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EDITORIAL

Hannah Arendt and the Boundaries
of the Public Sphere

Alexey Salikov
PhD, Leading Research Fellow, Centre for Fundamental Sociology,
National Research University Higher School of Economics
Address: Myasnitskaya str., 20, Moscow, Russian Federation 101000
E-mail: dr.alexey.salikov@gmail.com

Greg Yudin

Senior Research Fellow, Laboratory for Studies in Economic Sociology,
National Research University Higher School of Economics
Professor of Political Philosophy, Moscow School of Social and Economic Sciences
Address: Myasnitskaya str., 20, Moscow, Russian Federation 101000
E-mail: gregloko@yandex.ru

The world has changed markedly in the halfa century since Hannah Arendt last inserted a
blank piece of paper into her typewriter and typed the word “Judgment.” Many new phe-
nomena and changes have occurred on the political map, in the economy and technology,
and in the minds of humans since that time. Some of these changes could be predicted
long before their appearance, some of them emerged unexpectedly. We do not know how
Arendt would react to the changes taking place in the contemporary world. However, we
are confident that she would not have stayed aside silently. She was a passionate supporter
of an active political life based on both, a pluralism of opinions and agonistic debates,
on the one hand, and on “acting in concert,” understanding and reconciliation between
people, on the other. For Arendt only through the implementation of their essential plu-
rality, can humans access and preserve their common world — which she understands as
something “that is shared by many people, lies between them, separates and links them,
showing itself differently to each and comprehensible”! Arendt was sure that our com-
mon world can exist “only to the extent that many people can talk about it and exchange
their opinions and perspectives with one another, over against one another. Only in the
freedom of our speaking with one another does the world, as that about which we speak,
emerge in its objectivity and visibility from all sides”*

In the world of today, however, these fundamental elements of a healthy political life
are threatened by significant transformations or even extinction. We can state with cer-

tainty that there is a crisis of politics in the modern world, resulting in the rise of the

© Alexey Salikov, 2018 DOI: 10.17323/1728-192X-2018-4-9-13
© Greg Yudin, 2018

© Centre for Fundamental Sociology, 2018

1. Arendt H. (2005) The Promise of Politics (ed. J. Kohn), New York: Schocken Books, p. 128.

2. Ibid.: 128-129.
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populist far-right movements, and accompanied by crises of truth, civility, and authen-
ticity. These new political phenomena and changes would have challenged Arendt and
would have made her reconsider the limits of political discussion. We can also assess
with a confidence that the public sphere has changed dramatically since Arendt’s lifetime
and continues to undergo significant transformations, especially since emergence of the
internet and social media.

Scholars use Arendt’s concepts to develop various accounts of this new public sphere,
yielding sometimes divergent conclusions.

Positive accounts usually emphasize that communication and presence in the public
sphere becomes more accessible through the use of the internet and social media: mod-
ern technologies provide more opportunities for us to participate in political life, thereby
erasing spatial and temporal boundaries. Yochai Benkler argues that this digital transfor-
mation of the public sphere “allows individuals to reorient themselves from passive read-
ers and listeners to potential speakers and participants in a conversation.”* The internet
and social media make it easier to access political life for non-professional political actors
and for groups of the population that were often not represented in the public sphere in
the past. Therefore, we can expect the formation of a more diverse and broader public
sphere, compared to the one which existed in Arendt’s lifetime.

However, the internet and social media have not fully justified the initially optimistic
hopes of democratization and a revival of political life: in addition to the positive effect,
new communication technologies have brought a number of negative points. Some fea-
tures of social media communication contribute to the flourishing of harassment, mob-
bing and trolling, the spread of hate speech and the rejection of other opinions. At the
moment, thanks to the internet and social media, people in one part of the public sphere
unite and enrich our common world, in the other part they wage network wars with
each other and do not want to hear the other points of view. As a result, many prefer to
consort with members of communities based on similar views, consciously protecting
themselves from interacting with people of other views. We notice not only the destruc-
tion of some boundaries by means of modern communicative technologies, but also the
creation of new ones. These processes, taking place in the contemporary public sphere are
also manifested in the increasing tendency to deny political opponents the opportunity
to be adequately represented in the public space. Today, this model of political behavior
is reproduced everywhere, regardless of political orientation and geographic location:
in some cases, representatives of right-wing parties are marginalized and squeezed out
of the public sphere, in other cases this happens to liberals or to supporters of left-wing
views. As a result, the polarization and fragmentation of the public sphere, the formation
of parallel communities with mutually exclusive views, are becoming ever clearer. The
emergence of the internet and social media have not only increased transparency and
political activism, but also made easier the manipulation and control of people, and this
contributes to the blurring of the boundaries between the public and the private, between

3. Benkler Y. (2006) The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom,
New Haven: Yale University Press, p. 213.
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lies and truth, between politics and economy. This blurring and disappearance of bound-
aries in some cases, and the formation of new ones in others, requires a rethinking of our
understanding of the public sphere, and the new access to the changing human condi-
tions. Arendt’s theories can provide some promising perspectives for this. For Arendt was
noted not only for her brilliant analysis of totalitarianism, her rigorous research of the
human condition, and famous for noticing the intrinsic link between freedom and lying
in politics, but also for her “endeavor to understand social and political processes of the
present through the prism of some important changes of the past”* However, how can
all that help us to understand the political and social reality in the era of social media,
“alternative facts,” “fake news,” “post-truths” and the dangerous self-isolation of people
within their echo chambers? We do not know how Arendt would have answered this
question, but we can try to analyze the political and social processes of the present from
an Arendtian point of view, reconstructing it with the help of her published and unpub-
lished writings, interviews and other material.

On the March 3o0th-31st 2018, the 25th International Symposium “Paths of Russia” took
place in Moscow. This anniversary conference featured the workshop “Hannah Arendt on
the Limits of the Permissible: Public Sphere, Pluralism and Responsibility” as its central
event. The workshop drew considerable attention from both academic scholars and the
wider audience, and the Russian Sociological Review is proud to continue the discussion
on the pages of our journal. In April 2018, we invited scholars in the fields of theoreti-
cal sociology, social philosophy, intellectual history and related disciplines in the social
sciences and humanities to think on the problem of the boundaries of public sphere in
connection with Arendt’s ideas. In the call for papers we asked: “How can politics benefit
from conflict and control it? Are there any positions and ideologies to be disqualified
from public debate? In what ways are individuals responsible for upholding pluralism?
How should the public sphere accommodate new types of political lies? How can Arendt’s
vision of the political be mobilized to answer the political challenges of the present day?”

