writings, the
cue has to be taken from other resources, where the parallel to questions of gender may be
only implicit. In her historical context, Laine’s reading strategy was marginal, as is evident
in her critique of Adrienne Rich’s ignorance of Arendt’s Jewish background. Nevertheless,
for Laine, Arendt’s Jewish identity functions as an analogy for understanding gender in the
context of her works.
Analogies between gender and Jewishness
I argue that studies that examine thoroughly the relationship between Jewishness and
gender in Arendt’s works from a feminist perspective have tended to be a minority
in the canon of Arendt scholarship (see also Ludz 1993, 349). If and when scholars
reflect on Arendt’s relation to Jewishness, they mostly do it only with regard to
her explicitly Jewish, political writings.39 Hence, particularly introductions to
Arendt’s work often arrange her writings in terms of her 1) early, Jewish writings,
2) German, philosophical texts and finally 3) American, political essays (e.g. Kateb
1984; Canovan 1992; Hansen 1993; Swift 2009). Jennifer Ring’s The Political
Consequences of Thinking: Gender and Judaism in the Work of Hannah Arendt (1998)
is one of the rare book-length studies in the Anglophone tradition which considers
´>«@WKHLPSDFWRI>$UHQGW¶V@-HZLVKLGHQWLW\VSHFLILFDOO\RQKHUintellectual work,
and her gender on her work’s reception” (Ring 1998, 1, italics in the original). Ring
goes further than Laine and argues that feminist scholars must not only take seriously
39
Tuija Parvikko’s The Responsibility of the Pariah: The Impact of Bernard Lazare on Arendt’s Conception of Political
Action and Judgement in Extreme Situations  LVDQH[FHSWLRQDQGDSLRQHHULQJZRUNRQWKHVLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKH
Jewish tradition for Arendt’s entire political oeuvre. However, the work addresses Arendt’s attitude towards gender as a
political question only in passing. See also Richard J. Bernstein: Hannah Arendt and the Jewish Question. Cambridge:
MIT Press, 1996, which I think is by far one of the best introductions to Arendt’s political philosophy in general.

127

Arendt’s Jewish background, they must also seriously consider the possibility that a
part of the rage with which Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem was received was due to
the fact that she was a Jewish woman who stood out publicly against the European
and Israeli, male-dominated Jewish leadership and intelligentsia. This view is also
held by filmmaker Margarethe von Trotta in her portrayal of Arendt (Ring 1998,
1-20; 170, 284-288; von Trotta 2014 ).40
Whereas many feminist theorists, such as Rich (1979), Harstock (1983), Elshtain (1986),
Cavarero (1995) and Moruzzi (2003), stress the biographical fact that Arendt was a woman
working in a male-dominated, academic environment, Ring emphasizes Arendt not just as a
ZRPDQEXWDVD-HZLVKZRPDQ7KLVDQJOHRILQWHUSUHWDWLRQRSHQVXSDQHZ¿HOGRILQTXLU\
within feminist receptions of Arendt’s work, namely the question of what role gender may
have played in the controversies that surrounded Arendt, such as the hostile reception of her
UHSRUWRQWKH(LFKPDQQWULDO"5LQJH[SOLFDWHVKHUSRVLWLRQZLWKLQIHPLQLVWVFKRODUVKLSE\
stating: ”I suggest not that gender is the only lens through which to view the Eichmann
controversy and its reception, but that it is a plausible and powerful interpretation,
giving us insight into how gender works, and making sense of an otherwise mysterious
KRVWLOLW\ WRZDUG$UHQGW´ 5LQJ    ,Q WKH ¿UVW SDUW RI KHU ERRN 5LQJ JLYHV D
rich account of the hostility with which the New York and Israeli Jewish community
responded to Eichmann in Jerusalem and argues that in her criticism of the Judenräte
and the Israeli court, Arendt crossed the line of what is acceptable for a Jewish woman
to do and say. According to Ring:
6KH >$UHQGW@ PLJKW DV ZHOO KDYH EHHQ FURVV GUHVVLQJ >«@ -HZLVK
assimilation is so profoundly a male project that when Arendt was accused
of not writing from a Jewish perspective, or of betraying the Jewish people,
the hidden message was really, ”Stop acting like a Jewish man publicly: act
more like a Jewish woman!” which was tantamount to bellowing her, ”Be

See von Trotta interviewed by Jerome Kohn at the ”University in Exile 80th Anniversary” event, The New School
for Social Research, NYC, January 30, 2014: KWWSVZZZ\RXWXEHFRPZDWFK"Y 8F7QHOZJ+<In the Q&A
session, I asked von Trotta how she perceived Arendt’s relation to gender. Von Trotta replied: ”She was not a feminist
DWDOO>«@EXWVKHGLGQRWKDYHWREHEHFDXVHIURPWKHEHJLQQLQJVKHZDVRQHRIWKHPRVWEULOOLDQWVWXGHQWVLQKHU
FODVVZLWK+HLGHJJHU«PXFKPRUHEULOOLDQWWKDQVRPHRIKHUPDOHFROOHDJXHV«IURPWKHEHJLQQLQJVKHZDVDOZD\V
H[WUDRUGLQDU\«VRVKHKDGQRWWR¿JKWIRUZRPHQ¶VFDXVHVOLNHZHGLGRU,GLGLQWKHV%XWVKHZDVDQH[WUDRUGLQDU\
ZRPDQ6RZHFRXOGKDYHKHUDVDQH[DPSOH«RUDVDQLGRO«WRVHHWRORRNXSWRKHU«%XWZKHQVKHZDVFRQWURYHUVHG
(sic), when she was criticized so heavily, that I think was also – and when the professors are saying: ‘that is all Hannah
Arendt, all arrogance and with no feeling!’ that was because she was a woman. That nobody would have said to a male
professor.”
40
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VLOHQW´>«@+HUYHU\SUHVHQFHHPERGLHGWKHGHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIDFFHSWHG
categories: a Jewish woman scholar acting publicly, and claiming to speak
from a universalist standpoint. (Ring 1998, 170, emphasis in the original.)
7KH ¿JXUH RI $UHQGW DV D ´PDVFXOLQH ZRPDQ´ LV WKXV UHLWHUDWHG LQ 5LQJ¶V ERRN EXW
now with a new connotation. Instead of holding Arendt accountable for succumbing to
a Grecophilic, misogynist masculinity, Ring portrays Arendt as a woman who bravely
refuses to accept the position assigned to her by a patriarchal, cultural and religious order.
Ring’s interpretation sheds light on Arendt’s critique of what she called ”respectable
Jews,” in other words, high society Jewish persons. In a letter to Jaspers, from December,
1946, Arendt describes what it means to be accepted as a respectable Jew: ”If I had
wanted to become respectable, I would have either have had to give up my interest in
Jewish affairs or not marry a non-Jewish man. Either option equally inhuman and in a
sense crazy” (HAKJ, 70, my emphasis). Contrary to high society’s expectations, Arendt
went into Jewish, leftist politics and married Heinrich Blücher, a Marxist German from
a poor background.
Arendt’s critique of respectability can be found in a somewhat different form in the
1964 Günter Gaus interview, where she says: ”It just does not look good when a
woman gives orders. She should try not to get into such a situation if she wants to
UHPDLQIHPLQLQH>«@7KHSUREOHPLWVHOISOD\HGQRUROHIRUPHSHUVRQDOO\7RSXWLW
very simply, I have always done what I like to do. I did not worry if it was a man’s
job. I never gave it any thought in that respect.”41 In light of Ring’s interpretation,
Arendt did not care for the goal of being perceived as a respectable woman, that is,
a feminine woman, if respectability entailed preventing her from doing what she liked to
do.
Arendt’s ”cross dressing” is hence seen as heroic in this context. Referring to bell hooks,
Ring draws an analogy between her own argument and that of African American feminist
theorists.