The Special Arendt’s Issue is a result of this “life of the mind.” Roger Berkowitz analyz-
es the contemporary distaste for politics — Berkowitz refers to this phenomenon as “im-
possible politics” — from the point of Arendt’s idea of reconciliation. This idea, according
to Berkowitz, is especially important today, because reconciliation can lead to political
solidarity, which the modern world stays in need for. Wolfgang Heuer discusses the ques-
tion of the limits of lie and its prevention analyzing the use of such modern phenomena
like “post-truth” and “fake news” produced by contemporary populist movements in or-
der to undermine the credibility of politicians and mass media. The paper argues that
Arendt’s ideas of freedom of expression, of enlightened criticism, and Arendt’s concept
of a qualitative plurality are the foundations for the defense of truth and politics. Antonia
Grunenberg rethinks Arendt’s reflections on lying in the political realm in the context of
modern digital era. The paper focuses on Arendt’s explanation of the origins, the impact,

4. Salikov A., Zhavoronkov A. (2017) The Public Realm and Revolution: Hannah Arendt between Theory
and Praxis. Estudos Ibero-Americanos, vol. 43, no 3, p. 522.
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and the ambivalence of lying in politics, and discusses the relevance of Arendt’s thoughts
for the understanding of the contemporary politics. John LeJeune argues that Arendt’s
theory provides the insight for the account of modern crises of truth, civility, and au-
thenticity in the public sphere. The source of these crises author sees in the blurring of
truth and opinion, in obscuring the public and the private in contemporary political dis-
course. Trevor Tchir discusses some ideas of Hannah Arendt’s theory considering them
as vital resources to meet the threats to pluralistic democratic action and to face the rise
of populism and polarization in the media. As such a vital resource the paper recons
Arendt’s principle of resistance to totalitarianism and “responsibility for the world,” the
idea of the sensus communis, Arendt’s imperative of factual truth-telling and her attention
to the details of public. Alexey Salikov rethinks classical Habermasian approach to the
phenomenon of public sphere from Arend’s perspective focusing on its transformations
since the emergence of social media. The paper examines the main actual changes taking
place in the modern public sphere and concludes that the classical Habermasian con-
cept of the public sphere requires a new approach. It is argued that some Arendt’s ideas
(self-organization through local communities, pluralism of opinions, competition in the
public sphere) can be useful for elaboration of it. In his paper Anton Shablinskii concep-
tualizes the so-called mini-publics as the “oases of freedom” to demonstrate what type
of political experience they can provide, and puts forward three conditions which are
necessary for their functioning: self-selection of mini-publics, not requiring from mini-
publics to render strategic decisions, different attempts of the state to include such orga-
nizations in its sphere of influence must be monitored and suppressed. The paper argues
that Arendt’s vision of politics is necessary to answer the most topical questions of the
mini-publics theory — on the essence of mini-publics, and how they can provide citizens
with the political experience in the public deliberations. The paper of Iana Lepetiukhina
is devoted to the emotions in political life, how Arendt’s theory discovers the influence of
emotions on the concepts of public space and plurality. The paper also examines the ideas
of understanding of and reconciliation with the world demonstrating their significance
in Arendt’s theory as the essential prerequisites for existence of plurality and public space.
The author argues that emotions eliminate both of them. Stefania Fantauzzi in her paper
reflects on Arendt’s ideas on civil disobedience. Setting out from the Arendtian concept
of the law, bringing out its relational dimension and its ties to the consensus universa-
lis it is argued that civil disobedience can be made consistent with the spirit of the law,
brought up in Arendt’s essay “Civil Disobedience.” Alexey Zhavoronkov investigates the
issue of applicability of Hannah Arendt’s ideas of tradition, nihilism and crisis of thought
to the analysis of contemporary radical conservatism. Grounded on the analysis of both
Arendt’s essays of the 1940s and 1950s, and the historical and modern forms of conserva-
tism, the author explores the question why Arendt is important to the understanding of
contemporary pseudo-conservatism, and explains why it is better to consider the crisis of
judgement, tradition and dialogue in the public sphere in the broader Arendtian perspec-
tive. Artur Tretyak dedicates his reasoning to the Arendt’s influence on Italian political
philosopher Paolo Virno. The paper argues that Virno suggested revising and redefining
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the key concepts of Arendt’s political philosophy in terms of Karl Marx’s theory. The issue
comes to its end with Anastasia Kalk’s review on Richard J. Bernstein’s book Why Read
Hannah Arendt Now? (2018). Bernstein’s book is a valuable and compact but comprehen-
sive introduction to Arendt’s political philosophy.
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The Russian-American journalist Masha Gessen has been developing an argument about the
impossibility of politics in an age of rising authoritarianism. Gessen turns to Hannah Arendt
to articulate the phenomenon of freedom in belonging to a movement fighting for freedom.
This freedom is what Arendt calls the “treasure” of the public space where people act together.
However, the passionate bonds that emerge amidst communal freedom are often intolerant.
As Alexis de Tocqueville wrote, the American town governments may have been the locus
of American freedom, but they were also coarse and opposed to civilized restraints. There is
always a desire on the part of elites, Tocqueville argues, to restrict the freedoms of the town-
ships in the name of civilization. What bothers Gessen about our political moment is that
large political movements have come to act like tiny resistance cells. The Women's March,
for example, imposes an ideological purity on its members and leaders, so that anyone who
trades in antisemitism in their private life must be excluded. Donald Trump’s supporters and
many liberal groups enforce ideological conformity, so that those who might be environ-
mentalists or those who reject identity politics are excluded and denounced. All we have left,
Gessen argues, is a politics of denunciation. In such a situation, no politics is possible. In this
talk, I turn to Arendt to ask what it would mean to imagine a politics amidst the impossibility
of politics?

Keywords: Hannah Arendt, freedom of speech, agonistic politics, liberalism, democracy, pub-
lic space, Masha Gessen

I have been thinking, over the last couple of years, about the idea of reconciliation in
Hannah Arendt’s work. The idea is taken up, explicitly or implicitly and to varying de-
grees, in almost all of Arendt’s work, originating as early as her Denktagebuch, an unpub-
lished piece of writing she began shortly after coming back to the US from Germany in
1950 (Arendt, 2002).

Arendt’s notion of reconciliation is central to her understanding of political judgment.
Reconciliation, she argues, can help lead to political solidarity at a time when traditional
ways of creating solidarity — through religion, customs, norms and traditions — have
broken down. For Arendt, a person’s ability to reconcile themselves to the harsh and even
evil realities of the world requires — in a world without tradition — an affirmative act
of political solidarity. Such affirmative acts of reconciliation are political; they require an
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affirmation of the public world, one that will embrace a particular vision how we can live
together.

This political activity of reconciliation is important amidst the anti-political tenor of
our age. We increasingly hate politics because politics is dangerous, so we concede to a
technocratic, elite and scientifically “clean” politics — what might be called an admin-
istrative “anti-politics” This contemporary distaste for politics — I call it “impossible
politics” — is the focus of my argument. By avoiding the hard questions of politics and
turning instead to technocratic and administrative solutions, we think we limit the dan-
gers of violent and disruptive political disagreement. Indeed, there is a hope that we will
discover common truths that will allow us to live together in peace.

I am skeptical of such an anti-politics. Today, I'd like to discuss one example of the
failure of such an anti-politics. The example of impossible politics I'd like to discuss today
is Louis Farrakhan’s speech on Savior’s day in Chicago in March 2018. Farrakhan, the
leader of a black-nationalist group called The Nation of Islam, is renowned for being anti-
Semitic, anti-gay, anti-white, and racist. During his speech Farrakhan said, “the powerful
Jews are my enemy.” He also said, “white folks are going down. And Satan is going down.
And Farrakhan, by God’s grace, has pulled the cover off that Satanic Jew and I'm here to
say your time is up, your world is through.” Still more, he insisted that the Jews” grip on
the media makes them responsible for all the filth and degenerate behavior that Holly-
wood is putting out; he called Jews the mother and father of apartheid (Tatu, 2018).