41
Hannah Arendt ‘Zur Person.’ Full Interview. In German with English subtitles” https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=dsoImQfVsO4(8P\HPSKDVLV0RUHWKDQWKHSXEOLVKHGWUDQVFULSWWKH¿OPHGLQWHUYLHZJLYHVDFFHVV
WRWKHVSHFL¿FZD\VLQZKLFK$UHQGWVWDWHVKHUYLHZV,QWKHLUGLVFXVVLRQRIWKHLQWHUYLHZDWDOHFWXUHDWWKH(XURSHDQ
Graduate School, which I attended, Avital Ronell and Judith Butler debated over whether Arendt was sarcastic or not in
some of the things she said to Gaus. In Ronell’s view, Arendt’s remark on women giving orders was a sarcastic remark.
See Ronell & Butler (2009) “Arendt, Heidegger and the Role of Thinking” http://www.egs.edu/
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Black feminists have argued that a more acute reading of African American
history is that black women have been ”masculinized,” turned into work
animals and idealized as towers of strength, regarded as sexual, which is to
say sexually available to any man with the inclination, but not feminine – a
WUDLWUHVHUYHGIRUZKLWHZRPHQLQ$PHULFDQVRFLHW\>«@7KHEODFNIHPLQLVW
DUJXPHQW KROGV IRU DOO UDFLDOO\ RSSUHVVHG JURXSV LQFOXGLQJ -HZV >«@
Hannah Arendt spoke out publicly and critically about Jewish leadership
during the holocaust and was accused of betraying the Jewish people. Anita
Hill was publicly critical of a prominent black man and was accused of
betraying the African American community. (Ring 1998, 11-12)
I have not seen an analogy like this elsewhere in feminist secondary literature on
Arendt. Some scholars, such as Margaret Betz Hull (2002) do draw an analogy between
persecution of Jews and persecution of African Americans in the context of her discussion
of Arendt as a woman and a Jew, but Ring’s argument according to which Jewish and
African American women have been ”masculinized” and sexualized as part of racist and
misogynist stereotyping is unique within the context of feminist receptions of Arendt. As
I have argued throughout Part I of this study, most early second wave feminist theorists
attribute a negative notion of masculinity to Arendt as a person as well as to Arendt as a
scholar.
Despite Ring’s original argument, later on in her analysis of gender in Arendt’s scholarly
texts, Ring again draws a parallel between Jewishness and gender, but now somewhat
SDUDGR[LFDOO\FULWLFL]HV$UHQGWIRUKHU´ÀLJKWIURPIHPLQLQLW\´DQGZDUQVWKDWWKHUH´PD\
be a price to pay for denying one’s gender intellectually...The ultimate risk of any sort of
denial is inauthenticity and fear of self” (ibid. 284-285). What Ring is implying is that
Arendt’s Promethean crossing of boundaries is in itself a heroic act, but that she should
KDYH GRQH LW SXEOLFO\ IURP D VWDQGSRLQW SRVLWLRQ E\ DI¿UPLQJ WKH LGHQWLW\ RI D Jewish
woman. In Ring’s use of terms, these are authentic identities and denying them is an act
of inauthenticity. This may be another way of stating that Arendt betrayed both the Jewish
people and her fellow women. I will return to this question a bit later on.
Despite the marginality of studies on gender and Jewishness in Arendt’s work, Arendt’s
1933 biography on Rahel Varnhagen is nevertheless a text that has by now generated its
own interpretative trend. As Arendt did not write much about the women’s movement, or
about gender as a political question, some feminist theorists, such as Benhabib (1995),
Cutting Gray (1993), Kristeva (1999/2001), Bar-On (1996; 2002) and Courtine-Denamy
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(1997/2000) have turned towards those of Arendt’s texts that deal with the political
achievements and historical relevance of Jewish women, such as Rahel Varnhagen and
Rosa Luxemburg. For some scholars, writing about these marginal voices within a maledominated tradition is in itself a feminist act.
Bat-Ami Bar On (1997; 2002), for instance, argues that despite the fact that Arendt did not
UHÀHFWPXFKRQJHQGHULQKHUSROLWLFDOZULWLQJVVKHZURWHYROXPLQRXVO\RQUHPDUNDEOH
KLVWRULFDO¿JXUHVVXFKDV9DUQKDJHQ/X[HPEXUJDQG,VDN'LQHVHQ+HQFHKHUZULWLQJV
on Jewishness should be taken seriously in feminist evaluations of her overall work. I will
quote Bar On at length in order to clarify how the analogy between gender and Jewishness
in Arendt’s works is constructed here by drawing both on biographical facts as well as
philosophical texts:
>,@I$UHQGW¶V YRLFH LV WR EH WDNHQ E\ IHPLQLVW WKHRUHWLFLDQV VHULRXVO\ DQG
respectfully, as an authoritative woman’s voice, then Arendt’s Jewishness,
DQG VSHFL¿FDOO\KHU LQWHOOHFWXDODQGHWKLFRSROLWLFDOOLIHFRPPLWPHQWWRLW
has to be understood as central to her thinking as gender is to second wave
feminist thinking. Indeed, feminists have to consider that her marginalization
of gender may have resulted from the urgency that Jewishness, but not
JHQGHU EURXJKW LQWR KHU SHUVRQDO OLIH >«@ (YHQ LI WKH HIIHFWV WKDW VKH
experienced can be better understood in gender-differentiated terms, under
the Nazis, her life was endangered not by virtue of her gender but by virtue
of her Jewishness. In a profound way, the Nazis simply imposed on Arendt a
centering of her Jewishness and a decentering of her gender. (Bar On, 2002,
80; cf. Bar On 1996, 299-301)
What then is “Arendt’s Zionist experience” and “Arendt’s Jewishness” that the theorists
WKDW , KDYH GLVFXVVHG DERYH IUHTXHQWO\ FDOO DWWHQWLRQ WR" +RZ KDYH WKHVH QRWLRQV EHHQ
understood by feminist scholars and why are they relevant for feminist analyses of Arendt’s
ZRUN" , KDYH WRXFKHG XSRQ$UHQGW¶V QRWLRQV RI WKH ³SDULDK´ DQG WKH ³SDUYHQX´ LQ WKH
context of my discussion on Benhabib’s interpretation of the social in Arendt (chapter 2).
7RFODULW\P\DUJXPHQW,ZLOOEULHÀ\UHVWDWHWKHPHDQLQJRIWKHVHWHUPVKHUH
In her texts on Jewish politics, published posthumously as the anthology The Jewish
Writings (2007), Arendt argues that historically, various coping mechanisms were born
in conjunction with the dawn of modern anti-Semitism. Some of the Jewish ways of
responding to anti-Semitism were to adapt the identity of a ”parvenu” or a ”pariah.”
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The parvenu tries to escape persecution by assimilating and dissolving into mainstream
society, with the price of compromising one’s difference to the extent of denying it.
The pariah, on the other hand, lives as an eccentric outcast, excluded from society
and disappears into the margins of society. According to Arendt, both the parvenu
and the pariah escape participating in political resistance. As an alternative to this
double-exclusion Arendt presents the concept of the conscious pariah, who accepts the
challenge and responsibility that comes with being an excluded outcast. The conscious
pariah understands the gross injustice in the logic of exclusion, embraces difference,
DQG¿JKWVIRUIXOOSROLWLFDODQGOHJDOUHFRJQLWLRQRSHQO\as a Jew (e.g. Parvikko 1996,
58). I will return to interpretations of the relevance of these concepts in detail in the
following chapter, since these concepts in particular have been utilized in readings
drawing an analogy between persecution of Jews and persecution of sexual minorities.
,QWKHUHPDLQLQJSDUWRIP\FXUUHQWGLVFXVVLRQKRZHYHU,ZDQWWRDW¿UVWEULHÀ\DWWHQG
WRWZRRIWHQFLWHGWUDQVFULSWVLQZKLFK$UHQGWUHÀHFWVRQKHUUHODWLRQWR-HZLVKLGHQWLW\
in a way that can be understood as a form of conscious pariahdom. I will then turn to
examine some responses and questions that these characterizations of ”Jewishness”
have given rise to. Finally, I will analyze some examples of how Arendt’s notion of
the “conscious pariah” has been interpreted as a type of a “performative identity” and
utilized for feminist purposes.
Multiple meanings of pariahdom
In a 1964 interview for German television with Günter Gaus, Arendt tells that her
FRPPLWPHQWWRSROLWLFDODFWLRQKDSSHQVWRKDYHDVSHFL¿FGDWH$FFRUGLQJWRKHULWEHJDQ
from an impulse of responsibility, on the night of February 27th, 1933, when the German
Reichstag was burned down (EU, 4-5). In the years that followed, Arendt joined the
Zionist movement and assisted Jewish children to escape from Nazi Germany to historical
Palestine. However, she soon became highly critical of the Zionists and left the group. In
her writings from the mid-1940s, Arendt had argued in favor of an Arab-Jewish federation,
but the right-wing Zionists pushed for an Israeli nation-state based on religious and ethnic
XQLW\ 5D].UDNR]NLQ :KDWLVVLJQL¿FDQWLQWKH*DXVLQWHUYLHZLVWKDWLQ
her own words, the “Jewish question” was something that Arendt had found quite boring
in her youth. Coming from a leftist, secular intellectual background, she had not been
raised religiously. Arendt’s own personal interests were rather in German literature and
philosophy. However, the increased political tension in the society she grew up in made
KHUFRQVFLRXVRIKHU-HZLVKLGHQWLW\,QRWKHUZRUGVVKHZDVGH¿QHGDV³D-HZ´IURPWKH
outside. Even later in her life – for instance in the essay on Lessing that I have referred to
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in the context of Amy Allen’s reading of Arendt (chapter 5.2) – and in her correspondence
with Karl Jaspers, Arendt always highlights her Jewish identity as a political identity, not
an identity based on religious faith or ethnicity (HAKJ). Unlike Walter Benjamin and
(PPDQXHO/HYLQDVIRULQVWDQFH$UHQGWVDZKHUVFKRODUO\ZRUNDVEHLQJLQÀXHQFHGE\WKH
tradition of German philosophy, not primarily by the Jewish tradition.
The experience of excitement, followed by great disappointment in the Zionist movement
can be said to have shaped Arendt’s political thinking. Despite her occasional involvement
with political activism later on in her life, Arendt always referred to herself as a “political
thinker,” not as a philosopher, or an activist, and not even as a political theorist (YoungBruehl 1982). At a conference in Toronto in 1972, Hans Morgenthau from the New School
for Social Research presented a very straightforward question regarding Arendt’s political
stance. He asked: “WhatDUH\RX"$UH\RXFRQVHUYDWLYH"$UH\RXDOLEHUDO":KHUHLV\RXU
SRVLWLRQZLWKLQWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\SRVVLELOLWLHV"´ 0RUJHQWKDXTXRWHGLQ+LOOP\
emphasis). I will quote Arendt’s response at length:
I don’t know. I really don’t know and I’ve never known. And I suppose I
never had such a position. You know the left think I’m a conservative and
the conservatives sometimes think I am left or I am maverick or God knows
what. And I must say, I couldn’t care less. I don’t think the real questions of
this century will get any kind of illumination by this kind of thing. I don’t
belong to any group. You know the only group I ever belonged to were the
Zionists. This was because of Hitler, of course. And this was from 1933$QGDIWHUWKDW,EURNH7KHRQO\SRVVLELOLW\WR¿JKWEDFNDVD-HZDQG
not a human being – which I thought was a big mistake, because if you are
DWWDFNHGDVD-HZ\RX¶YHJRWWR¿JKWEDFNDVD-HZ, you cannot say “Excuse
me, I am not a Jew; I am a human being.” This is silly. There was no other
SRVVLELOLW\VR,ZHQWLQWR-HZLVKSROLWLFV>«@,ZDVQHYHUDVRFLDOLVW>«@
,QHYHUZDVDFRPPXQLVW>«@,QHYHUZDVDOLEHUDO>«@62\RXDVNPH
where I am. I am nowhere. I am really not in the mainstream or present or
any other political thought. But not because I want to be so original – it
VRKDSSHQVWKDW,VRPHKRZGRQ¶W¿W´ $UHQGWLQ+LOOP\
emphasis)
In the quotation above, Arendt rejects all political “-isms” attributed to her. Yet, Arendt also
claims that sometimes one is forced to highlight a particular identity for political purposes.
Thus, one’s identity is constructed through a continuous adjustment and negotiation with
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social norms. Arendt points out that referring to something as vague and broad as our
common humanity does not serve the cause when politically acting from the margins of
society, or from the perspective of a persecuted and stigmatized group. This is precisely the
point that Honig (1993, 1995) and Allen (1999) highlight in their interpretations of Arendt,
and where they see a parallel between Jewishness and certain forms of feminist politics
and solidarity (see also Hull 2002). If one is being attacked on account of one’s ethnicity,
gender, religion and/or sexual identity, then if one wishes to defend oneself politically, one
LVIRUFHGWRWDNHDVWDQGSRLQWDQG¿JKWEDFNas a member of that group, not as an abstract
“human being.”
As Elomäki (2012) has argued, numerous feminist interpreters of Arendt’s work have
IRXQG WKH WHQVLRQ EHWZHHQ FROOHFWLYH SROLWLFDO LGHQWLW\ DQG SHUVRQDO LGHQWLW\ D GLI¿FXOW
theme to grasp in Arendt’s thinking (Elomäki 2012, 66-111). Hence, the idea of some sort
of a temporary and contingent identity politics may seem appealing. However, according
to other theorists, such as Butler (2012), the riddle is not so easily resolved. Laine, Honig
and Allen, for instance, do not inquire into, or problematize the meaning of the contention
that one must stand up as “a Jew” or as “a woman.” Even if the contention is understood
DVDSHUIRUPDWLYHVHOIFRQVWLWXWLRQDV+RQLJZRXOGGRZKDWH[DFWO\LVEHLQJDI¿UPHGZLWK
SULGHKHUH"%DVHGRQ$UHQGW¶VUHVSRQVHWR0RUJHQWKDXDVZHOODVKHUOHWWHUWR6FKROHP
(which I have cited in chapter 1.2 of this study), Butler (2012) asks:
'RZHNQRZZKDWLWPHDQVWRVD\VKH>$UHQGW@ZDVD-HZDVDPDWWHURI
FRXUVH EH\RQG GLVSXWH RU DUJXPHQW" :DV VKH VD\LQJ WKDW VKH ZDV RQO\
nominally a Jew: a matter of genetic inheritance or historical legacy or
D PL[WXUH RI WKH WZR" :DV VKH VD\LQJ WKDW VKH ZDV VRFLRORJLFDOO\ LQ WKH
SRVLWLRQRIWKH-HZ">«@,QGHHGRQHFDQVHHLQKHUJewish Writings that,
from the 1930s through the 1960s, Arendt is struggling with what it means
to be Jewish without strong religious faith and why it might be important
to distinguish, as she does, between the secular and the assimilated Jew.
(Butler 2012, 133-134)
7KLVTXHVWLRQDOVRSX]]OHV5LQJZKRVWDWHVWKDWLQGHHGD´>«@GLI¿FXOW\LVWKDW-XGDLVPLV
a religion, although in our contemporary secular world, also a cultural or ”ethnic” identity.
A person can identify herself as a Jew, and yet not be an observant religious practitioner
>«@KRZFDQDUHOLJLRQEHVDLGWRKDYHLQÀXHQFHXSRQDQRQUHOLJLRXVWKLQNHUHVSHFLDOO\
LQDUHDVQRWUHODWHGWRUHOLJLRQ"´ 5LQJ &RPSDUHWKLVWR%XWOHU´$V+DQQDK
Arendt made it very clear in her early writings, Jewishness is not always the same as
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Judaism. And, as she made clear in her evolving political position on the State of Israel,
QHLWKHU -XGDLVP QRU -HZLVKQHVV QHFHVVDULO\ OHDGV WR WKH HPEUDFH RI =LRQLVP >«@ 2QH
SHUVLVWHQWTXHVWLRQLVZKDWLV¿QDOO\Jewish DERXW$UHQGW¶VWKRXJKWLIDQ\WKLQJ"´ %XWOHU
2012, 117, 122, emphasis added). Ring solves the problem through an attempt to show
where Arendt’s thinking (according to Ring) bears similarities with the Talmudic tradition.
Butler also points out some religious sources for Arendt’s thinking, such as her conception
of forgiveness in The Human Condition (Butler 2012, 122-123, 138).
However, Butler’s overall project in Parting Ways (2012) is very different from that of Ring.
The book continues and builds from Butler’s theorization of the relationship between law and
violence, discussed earlier in books such as Precarious Life (2004), Who Sings the Nation
6WDWH"  DQG)UDPHVRI:DU  7KHIRFXVLVQRZRQWKHTXHVWLRQRIZKHWKHULWLV
not in fact a Jewish obligation to resist state violence, and if Zionism as a political ideology
LVXVHGWRMXVWLI\,VUDHOLVWDWHYLROHQFHWKHQLVLWQRWDQHWKLFDOREOLJDWLRQWRUHVLVW=LRQLVP"
Thus, Butler works with writings from Jewish and Palestinian thinkers, such as Arendt,
Primo Levi, Walter Benjamin, Emmanuel Levinas, Edward Said and Mahmoud Darwish,
in order to articulate an ethics of non-violence as a critique and response to Israel’s state
violence and its self-declaration as a Jewish state. Instead of simply disclosing the statesanctioned violence and war crimes carried out by the Israeli Defense Forces, for instance,
Butler engages in a critical conversation with political Zionist ideologies in order to expose
how Jewishness has been politicized and manipulated to sanction Israel’s authoritarian and
xenophobic politics. Arendt functions here as a theorist of plurality and ”cohabitation” as
well as a critic of Zionism.42 The question of the relationship between Jewishness and gender
LQ$UHQGWLVEURXJKWXSRQO\EULHÀ\DQGRQO\ZLWKUHVSHFWWR%XWOHU¶VHDUOLHULQWHUSUHWDWLRQ
of Arendt’s letter to Scholem (see my discussion in chapter 1.2).

42
The ethics of non-violence is centered on Butler’s idea of “cohabitation” – the fact that we are all born into a world
in which we live among people that we did not chose to live with and with whom we may feel no belonging – and her
belief that all lives are meaningful and grievable, and that all lives must be protected from destruction. Following Edward
Said, Butler makes the intriguing claim that this “diasporic train of thought” and “ethics of dispersion” is something that
characterizes the writings of both Palestinian and Jewish writers. Thus, her articulation of a Jewish ethics of non-violence
is not something that she intends to be understood as exclusively Jewish. Through a reading of Said’s interpretation of
)UHXG¶VHQJDJHPHQWZLWKWKH¿JXUHRI0RVHV%XWOHUPDNHVURRPIRUDQDUUDWLRQDFFRUGLQJWRZKLFK0RVHVDVDQ(J\SWLDQ
ZDVD¿JXUHZKRZDVERWKDQ$UDEDQGD-HZ³6DLG¶VWH[WLVVRPHWKLQJRIDSHWLWLRQDQLQFLWHPHQWWRFRQVLGHUWKDW
‘displacement’ characterizes the histories of both the Palestinian and the Jewish peoples and so, in his view, constitutes
the basis of a possible, even desirable alliance” (Butler 2012, 29). This idea forms Butler’s conception of binationalism,
ZKLFKGRHVQRWPHUHO\PHDQSROLWLFDOELQDWLRQDOLVPDVLQWZRSHRSOHVOLYLQJLQRQHVWDWHEXWPRUHLPSRUWDQWO\VLJQL¿HV
an ethical binationalism through which “...two peoples, diasporic, living together, where the diasporic, understood as a
way of attaining identity only with and through the other, becomes the basis for a certain binationalism” (ibid. 31).

135

I argue that despite the attractive analogy between Jewishness and gender in Arendt, upon
closer examination, Arendt’s relation to Jewish identity has puzzled scholars just as much
as her silence has perplexed feminist theorists. Richard J. Bernstein (1996), for instance,
inquires into Arendt’s distinction between “Jewishness” as a mere autobiographical fact,
and “Judaism” as a religious doctrine. According to Bernstein, Arendt fails to provide
an understanding of what, according to her, makes a certain group of people a “people”
(Bernstein 1996; 185 cf. Pulkkinen 2003, 225-226). Bernstein quotes a letter from
$UHQGWWR-DVSHUVLQZKLFKVKHVWDWHVWKDW³«PDQ\-HZVVXFKDVP\VHOIDUHUHOLJLRXVO\
completely independent of Judaism yet are still Jews nonetheless” (HAKJ, 98). So on one
hand Arendt claims that her Jewishness is indeed simply an indisputable, autobiographical
fact, and on the other hand she contends that one can and must act politically as a Jew
ZKHQXQGHUSHUVHFXWLRQ FI+XOO 7KXVOLNH%XWOHU%HUQVWHLQDVNV³>Z@KDW
is distinctive about the JewishnessRIWKH-HZLVKSDULDK"+RZGRHVWKH-HZLVKFRQVFLRXV
SDULDKGLIIHUIURPRWKHUNLQGVRIFRQVFLRXVSDULDKV">@:KDWLVWKHFRQWHQWRIEHLQJD
-HZLI-HZLVKQHVVLVVHYHUHGIURP-XGDLVP"´ %HUQVWHLQ 7KHFUX[RIWKH
perplexity here is the normative ground for rights claims in the name of Jews as Jews, as
well as the meaning of “being a Jew.”
Bernstein concludes that Arendt’s richest insight is her theorizing of marginalized,
persecuted and stigmatized groups through the framework of coerced normalization, and
the responsive strategies of assimilation or conscious resistance. “The conscious pariah
accepts the responsibility and challenge of being the outcast and the outsider. The pariah
is a rebel and an independent thinker who rejects the type of assimilation that requires her
to lose her identity and become indistinguishable from ‘abstract individuals’” (ibid. 44,
my emphasis). According to Bernstein, Arendt thus provides a framework through which
to conceptualize all kinds of marginalized, stigmatized and persecuted groups. However,
this framework is less successful in providing an understanding of what makes a certain
group of conscious pariahs, conscious Jewish pariahs. Bernstein argues persuasively that
this question is never answered by Arendt.
Nevertheless, as Bernstein points out, Arendt did not restrict the use of the term “conscious
pariah” to Jewish pariahs exclusively and it has since then been utilized for theorizing
feminist resistance (Bernstein 1996; e.g. Kaplan 1996). Bernstein criticizes “masculine
Grecophile” accusations as the unfortunate, “standard feminist critique of Arendt.” He
then credits Honig’s 1995 anthology Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt and
states:
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>5@HFHQWO\>LQ@WKHUHKDYHEHHQPRUHVXEWOHIHPLQLVWUHDGLQJVRIKHU
work in which there is an appropriation of the “conscious pariah” as an
exemplar of the situation of women who refuse to accept or assimilate to
prevailing social relationships. There have been those who have argued
that Arendt’s conception of politics and public spaces provides the basis
for rethinking the possibility of feminist politics. A vital current in recent
feminist readings of Arendt is the view that her thinking provides critical
resources which can potentially illuminate and contribute to feminist
concerns. (Bernstein 1996, 5)
Berstein locates this “vital current in recent feminist readings of Arendt” as taking place
during the same time that Benhabib refers to the development of a “standard reading” of
Arendt that she rejects (see Part I). In what ways, then, could a notion like a “feminist
FRQVFLRXVSDULDK´IXQFWLRQ"0DUJDUHW%HW]+XOO  GUDZVDQDQDORJ\EHWZHHQ$UHQGW¶V
and the queer feminist Gloria Anzaldua’s account of self-identity in order to illustrate how
the conscious pariah can be understood as a performative identity (cf. Bickford 1995).
*ORULD ( $Q]XOGXD >VLF@ WDNHV D VLPLODU DSSURDFK >DV $UHQGW@ ZLWK KHU
multifaceted minority status. Anzuldua, who describes herself as a ‘Third
World lesbian feminist with Marxist and mystic leanings’ then asks herself
the question, “But who exactly are P\ SHRSOH" Identify as a woman.
Whatever insults women insults me. Identify as gay. Whoever insults gays
insults me. Identify as feminist. Whoever slurs feminism slurs me” (Moraga
and Anzuldua 1981: 206). Anzuldua’s point is that different facets of her
SHUVRQD GHPDQG SROLWLFDO DWWHQWLRQ DQG DFWLYLVP ZKHQ VSHFL¿FDOO\ XQGHU
attack, but that no one facet captures her political commitments entirely
on its own. Perhaps most importantly, Anzuldua makes clear that she is
all of these qualities in combination at any given time, with no one ever
HQWLUHO\GH¿QLQJKHU/LNH$Q]XOGXD$UHQGW¶VLQYRFDWLRQRIKHU-HZLVKQHVV
LVDSHUIRUPDWLYHDFWQRWDVWDWHPHQWRI¿[HGLGHQWLW\´ +XOO
emphasis in the original)
Susan Bickford (1995) like Hull has also drawn an analogy between Anzaldua and Arendt.
For Bickford, it is important to distinguish between the fact of someone being stereotyped
and the fact of someone not otherwise being heard, or being misheard. The latter two
are examples of inevitable possibilities in political, agonistic speech and action, whereas
being stereotyped is a violation of that person’s uniqueness and distinctness. “Speaking as
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‘a Jew’ was a necessity brought about by the existence of totalitarian regimes who used
social identities to determine not only who could be citizens, but who could live as humans
on earth. Under such conditions, Arendt could only resist ‘in terms of the identity under
attack.’” (Bickford 1995, 326).
I want to next elaborate further on feminist interpretations of resisting in the name of
the “conscious pariah.” In the following chapter, I will argue that gay studies and queer
theoretical approaches have pointed out that in Arendt’s early Jewish writings as well as in
The Origins of Totalitarianism, her ideal citizen and hero turns out to be, not the muscular,
virile, mythic Greek man, nor the American civic republican, but the oppressed outcast
DQGUHEHOWKH³FRQVFLRXVSDULDK´$UHQGW¶VKHURLVWKXVWKHXQGHUGRJDQGWKLV¿JXUHWDNHV
numerous different identities both in Arendt’s writings, as well as in interpretations of her
work, depending on the historical and political context of oppression. As “effeminacy” has
KLVWRULFDOO\EHHQDVVRFLDWHGZLWK³ODFNRI¿WQHVVIRUFLWL]HQVKLSDQGWKHDFWLYHLQYROYHPHQW
LQ VWDWH DFWLYLWLHV´ +HQQHQ    JD\ VWXGLHV DQG TXHHU WKHRUHWLFDO UHDGLQJV ¿QG
an important link between effeminacy and second class citizenship explored in Arendt’s
texts. Based on my analysis of secondary literature, I argue that despite her silence on
JHQGHU$UHQGW¶VH[SOLFLWUHÀHFWLRQVRQ-HZLVKQHVVDQGKRPRVH[XDOLW\LQThe Origins of
TotalitarianismKDYHLQÀXHQFHGWKHRUHWLFDOGHYHORSPHQWVRIPDOHYXOQHUDELOLW\DQGQRQ
QRUPDWLYHPDVFXOLQLWLHV,ZLOOWXUQWRWKHVHWKHPHVLQWKHIROORZLQJ¿QDOFKDSWHURIWKLV
study.
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6. Queering the ”masculine Grecophile”

Since the late 1980s, a number of gay and queer studies scholars have used Arendt as an
ally for theorizing lesbian and gay rights as well as for understanding how the “closet”
operates in the production of myths about sexuality, race and gender (eg. Kramer 1989;
Kaplan 1997; Eribon 1999; Brenkman 2002; Mason 2002; Warner 2002; Feit 2011).43 Yet,
to date, there has been no systematic examination of the marginal, but growing trend of
gay and queer studies voices within feminist scholarship on Arendt, despite the fact that by
rejecting the binary logic of gender and sexuality as either woman/man, female/masculine,
heterosexual/homosexual, these readings offer a novel angle to Arendt’s enigmatic silence
on gender. In the following, I offer a reading of gay and queer responses to Arendt’s silence
on gender.
I argue that the “queer-readings of Arendt” are an offshoot of postmodern, feminist Arendt
receptions. I start by analyzing Didier Eribon’s (1999) interpretation of Arendt as “the
philosopher of the gay movement.” Eribon picks out same-sex marriage as an example of
government-enforced discrimination and uses Arendt to defend marriage equality. Next, I
move to examine Moris B. Kaplan’s (1997) “queering of Arendt.” Interestingly, both Eribon
and Kaplan use Arendt’s reading of Marcel Proust to theorize and articulate the plight of
non-normative sexualities and genders. Important in these attempts to theorize Arendt as an
ally for gay rights politics is also the paralleling of Arendt and Michel Foucault. However,
in contrast to Eribon, Moris B. Kaplan questions the usefulness of identity politics by
reading Arendt through Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet (1990) and
Sander Gilman’s The Jew’s Body (1991). Kaplan elaborates particularly on the complexity
with which race, gender, sexuality and disability become interlinked in 19th-century antiSemitic and homophobic discourse. Hence, in both Eribon’s and Kaplan’s interpretations,
the “conscious pariah” functions as the most important operational concept. Finally, in
the last chapter of this part, I examine Mario Feit’s further development of Kaplan. Feit
presents a unique interpretation of Arendt’s notion of “natality” as a concept that establishes

43
7RP\NQRZOHGJHRQHRIWKH¿UVWWKHRULVWVRQ$UHQGW¶VUHOHYDQFHIRUJD\ULJKWVLV/DUU\.UDPHUWKHIRXQGHURI$&7
UP, in his highly controversial and deliberately confrontational Reports from the Holocaust: The Story of an AIDS
Activist (1989). .UDPHUDFFXVHVFHUWDLQJURXSVRIJD\PHQIRUVHO¿VKVH[XDOKHGRQLVPDQGODFNRIUHVSRQVLELOLW\GXULQJ
the early AIDS pandemic in the US. Drawing from Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem, Kramer compares gay community
leaders– who collaborated with what Kramer takes to be the heterosexual mainstream society – to Jewish leaders who
FROODERUDWHGZLWKWKH1D]LV+HGH¿QHVWKH$,'6SDQGHPLFDVD+RORFDXVW
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Arendt as a queer critique of heteronormativity.44
6.1. Arendt, “the philosopher of the gay movement”
Arendt’s fear of enforced conformism, “the tyranny of the majority” and assimilation
of marginal identities brings Didier Eribon’s attention to the discussion of the social
construction of “Jewishness” and “homosexuality” in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951).
,QWKH¿UVWSDUWRIWKLVZRUNWLWOHG$QWLVHPLWLVP$UHQGWUHDGV0DUFHO3URXVW¶V&LWLHVRI
the Plain (Sodome et Gomorrhe) in order to give an account of how Proust’s depiction of
the “accursed race” (homosexuals) serves as an excellent analogy for understanding the
role of Jews in a primarily non-Jewish, anti-Semitic society. Eribon’s study of Arendt is
an appendix attached to his vast study on the history of gay subjectivation. He argues that
making an alliance between Arendt and gay rights – or even a defense of minority rights
for that matter – might come as a surprise.45 Eribon’s underlying assumption is that most
of his readers will hold Arendt’s theorization of politics and political agency as elitist
DQGH[FOXVLYLVW (ULERQ +HGHIHQGVDQGMXVWL¿HVKLVGHFLVLRQWRWDNHXS
Arendt in a study on homosexuality by stressing that certain aspects of Arendt’s work are
in fact excellent for theorizing minority rights. Before turning to these aspects of Arendt’s
ZRUN,ZDQWWRDW¿UVWLQJHPLQDWH$UHQGW¶VSROLWLFDOLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRI3URXVWVLQFHWKLVWH[W
is Eribon’s main resource.
Due to the fact that Proust himself was a social climber and an active socialite in the high
VRFLHW\ VDORQV RI 3DULV$UHQGW FODLPV WKDW ³>W@KHUH LV QR EHWWHU ZLWQHVV LQGHHG RI WKLV
SHULRG ZKHQ VRFLHW\ KDG HPDQFLSDWHG LWVHOI IURP SXEOLF FRQFHUQV«´ 27   ,Q RWKHU
words, Proust observed the ¿QGHVLqFOH salon life with ethnographic detail and used it as

The term “heteronormativity” has multiple uses in queer theoretical literature (e.g. Sedgwick 1990; Butler 1990;
Warner 1991). The view according to which people fall into two distinct, naturally hierarchical categories of gender
(men and women) – and according to which heterosexuality is the natural and normal relationship between men and
ZRPHQ±ZDV¿UVWFULWLTXHGE\$GULHQQH5LFKLQKHUDUWLFOH³&RPSXOVRU\+HWHURVH[XDOLW\´Michael Warner coined
the term “heteronormativity” in his 1991 article “Introduction: Fear of a Queer Planet.” The term has since then been
problematized by theorists such as Calvin Thomas, who in his Straight with a Twist (1999) argues that the term “queer”
should not be theorized as the opposite of heterosexuality because some heterosexual persons live a queer form of
heterosexuality (see also Ruffolo (2009) Post-Queer Politics). Also transgender studies problematize the simplistic use
of the term “heteronormativity” since transgender persons are often heterosexual and queer (Halberstam 1998; 2005).
In his reading of Arendt, Mario Feit does not elaborate on the meaning of heteronormativity, but follows a popular
and conventional understanding of the term as implying the social norms according to which people are hierarchically
arranged into men, women, hetero- and homosexual.
44

In addition to her reluctance to take seriously questions related to feminist theorizing, Arendt does not seem to have much
understanding of gender diversity. For her view on “hermaphroditism,” see Pulkkinen (2003, 224).
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material for In Search of Lost Time.46 I take it that the reason why precisely Proust’s, and
not for example Oscar Wilde’s or Walt Whitman’s depiction of homosexuality is important
for Arendt, is that Proust discloses how the salons accepted gay men not because of an open
attitude, but because they were perceived as displaying an exotic, secret, perverse, repulsive
and monstrous, yet intriguing psychic life. Gay men served as a voyeuristic supply for the
bored, bourgeois socialites, who were always preying on new forms of entertainment (OT
 $UHQGWDUJXHVWKDW³>W@KHUROHRIWKHLQYHUWV>3URXVW¶VWHUPIRUKRPRVH[XDO@ZDVWR
show their abnormality” (OT 85). The “vice” (homosexuality) of these men was seen as
³>«@DQLQKHUHQWSV\FKRORJLFDOTXDOLW\ZKLFKPDQFDQQRWFKRRVHRUUHMHFWEXWZKLFKLV
imposed upon him from without, and which rules him as compulsively as the drug rules
the addict” (OT 80). Because of the assumed innate psychic disposition of their perversion,
the crime of homosexuality was now seen as a ”racial predestination” and hence these men
were held to be ”predestined to commit certain crimes” (OT 81).47 I will quote Arendt at
length to illustrate her insight:
7KH )DXERXUJ 6DLQW*HUPDLQ >«@ DV 3URXVW GHSLFWV LW ZDV LQ WKH HDUO\
stages of this development. It admitted inverts because it felt attracted by
what it judged to be a vice. Proust describes how Monsieur de Charlus, who
had formerly been tolerated, “notwithstanding his vice,” for his personal
charm and old name, now rose to social heights. He no longer needed to
lead a double life and hide his dubious acquaintances, but was encouraged
to bring them into the fashionable houses. Topics of conversation which
he formerly would have avoided – love, beauty, jealousy – lest somebody
suspect his anomaly, were now welcomed avidly “in view of the experience,
VWUDQJHVHFUHWUH¿QHGDQGPRQVWURXVXSRQZKLFKKHIRXQGHG´KLVYLHZV

The most famous and most explicit depiction of the attitude towards homosexuality is found in the characters of Monsieur
de Charlus and Jupien, whose sexual relationship the narrator in Cities of the Plain observes.
47
There is an interesting and disturbing parallel between 19thFHQWXU\ OHJLWLPDWLRQ RI VRFDOOHG VFLHQWL¿F DQWL6HPLWLF
attitudes and the contemporary judicial use of “homosexual panic.” For instance, as Jonathan Freedman writes regarding
anti-Semitism: “‘The Jewish question is universal and elusive,’ wrote one avowed anti-Semitic author in the 1890s. ‘It
cannot truly be expressed in terms of religion, nationality or race. The Jews themselves seem destined so to arouse the
passions of those with whom they come in contact.’” (Freedman 2002, 523, italics added). This same logic of argumentation
is common to the homophobic and transphobic defense of perpetrators in hate crime cases, namely, that there is something
innate about the victim that provokes violence. An example of this history is the solution to hate crimes proposed by the
0LDPLSROLFHLQ³>«@KRPRVH[XDOVQHHGHGWREHWUDFNHGGRZQDQGH[SHOOHGIURP>EDUVDQGEHDFKHV@EHFDXVHWKHLU
existence impelled heterosexuals to kill them” (Cain 2000, 86-87). Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick writes that the underlying
assumption in the judicial use of “homosexual panic” is that all gay men (and/or trans women for that matter) make sexual
RIIHULQJV DGYDQFHV RU VXJJHVWLRQV WR XQNQRZQ PHQ DQG WKDW KHQFH ³>«@ YLROHQFH RIWHQ WR WKH SRLQW RI KRPLFLGH LV D
OHJLWLPDWHUHVSRQVHWRDQ\VH[XDODGYDQFHZKHWKHUZHOFRPHRUQRW>«@´ 6HGJZLFN 
46
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6RPHWKLQJYHU\VLPLODUKDSSHQHGWRWKH-HZV>«@>1@RZ-HZVDVVXFKZHUH
becoming increasingly popular. In both cases, society was far from being
prompted by a revision of prejudices. They did not doubt that homosexuals
were “criminals” or that Jews were “traitors”; they only revised their attitude
toward crime and treason. (OT 81, italics added)
As can be seen from the paragraph above, Arendt uses Proust’s account to elaborate on
how the very same dialectic of attraction-repulsion operated in the production of both
“homosexuals” and “Jews” as pathological races in the 19th century. The various high society
FOLTXHVSUHVHQWHG-HZLVKDQGJD\VRFLDOFOLPEHUVZLWK SVHXGR VFLHQWL¿FNQRZOHGJHDQG
unarticulated expectations about their psychic and physical composition, with the intention
of making them doubt their own sense of self. “When society disintegrates into cliques such
demands are no longer made by the individual but of members of the cliques. Behavior
then is controlled by silent demands and not by individual capacities, exactly as an actor’s
SHUIRUPDQFH PXVW ¿W LQWR WKH HQVHPEOH RI DOO WKH UROHV LQ WKH SOD\´ 27  LWDOLFV
DGGHG %HFDXVHRIWKHLUGHVLUHWR¿WLQDQGEHORQJWKHWDUJHWVRIWKLVVRFLDOJDVOLJKWLQJ48
accepted, internalized and repeated the false projections of their psyche as pathological,
perverted and vicious. “In this equivocal situation, Jewishness was for the individual Jew
at once a physical stain and a mysterious personal privilege, both inherent in a ‘racial
SUHGHVWLQDWLRQ¶´ 27   $UHQGW FODLPV WKDW ¿QDOO\ ³-HZLVK RULJLQ ZLWKRXW UHOLJLRXV
and political connotation, became everywhere a psychological quality, was changed into
‘Jewishness’” (OT 83). Hence, just as “homosexuality” became a species, Jewishness
became a “race” in anti-Semitic discourse.
(ULERQ LV IDVFLQDWHG ZLWK WKH DI¿QLW\ EHWZHHQ$UHQGW DQG )RXFDXOW LQ WKLV FRQWH[W DQG
suggests that Foucault might in fact have been inspired by Arendt’s text:
2QHPLJKWZRQGHULIWKLVWH[W>The Origins of Totalitarianism@LVQRWRQH
of the hidden sources for Foucault’s La Volonté de savoir>The History of
Sexuality,@HVSHFLDOO\IRUWKHPRPHQWLQZKLFKKHGHVFULEHVWKHQLQHWHHQWK
century invention by psychiatry of the personage of the “homosexual,”
I use the term “social gaslighting” (my own term) to describe the inception of certain social norms on a subject, even
ZKHQWKHVHQRUPVDW¿UVWFRQWUDGLFWDSHUVRQ¶VRZQSHUFHSWLRQDQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIKLVRUKHURZQPHQWDODQGSK\VLFDO
health. The term “gaslighting” originates from Patrick Hamilton’s 1938 play Gaslight and has previously been used
ZLGHO\LQWKHFRQWH[WRIPHQWDODEXVHWRUHIHUWRDVSHFL¿FPDQLSXODWLRQWHFKQLTXHWKURXJKZKLFKDSHUVRQLVSUHVHQWHG
ZLWKÀDZHGLQIRUPDWLRQDQGOHGWRGRXEWKLVRUKHURZQVDQLW\,WDNHLWWKDW³VRFLDOJDVOLJKWLQJ´LVDVLPLODUEXWPRUH
complex phenomenon, through which, for instance, homosexual and transgender persons are led to believe that they are
suffering from a mental disorder.
48
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an invention that happens by way of the incorporation as a perversion of
what had up until then been thought of as a crime (Foucault 1990, 43).
Arendt’s volume was translated into French in 1973, and Foucault’s book
was published in 1976. (Eribon 1999/2004, 417 n18)
In Discipline and Punish (Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la Prison) Foucault examines
how the modern penal system led to the diffusion of criminology, psychiatry, anthropology
and pedagogy by treating the criminal as an object of science (Foucault 1995, 17-18). What
was now being punished was no longer the act of the crime, but the “soul” of the criminal.
Foucault illustrates carefully how this event coincides with the transformation of religious
confession to a secular form of confession and testimony. The criminal was thus supposed
to speak about his intentions and motivations. This analysis is extended in The History of
Sexuality (Histoire de la sexualité) by what Foucault names the birth of scientia sexualis,
the science and policing of sexuality and the formation of new types of subjectivities.49
Just like the modern prison system invented new categories and types of criminals, or
put name tags on them so to speak, so too the various discursive practices around sex
throughout the past three centuries gave birth to new types of psychological identities, such
as ”the homosexual,” ”the transvestite,” ”the sadomasochist” and so on (Foucault 1990, 40,
43). Treating various acts and forms of pleasure as something that could be categorized,
conceptualized, analyzed and studied quantitatively and qualitatively, the modern, Western
psychiatric sciences together with other forms of medical discourse ended up once again
blurring the distinction between life-forms, illnesses and criminality, producing formerly
unknown ”truths” about sex (Foucault 1990, 65-67). The whole point of the scientia
sexualis is to make us speak, to confess, to “come out,” to take positions, make distinctions
DQG GH¿QH RQH¶V LGHQWLW\ DV VRPHWKLQJ WKDW ¿WV WKH FDWHJRULHV RI WKH QRUPDOL]LQJ DQG
pathologizing power-matrix. Eribon points out that in Arendt’s writings on anti-Semitism,
precisely this same logic operates in the production of truths about “race.”
7KURXJK WKH FUHDWLRQ RI WKH VDORQ ¿JXUHV VXFK DV 5DKHO 9DUQKDJHQ DQG 0DUFHO 3URXVW
attempted to become “normal,” as members of respectable German and French high