One liberal’s response to this black-nationalist rally struck me in particular. Tamika
Mallory is one of the three leaders of the Women’s March on Washington, an anti-Trump
protest that happened the day after he was inaugurated. Mallory not only attended Far-
rakhan’s rally, but she publicly defends her association with him (Matthews, 2018). In
fact, she captions a picture of the two of them on her Instagram account: “definitely the
GOAT?” (Mallory, 2017). Someone had to tell me what “GOAT” means, of course: “Great-
est of All Time” Here, we have a situation where a liberal and very progressive feminist
leader publicly praises a Nation of Islam anti-Semite. How can that be?

Not surprisingly, Mallory’s post led to an outcry; the Women’s March leadership had
to decide how to react. Should they retract or maintain their support for her? (Katz,
2018). After five days of conversations with queer, trans, Jewish, and black members of
the movement — a period of time described by Women’s March leaders as an attempt to
“create space for understanding and healing” (Gessen, 2018) — a statement was released
that denounced anti-Semitism, but the statement was without mention of Farrakhan or
Mallory.

I commend the Women’s March leadership for having such conversations. We need
to have these difficult, nuanced conversations about what and who we stand by, why we
give our support, and when we should not. Yet many Americans considered this incident
between the Women’s March, Mallory, and Farrakhan unambiguously outrageous. The
Women’s March was condemned for not distancing itself forcefully enough from Mallo-
ry’s support of Farrakhan, and Mallory was condemned for not distancing herself force-
fully enough from Farrakhan’s anti-Semitism. Many Americans asked not only whether
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Farrakhan should be allowed to speak in certain venues, but also whether any degree of
support for a point of view such as his is automatically condemnable.

The desire to limit Farrakhan’s speech is part and parcel of a trend to limit what is
considered acceptable speech. On college campuses, and beyond, conservative speakers
are being prevented from speaking at liberal university campuses. The Farrakhan con-
troversy seeks to shut down a liberal antisemite. In both instances, the effort is to shut
down political opinions that are said to be outside the pale of respectable debate. It is
my contention that the restriction on public speaking and the way in which people are
condemned by association with controversial figures are part of a widespread attack on
politics — an attack that emerges from a fear of politics. My argument has three aspects.

First, I want to explore why this intolerance of plurality exists. There is an incredible
fear of plurality not only in the United States, but around the world. In spite of the em-
brace of diversity, there is a fear of real plurality. This fear of plurality is also a fear about
a new, unpredictable and dangerous world that began to emerge after the end of the Cold
War. People are scared, and there is a pervasive sense of Post-modern doubt tearing at
the faith people have traditionally had in the ability of rational discussion to reveal the
truth. When there is no faith in truth — whether revealed by God or deduced through
reason — then plurality does not necessarily resolve into a coherent unity. Increasingly,
there is a general lack of conviction in the stability of the present and waning hope for
the future.

One way in which this contemporary fear of plurality manifests itself is as “trauma”:
opposing and offensive opinions are said to be traumatic. For example, I'm Jewish, and
when Farrakhan says that Jews are devils, I can hear that, but the remark is not going to
kill me. Might it incite violence? Maybe, but once we go down the road of limiting all
speech that might incite violence, we will have little speech left to protect. And yet there
are many Americans who would consider Farrakhan’s remark offensive to such an extent
that it becomes comparable to a physical attack. In hearing the claim that Jews are devils,
I may be triggered to recall my relatives lost in the Holocaust; or I may recall an anti-
semitic incident from my youth. Such a trigger can lead to physical consequences. For
this reason, the claim that such words are traumatic leads to a medicalized discourse on
censorship in the name of safety.

Trauma is a real medical term. When you are traumatized, you cannot process some-
thing and you lose your ability to function. The word has taken on a new meaning. In to-
day’s politics it means: “I cannot listen to this conversation.” In light of these “traumatic”
reasons for not permitting offensive conversations, a question about the value of plurality
is all the more pressing — we need to ask ourselves why plurality matters. Why do we
have to hear from the enemy? Why do we have to hear from the people who make us feel
uncomfortable?

My favorite quote from John Stuart Mill is near the end of his second essay On Liberty
where he writes: “Both teachers and learners go to sleep at their post, as soon as there is
no enemy in the field” (Mill, 2002: 35). You cannot be a good thinker if you do not con-
front your enemy. Even reading your enemy is not good enough because you can always
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just dismiss them; for that reason, the value of a face-to-face dialogue with someone who
fundamentally disagrees with you is the only way to get a better understanding of your
own position and of the situation at hand. For Mill, progress means striving for better
ideas, but it seems to me that the contemporary fear of plurality underlying trauma rheto-
ric shows that Mill’s view of progress does not resonate anymore.

The thinker who I find most helpful in understanding why plurality matters is Han-
nah Arendt. Arendt believes that debate constitutes the very essence of political life. In
her essay “Introduction into Politics” she writes: “Politics is based on the fact of human
plurality. . . . Politics deals with the coexistence and association of different men. Men or-
ganize themselves politically according to certain essential commonalities found within
or abstracted from an absolute chaos of differences” (Arendt, 2005: 93). What is human
plurality? There is an infinite plurality: every single one of us is unique for Arendt, and
to the extent that we have a private life, we should all think differently and have a unique
perspective on the world. Insofar as we organize ourselves politically and come together,
we have to do it with the inevitability of our differences in mind — we have to find our
commonalities amidst difference. For Arendt, the world people share comes about with-
out rejecting the chaos of differences, for difference is essentially what makes us human.

Arendt’s defense of the freedom of speech, unlike Mill’s, is not based on progress or
truth but on the idea of plurality. She writes, “[W]e know from experience that no one
can adequately grasp the objective world in its full reality all on his own . . ”(Arendt,
2005: 128). This inability to see the objective world, and the need to talk to other people
because of that inability, are absolutely essential to Arendt’s understanding of what it
means to think. Free speech means that we will always hear other opinions and other
perspectives — making free speech the foundation of expansive and correct thinking
about the world. Arendt wrote, “Only in the freedom of our speaking with one another
does the world, as that about which we speak, emerge in its objectivity and visibility from
all sides” (Arendt, 2005: 128-129). To put it in Mill’s terms, we need the enemy in order to
understand a world conditioned both by subjectivity and plurality. The first point I want
to make is that we need to hear enemies; we need plurality so that we might preserve the
very possibility of knowing our common world.

An article written in the New Yorker by Masha Gessen was another reason why I was
prompted to discuss Mallory, Farrakhan, and the Women’s March. According to Gessen’s
article, the Mallory controversy parallels the recent poisoning of Sergey Skripal and his
daughter in England because both cases raise the issue of an unambiguous point of re-
sistance. For Gessen, a state that practices political murder — as did Russia — is a clear,
unadulterated evil. Gessen argues that when you are staring this kind of evil in the face a
person’s “options crystallize” In other words, Gessen believes that it is plain and simple
that such an evil regime as Russia merits resistance.

Thankfully, Gessen then turns to Hannah Arendt to recall that politics cannot exist
when things are so easily black-and-white: “That sense of mission [against unadulterated
evil] is a symptom of the disappearance of politics.” Politics disappears in Russia because
of the need to respond to evil with a one-sided and overly simple opposition. Politics, for
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Arendt, is an engagement of multiple and nuanced opinions; and it is politics that the
imagination of an unadulterated evil regime negates.

For Gessen, Farrakhan’s bigotry threatens to present a similarly one-sided situation.
Farrakhan is also simply evil and thus demands an anti-political response: “It’s hard, if
not impossible, to make the case for compromise with — or in any way involving — Far-
rakhan. No politics is possible here” (Gessen, 2018). In Russia and in response to Farra-
khan, Gessen argues that the emergence of simplistically evil opinions negates the field
of politics.

Within this context of confronting evil and the dissolution of politics, Gessen argues
that it is possible to criticize the Women’s March for not disavowing Farrakhan; as long as
Tamika Mallory or any of the leaders of the Women’s March are associated with a vicious
bigot like Farrakhan, the entire organization risks being de-legitimated. Gessen goes on
to say that there’s an “oddly satisfying” idea that we feel morally superior: we say, oh well,
you know the Womens March won't criticize Farrakhan; but we will and therefore we
feel pretty good about ourselves. This feeling of righteousness is a familiar one, Gessen
admits. As someone raised in Russia, Gessen feels righteous in her feeling about the gov-
ernment, she embraces this righteousness and says it is a great sense of righteous power
to feel superior, to know my enemy is wrong. Gessen argues that we should condemn the
Women’s March, Tamika Mallory, and Louis Farrakhan, just as we should condemn the
Russian government.

To her credit, Gessen complicates her argument. An important tenet of this dissolu-
tion of politics in the face of evil is the way the loss of politics is empowering both sides.
The simplistically evil regime or person asserts their power. And when you are staring
unadulterated evil in the face, it is easy to feel morally superior. Instead of the Arendtian
claim that politics is about opinion, the injection of evil into the discourse replaces poli-
tics with the certainty of moral rectitude.

To articulate this anti-political moral empowerment, Gessen cites Arendts descrip-
tion of private citizens who joined the French Resistance in Between Past and Future.
These citizens, because they had been mobilized toward such an unambiguous cause in
opposition to the Nazis, were no longer plagued by feelings of insincerity or of being
“carping, suspicious actors of life” — they had “found” themselves, in and through the
Resistance. In the action, the camaraderie, the brotherhood of the movement, a person
could strip off the different masks he wore to protect himself in private society. These
challengers to the status quo, to the Nazis, “had taken the initiative upon themselves
and therefore without knowing or even noticing . . . had begun to create that public
space between themselves where freedom could appear;,” to quote from the same passage
of Arendt’s which Gessen cites (Arendt, 2006: 4-5). Amidst the apolitical realm of the
Resistance, a certain freedom to act emerges, one that is deeply connected to Arendt’s
understanding of political freedom.

What Arendt is discussing here and what Gessen finds important, is that it is in the
cells of the resistance, in that places where we are so comfortable that we strip off the
masks and know ourselves, that we begin to act in complete freedom, as who we truly are.
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As individuals in our plurality we can enter the public space. This freedom to be who we
are, to be unique, is what Arendt calls the treasure of the Resistance.

It is the treasure of the public happiness and public life of being able to be yourself
in public. Gessen is attracted to this and she says that maybe she was wrong. Maybe it is
good that Tamika Mallory, the Women’s March, Louis Farrakhan and the Russian state
can be who they are, be free. Maybe we should not expel them from the public space and
the public discourse. She appears to have reversed her position. Gessen continues: Arendt
says that freedom is not free will but the freedom to act in concert. Freedom is political
freedom, and such freedom for small groups is the freedom of politics. At some point
she seems to conclude that politics is good, actually we like politics: talking, discussing,
arguing, persuading and even hating each other are all politics. Politics, she says, quoting
Bismarck, is “the art of compromise,” “the art of the possible,” the attainable, the next best.
Following this approach, we do not worry about evil, we say “let us get the best we can”

It seems that Gessen adopts the Arendtian spirit and embraces the idea of agonistic
politics. But then she flips again and says: “But is compromise possible with a bigot? Can
someone who won’t denounce a bigot be acceptable as the “next best?” And here’s her an-
swer: “It’s hard, if not impossible, to make the case for compromise with — or in any way
involving — Farrakhan. No politics is possible here” Gessen says that she understands
Arendt’s admiration for politics, but we cannot do politics anymore. We cannot allow
bigots. We cannot allow tyrants. We cannot allow people who violate the norms that we
think govern society. Thus, she accepts the idea that no politics are possible anymore.

I find Gessen’s fatalism about the possibility of politics today troubling because it
abandons Arendt’s faith in politics, in newness, in radical regeneration and revolution;
these are, in my opinion, the true essence of what it means to do politics. Gessen’s lack of
confidence in contemporary politics also led her to criticize my choice of speakers at the
Hannah Arendt Center’s annual fall conference at Bard College. In another New Yorker
article, she explains how I crossed the line from where political comprise is possible and
wound up endorsing bigotry (Gessen, 2017).

Gessen and others on the left recoil from conversation today, and it is not just a mat-
ter of being personally offended. Gessen’s position is today’s Zeitgeist: the norm for most
academics” and intellectuals’ thinking about danger in politics today. David Brooks, a
center-right conservative and columnist for the New York Times, recently wrote a piece
in which he says that we need more politics in response to today’s political climate: we
need the messiness and limitation of political compromise, but what we do not need are
those whose position would appear to be “anti-political” — those who are populist, by
his description. Populists are people who cannot participate in politics because they are
uneducated and/or dangerous; we have to reject them because they do not believe in po-
litical expertise or tradition (Brooks, 2016). That is exactly Masha Gessen’s argument: We
like politics but not those politics.

I am getting to the argument I actually want to make, and this is where I find Arendt’s
thinking most applicable. The root of Gessen’s and Brooks” and so many people’s fear of
politics today is in the rise of a technocratic government-bureaucracy. In one of her es-
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says in The Crises of the Republic Arendt says that one of the great dangers for modern
democracy is the entry of problem solvers into politics (Arendt, 1972). I think she is right.

The great moment when this meld between academics and politics happened was
during President John F. Kennedy’s 1962 commencement address at Yale. In the address,
he proclaimed that all the big questions of politics are over — those questions that “di-
vided the nation,” like issues surrounding the national bank, the disposal of public lands,
nullification or unification, freedom or slavery, gold or silver. He said, “Today these old
sweeping issues very largely have disappeared. The central domestic issues of our time are
more subtle and less simple. They relate not to basic clashes of philosophy or ideology but
to ways and means of reaching common goals — to research for sophisticated solutions
to complex and obstinate issues” (Kennedy, 1962). Kennedy exuded a confidence that ma-
jor political questions were behind us, that the political problems have transformed into
administrative and executive problems. Of course, this was a terribly ill-timed speech,
because we quickly ran into the Vietnam War, the Cold War, 60s counterculture, the Civil
Rights Movement, the Reagan Revolution, the Tea Party, Occupy Wall Street, and Donald
Trump.