Foucault argues that the Western scientia sexualis takes pleasure as its object of knowledge-production and molds it
violently into “truths” about “sex” and “sexuality.” As a counter-example, Foucault claims that the non-Western ars
erotica, on the other hand, has bodily agency as its central focus and treats pleasure as the outcome of bodily and spiritual
skills. Sexual pleasure and intimacy are thus something unique and individual, taking all kinds of forms because each
unique body has its own way of producing pleasure through the practice of ars erotica. In other words, the ars erotica
does not categorize and pathologize certain acts of pleasure as “masturbation,” “fellatio” or “sodomy,” because these are
taxonomies of Western, medical and clinical power-discourses (Foucault 1990, 57-58; cf Sedgwick 1990, introduction).
49
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society, and in the process ended up compromising and conforming to the very same social
RUGHUWKDWKDGOHGWRWKHLUEHLQJSROLWLFDOGLVFULPLQDWHGLQWKH¿UVWSODFH -3 7KH
salon represents for Arendt a dream-like world which allows for an escape from political
reality. Thus, the political factors contributing to one’s discriminated position in society are
not dealt with. Instead they are ignored.50
+HQFH$UHQGWDUJXHVWKDWWKHORJLFEHKLQGWKH¿QDOGHVWUXFWLRQRI-HZVZDVWKHIROORZLQJ
”Jews had been able to escape from Judaism into conversion; from Jewishness there was
no escape. A crime, moreover, is met with punishment; a vice can only be exterminated”
(OT, 87). When Jews were conceived as a pathological race, it did not matter whether
they converted to Christianity or not. Even as converted Christians, they were still racially
predestined to commit crimes and hence the only solution to the ”Jewish question” was the
annihilation of the entire race.
As I have argued previously, Arendt’s alternative to this double-exclusion is the concept of
the conscious pariah, who accepts the challenge and responsibility that comes with being
an excluded outcast. The conscious pariah understands the gross injustice in the logic of
H[FOXVLRQHPEUDFHVGLIIHUHQFHDQG¿JKWVIRUIXOOSROLWLFDODQGOHJDOUHFRJQLWLRQRSHQO\as
a Jew. I will next turn to examine how Eribon carries over the pariah/parvenu framework
into gay studies scholarship in order to theorize the political situation of the closeted and
openly gay person.
Theorizing marriage equality with Arendt
The pariah/parvenu dialectic is something that Eribon values greatly and where he locates
Arendt’s potential as “the philosopher of the gay movement” (Eribon 1999/2004, 349). The
¿JXUHRIWKHFRQVFLRXVSDULDKUHVLVWVVRFLDOFRQIRUPLVPDQG¿JKWVSXEOLFO\DJDLQVWOHJDO
and political discrimination. Eribon explains how one can escape the gridlock of exclusion:

+HUHWKHLPSRUWDQFHRI$UHQGW¶VFULWLTXHRIWKHVRFLDOLVWKHVLJQL¿FDQFHRIVRFLDOFRQIRUPLVPLQWKHELUWKRISROLWLFDO
anti-Semitism. As a student of Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859), Arendt was well aware that often reaching consensus
through public opinion is actually not a sign of a functioning deliberative democracy (as Habermas claims) but instead
an element of the “tyranny of the majority” (HC, 39; cf. Villa 2008, 85-86). As the Nuremberg race laws – or later the
Jim Crow laws and related apartheid legislation – came into power, social assimilation became impossible, since stateVDQFWLRQHGSROLWLFDOULJKWVZHUHEDVHGRQHWKQLFLW\DQG¿QDOO\DQHWKQLFDOO\KRPRJHQRXVFRQFHSWLRQRIQDWLRQDOLW\$
central thesis as well as a major topic of concern in Arendt’s analysis of the history of anti-Semitism is that Jews all over
Europe lacked proper political organizing in their resistance (HC, 54-56). Thus Jews, according to Arendt “always had to
pay with political misery for social glory and with social insult for political success” (OT, 54-55). This according to her
was also the case of Rahel Varnhagen (cf. Parvikko 1996).
50
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Only those representatives of the group who make an effort to speak as
conscious pariahs, as rebellious ones, will be in any position to escape
from their predetermination and work against the absence of the group as
such from the historical and political arena. (Eribon 1999/2004, 348, italics
added.)
The parallel to so-called openly gay persons and closeted ones is obvious. Eribon claims
that here is also Arendt’s potential for feminist politics. He acknowledges feminist critiques
RI$UHQGWDQGUHIHUVH[SOLFLWO\WR$GULHQQH5LFK¶VREMHFWLRQ³>L@QGHHGDFHUWDLQDPRXQW
RIIHPLQLVWVKDYHVHYHUHO\FULWLFL]HG$UHQGWIRUGH¿QLQJWKHFRPPRQZRUOGLQVXFKDZD\
that access to it seems reserved to men” (Eribon 1999/2004, 344). Yet, continues Eribon,
Arendt’s conception of plurality is “open to the expansion of thought that cannot help but
be produced by the advent of new ways of looking at the world. Feminism is part of this
expansion” (Eribon 1999/2004, 345). To back up his argument and to also make a connection
between feminism and the gay and lesbian plight, Eribon refers to Seyla Benhabib’s The
Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt (1996):
³>«@LIDV%HQKDELE¶VUHUHDGLQJRI$UHQGWVXJJHVWVLWLVSRVVLEOH>ZLWKLQ
$UHQGW¶V IUDPHZRUN@ WR WKLQN WKDW women as a group and as the point of
YLHZRQWKHZRUOGDUHMXVWL¿HGLQWDNLQJSDUWLQWKHVKDSLQJRIWKHSXEOLF
space, then it is just as legitimate to think that gay men and lesbians could
henceforth also constitute a point of view (or several points of view) that
would contribute to “enlarging” thought. (Eribon 1999/2004, 345, my
emphasis)
Eribon thus suggests that within the framework of the “conscious pariah,” openly gay men
and lesbians as well as feminist activists can be seen as the “rebellious ones” who heroically
H[SUHVVWKHLURSLQLRQVSXEOLFO\DQGKHQFH¿JKWDJDLQVWOHJDODQGSROLWLFDOGLVFULPLQDWLRQ2QH
crude form of discrimination is the prohibition of same sex couples marrying. Eribon draws
IURP$UHQGW¶VSURYRFDWLYHDQGFRQWURYHUVLDOHVVD\³5HÀHFWLRQVRQ/LWWOH5RFN´  LQ
which she writes that “the right to marry whoever one wishes” should be conceived as an
LQDOLHQDEOHKXPDQULJKWVHFXUHGE\WKH&RQVWLWXWLRQDQGIXUWKHUPRUHWKDW³>H@YHQSROLWLFDO
rights, like the right to vote, and nearly all other rights enumerated in the Constitution, are
secondary to the inalienable human rights to “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness”
proclaimed in the Declaration of Independence; and to this category the right to home and
a marriage unquestionably belongs” (RJ, 203). For Eribon, Arendt’s passionate opposition
to southern anti-miscegenation laws – also known as Jim Crow laws – can be used as
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leverage for legitimizing arguments in favor of same-sex marriage. This is because both
cases represent a form of discriminatory social engineering.
%XWKRZVKRXOGZHXQGHUVWDQG³ZRPHQDVDJURXS´LQWKHSDVVDJHDERYH"(ULERQ¶VDUJXPHQW
UHVWVKHUHRQLGHQWLW\SROLWLFVDQGFROODSVHV³ZRPHQ´³JD\PHQ´DQG³OHVELDQV´DVXQL¿HG
and homogenous groups. He solves the complex dynamics of exclusion and discrimination
by proposing the institution of marriage as a guarantee for equality. The argumentative leap
from 19th-century anti-Semitic France and Germany to the 20th-century European feminist
and gay liberation movements brings a further element of abstractness to his argument.
Interestingly, in “Feminist Theory and Hannah Arendt’s Concept of Public Space” (1993),
%HQKDELE DOVR GUDZV IURP $UHQGW¶V HVVD\ ³5HÀHFWLRQV RQ /LWWOH 5RFN´ DQG $UHQGW¶V
defense of the right to marry whomever one wishes. To my knowledge, Benhabib is the
only feminist reader of Arendt to make use of the gay rights plight for theorizing feminist
politics. However, Benhabib’s focus is not on the social construction of “homosexuality”
as such, nor the linkage between race, gender, sexuality and disability in anti-Semitic
discourse. Instead, Benhabib shows that in this same context, Arendt contends that the right
to a home and to establish a home should be a basic human right. Crucial to Benhabib’s
formulation is the fact that the concept of “home” blurs Arendt’s own distinctions between
the private and the public. This is because the most fundamental human right for Arendt is
WKH³ULJKWWRKDYHULJKWV´ZKLFKPHDQVWKHULJKWWR³«OLYHLQDIUDPHZRUNZKHUHRQHLV
judged by one’s actions and opinions and a right to belong to some kind of an organized
>SROLWLFDO@FRPPXQLW\´ 27FI+& <HWVKHDOVRVD\VWKDWWKHULJKWWRDKRPH
and the right to marriage – which according to her belong to the private sphere – should be
considered fundamental human rights. Hence, certain aspects of the private can and must
be politicized according to Arendt herself, claims Benhabib. This goes contrary to the early
second wave critique of Arendt as someone who makes a rigid, even despotic distinction
between the public and the private.
Benhabib elaborates her point by stressing the strong resemblance between Virginia Woolf’s
A Room of One’s Own and Arendt’s conception of the home. According to Benhabib, the
KRPHLVIRU$UHQGWVRPHWKLQJWKDWVKHDWWLPHVFKDUDFWHUL]HVDV³«DVSDFHWKDWSURYLGHV
the self with a center, with a shelter, with a place in which to unfold capacities, dreams and
memories” (Benhabib 1993, 107). This concept of “privacy” is something that Benhabib
FODLPV³«IHPLQLVWWKHRULVWVPXVWQRWRQO\VKDUHEXWDOVRFXOWLYDWH´ LELG 
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>7@KH JD\ OLEHUDWLRQ PRYHPHQWV LQ WKH ODVW WZR GHFDGHV KDYH DOVR PDGH
SXEOLFWKDWWKHUHDUHPDQ\ZD\VWREHDIDPLO\DQGVKDUHDKRPH>«@:KDW
form of sexual relations best expresses intimacy can no longer be dictated in
WHUPVRIFDWHJRULHVRIELRORJLFDOO\JURXQGHGJHQGHULGHQWLW\>@$OWKRXJK
this explication expands Hannah Arendt’s categories considerably and takes
them in directions which she herself could not have anticipated, they are
FRPSDWLEOHZLWKKHUGHHSUHÀHFWLRQVRQWKHPHDQLQJRIWKHSULYDWHVSKHUH
(Benhabib 1993, 107-108)
$FFRUGLQJWR%HQKDELEWKHQ³>«@FRQWHPSRUDU\IHPLQLVWWKHRU\LQLWVUHIXVDOWRDUWLFXODWH
a positive conception of privacy, has undermined some of its own emancipatory thrust”
(ibid., 100). She credits “the gay liberation movement” for providing new ways to
understand domesticity and partnership. Benhabib’s interpretation – just like that of Eribon
– focuses on contemporary rights struggles, and hence pushes Arendt into directions that
she herself did not envision. According to Morris B. Kaplan, there is an even deeper insight
in The Origins of Totalitarianism that neither Eribon nor Benhabib pays attention to. This
is the relationship between certain, heteronormative forms of gendering and the production
of second class citizenship. In what follows, I will elaborate on this aspect.
6.2. “The Jew” and “the homosexual” as effeminate species
Paralleling Eribon’s and Benhabib’s analyses of Arendt’s importance for theorizing gay
rights during the 1990s brings us to the problem of the private and the public in a new light,
namely in the form of the paradox of the “closet.” So called “gay rights” are unique from
other rights claims in the sense that they involve the necessary, public disclosing of one’s
sexual identity, which is an intimate aspect of one’s life. Yet, on the other hand, as history
shows, in situations with no constitutional basis for protection from legal discrimination,
gay men and lesbians (not to mention other forms of non-normative sexualities and genders)
as “conscious pariahs” face serious risks, such as being imprisoned, institutionalized or
killed.
Morris B. Kaplan (1997), just like Eribon, argues that Arendt’s analysis of Jews and
KRPRVH[XDOV LQ WKH FRQWH[W RI PRGHUQ DQWL6HPLWLVP KDV VLJQL¿FDQW UHOHYDQFH IRU
contemporary queer political theorizing. Writing in the political and historical context
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of the U.S still under sodomy laws,51 Kaplan passionately defends the rights of ”queer
citizens” with reference to Arendt’s theorizing of the history of anti-Semitism as well as
Arendt’s contention that the government must make sure that practices of discrimination
are not legally enforced. This last point is particularly important, as governments often
regulate populations through sophisticated and silent practices:
, XVH$UHQGW¶V DQDO\VLV RI WKH -HZLVK TXHVWLRQ LQ PRGHUQ (XURSH >«@ WR
investigate fundamental dilemmas of sexual minorities within modern
democracy, especially the tensions between aspirations to political equality
DQG WKH IDFWV RI VRFLDO GLIIHUHQFH >«@$OWKRXJKP\IRFXVKHUHLVRQWKH
movement for lesbian and gay rights, and on queer politics more generally,
these concerns necessarily intersect with those of the women’s movement
and of racial, religious, and national minorities. Some of Arendt’s politics
WKDWDW¿UVWEOXVKVHHPLQLPLFDOWRWKHFRQFHUQVRIWKHRSSUHVVHGKDYHJUHDW
potential for shedding light on the particular turns that social movements
have taken in our time. (Kaplan 1997, 153-154)
.DSODQ¶V DQDO\VLV LV PRUH DPSOL¿HG WKDQ (ULERQ¶V DQG IRFXVHV RQ ³TXHHU SROLWLFV´ DQG
“queer citizenship” in general, rather than simply on same-sex marriage. Contrary to
Eribon, Kaplan rejects identity politics as a viable option for the lesbian and gay liberation
PRYHPHQW +H FRQWHQGV WKDW ³LGHQWLWLHV DUH QRW LQKHUHQW DQG ¿[HG EXW FRQVWUXFWHG DQG
revised through ongoing interaction” (Kaplan 1997, 154). In line with Bonnie Honig
(1993), Kaplan holds that Arendt’s notion of plurality must be understood as entailing
SHUVSHFWLYLVPDQGUHODWLRQDOLW\$UHQGW³>«@UHMHFWVDQ\FRQFHSWLRQRIDVRYHUHLJQVHOIRU
unitary subject underlying the capacity to act. In a Nietzschean vein, she sees the deed itself
as that through which a doer comes to be” (Kaplan 1997, 155). Hence, for Kaplan, there is
something potentially queer about Arendt’s notion of the self and agency, which he is willing
51
In the U.S context, the most dramatic example of discrimination based on sexual identity is the 1986 Supreme Court
ruling in Bowers v. Hardwick. The case concerned the arrest of Michael Hardwick in his own bedroom for having had sex
with another male. The court ruled that the constitutional right to privacy did not include private consensual homosexual
sodomy, because under the prevailing sodomy laws, homosexual sodomy was not only immoral but also criminal. ”No
connection between family, marriage, or procreation on the other hand and homosexual conduct on the other has been
demonstrated.” It took 17 years for the Supreme Court to change its standing. In Lawrence v. Texas (2003) – an almost
identical case to Bowers v. Hardwick – the Supreme Court ruled that the state of Texas had acted unconstitutionally when
raiding the home of John Lawrence and arresting him for having engaged in sodomy with another male. One of the main
arguments was that under the 14th Amendment equal protection clause, the sodomy laws of the state of Texas were
unconstitutional since they forbade sodomy between members of the same sex but not between members of opposite
sexes. The law also violated privacy rights. For more on the history of Supreme Court rulings on male and female
homosexuality, see Cain (2000).
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to take much further than Eribon and Benhabib. Well aware of the popularity of Proust
among gay studies scholars, Kaplan queers Arendt’s notion of the “conscious pariah” by
reading Arendt in line with Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet (1990).
I will quote Kaplan at length to emphasize the difference between his interpretation and
that of Eribon and Benhabib as well as in order to show why this difference is important:
This description of the situation of assimilated Jews bears an uncanny
resemblance to that of homosexuals whose lives are structured by the closet.
7KHFRQWUDGLFWLRQEHWZHHQSXEOLFSHUVRQDDQGSHUVRQDOH[LVWHQFHIDOVL¿HV
both domains; trying “to be a Jew at home and a man in the streets” generated
intolerable strains. Homosexuals in the closet are analogous to the parvenus,
while out gays become pariahs. Arendt’s “conscious pariah” adopts the
stance of today’s ironic but engaged and VHOIDI¿UPLQJTXHHU>«@+DQQDK
Arendt’s analysis of the impact of anti-Semitism on newly emancipated,
assimilating Jews in European society in the nineteenth century resonates
richly with Sedgwick’s work on the dynamics of the closet in organizing
discourses of homophobia: lesbians and gays are consigned to a regime of
VLOHQFHDQGGLVFUHWLRQVXEMHFWHGWRDNQRZLQJVRFLDOJD]HWKDWGH¿QHVXV
as both radically “other” and perfectly transparent. (Kaplan 1997, 162-163,
italics added)
8QOLNH(ULERQZKRDSSODXGVWKHSURFHVVRI³FRPLQJRXW´±LQRWKHUZRUGVDI¿UPLQJDQG
disclosing one’s identity – and who claims that by coming out one becomes a “rebel” and a
³FRQVFLRXVSDULDK´.DSODQKROGVWKDW³WKHVHOIDI¿UPLQJTXHHU´DVWKH³FRQVFLRXVSDULDK´
is conscious of the deceptive and fallacious closet construct itself. Arendt’s notion of “the
FRQVFLRXVSDULDK´DVDQDQDORJ\WRWKH³VHOIDI¿UPLQJTXHHU´LVDWWUDFWLYHWR.DSODQEHFDXVH
more than Eribon, Kaplan is interested in multiple forms of queer political organizing and
queer intimacy, not simply the right to be included in the marriage institution.
By making this argument Kaplan comes close to contemporary queer activists and theorists,
for whom recognition can no longer happen through an attempt to assimilate the margins
into the mainstream society, in other words, make them parvenus. Let me take an example.
In his book The Trouble with Normal (1999) Michael Warner describes the aim of queer
politics in the following way:
>«@DQHWKLFDOYLVLRQRITXHHUSROLWLFV>LV@FHQWHUHGRQWKHQHHGWRUHVLVWWKH
state regulation of sexuality. Queer thought both before and after Stonewall
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UHVWHGRQ>SULQFLSOHVVXFKDVWKHIROORZLQJ@,WUHVLVWHGDQ\DWWHPSWWRPDNH
the norms of straight culture into the standards by which queer life should
EH PHDVXUHG >«@ ,W LQVLVWHG WKDW DQ\ YLVLRQ RI VH[XDO MXVWLFH EHJLQ E\
considering the unrecognized dignity of outcasts, the ways of living they
present, and the hierarchies of abjection they make secondary, invisible or
deviant. (Warner 1999, 88-89.)
Nancy Polikoff (2008) also criticizes the institution of gay marriage, but from a different
angle than Warner. Through an extensive analysis of U.S court cases Polikoff shows how the
normalization process in legal discourses functions by offering the institution of marriage
as the only DYDLODEOHSDWKWRVRFLRHFRQRPLFEHQH¿WVIRUVDPHVH[FRXSOHV:DUQHUDQG
Polikoff end up making a highly resemblant point:
The most contested issue in contemporary family policy is whether
married-couple families should have “special rights” not available to
other family forms. Excluded families include unmarried couples of any
sexual orientation, single-parent households, extended-family units, and
any other constellation of individuals who form relationships of emotional
DQGHFRQRPLFLQWHUGHSHQGHQFHWKDWGRQRWFRQIRUPWRWKHRQHVL]H¿WVDOO
marriage model. No other Western country, including those that allow samesex couples to marry, creates the rigid dividing line between the law for
the married and the law for the unmarried that exists in the United States.
(Polikoff 2008, 2)
Alternative masculinities as rejected masculinities
As an alternative to the “out of the closet and into marriage” model, Kaplan is drawn to
Sedgwick’s analysis of the “closet” as constitutive of the construction of “heterosexuality”
as the norm and “homosexuality” as an abject. He uses Sedgwick’s insight to elaborate
further on the concept of the “conscious pariah” in Arendt. Crucial to Kaplan’s analysis
is a focus on the social construction not only of sexuality, but also of gender. Hence,
Arendt’s silence on gender pushes Kaplan to test the boundaries of Arendt’s conceptual
framework. In my view, more than Eribon and Benhabib, this approach both radicalizes
Arendt’s potential for feminist politics as well as takes the discussion beyond what Arendt
envisioned.
:K\ GRHV .DSODQ WXUQ WR 6HGJZLFN" ,Q KHU UHDGLQJ RI 3URXVW 6HGJZLFN HODERUDWHV RQ
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the dynamics of concealment and disclosure, in other words “the spectacle of the closet,”
in the historical construction of homosexuality. The “coming out,” or disclosing one’s
homosexuality, is paradoxical, because the closet construct is intelligible only in relation to
a heteronormative context. Heterosexuality is assumed as the norm, and hence there is no
need to disclose one’s heterosexual identity. Lesbians, gay men, transgender persons and
queer persons of color, for instance, must on the other hand be repeatedly either “outed,”
or “come out” through various forms of speech and action, in other words participate in the
performative speech act of what Foucault calls “confession,” and what Arendt describes
as the attempt to become normal. Hence, the narrator in Cities of the Plain represents
the social gaze that always has a potential “absolute epistemological privilege” over the
“invert,” which is Proust’s term for the homosexual Baron de Charlus (Sedgwick 1990,
213, 230-232).
Inspired by Sedgwick and drawing from the culture historian Sander Gilman’s work The
Jew’s Body (1991), Kaplan, just like Arendt, stresses the fact that because neither Jews nor
homosexuals could be associated with any visible, physical markers – as was the case in
colonialist racism and its association of race with skin color – these persons were held to be
able to hide their inner, monstrous secret and “pass” as “normal” people. “This increasingly
sharp focus of the Jewish question on the most private and intimate details of individual
life among assimilated Jews produced a recognizable ‘Jewish type’” (Kaplan 1997, 163).
%HFDXVHWKH\ZHUHQRQH[LVWHQWDQWL6HPLWLVW SVHXGR VFLHQWL¿FGLVFRXUVHKDGWRLQYHQW
physical and visible markers, – everything from the pitch of the voice to the texture of
the hair to the size of body parts – to describe the “Jewish type” so that they could be
recognized and “outed” (cf. Gilman 1991, 96-97; 178).52
Kaplan’s most original contribution to the queer readings of Arendt is his persistent
highlighting of the linkage between race, gender, sexuality, disability and disease. One of the
most important aspects of establishing anti-Semitic epistemological authority was to view
Jewish men as fundamentally “effeminate” (Kaplan 1997; cf. Gilman 1991; Ring 1997).
“Effeminacy” in this context does not only function as a symbolic means for controlling
and policing the boundaries between so called real, ”Aryan men” and ”men of weaker
races,” but more importantly, effeminacy is equated with pathology. Hence, ”femininity”
comes to mean ”disease.” As Jonathan Freedman depicts in his essay ”Coming out of the
In the German TV interview with Günter Gaus (1964) Arendt elaborates on her own experience of being outed as different:
³,GLGQRWNQRZIURPP\IDPLO\WKDW,ZDV-HZLVK0\PRWKHUZDVFRPSOHWHO\DUHOLJLRXV«,FRPHIURPDQROG.|QLJVEHUJ
IDPLO\1HYHUWKHOHVVWKHZRUGµ-HZ¶QHYHUFDPHXSZKHQ,ZDVDVPDOOFKLOG,¿UVWPHWXSZLWKLWWKURXJKDQWL6HPLWLFUHPDUNV
– they are not worth repeating – from children on the street. After that I was so to speak, ‘enlightened’” (EU, 6).
52
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-HZLVK&ORVHWZLWK0DUFHO3URXVW´´>«@LQPDQ\DQWL6HPLWLFLGLRPVWKHVLJQRI-HZLVK
PDVFXOLQLW\FLUFXPFLVLRQVLJQL¿HVFDVWUDWLRQDQGWKHPDOH-HZLVLGHQWL¿HGDVFDVWUDWHG
RUIHPLQL]HGRUERWK±LQRWKHUZRUGV DVDPDQLGHQWL¿HGDVZRPDQ´ )UHHGPDQ
522). The monstrosity of “the Jew” is thus not only his religious traitorism, and monetary
manipulation, but a curious, gender and sexual ambiguity and perversion.
)UHHGPDQDOVRGUDZVIURP6DQGHU*LOPDQ¶VKLVWRULFDOUHVHDUFKDQGQRWHVIXUWKHUWKDW³«
WKH-HZLVKPDQZDVFRQVLGHUHG>DOUHDG\@LQWKHPHGLHYDOSHULRGWREHD¿JXUHRIELRORJLFDO
LQGHWHUPLQDF\ D PDQZRPDQ FDSDEOH RI PHQVWUXDWLQJ DV D VLJQ RI KLV FXUVHGQHVV«´
(ibid. 526) This myth of the Jewish man as inhabiting biological abnormalities is further
pathologized by linking “effeminacy” to the image of the female prostitute. Jewish men
were labeled as carriers and contaminators of various sexually transmitted diseases, syphilis
most importantly. The anti-Semitic inventions of physical markers for the “Jewish type,” –
such as the shape and size of the nose, or the complexion of the skin – were then interpreted
as being visible symptoms of syphilis (Gilman 1991, 96, 123-124). This image of the
Jew as a carrier and contaminator of syphilis is later popularized by Adolf Hitler in Mein
.DPSIFor these reasons Larry Kramer (1989) parallels anti-Semitism and homophobia
in his discussion of the ways in which the 1980s AIDS pandemic stigmatized gay men as
sexually perverse carriers of disease. Both discourses rely on ”hygiene” and ”disease” (see
also Bersani 1987/2009). I will turn to this thematic in more detail in chapter 6.3.
According to Kaplan, it comes as no surprise then that Proust used the anti-Semitic
conception of ”the Jew” as a model for his portrait of the ”invert” or ”sodomite,” and
Arendt in fact does the reverse. The logic of racist argumentation is so similar. Kaplan notes
that ”Arendt does not comment on this complex erotic dynamic nor on its feminization of
the homosexual. However, sexual ambiguity and gender inversion are central to Proust’s
portrayal of the ‘race’ of homosexuals. We are again in the presence of the ‘third sex,’
GH¿QHGPRVWIDPRXVO\DVWKHµIHPDOHEUDLQLQDPDOH¶VERG\¶´ .DSODQ .DSODQ
draws from the following, famous episode in &LWLHVRIWKH3ODLQin which the narrator spies
on two men having sex:
In M. de Charlus another creature might indeed have coupled itself with
him which made him as different from other men as the horse makes the
FHQWDXU>«@,KDGPDQDJHGWRDUULYHDWWKHFRQFOXVLRQWKDW0GH&KDUOXV
looked like a woman: he was one! He belonged to that race of beings, less
paradoxical than they appear, whose ideal is manly simply because their
temperament is feminine and who in their life resemble in appearance only
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WKH UHVW RI PHQ >«@ 5DFH XSRQ ZKLFK D FXUVH ZHLJKV DQG ZKLFK PXVW
live amid falsehood and perjury, because it knows the world to regard as a
SXQLVKDEOHDQGDVFDQGDORXVDVDQLQDGPLVVLEOHWKLQJLWVGHVLUH« 3URXVW
1927, 19-20, italics added.)
Although Arendt does not elaborate on the feminization of Jewish and homosexual men, she
QHYHUWKHOHVVSHUFHSWLYHO\ZDUQVWKDW³>D@VORQJDVGHIDPHGJURXSVDQGFODVVHVH[LVWSDUYHQX
and pariah-qualities will be produced anew by each generation with incomparable monotony,
in Jewish society and everywhere else” (OT, 66, my emphasis). Hence, the analysis of the
production of excluded outcasts is something that Didier Eribon and Morris B. Kaplan see as
the most fruitful and valuable tool in Arendt.
Kaplan holds furthermore that Arendt’s analysis is reminiscent of both Foucault and
Sedgwick, and that Arendt can be amended with Sander Gilman’s genealogy of antiSemitist medical discourse to make it compatible with contemporary queer and feminist
politics (Kaplan 1997, 170). Why I take this to be particularly important with regard to
my argument is that the same kind of obsession with producing detailed knowledge about
the body and psyche of “the Jew” in anti-Semitist ideology is prevalent in early social and
medical science on homosexuality, as well as in contemporary medical and psychological
discourses and diagnostic practices of so called “gender identity disorder’” (e.g. Bryant
2006; Green 1987). In all cases, a failure to conform to certain social norms, assumptions,
or ideals, is characterized as an individual psychological pathology. This hinges back
WR $UHQGW¶V GLVWDVWH WRZDUGV ³WKH VRFLDO´ ³KLJK VRFLHW\´ DV ZHOO DV KHU DI¿QLW\ ZLWK
Tocqueville’s critique of the “tyranny of the majority.” More importantly, both discourses
are built on an inherent, heteronormative logic. As Kaplan shows, “Gilman amply
GHPRQVWUDWHVWKHDI¿QLWLHVEHWZHHQWKHUDFLDOUKHWRULFRIµ-HZLVKQHVV¶DQGWKDWDVVRFLDWHG
ZLWK FRQVWUXFWLRQV RI KRPRVH[XDOLW\ DV D WKLUG VH[ >/LNH -HZV@ KRPRVH[XDO PHQ ZHUH
similarly feminized; and lesbians characterized as masculine women” (Kaplan 1997, 171).
There is thus a deep and important “need to integrate interpretations of race and sexuality
with an analysis of the rhetoric of feminization, the ideology of gender, and the political
status of women” (Kaplan 1997, 172).
,ZDQWWRUHWXUQIRUDPRPHQWWRWKHTXHVWLRQRIHIIHPLQDF\:KDW,¿QGLQWULJXLQJLQ(ULERQ¶V
DQG.DSODQ¶VLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRI$UHQGWLVWKDWWKH\SRLQWRXWKRZWKH¿JXUHRIWKH³HIIHPLQDWH
man,” whether a “Jew,” a “homosexual” or a person of a “third sex” functions to propel
YDULRXVUDFLVWPLVRJ\QLVWKRPRSKRELFDQGWUDQVSKRELFGLVFRXUVHV+HQFHWKH\ERWK¿QG
an angle to address Arendt’s potential for feminist political theorizing not by looking at what
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Arendt explicitly said or left unsaid about gender and sexuality, but instead by analyzing
how gender and sexuality operates in her analysis of the rise of anti-Semitism and the rise
of totalitarianism. The intriguing and disturbing problem that arises through this angle of
interpretation is the fact that certain normative ways of gendering people seems to be a
necessary step for justifying violent acts of annihilation, in this case Nazi genocide and the
medicalization of “male effeminacy” as a psycho-pathology. Unlike the early second wave
feminist interpretations of Arendt that I have discussed in chapter 1, and the feminist theorists
of Part II, these “queer readings” point out a very important aspect of the construction of the
modern nation-state, namely, that in 19th- century discourse, “effeminacy” and “pathology” go
hand in hand with the shaping of notions of citizenship and that any group of people (not just
women) associated with “effeminacy” has been a potential target for legitimate diagnosis of
SDWKRORJ\DQGKHQFHFRQVLGHUHGXQ¿WIRUFLWL]HQVKLSULJKWV
The framing of political freedom in Arendt that has been so attractive to queer theorists,
such as Morris B. Kaplan, is that Arendt does not theorize freedom in relation to a sovereign
or an autonomous subject. According to Kaplan, she does not hold freedom to be something
that is possessed by an individual or a group. Neither is she interested in identity politics,
but regards instead political freedom as always dynamic and relational, as the achievement
of a heterogeneous group of conscious pariahs joining spontaneously in order to act together
and start something new. Coming back now to the early second wave feminist critiques
of Arendt (chapter 1), where the queer readings of Arendt respond to this critique is that
Arendt is not concerned with formulating political agency in relation to an identity group,
such as “women,” – or “gays” for that matter. Both are contingent, socially constructed
concepts, not universal identities. Instead, her focus is on the question of what makes the
SROLWLFDOFRPLQJWRJHWKHUSRVVLEOHLQWKH¿UVWSODFH"
In light of the queer readings, regardless of the fact that Arendt never wrote much on
the topic of gender inequality or women’s rights, her theorizing on the complex process
of exclusion facing all marginalized groups nevertheless turns out to be very useful for
feminist and queer political theorizing. As Didier Eribon and Morris B. Kaplan argue, by
going back to Arendt’s early Jewish Writings and The Origins of Totalitarianism, it becomes
evident that 19th-century medical interpretations of race and sexuality feed the development
of gender ideologies that promote a negative conception of femininity, which again directly
LQÀXHQFHVWKHSROLWLFDOVWDWXVRIZRPHQDQGDQ\RQHDVVRFLDWHGZLWK³HIIHPLQDF\´7KDWWKLV
important point regarding Arendt’s continued relevance for feminism is made by theorists
working within the discipline of gay studies and queer theory shows that sometimes
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accusations of Arendt’s “gender blindness” can in fact conceal her fresh refusal to conform
with heteronormative conceptions of acceptable gender roles or “women” as a universal
category.
In my discussion so far, all the formulations of Arendt as an important resource for theorizing
JD\ ULJKWV DUH LQ RQH ZD\ RU WKH RWKHU GLUHFWO\ LQVSLUHG E\ WKH ¿JXUH RI WKH ³FRQVFLRXV
pariah.” As I have argued, these readings do not stress the philosophical, political or ethical
implications of Arendt’s silence on gender as such, but focus instead on examining what
can be done with texts in which Arendt addresses homosexuality as a political question.
Whereas feminist interpreters such as Landes (1983), Ring (1998); Kristeva (1999), BarOn (1997; 2002) and Courtine-Denamy (2001) inquire into the relationship between gender
and Jewishness in Arendt’s texts as well as her autobiography, and search for elements of
a hidden feminism in Arendt, gay studies scholars, such as Kramer (1989), Kaplan (1997)
and Eribon (1999) are interested in the medical, juridical, political and social construction
of homosexuality and Jewishness as pathological identities. This leads to an important
theoretical problem. Namely, in these texts the question of problematizing gender falls
into the background, because gender is almost exclusively theorized as male. When the
question of gender is extracted for critical scrutiny, it is done only within the context of
the connection between male effeminacy and pathology. As I have argued, the focus is
on male homosexuality, male desire and male effeminacy. With the exception of Gail
Mason (2002), who has examined lesbian women’s experiences of homophobic violence
by appeal to Arendt, texts that would theorize lesbian politics, lesbian desire or female
masculinity through an Arendtian framework are basically non-existent. As I have shown
in my discussion in Part I, numerous feminist scholars, such as Adrienne Rich most notably,
would regard Arendt as an enemy in such a project.53 Mason on the other hand holds that
Arendt, despite her silence on gender, is useful for theorizing the experiences of victims
of violence because of her distinction between “who” someone is and “what” someone is
(Mason 2002, 98-99):