In spite of being so unbelievably wrong, Kennedy’s insistence that the kind of prob-
lems we face today are those that demand “subtle challenges for which technical answers,
not political answers, must be provided” sounds incredibly familiar. This point of view
represents the same kind of elitism that Gessen and Brooks embrace: a faith in the cer-
tainty of expert knowledge as opposed to the messiness of politics.

This technocratic faith, this hatred of politics, this anti-politics has led to four miscon-
ceptions we need to confront if we are to re-invigorate politics today. The first miscon-
ception is that democracy, by its very nature, is liberal. This is a misconception populist
movements bring to light. Liberalism originates in freedom from oppression, whether it
be the oppression of tyrants, aristocrats, oligarchs or the democratic majority. Liberalism
speaks the language of civil and human rights, and the nobility of the liberal tradition is
that it recognizes that human beings and political citizens possess certain natural and
political rights that are crucial to the thriving of human dignity.

Against the liberal tradition of plurality and individual rights, the democratic tradi-
tion has its foundation in the power and equality of the people. As Alexis de Tocqueville
says in his book Democracy in America, democracy is about the “equality of conditions.”
No one has the traditional political, or God-given right to rule over me (Tocqueville,
1987: 3-6). This may sound like liberalism in its elevation of the right over the good, but
the fact, which is too often overlooked, is that liberal and democratic traditions are gener-
ally opposed to one another: liberalism in the name of liberty must oppose and suppress
the coarser elements of democratic freedom.

In one of the most important parts of Tocqueville’s book he says that the spirit of
freedom in America is in its many townships. In the section of Democracy in America
where Tocqueville explains his fascination with and advocacy of townships, he identi-
fies a certain tension between the nation as a mode of being in a society constituted by
“great political assemblies . . . for the direction of affairs” versus the less official way that
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men organically come together in townships. In fact, he explicitly states this tension as a
matter of education, insisting a town whose people are more “intelligent” will have more
difficulty establishing its independence. He writes, “A highly civilized society,” — which
is another way that Tocqueville describes a highly educated society — “can hardly tolerate
a local independence, is disgusted at its numerous blunders, and is apt to despair of suc-
cess before the experiment is completed” (Tocqueville, 1987: 60). Townships are coarse
and prejudiced; they can be racist, sexist and religiously-inspired, so that civilized, liberal
people are always upset and embarrassed by the coarseness of townships. And yet, for
Tocqueville, freedom exists only in the townships. When liberalism and democracy are
teased apart, it is possible to see how the particularly liberal idea of democracy compro-
mises our understanding of what democracy actually is. We can see how that liberal idea
of democracy is contributing to the rise of right and left-wing populist parties today.

A second misconception exposed by today’s anti-political fervor is that modern rep-
resentative democracy is individualist and cosmopolitan, and that it is endangered by
collectivist nationalism. Politics, as Arendt reminds us, “deals with the coexistence and
association of different men” (Arendt, 2005: 93). Insofar as the political eliteshave defined
politics as the pursuit of individual interests, they either ignore or reject the political need
to mobilize passions and create collective forms of identification. Elite and technocratic
democratic politicians recoil from arguments about rootedness, belonging, and funda-
mental questions about how to organize our common world. Technocratic democracy
forgets that politics must not only feed the people bread, but also must inspire and give
them meaning. For Arendt, politics is about the coming together around stories that give
meaning to human lives.

Especially in the modern age when religious and traditional explanations of collective
purpose have lost their public impact, it is natural that large numbers of people seek to
justify the tribulations of their lives with artificial, but nonetheless coherent, collective
narratives. It is because of their prejudice against collective religions, traditions, and na-
tional identities that liberal democrats cannot define what it means to be an American,
German, or Russian to right-wing populists. Populists then often wind up as the only
ones who can define a national vision of the people.

A third misconception about democracy, made evident by the worldwide reaction
against politics, is that political adversaries are public enemies. Instead of understanding
political opponents as people with different opinions and different interests, the moral-
ists of the anti-political elite, such as Gessen, imagine populists as violent outsiders who
threaten the post-political consensus. So confident in their access to the truth, liberal,
centrist, and even conservative elites refuse to debate with those (populists) who disagree.

When our opponents are evil, no common democratic world is possible. On all sides,
we can retreat into our comfortable Facebook bubbles of affirmation. We live content in
the echo chambers of our superiority and recoil from the hard work of democracy, of
listening and learning to find commonalities with those with whom we disagree.

Taken together, these three misconceptions — that democracy is liberal, that democ-
racy is individualist, and that democracy moralizes our opponents as evil — reveal a
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fourth and overriding misconception: that democracy is prejudiced against politics by its
distinct preference for security over freedom.

The idea that political opponents are a danger to the well-being of society as a whole
is rooted in a profound fear — a fear that could destroy itself through political choices in
a nuclear and technological age. Having lived through totalitarianism, having witnessed
the dropping of nuclear bombs, and now living in this technological age where we can
replace humans with artificial intelligence, we are deeply aware that politics may well
destroy political economics or even the human world.

From out of this fear of politics, there is, I think, a horrible hope. Arendt expresses
it: “Underlying our prejudices against politics today are hope and fear: the fear that hu-
manity could destroy itself through politics and through the means of force now at its
disposal” The hope is to overcome politics and replace it with an “administrative machine
that resolves political conflicts bureaucratically and replaces armies with police forces”
(Arendt, 2005: 97). Terrified by the danger of politics in an age of horrifying technical
power, it is all too likely that democracies will seek to replace politics with a technocratic
and bureaucratic administration. But such a hope, Arendt argues, is more likely to lead
to “a despotism of massive proportions in which the abyss separating the rulers from the
world would be so gigantic that any sort of rebellion would no longer be possible, not to
mention any form of control of the rulers by the ruled” We will, in other words, trade our
political and democratic freedoms for the security of expert rule.

This, I think, is the danger we face today, and the rise of populist movements on the
left and the right around the world is, in many ways, a last gasp of people who feel an un-
wanted power over their lives, feel the rise of an unresponsive technocratic-bureaucratic
machine, and who are seeking to find some means of controlling it. That does not mean
they have the right ideas. But it means we have to take them seriously. Which is why we
need to be much more open to hearing dangerous and radical ideas in the public sphere.
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Poccuincko-ameprikaHcKas )KypHanucTka Malwa lecceH BbicKasana HeflaBHO MAeto, UTO B SMOXY
pocTa aBTOpUTapm3Ma NoanTNKa CTaHOBUTCA HEBO3MOXHO. [ecceH obpallaeTca K TBOpUeCTBY
XaHHbI ApeHAT, YToObl OCMBICIINTE GeHOMEH CBOOOAbI, BO3HMKAIOLLEH 13 NMPUHAASIEXHOCTU

K ABUXKEHNI0, CparkatoLeMycs 3a cBobogy. Ty cBoboay ApPeHAT Ha3blBaeT «COKPOBULLEM»
ny6aMYHOro NPOCTPAHCTBA, FAe Noan AeNCTBYIOT COBMeCTHO. OfHaKo SMOLMOHaNbHO
3apsKeHHble CBA3M, KOTOPble BO3HMKAIOT Gnarofapa 3Toll KOMMyHasbHO cBO6OAE, 3a4acTyto
ob6HapyxmBatoT HeTepnumocTb. Kak nucan Anekcuc ae ToKBWIIb, B MPAKTNKaX COBMECTHOTO
ynpaBneHua B aMepUKaHCKMX ropofax NpoaBnanacb amepukaHckan ceobofa, ofHako 3a4acTyio