There are some studies that attempt to theorize friendship between women by studying the private correspondence
between Mary McCarthy and Arendt, and some of these studies also speculate about the possible erotic dimension of
some of Arendt’s personal relationships with women (e.g. Jones 2013). However, these studies are highly marginal and
conducted in the genre of autobiography. They draw from personal letters as well as third party memories of Arendt’s
personal life, not on her scholarly, public texts.
53
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>$@OWKRXJKYLROHQFHPD\FRQWULEXWHWRWKHGH¿QLWLRQRIµZKDW¶KRPRVH[XDOLW\LV
it cannot tell lesbians and gay men ‘who’ they are as homosexuals; I appropriate
the work of Hannah Arendt to make this distinction. In other words, violence
has the capacity to constitute sexual subject positions but it cannot determine the
subjectivities through which these identities are lived and reinvented by lesbians
and gay men every day. (Mason 2002, 10)
6.3 From ”queer negativity” to queer natality: reading Arendt as a critic of
heteronormativity
In Part II of this study I analyzed French and Italian feminist interpretations of Arendt that
are motivated by a framing of sexual difference. I argued that theorists such as Cavarero
(1995) and Kristeva (1999), most importantly, highlight the femininity of Arendt’s textual
style and draw feminist implications from her concept of “natality.”54 For theorists such as
Cavarero, the concept of natality opens up a possibility to theorize the mother-child relation
as an ontological foundation for a philosophy of sexual difference and new beginnings. As
Rachel Jones writes:
>M@XVWDVWKHFDSDFLW\IRUEHJLQQLQJLVURRWHGLQELUWKDQGERUQRIUHODWLRQV
both sexuate and maternal, so philosophy itself is primarily relational.
3KLORVRSK\¶VFRXUVHLVWKXV¿UVWDQGIRUHPRVWLQWHUFRXUVHMXVWDVKXPDQ
EHLQJLV¿UVWDQGIRUHPRVWEHLQJZLWK -RQHVFI0DUWLQ
In this chapter, I want to draw attention to texts in which Arendt’s notion of natality is
interpreted and utilized for entirely different purposes than a philosophy of sexual difference.
I will examine what happens to Arendt’s enigmatic silence on gender when natality and
birth are not interpreted as feminine or even sexed concepts but are instead seen as concepts
that disturb and interrupt the order of heteronormativity. As scholars working within the
framework of academic queer theorizing, Judith Butler most notably, have criticized
Kristeva’s psychoanalytic framework of motherhood for its alleged heteronormativity and
essentialism, a concept such as “natality” and the philosophy of birth associated with it
may seem foreign, perhaps even counterproductive for queer interpretations of Arendt.
Yet, I attempt to show that for some theorists, such as John Brenkman (2002) and Mario
)HLW  SUHFLVHO\³QDWDOLW\´VLJQL¿HV$UHQGW¶VSRWHQWLDODVDFULWLFRIKHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\
54
As I have established, in addition to Cavarero and Kristeva, the concept of natality has convinced thinkers as diverse as
Hartsock (1983), Elshtain (1986), Moruzzi (2002) and Birmingham (2006), that albeit her enigmatic silence on gender, Arendt
LVDUDGLFDOIHPDOHZULWHUDQGDVVXFKKHUSKLORVRSK\FRQWDLQVIHPLQLQHWKHPHVWKDWDUHVLJQL¿FDQWIRUIHPLQLVWWKHRUL]LQJ
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Feit for instance contends:
Arendt’s political theory develops a powerful, albeit implicit, critique of
KHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\WKDWLV>«@$UHQGWHPHUJHVDVDTXHHUWKHRULVW«>6KH@
has been criticized for her disinterest in questions of gender and sexuality.
However, as I show, The Human Condition offers a thorough critique of
heteronormativity. (Feit 2011, 77)
/HW PH EHJLQ E\ EULHÀ\ VXPPDUL]LQJ WKH WKHRUHWLFDO XQGHUSLQQLQJV RI WKHVH DWWHPSWV WR
“queer” Arendt’s notion of natality. In an essay titled “The Future is Kid Stuff: Queer Theory,
'LVLGHQWL¿FDWLRQDQGWKH'HDWK'ULYH´  /HH(GHOPDQFODLPVWKDWKHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\
LV EHLQJ KHOG LQ SODFH E\ WKH ³¿JXUDO &KLOG´ ,Q RWKHU ZRUGV VRFLDO DQG SROLWLFDO RUGHU
depends for its existence and legitimation on a certain future-orientedness, in the name of
“future citizens” and “future generations.” Crucial to this order of “reproductive futurism”
is the fantasy of achieving immortality through heterosexual reproduction. “The Child
PDUNVWKHIHWLVKLVWLF¿[DWLRQRIKHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\DQHURWLFDOO\FKDUJHGLQYHVWPHQWLQULJLG
sameness of identity that is central to the compulsory narrative of reproductive futurism”
(Edelman 1998/2004, 21). Hence, politics receives its meaning from an aim to transcend
death. Citizenship and rights become linked to sexual reproduction, leaving those who
cannot, do not want to, or are not allowed to participate in “reproductive futurism” as
abject:
In its coercive universalization, the image of the Child, not to be confused
with the lived experiences of any historical children, serves to regulate
political discourse – to prescribe what will count as political discourse – by
compelling such discourse to accede in advance to the reality of a collective
IXWXUH ZKRVH ¿JXUDWLYH VWDWXV ZH DUH QHYHU SHUPLWWHG WR DFNQRZOHGJH RU
address. (Edelman 1998/2004, 11)
Edelman’s No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (2004) presents one of the most
provocative and controversial critiques of heteronormativity. Equivalizing the ideal of
democratic politics with the ideals of future-orientedness and heterogenital reproduction,
Edelman calls for a queer negation of this social order through the embracing of the death
drive.55 What this means for a queer account of politics is that queerness must stand in stark
Edelman’s critique of heteronormativity is best concretized by placing it in the context of the tradition of thinkers such as Leo
%HUVDQLZKRLQKLVHVVD\³,VWKH5HFWXPD*UDYH"´SROHPLFDOO\DQGSURYRFDWLYHO\RSSRVHG5RQDOG5HDJDQ¶VLPSRWHQFH
and unwillingness to take action at the peak of the 1980s AIDS pandemic (cf. Bersani 1987/2009). The stigmatization of gay
men as carriers and spreaders of HIV and the myth according to which the AIDS pandemic is an evolutionary process that