B HUX >Ke 0OHAPYKMBANNCb rpy60oCTb U Hecaep»KaHHOCTb. Mo MHeHuo TOKBWNA, Y 3NUT BCerga ecTb
XKenaHue orpaHnunTb CBOOOAY 3TVX FOPOACKNX COBPAHMI BO MMSA LUBUNN30BAHHOCTY. lecceH
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B HACTOALYMNIA MOMEHT GECMOKOUT TO, UTO KPYMHbIe MONUTUYECKNE ABUXKEHUA CTanu AeCTBOBATb
NoAao6HO ManeHbKUM fiuelikaM ABUKEHUIA conpoTrBneHus. K npumepy, <KeHcknii MapLu» TpebyeT
OT CBOMX YNEHOB Y IMAEPOB NOEONOMMYECKON YNCTOTbI, TaK YTO BCAKOMY, KTO B CBOEW YaCcTHOM
XKWU3HU NPOABAAET aHTUCEMUTN3M, B TaKOM ABUKEHWM HET MecTa. Kak CTOpOHHMKM [oHanbaa
Tpamna, Tak 1 MHOTMe NbepasbHble FPYNIbl 3aCTaBAT NOAYNHATLCA eIMHOW NAEONIOTUN
LIeNIbMYIOT U UCKIIOYAtOT 13 CBOMX PALOB BCAKOrO, KTO 3a60TUTCA O 3alyuTe oKpy»KatoLel

cpeAbl B NepBOM CJlyyae Uiamn He MPUHUMaET NONNTUK MAEHTUYHOCTA — BO BTOPOM. BCE, uto

Ham OCTanocb, MO MHeHMIO [ecceH — 3TO NONUTMKA LWeNbMOBaHMA. B Takon cnTyaumum nonmTmka
CTAHOBUTCA HEBO3MOXKHOW. B 3TOM BbICTYNNIeHMM s 06paLlatoch K Hacneamnio ApeHaT, Ytobbl
CNPOCUTL: KaK MOXET BbIrNAAETb NMOMNTMKA B YC/IOBUAX €€ HEBO3MOXKHOCTI?

Kntoyeswle criosa: XaHHa ApeHnT, cBobofa CIoBa, aroOHMCTYECKasa NONUTYKa, Nnbepanvsm,
nemokpaTtua, Mawa lecceH
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The lie accompanies us, it is parasitic on the truth and indispensable in our everyday life. But
how can we limit it and prevent it from destroying the truth? This question is particularly
topical given the so-called “post-truth” phenomenon of fake news, conspiracy theories and
populist propaganda. Arendt’s analyses of the relationship between truth and lies in politics
are helpful. To defend facticity, truth is indispensable, but factual truth resists limitless free-
dom of speech and action, or, in Arendt’s words, our enlarged mentality. Imagination is the
common ground for creativity, the design of another world, but also for lies. Therefore, poli-
tics and lies are structurally very close, though of course not the same. Contemporary popu-
list movements use lies in order to undermine the credibility of other politicians and mass
media. The boundaries between truth, lies, the denial of reality, invented truths as well as, for
example, anti-Semitism and racism are dissolving. Conspiracy theories are the pinnacle of
the loss of reality. In contrast to lies, they offer a closed parallel world in which nothing hap-
pens by accident and nothing is what it seems. Zygmunt Bauman’s term retrotopia indicates
that globalization and technological change are leading to growing uncertainty and a discred-
iting of policies, which meet with populist aims. Arendt’s republicanism offers an alternative
to both, populism and consumer liberalism: the defense of facts, enlightened criticism and a
concept of a qualitative plurality of engaged citizens.

Keywords: truth, post-truth, lying, enlarged mentality, plurality

Lying is practiced in both the private and the public realm, including politics. Psychologi-
cal research has shown that we lie as many as 200 times a day. Austrian scientist Peter
Stiegnitz introduced the scientific study of lies, or mentiology, which distinguishes five
forms of lying: the self-deceptive lie to suppress uncomfortable truths; the white lie to
keep friendship unharmed; the prestige lie to impress people; the anxiety lie to avoid
the disagreeable consequences of one’s own actions, and the unscrupulous lie to deceive,
disadvantage, misinform or mislead others for self-benefit (Stangl). One could add the
obsessive, pathological lie or pseudologia fantastica, as in the case of a man in Switzerland
who dressed as an orthodox Jew in the 1980s and 1990s, inventing and living out his life
story as a child survivor of the Holocaust in Auschwitz (Wilkomirski, 2002).

A lie cannot exist without the truth. It is a “parasite of the truth” (Dietz, 2003: 43-44;
Bettetini, 2003), its opposite, and frequently its partner. In ancient times, Plato approved
of lying for the benefit of the common weal (Politeia, Book III). During the Renaissance,
Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier declared dissimulation to be the duty of courtly
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conduct, while Machiavelli saw lies and violence as a legitimate means of domination in
defense of the republic and Torquato Accetto, whose work On Honest Dissimulation was
published in 1641, recommended placing a “veil of honest darkness” over life’s sad truths.
In modern times, Leo Strauss distinguished between the philosopher’s truth, reserved for
the ruler, and pious myths and illusions, i.e., religion and morals, alleged to be good for
the masses (Strauss, 1959)."

Philosophy was more puristic: St. Augustine refused to accept lies or any excuse for
lying, while Kant, with reference to metaphysics and politics, strongly declared that a lie
always harms someone else, “if not some other particular man, still it harms mankind
generally, since it vitiates the source of justice” (Kant, 1889: 363). With this argument he
rejected Benjamin Constant’s reasoning that lying was legitimate if a murderer, for ex-
ample, were to enquire about the location of a potential victim.

Nietzsche, on the other hand, adopted a radically different perspective. Rebelling
against conventional morals and their corresponding practices, he considered lies to be
business as usual and truth a construct of illusions. “This art of dissimulation reaches its
peak in man. Deception, flattering, lying, deluding, talking behind the back, putting up a
false front, living in borrowed splendor, wearing a mask, hiding behind convention, play-
ing a role for others and for oneself-in short, continuous fluttering around the solitary
flame of vanity” According to Nietzsche, men “are deeply immersed in illusions and in
dream images; their eyes merely glide over the surface of things and see forms. . . . Their
senses nowhere lead to truth; on the contrary, they are content to receive stimuli and,
as it were, to engage on the back of things” Truth, Nietzsche says, is “a movable host of
metaphors, metonymies, and; anthropomorphisms . . . illusions which we have forgotten
are illusions — they are metaphors that have become worn out and have been drained of
sensuous force” He concludes that we are dealing with a “great columbarium of concepts,
the graveyard of perceptions” (Nietzsche, 2006: 117). It is not Nietzsche’s intention here
to nihilistically question all access to truth, but rather to suggest the stoic man of reason
lay aside “his masterpiece of deception” and “with dignified, symmetrical features” even
“when a real storm cloud thunders above him,” walk “with slow steps . . . from beneath it
In other words, not to be a slave to concepts and the game of creating them, but to acquire
instead the independence of the non-conformist in both thought and action.

This is the path Arendt chooses. Unlike Kant’s formal analysis and Nietzsche’s per-
spective of cultural and epistemological criticism, Arendt concentrates on the lie as a po-
litical phenomenon, simultaneously discussing the existential-philosophical dimensions
of lies and the truth. This was against the backdrop of the heated debate on her report of
the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem, an experience that confronted her with the significance
of factual truth and truth-telling, and the exposure of the truth about the Vietnam War
waged by the United States in the 1960s and 1970s, which led her to question the tempta-
tion to lie in politics. We cannot ignore the fact that “post-truth” lies have currently taken

1. See Robert Pippin: “Strauss believed that good statesmen have powers of judgment and must rely on an
inner circle. The person who whispers in the ear of the King is more important than the King. If you have that
talent, what you do or say in public cannot be held accountable in the same way” (Hersh, 2003).
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on a new form. Can Arendt’s analysis help us to deal with the lies that are prevalent in
contemporary politics and society?
In answering this question, I will discuss the following aspects:
o Arendt’s position on truth and lies in politics and human existence;
o the new “post-truth” phenomenon of fake news, conspiracy theories and populist
propaganda;
o the underlying conditions of this post-truth and where they differ to those of the
political lies Arendt faced in her time;
o Arendt’s concept of qualitative pluralism as an effective antidote to the “post-truth”
phenomenon.

Arendt’s Position on Truth and Lies

The publication dates of the essays on this topic are several years apart. “Truth and Poli-
tics” was published in 1964, shortly after her report on the Eichmann trial appeared, while
“Lying in Politics” came out in 1971 following the publication of the Pentagon Papers by
The New York Times. Each essay was Arendt’s response to a current debate. She constantly
responded to the challenges of the day and saw it as her civic responsibility, one that
forced her to think, to judge and, at least as an observer and author, to act. In the course
of a discussion with friends she declared: “What is the subject of our thought? Experi-
ence! Nothing else! And if we lose the ground of experience then we get into all kind of
theories” (Arendt, 1979: 308). All her writings were motivated by current events.

The two essays are closely linked. Given Arendt’s pathos about a new beginning and
political action, anyone who hopes to find a definition of politics that is bound to truth
and effectively excludes lying will be sorely disappointed. Her two basic insights on truth
and lies are: the truth is apolitical, whether it appears in the form of historical facts, i.e., as
factual truth that is immovable and cannot be destroyed by any attempt to conceal it, or
in the form of a conviction, as a truth of reason, which, declared as the only valid truth,
becomes tyrannical and is directed against human plurality. Error, illusion or opinion are
the opposites of the truth of reason; the opposite of a factual truth is a lie.

In comparison to truth, lies are structurally closer to action. “The deliberate denial of
factual truth — the ability to lie — and the capacity to change facts — the ability to act —
are interconnected; they owe their existence to the same source: imagination” (Arendt,
1972: 5). Action and lying come from the same mental source, a place in the mind where
we distance ourselves from reality and truth. When Arendt defined enlarged mentality
in her posthumous writings on the capacity to judge as the capacity to imagine an abun-
dance of plural opinions through which common sense is set in motion and universally
valid judgments are made, she knew it also had the potential to serve the development
of non-plural thinking, disparate judgments, dissimulation and concealment from the
public eye. Hence her statement on thinking as dangerous, but not thinking as far more
dangerous, clearly evidenced in the case of conformists or careerist bureaucrats such as
Eichmann.
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The truth can be uncomfortable and is not always convenient. In everyday life, a small
lie tends to be the lubricant that prevents processes from stagnation. Not always telling
the truth, not saying everything that could be said is the basis of our daily dealings and
political diplomacy. It allows for smoother cooperation. However, there are factual truths
that dare not become the victim of diplomacy: historical truths such as the genocide of
the Armenians by the Ottoman authorities (today’s Turkey) and the mass murder of Jews
under the German Nazi government. In Arendt’s view, denying these facts means water-
ing them down into opinions so as to strip the truth of its mandatory nature. There is a
strong link between the conscious negation of facts and action, which is generally guilty
of negating facts in the interests of unfettered behavior. Here, the liar has the advantage
of knowing what people do not want to hear, that is, uncomfortable facts (Ibid: 6). The
ardent nationalist cannot accept the fact that the Armenians were slaughtered as a se-
curity measure by the Ottoman state and its people. The fact that the Vatican pursued a
pro-fascist policy during World War II was highly unpleasant for many Catholics after
the war, while the French were reassured by the declaration that despite its defeat by Hit-
ler, France belonged to the victors. Since historical facts — bare facts — always require
interpretation and meaning, they are vulnerable. Arendt’s portrayal of Eichmann and of
the Jewish councils caused an outcry among the survivors: her report on his trial in Jeru-
salem described Eichmann not as a monster, but as someone whose inability to question
or think for himself manifested itself in the unspeakable language he used, which was
riddled with clichés; Arendt described the cooperation of the Jewish councils installed by
the Nazis in the occupied countries as a very dark moment in Jewish history. Facing up
to these uncomfortable truths caused her tremendous pain. The portrayal of Eichmann
as amonster and of the victims as completely innocent would have been much more con-
ciliatory. In a letter to Arendt, her friend, publisher Helen Wolft, quoted from the speech
delivered by Socrates in his own defense: “Don’t be angry with me when I speak the truth”
(Arendt, 2017: 593) — but they were angry. Since time immemorial, the messenger has
always been punished. Those who succumb to this threat, however, are entering danger-
ous territory: “What is at stake here is this common and factual reality itself, and this is
indeed a political problem of the first order” (Arendt, 2006: 232).

In summary, according to Arendt this means that “our ability to lie — but not neces-
sarily our ability to tell the truth — belongs among the few obvious, demonstrable data
that confirm human freedom. . . . It is this freedom that is abused and perverted through
mendacity” (Ibid.: 246).

A striking example of this is the lie about the Vietnam War, according to which North
Vietnam attacked an American battleship, forcing the United States to launch a war of
self-defense. In addition, the unleashing of war by the US without the vote of Congress
was a violation of the constitution. According to Arendt, dispensing with the idea that
reality had to be concealed by a lie was new in the Vietnam era. Instead, facts and opin-
ions were manipulated to such an extent that the difference between truth and lies was no
longer visible. It was all about the image of the invincible US. Warfare had detached itself
completely from reality and depended on “problem solvers,” cyberneticists and futurolo-
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gists. Unlike the lie as a parasite of the truth with expert knowledge of it, the Vietnam War
and its transformation of the truth bore witness to the loss of the reality of the war and the
conditions in Indochina at the time. Deceiving the opposition and the voters led to self-
deception, the most dangerous form of lie (Ibid.: 249). The US president, surrounded by
advisors and problem solvers, seemed to be the very person who was most manipulated
and most isolated in his own country.