55
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RSSRVLWLRQWRDOOSROLWLFV³>«@ZKDWLVTXHHUHVWDERXWXVTXHHUHVWZLWKLQXVDQGTXHHUHVW
despite us is this willingness to insist intransitively – to insist that the future stop here”
(Edelman 1998/2004, 31; cf. Kornak 2015).
Arendt’s account of natality as the “central category of political thought” (HC, 9) seems to
stand in stark opposition to Edelman’s “queer-negativity.” In fact, Arendt’s philosophy of
natality may even be seen as the epiphany of the type of political theorizing that Edelman
criticizes. Yet, for Brenkman and Feit, precisely Arendt’s account of natality functions as
momentum for disrupting the heteronormative order of reproductive future. In his debate
and correspondence with Edelman, John Brenkman (2002) writes:
“Natality,” awkward though the word is, acquires a new relevance in
light of Edelman’s “The Future Is Kid Stuff.” Arendt evokes the human
DQGSROLWLFDOVLJQL¿FDQFHRIEHLQJERUQ±RIEHLQJWKURZQLQWRWKHZRUOG
as a newcomer and beginner – without linking it to any symbol of
reproduction, any fantasy of the sexual relation, any image of the child and
futurity. (Brenkman, 2002, 191)
Mario Feit (2011) shares Brenkman’s enthusiasm in theorizing Arendt through a nonheteronormative account of natality. In 'HPRFUDWLF$Q[LHWLHV6DPH6H[0DUULDJH'HDWK
and Citizenship (2011), Feit, much like Bersani (1987/2990) and Edelman (1998/2004),
contends that in the Western political tradition, sexual reproduction functions as a means
WRWUDQVFHQGGHDWK%LRORJLFDOUHSURGXFWLRQDQGWKHFUHDWLRQRI¿WIXWXUHFLWL]HQVLVWKHsine
qua non for democratic citizenship.56 Whereas heterosexual marriage is valued as normal
DQGFHOHEUDWRU\VDPHVH[PDUULDJHRQWKHRWKHUKDQGLVUHGXFHGWRDVHO¿VKXQLRQRIPHUH
sexual desire without offspring, and as such it escapes the duties of citizenship (Feit 2011,
2-3). Edelman and Bersani both attempt to disrupt the heteronormative, reproductive order
by appeal to “queer auto-erasure,” or “queer-negativity” and contend that male gay sexual
praxis, precisely because of its disconnection with reproduction, is in itself politically
subversive, courageous and celebratory (e.g. Bersani 1987/2009, 222). Feit, however,
ZLOOOHDGWRWKHH[WLQFWLRQRIKRPRVH[XDOPHQEHDUVVRPHDI¿QLW\ZLWKWKHDQWL6HPLWLVWQDUUDWLRQRI-HZLVKPHQDVFDUULHUVRI
syphilis. For these and other reasons, Kramer (1989) rhetorically compares the AIDS crisis to a holocaust
56
7KHUHVHHPVWREHVRPHFRQIXVLRQZLWKLQWKHVHWKHRULHVUHJDUGLQJWKHGH¿QLWLRQRIGHPRFUDWLFFLWL]HQVKLS(GHOPDQ¶VFULWLTXH
is best applied to homogenous notions of nationality (demos), or people (populous), but not necessarily to the concept of
democratic citizenship, since not all notions of citizenship are based on the idea of the nation or the nation state. The Republican
tradition in political philosophy, represented by thinkers such as Machiavelli (Discourses on Livy), Thomas Jefferson, James
Madison and Hannah Arendt is not based on the idea of citizenship as a homogenous people. Arendt follows the Founders in
her notion of citizenship and certainly resists attempts to reduce citizenship to nationality.
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looks to Arendt for a queer ally.
Feit’s book builds on a critique of Rousseau, as well as on an elaboration of Nietzsche
and Arendt in order to establish a theory of democratic, queer-inclusive citizenship. I
want to stress here the continuity that Feit’s book establishes among the marginal and
often neglected gay studies scholars and queer theorists who have shown an interest in
Arendt’s works. Just as feminist interpreters of Arendt have managed to build a tradition of
Arendtian feminist scholarship as well as feminist critiques of Arendt by means of crossUHIHUHQFLQJWRHDFKRWKHU¶VZRUNVDOVRWKHPDUJLQDOEXWJURZLQJ¿HOGRI$UHQGWLDQTXHHU
theorizing is becoming a small tradition in itself. As I have argued throughout this chapter,
this tradition is an offshoot of the feminist tradition, and yet it has remained unexamined.
Being well aware of the tradition of feminist Arendt scholarship as well as Arendt’s
controversial silence on gender, Feit nevertheless insists that Arendt can be read as a queer
theorist. He credits Honig’s edited anthology Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt
(1995) in order to position himself among theorists who have examined Arendt’s silence
on gender. “As Arendt’s work does not provide much by way of an analysis and critique
of gender, some appropriations of her work have attempted to draw feminist potential
precisely from Arendt’s disinterest in gender” (Feit 2011, 79). However, in contrast to
these interpretations, Feit encourages focusing on sexuality, not gender, in Arendt. By
GRLQJWKLVKHSRVLWLRQVKLPVHOIDPRQJVFKRODUVVXFKDV0RUULV%.DSODQZKR³«KDYH
sought to think about Arendt as a resource for lesbian and gay politics” (ibid., 80). The
analytical separation between gender and sexuality is curious, and I will return to it a little
later on.
As I have discussed Didier Eribon’s and Morris B. Kaplan’s elaborations on Arendt in
detail above (chapters III.3.1 – III.3.2), I do not intend to repeat their central ideas here.
Instead, I want to focus on how Feit’s interpretation of natality radicalizes both Eribon’s
and Kaplan’s attempts to read Arendt as an ally for gay and lesbian politics.
Feit is critical of attempts that draw an unproblematic analogy between Jewishness and
homosexuality, something that both Eribon and Kaplan do in their elaborations on Arendt.
In my view, Feit’s critique could also be extended to the unproblematic analogy that some
feminist theorists draw between Jewishness and gender (see chapter III.2.3). The heart of
this critique consists in Feit’s worry that such analogies ignore the internal diversity and
HYHQFRQÀLFWLQJLQWHUHVWVZLWKLQWKHJD\DQGOHVELDQPRYHPHQW/LNH%RQQLH+RQLJ  
Amy Allen (1999) and Linda Zerilli (2005), Feit too calls for attention to political action
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that is not based on identity politics. An example of such political organizing is according
to Feit the direct-action group ACT UP. According to him, the “die-ins” organized by
ACT UP clearly demonstrated how the exclusion of certain groups of people (HIV-positive
gay men in this case) from the public space of speech and action is equal to succumbing
them to a form of living death (Feit 2011, 82). Not only are shame and marginalization
impossible to deal with in isolation, but more importantly, exclusion from the public realm
is dehumanizing. Hence, Feit contends that more important than focusing exclusively
on the history of persecution is the attempt to articulate strategies through which access
to public political spaces is reclaimed. At the same time, questions that were previously
regarded as strictly private matters, such as sexuality and death from illness, are brought
into the public arena (cf. Tambornino 2002, 25.). Like Edelman and Bersani, Feit also
imports the concept of “death” (as well as imagery related to death) into political discourse
as part of his reading strategy.
However, what clearly distinguishes Feit from thinkers such as Edelman and Bersani is
his complete lack of interest in notions such as “queer negativity,” and distances himself
IURP³>0LFKDHO@:DUQHUDQGRWKHUV>ZKR@VHHPVDWLV¿HGWKDWWKH\KDYHOHIWEHKLQGWKH
desire for vicarious immortality by rejecting sexual reproduction and its metaphors” (ibid.
78). Feit refers here to Warner’s critique of the institution of marriage as an institution that
enforces normalization and remarginalizes, for instance, queer persons who do not want to
engage in monogamous partnerships (Warner 1999, 88-89, 132; cf. Butler 2000, 136-81).
According to Feit, queer critiques of heteronormativity should after all not be theoretically
incompatible with the option of a positive account of marriage. This is where Feit is close
to both Eribon and Kaplan, for whom a defense of marriage equality is part and parcel of
queer political activism.
Feit’s critique of Warner is brief and mostly allusive, and does not take into account
Warner’s development of Arendt’s idea of councils and public spaces. In Publics and
Counterpublics, Warner presents a reading of The Human Condition. Building on Arendt,
:DUQHULQYHQWVKLVRZQGH¿QLWLRQRIWKHFRQFHSWRI³FRXQWHUSXEOLFV´WRVLJQLI\VSDFHVLQ
which marginalized and persecuted groups of people enter the public scene. “Counterpublics
DUHE\GH¿QLWLRQIRUPHGE\WKHLUFRQÀLFWZLWKWKHQRUPVDQGFRQWH[WVRIWKHLUFXOWXUDO
environment, and this context of domination inevitably entails distortion” (Warner 2002,
62). Hence, a counterpublic, such as the performative and public disclosure of an ACT UP
demonstration, is aware of the tension and even possible agony with dominant society.
According to Warner, social movements that are built around the idea of radicalizing
normative notions of gender and sexuality need counterpublics for public disclosure.
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Although Warner does not take notice of Arendt’s conception of the “conscious pariah”
in his book, the parallel between the “counterpublics” and Arendt’s appeal to theorize the
urgent need for the political disclosure of marginalized groups is evident.
In distinction from Eribon, Kaplan and Warner, Feit is particularly interested in Arendt’s
concept of natality. Whereas Edelman cannot envision a future that is not based on the
¿JXUDO&KLOG)HLWDUJXHVWKDWDFUHDWLRQRIVXFKDIXWXUHLVLQGHHGSRVVLEOHDQGGHVLUDEOH
He contends that precisely because Arendt does not theorize natality in relation to sexuality,
gender or embodiment, or even a child, she does provide conceptual tools for a queer
conception of political agency and citizenship: “Arendt goes out of her way to distance
WKHV\PEROLFFKDUDFWHURIWKHFKLOG±QDWDOLW\±IURPKHWHURVH[XDOUHSURGXFWLRQ«´ )HLW
2012, 84). The original passage from The Human Condition that Feit is referring to in his
GLVFXVVLRQLVDIRRWQRWHLQZKLFK$UHQGWFODUL¿HVKHUFRQFHSWLRQRIORYHZLWKUHIHUHQFHWR
creation myths. Drawing from a myth in which an air god “inserts itself between earth and
VN\´ DQG GLVWLQJXLVKLQJ WKLV P\WK IURP IHUWLOLW\ P\WKV$UHQGW FRQWHQGV ³>WKH@ ZRUOG
creating faculty of love is not the same as fertility, upon which most creation myths are
based” (HC, 242 fn 82).
For Arendt, love is a particularly interesting context for the disclosure of the “who,” because:
ORYH³>«@LQGHHGSRVVHVVHVDQXQHTXDOHGSRZHURIVHOIUHYHODWLRQDQGRIXQHTXDOHGFODULW\
of vision for the disclosure of who, precisely because it is concerned to the point of total
unworldliness with what the loved person may be” (HC 242, emphasis in the original).
Arendt hence argues that lovers are able to disclose their unique distinctness to each other,
as well as to perceive each other’s uniqueness and distinctness.
Feit comments:
Arendt insists that what is to be appreciated about love is not fertility –
reproductive sexuality – but the insertion of a new being into the world. The
creation myth Arendt refers to downplays the relevance of the heterosexual
coitus. In this particular myth, the air god is simply “born between them”
– not to WKH RSSRVLWHVH[ FRXSOH >«@7KH SDVVLYH YRLFH HUDVHV ERWK WKH
VSHFL¿FLW\RIWKHRQHZKRJLYHVELUWK±WKHELRORJLFDOPRWKHU±DVZHOODV
the act that causes the pregnancy itself. “A child has been born unto us.”
It is as if this child came from nowhere, materialized out of nothing. (Feit
2011, 87)
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Now, the passage that I have quoted above can be interpreted as a perfect example of what
Cavarero (1995) calls “the erasure of the Great Mother” or what Mary O’Brien (1981) calls
a Platonic fantasy of male birth-giving (see chapters 1.1 and 3.1).
In a paper titled “‘A Child Has Been Born unto Us’: Arendt on Birth” (2014), Cavarero
problematizes precisely the same passage in Arendt that Feit builds his reading on.
Cavarero points out that the phrase is an incorrect reference to the Bible, both in terms
of the exact wording of the phrase as well as the book to which it refers (Cavarero 2014,
12).57 According to Cavarero, Arendt needs this miscitation in order to develop her highly
abstract notion of natality. For Cavarero, not only is birth a curiously sexless event for
$UHQGWEXWDOVR³WKHFKLOG´ZLWKRXWDPDWHUQDO¿JXUHLVLQWKLVFRQWH[WDVWUDQJHFUHDWXUH
³>«@OLNH$GDPEHIRUHDIHPDOHFRPSDQLRQKDGEHHQSODFHGEHVLGHKLP$UHQGW¶VLQIDQW
evokes an inhuman solitude” (ibid. 23).
Whether Feit succeeds in his project or not, his intention is to connect the concept of natality
to Arendt’s conception of political action as generative of new beginnings, as well as to
her critique of the social. Contrary to Cavarero, Feit claims that Arendt’s critique of the
VRFLDO DV D PDVVLYH KRXVHKROG ȠǸțȠȢ  FDQ EH UHDG DV DQ DWWHPSW WR XQGR WKH SDWULDUFKDO
family as the model of society and the nation state. In this sense, Feit’s project is a feminist
project. For Feit, the conception of “community” in the Christian tradition is based on the
image of a singular body, which again mirrors the homogenous family unity, established
through biological kinship. Such a notion of family as a political basis of patria, contends
Feit, threatens the Arendtian principles of “plurality” and the “uniqueness” and “distinctness”
of each individual (Feit 2011, 90-92, HC §6, §9, §§24-25).
Feit argues that due to Arendt’s theorizing of the political realm as a space for displaying
uniqueness and distinctness through speech and action, immortality is here connected to
narration and memorialization (speech and action), and not to heterosexual reproduction.
Hence, natality becomes a concept through which politics and sexual reproduction are
VHSDUDWHG ZLWKRXW VDFUL¿FLQJ WKH IXWXUH WR D P\VWLF QRWLRQ RI ³TXHHU QHJDWLYLW\´ %\
attempting to disentangle natality from both femininity as well as heterosexual reproduction,
Feit thus attempts to clear ways for thinking about other forms of kinship, parenthood,
family and citizenship than those that are structured around a normative conception of
Cavarero comments on Arendt: “The citation is suggestive, but incorrect. In the Gospels, which do announce with true
joy the birth of the child, the phrase as it is quoted here does not exist. It appears instead in Isaiah (9:6), translated into
English both as “For to us a child is borne,” and, in the version of the King James Bible from which Arendt is plausibly
drawing, as “For unto us a child is born.” The error, if indeed it is an error is thus twofold.” (Cavarero 2014, 12)
57
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heterosexual reproduction.
Although Feit discusses neither Cavarero nor Kristeva, and although Cavarero does
not refer to Feit, it is evident that from the perspective of Feit’s interpretation, sexual
difference readings leave unanswered the question of whether reversing the patriarchal
tradition into a feminine symbolic order is subversive enough. To what extent does such
DUHYHUVDOFKDQJHWKHORJLFRIWKHGLVFRXUVHLWVHOIZKLFKLVEDVHGRQELQDU\RSSRVLWLRQV"
Furthermore, Cavarero’s and Kristeva’s treatment of motherhood in particular, can be
claimed to collapse sexual and reproductive difference, leaving thus little or no space
for theorizing non-biological motherhood. This again poses a number of problems for
conceptualizing both queer parenthood as well as non-normative, heterosexual parenthood,
such as single parenthood.
For Cavarero, the Arendtian infant who is not intelligible within the framework of
heterosexual reproduction (because it is not marked as either male of female), “evokes an
inhuman solitude” (Cavarero 2014, 23). For Feit on the other hand, precisely the abstract
theorization of the Arendtian “child” opens up a space for imagining non-normative, queer
notions of relationality, kinship, parenthood and childhood.
Yet, it remains unclear to what extent Feit’s interpretation of the concept of natality
succeeds in establishing Arendt as a “queer theorist” or a “critic of heteronormativity.”
As feminist scholars since the late 1970s have shown, Arendt indeed never associated
³QDWDOLW\´ ZLWK VH[XDO GLIIHUHQFH DQG KHWHURVH[XDO UHSURGXFWLRQ EXW LV WKDW D VXI¿FLHQW
FULWHULRQIRUHVWDEOLVKLQJWKDWKHQFH$UHQGWLVD³TXHHUWKHRULVW´")HLW¶VHQWKXVLDVWLFUHDGLQJ
of Arendt is deliberately selective and bypasses passages in The Human Condition that
would problematize his own interpretation. However, as I have argued throughout this
study, deliberately selective readings of Arendt are a key feature of feminist and queer
responses to Arendt’s silence.
As with my discussion on Cavarero and Kristeva, rather than assessing the authors’ readings,
I have in this chapter wanted to highlight the contrast between opposing ways of utilizing
Arendt’s conception of natality for feminist and queer purposes. By deliberately contrasting
Feit with Kristeva and Cavarero and comparing them to Edelman, I have sought to demonstrate
the performative function that Arendtian concepts such as natality play in secondary literature.
As I have argued throughout Part III, scholars interpreting and responding to Arendt’s silence
on gender navigate by singling out certain concepts or conceptual pairs and triplets for critical
scrutiny. Hence, examining feminist and queer interpretations of Arendt’s silence on gender
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reveals the enormous creativity with which Arendtian concepts are deployed within secondary
scholarship.
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Conclusion: from Arendt’s silence to feminist polyphony

The main results of this study show that Arendt’s enigmatic silence on gender has generated
a rich and impressive feminist tradition of Arendt scholarship that deserves to be examined
DV D GLVWLQFW ¿HOG RI LQTXLU\ ,Q WKLV VWXG\ , DSSURDFK WKLV WUDGLWLRQ WKURXJK D WKUHHIROG
analytic categorization that acknowledges the nuances, complexity and polyphony
within the numerous feminist responses to Arendt’s silence on gender over a period of
four decades. The research design that I provide reveals that feminist interpretations
of Arendt can be best understood as three distinct major responses that operate with
VSHFL¿F DQG GLYHUJHQW$UHQGWLDQ FRQFHSWV$V , KDYH DUJXHG WKURXJKRXW WKLV VWXG\ WKH
Anglophone, early second wave, sisterhood framework operates mainly through the
“public/private” distinction and arrives at the conclusion that Arendt is an anti-feminist
and a masculine thinker. Continental, femininity approaches highlight Arendt’s notion of
“natality,” embracing Arendt as a feminine thinker and a female genius. Departing from
both of these frameworks, postmodern and queer feminist interpretations elaborate on the
“performativity of speech and action” as well as “the conscious pariah” in Arendt and view
her as a rebellious precursor to postmodern critiques of identity politics and as a theorist
of marginalized persecuted persons. I contend that taken together, these three feminist
perspectives form a prism through which Arendt’s enigmatic silence on gender receives
different meanings, depending on the angle of interpretation and the concepts at play.
As previous theoretical literature on feminist interpretations of Arendt consists of only a
few articles and one edited essay anthology from 1995, my study contributes to previous
UHVHDUFKE\SURYLGLQJWKH¿UVWPRQRJUDSKOHQJWKLQTXLU\LQWRIHPLQLVW$UHQGWUHFHSWLRQV
)XUWKHUPRUHWKLVVWXG\¿OOVDUHVHDUFKJDSLQPRUHJHQHUDO$UHQGWVFKRODUVKLSE\DFFRXQWLQJ
for the constantly evolving feminist and queer elaborations of Arendt.
My starting point locates the key texts in which Arendt is conceived as an anti-feminist
(chapter 1). I propose that particularly when examined in the ”sisterhood” framework of
the 1970s and early 1980s feminist contexts, some of Arendt’s key conceptual distinctions
such as ”public” vs. ”private,” ”political” vs. ”social” and ”labor” vs. ”action’” generate
interpretations of Arendt as an elitist masculine thinker, whose theoretical and ontological
framework risks excluding women from the political realm altogether (e.g. Rich 1979;
O’Brien 1981; Pitkin 1981; Brown 1988; Pitkin 1998). Hence, for the early second wave
readers, the absence of gender in Arendt’s oeuvre is not conceived as a matter concerning
KHUSHUVRQDOODFNRILQWHUHVWLQWKHWRSLFEXWPRUHVHULRXVO\DÀDZLQKHURYHUDOOSKLORVRSK\
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I propose that ”gender” is in these readings mostly understood as a stable identity category,
with ”women” and ”men,” ”femininity” and ”masculinity” operating as polar opposites.
In order to avoid making oversimplifying analogies between feminist authors writing
within the same historical context, I tested my reading by placing the early second wave
theorists in dialogue with later Anglophone theorizations. I deliberately chose Arendt’s
concept of the body as a point of reference for comparing and contrasting these readings.
Through this paralleling I have arrived at the conclusion that a gradual shift begins to take
place within feminist Arendt interpretations towards the beginning of the 1990s. Whereas
the early second wave theorists were particularly interested in examining Arendt’s lack
RIIRFXVRQWKHIHPDOHERG\DQGZRPHQ¶VHPERGLHGH[SHULHQFHVWKHRULVWVLQÀXHQFHGE\
postmodern theorizing, such as Honig (1988; 1993; 1995), Dietz (1995), Zerilli (1995)
and Allen (1999), begin to look at Arendt through the sex/gender distinction. Instead of
asking how Arendt theorizes women and female embodiment, the question is now whether
$UHQGWUHJDUGVWKHERG\DQGJHQGHUDVQDWXUDOSHUIRUPDWLYHRUERWK"6LQFHP\UHDGLQJ
strategy successfully points out the texts in which Arendt is most clearly perceived as an
anti-feminist, as well as the texts in which Arendt becomes conceived as a precursor to
performative notions of embodiment and identity, my discussion strengthens my argument
according to which Anglophone feminist interpretations can be categorized into two
distinct responses, that is, those who perceive Arendt as an anti-feminist and those who
perceive Arendt as a proto-feminist.
My analysis of feminist responses to Arendt’s notion of the body is followed by an
examination of how these feminist theorists respond to Arendt’s critique of modernity.
It is my contention that an examination of feminist responses to Arendt’s conception of
”modernity” provides a more thorough understanding of how and why Arendt becomes
interpreted as a ”reluctant modernist” and a precursor to postmodern theorizing in the
¿UVWSODFH0\GHWDLOHGGLVFXVVLRQDQGFRPSDULVRQRIWKHUHDGLQJVRI%HQKDELE  
3LWNLQ  DQG=HULOOL  VKRZVWKDWWKHJUDGXDOLQÀXHQFHRISRVWPRGHUQWKHRUL]LQJ
stimulates a discussion between feminist scholars regarding the use of Arendt to challenge,
re-examine and reformulate new directions for feminist conceptions of the public sphere
as well as feminist notions of freedom. Hence, I propose that in the 1990s Arendt becomes
widely read as a useful theorist for conceptualizing differences within the numerous
directions of feminist political theorizing. I demonstrate the internal tensions within
feminist Arendt scholarship through my comparison of Hanna Pitkin’s The Attack of the
Blob (1998), which still, at the end of the 1990s characterizes Arendt as an anti-democrat
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and an anti-feminist, with the readings of Seyla Benhabib (1996) and Linda Zerilli (2005),
who both emphasize Arendt’s potential for radical democratic, feminist projects.
As my focus in Part I is mainly on Anglophone debates, in Part II of this study I compare
P\ UHVHDUFK ¿QGLQJV E\ VZLWFKLQJ JHRJUDSKLFDO DQG OLQJXLVWLF FRQWH[WV +HQFH , WXUQ
here to two of the most widely read French and Italian feminist elaborations of Arendt.
In this context I also evaluate the claims of Honig (1995), Young-Bruehl (1996), Dietz
(1995; 2002) and Maslin (2012), who all argue that there are two distinct historical phases
in feminist Arendt receptions and that the tradition of feminist Arendt scholarship can
be arranged according to the ”woman question in Arendt” and the ”Arendt question in
feminism.” As the scarce previous scholarship on feminist interpretations on Arendt does
not take into account continental, feminist Arendt receptions, I devote Part II as a whole to
$GULDQD&DYDUHUR¶VDQG-XOLD.ULVWHYD¶VUHVSRQVHVWR$UHQGW¶VVLOHQFHRQJHQGHU,¿QGWKDW
whereas in the Anglophone context ”natality” is mentioned only in passing by early second
ZDYHWKHRULVWV +DUWVRFN(KOVWDLQ DVZHOODVLQWKHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVLQÀXHQFHG
by postmodern theorizing, in the readings of Cavarero and Kristeva, ”natality,” ”birth,”
”life” and ”new beginnings” turn out to be the most important concepts for deciphering
Arendt’s complex philosophy and for understanding her silence on gender. In contrast to the
Anglophone debates, Cavarero and Kristeva utilize Arendt for theorizing sexual difference,
femininity and motherhood, and for articulating Arendt’s writings as an expression of a
VSHFL¿FIRUPRIIHPLQLQHSKLORVRSK\0\H[DPLQDWLRQRI&DYDUHURDQG.ULVWHYDGLVFORVHV
that although internally differing, taken together these two, major continental feminist
receptions of Arendt constitute a distinct way of responding to Arendt’s silence on gender.
Instead of viewing Arendt as a masculine Grecophile, Arendt emerges as a feminine genius.
Finally, in Part III, I examine in detail Anglophone postmodern feminist interpretations of
Arendt’s silence on gender. I argue that with the pioneering work of Bonnie Honig (1988;
1993; 1995), Arendt becomes widely read as a Nietzschean agonistic thinker, in contrast to
Benhabib’s (1993) reading of Arendt as a Habermasian proponent of consensus politics. I
argue that postmodern feminist readings examine particularly Arendt’s critique of Jewish
identity politics as analogous to critiques of feminist identity politics. Extracting ”speech
and action” and ”the conscious pariah” as operational concepts, theorists, such as Amy
Allen (1999) and Margaret Betz Hull (2002), align Arendt with the works of Judith Butler
and Michel Foucault. These interpretations give further rise to conceptions of Arendt as
a rebellious ally for queer accounts of marginalization, subjectivation and coerced social
conformism (e.g. Kramer 1989; Kaplan 1997; Eribon 1999; Brenkman 2002; Mason 2002;
Warner 2002; Feit 2011). In these readings, Arendt’s silence on gender is interpreted as a
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nascent critique of identity politics as well as an act which destabilizes normative notions of
gender and sexuality.
By analyzing and contextualizing how each text in feminist secondary literature constitutes
a distinct response to Arendt’s silence on gender, and by then grouping these responses,
WKLVVWXG\¿QGVWKDWIHPLQLVWHIIRUWVWRPDNHVHQVHRIWKHDEVHQFHRIDWKHRU\RIJHQGHU
in Arendt’s political thinking can best be understood through a threefold categorization.
7KXV P\ VLJQL¿FDQW ¿QGLQJ LV WKDW WKHUH DUH WKUHH GLVWLQFW UHVSRQVHV WR WKH TXHVWLRQ RI
how Arendt’s silence should be understood and what it means. The responses can be
summarized as the following: a) Arendt was a rigorous female scholar, working in a maledominated occupation, but she was an anti-feminist; b) Arendt was reluctant towards
theorizing feminist politics, but her writing as a whole is an expression of femininity, and
even of female genius; c) Arendt remained silent on gender as a political question, but
her writings on Jewish resistance, for instance, contain parallels to feminist critiques of
identity politics. Hence, Arendt can be theorized as a precursor to postmodern feminist and
queer theorizing.
7DNHQWRJHWKHUWKHVHUHVXOWVSDUWO\VXSSRUWWKHHDUOLHU¿QGLQJVRI'LHW]+RQLJ<RXQJ
Bruehl and Maslin, according to whom a shift has occurred in feminist interpretations
of Arendt during the beginning of the 1990s. Whereas early second wave interpreters of
Arendt were interested in asking what, if anything, Arendt had to say about women and
women’s rights, theorists writing after the so-called postmodern turn have shifted their
focus on asking what might feminist theorizing look like through an Arendtian conceptual
framework. However, in contrast to previous attempts to arrange feminist responses to
Arendt, the results of my dissertation indicate that this shift applies only to the Anglophone
context from roughly the early 1970s to the late 1990s, and even in this context only partly
so.
Although the strongest critics of Arendt are indeed theorists writing in the context of
Anglophone early second wave feminist theorizing, some of the central ideas and concepts
of these critical framings (such as the view of Arendt as a strong proponent of a crude and
sexist public/private distinction) are also circulated and reiterated in much later works, such
as in Hanna Pitkin’s The Attack of the Blob from 1998 and in the conversation between
Judith Butler and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak from 2007. Hence, Arendt’s alleged antifeminism is a recurring theme throughout several decades of feminist scholarship. At the
same time, I argue that on the other hand some of the key ideas of postmodern feminist
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readings, such as Amy Allen’s intriguing analogy between Jewish identity politics and
feminist identity politics (1999), appear already in marginal feminist Arendt interpretations
from the 1980s (e.g. Laine 1983; Markus 1988). Furthermore, the fact that continental,
French and Italian feminist receptions have been ignored in the historical framings of
Dietz, Honig, Young-Bruehl and Maslin, gives the misleading picture that the discussion of
Arendt’s relevance for feminist theorizing is exclusive to the American academic context.
Honig (1988; 1993), for instance, praises French male post-structuralist theorists, such as
Lyotard, but does not elaborate on French post-structuralist feminist theory at all.
)LQDOO\DVLJQL¿FDQWUHVHDUFKUHVXOWRIWKLVVWXG\LVWKDWThe Human Condition, which is the
most important text for feminist interpretations of Arendt, contains two different chapters
ZKLFKKDYHLQÀXHQFHGDQGJHQHUDWHGSRODUL]HGZD\VRIDSSURSULDWLQJ$UHQGW7KHVHDUH
FKDSWHU,,´7KH3XEOLFDQGWKH3ULYDWH5HDOP´DQGFKDSWHU9´$FWLRQ´7KLVVLJQL¿FDQW
aspect is missing from previous research on feminist responses to Arendt.
7KH WKUHH IHPLQLVW UHVSRQVHV WKDW , KDYH LGHQWL¿HG LQ WKLV GLVVHUWDWLRQ GR QRW UHODWH
strictly to a chronological, historical or even a thematic order. Instead, versions of
each response can be found throughout four decades of feminist secondary literature,
and contrasting interpretative shifts appear parallel to each other. Taken together, these
¿QGLQJVFOHDUO\VXJJHVWWKDWIHPLQLVWWKHRULVWVUHVSRQGWR$UHQGW¶VVLOHQFH on gender
with rich polyphony. Precisely because Arendt did not theorize gender as a political
TXHVWLRQDQGGLGQRWUHÀHFWRQWKHZRPHQ¶VPRYHPHQWVRIKHUWLPHKHUWKHRUHWLFDO
FRQFHSWLRQV DQG UHÀHFWLRQV RQ RWKHU WRSLFV VXFK DV ´DFWLRQ´ ´SRZHU´ ´YLROHQFH´
”natality,” ”unique distinctness,” ”plurality,” ”spontaneity,” ”revolution,” ”pariahdom”
and ”freedom,” have been extensively explored by feminist theorists. Arendt’s silence
on gender implies that her account on questions such as gender and sexuality must be
constructed by drawing from her philosophy at large. Very often, feminist theorists
focus on a particular concept, theme or distinction in Arendt’s thinking and argue for the
importance of precisely this angle of entering Arendt’s works. The polyphony appears
when theorists engage in critical debates and dialogue by rejecting or elaborating on
each other’s interpretations. This is an aspect that I have highlighted throughout this
study. It indicates that on one hand Arendt’s account on gender and sexuality can only
be grasped through multiple perspectives and, on the other hand, this same holds for
feminist interpretations themselves. There is no single, univocal feminist theory or
feminism that can be applied to Arendt’s texts in order to answer the question of how
and why she left questions related to gender and sexuality largely untheorized. Instead,
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there are several feminisms, and many feminist voices, which relate to each other in
differing ways.
A striking aspect of feminist elaborations of Arendt in comparison to the general Arendt
reception is the central status of The Human Condition in feminist debates. As I have
argued, Seyla Benhabib points out this ”standard reading” of Arendt already in 1996. Since
very few feminist scholars apart from Ruth A. Miller, Kathrin Braun and Simona Forti
have examined the biopolitical dimension in Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism, the
potential relevance of this work for current debates on gender and sexuality within feminist
and queer theorizing remains unexamined. In my discussion on gay and queer readings
of Arendt (chapter 6), I have pointed the direction towards possible ways of theorizing
gender, sexuality and race from the perspective of an Arendtian critique of biopolitics. As
biopolitics administers, manages and protects certain forms of life as livable and normal,
while letting other ‘non-normal’ and ‘non-normative’ forms of life die, I see particularly
Morris B. Kaplan’s interpretation of Arendt’s theorization of Jewishness and homosexuality
as pathological races as a fruitful path towards reading Arendt as a precursor to biopolitics.
Feminist and queer theorizing could also examine ”natality,” ”spontaneity” and ”acting in
concert” as Arendt’s response and resistance to biopolitics. In this way, Julia Kristeva and
Arendt might be creatively queered and read cojointly.
A further question that I want to point out is the meaning of Arendt’s failure to conform
to the normative expectations of being a woman and being a Jewish woman in her time.
Jennifer Ring, most notably, stresses Arendt’s Jewishness and gender as important triggers
for male sexist dismissals of her work. On the other hand, I argue in this study that this failure
LV VLJQL¿FDQWO\ UHÀHFWHG DOVR LQ IHPLQLVW VHFRQGDU\ OLWHUDWXUH ERWK RQ DQ DUJXPHQWDWLYH
level as well as in biographical characterizations of Arendt. The persistent and reappearing
¿JXUHDQGHYHQMRNHRI$UHQGWDVDPDVFXOLQH*UHFRSKLOHLVDFRQFUHWHH[DPSOHRIKRZ
feminist theorists have responded to Arendt’s gender ambiguity on the textual level and in
her personal life.
In my view, Arendt’s readings of Rahel Varnhagen and Marcel Proust show that failure to
¿WLQWRH[SHFWDWLRQVDQGQRUPVKDVDOZD\VEHHQDQDGPLUHGKDWHGDQGH[RWLFL]HGDVSHFW
RI WKH ¿JXUH RI WKH UHEHO ± RU WKH FRQVFLRXV pariah, to use Arendt’s own terminology.
Hence, it is not surprising that precisely queer interpretations of Arendt have embraced
KHU DPELJXLW\ DQG DPELYDOHQFH:KDW , ¿QG QRWDEOH RQ WKH RWKHU KDQG LV WKH DEVHQFH
of a systematic examination of gay and queer studies voices within the rich history of
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feminist interpretations of Arendt. Since I interpret these voices as being part of the feminist
tradition, I have here opened a path towards theorizing the meaning of Arendt’s silence on
gender from a perspective that problematizes conventional and normative conceptions of
gender and sexuality. Finally, I claim that although Arendt herself failed to envision the
importance of gender and sexuality as political questions, in some cases, such as in the
case of Arendt’s written work, silence and failure can in fact be theorized as success, even
though this success is partly unintended and partly accidental. I suggest that the success
of Arendt’s silence is the space that her philosophy has provided for the growth of an
impressive, rich and complex tradition of feminist and queer voices.
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