In Arendt’s analysis, three protagonists are responsible for the derealization and fiasco
of the Vietnam War: the intellectuals who were keen to act politically as problem solv-
ers, the isolated and unsuspecting president, and the lack of monitoring activities by the
senate, all of which made it impossible for the separation of powers to effectively enable
criticism, defend the truth and put a stop to derealization.

Already, the fundamental difference between these circumstances and the current
“post-truth” phenomenon is apparent. I will address this in the next section.

The New So-Called “Post-Truth” Phenomenon: Fake News, Conspiracy Theories
and Populist Propaganda

The Vietnam War lie was a lie organized by the ruling circles and their intellectuals in the
sense of Leo Strauss, and we encounter it again in the amateur lie about the alleged weap-
ons of mass destruction in Iraq, which the US proclaimed in the UN security council in
2002 to justify their planned invasion.

Current lies are quite a different matter. No longer presented by the government for
the alleged good of the nation, lies are now a double act: practiced by politicians and cer-
tain sections of the population. Their common aim is to change the balance of power, not
by using the enlightened nature of truth-telling to defend reality, but on the contrary, by
derealizing reality with the help of lies. Communication developments on the internet,
especially using social media, allow for information exchange and the creation of pres-
sure groups to a hitherto unimagined extent and with breath-taking speed. The Austra-
lian political scientist John Keane invented the term “post-truth” to describe the obvious
transgression of the standard of truthfulness valid up to now. A “post-truth” differs from
a lie in this case, whereby a lie is merely one of several means of confronting the truth
with other truths or with “alternative facts,” as US President Trump’s advisor Kellyanne
Conway called them. Factual truths are dissolved into opinions and vice versa, opinions
become facts — alternative facts. During his first presidential year, Trump made 2,000
false statements, that is, between five and six each day. According to Keane, “post-truth”
consists of lies, bullshit, buffoonery, gaslighting and endless exaggeration (Keane, 2018).
This characterization applies notably to the US government, which has abandoned the
traditional relationship between truth and lies.

Israeli sociologist Eva Illouz claimed that Trump mocks “any principle and any axiom
of communicative action and rationality in the public space: He lies constantly and disre-
gards the principle of at least giving the impression of speaking the truth. He challenges
the validity of science and consequently the existence of objective criteria by which com-
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peting claims can be evaluated. He vigorously challenges the notion of a common world
for all men and women. For him, there is only one world, comprised of people who
support him and his interests — his denial of global warming is but one example of this.
His communication with other nations shows that he is not even interested in pretend-
ing to work towards a common understanding” (Illouz, 2017). Whether Mexico, the EU,
NATO, North Korea or China — Trump’s statements change constantly for no plausible
reason. He never tires of emphasizing that regardless of the challenge, he is the greatest,
the most knowledgeable and the best. “He gives his own personal feelings free rein, be
they feelings of hurt or the desire for revenge, making him a private person in charge of
the country” (Ibid). In a similar manner, populist parties and politicians in Europe seek
to destroy truth with propaganda: Marine Le Pen’s fake news videos to discredit state
media during the electoral campaign; at a time when thousands of Syrian refugees were
arriving in Germany, the newspaper report falsely claiming that the young daughter of
Russian immigrants had been kidnapped and raped by men who looked Arab, which led
the Russian community in Berlin to call for a mass demonstration; the designation of
the media as “the lying press” and the denial of global warming; the claim by a growing
number of people, 15,000 to date, that the German Empire had never been dissolved and
that therefore no one in Germany today was obliged to follow the rules of the authorities;
many in this group are armed; one police officer has been killed.

The boundaries between truth, lies, the denial of reality, invented facts, and anti-Sem-
itism and racism are blurred. It is only a short step from the xenophobic assertion that
Germany has become the target of Islamization to the racist claim that refugees are caus-
ing a population exchange that will culminate in the genocide of the “white race” Con-
spiracy theories thrive in such a climate and are highly effective when it comes to under-
mining truth and reality: from the Protocols of the Elders of Zion to the alleged truth about
9/11 and the condensation trails left by planes, which are in reality “chemtrails” laced
with chemical additives to reduce the size of the population. Contrary to lies, conspiracy
theories offer a closed parallel world, in which nothing happens by chance, nothing is
what it seems and everything is connected. The conspirators are the elites, ranging from
the Queen, the Rothschilds, and the German chancellor to the Illuminati or freemasons,
or all of them combined. Those who enter these parallel worlds are largely immune to
criticism, which is claimed to be part of the conspiracy, thus ultimately confirming its
existence in the first place (Feuerbach, 2017; Butter, 2018).

The Conditions that Led to “Post-Truth” in Contrast to the Political Lies Arendt
Faced in Her Time

I have already discussed, the fundamental distinction between a state lie and the en-
lightening nature of truth-telling in defense of reality, on the one hand, and populist lies,
on the other hand, that show politicians and certain sections of the population working
together in an attempt to destroy reality. Why is this strategy so successful within large
parts of the population? Eva Illouz interprets Trump’s election not so much a “result of
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ideological convictions (apart from a minority), but rather of an immense rage that has
accumulated in American society without an addressee” (Illouz, 2017). Unlike in Arendt’s
time, criticism here does not serve constructively for the future. On the contrary, it serves
to reject change, not in the sense of utopia or heterotopia, but retrotopia, to borrow Zyg-
munt Bauman’s term. In his view, the current historical phase is marked by “back-to
tendencies . . . notably the rehabilitation of tribal models of community, the resort to
the image of an original/unspoiled ‘national identity, whose destiny is predetermined by
non-cultural factors and those that are immune to culture” This tendency is enhanced
by the prevailing belief in the social sciences and among popular opinion that “there are
essential, non-negotiable sine qua non preconditions for a ‘civilizing order” (Bauman,
2017: 17-18). This popular but illusionary notion of a cast-iron cultural identity has now
reached racist circles, with the “Identitarian Movement” in Austria, Germany and France
demanding that all peoples should stay in their own nation.

The Edelman Trust Barometer survey carried out in twenty countries in 2017 found a
high degree of insecurity among the population, and a lack of trust in the media and in-
formation. 63% said they were unable to distinguish between quality journalism and fake
news; 80% feared that fake news would influence elections and 50% followed the news
less than once a week (Edelman Trust Barometer).

According to Bauman, retrotopia is the result of a general uncertainty caused by the
delimitation of job markets, wars and migration, political and social insecurities, the end
of an optimistic future, or indeed of a safe future, and the death of the great narratives
such as liberalism or socialism. Furthermore, familiar values and roles are undergoing
a shift. In Eastern Germany, for example, a fundamental insecurity of middle-aged and
older men with regard to their roles following the reunification of Germany has been ob-
served. They, in particular, are the men who support right-wing parties and movements
(Machowecz, 2017). Their retrotopia emerges where former male values such as physical
strength, leadership and binary problem-solving form of the either-or alternative pre-
dominated. Eva Illouz’s description in her Adorno lectures in Frankfort in 2004 of “feel-
ings in capitalist times” (Illouz, 2007) disconcerts these men: the therapeutic society and
its narrative of personal responsibility and self-realization, the vast attention given to the
role of a victim, the emotionalization of the product world and the de-emotionalization
of privacy, as well as the “transformation of the public arena into a showcase for privacy,
emotion and intimacy” (Ibid.: 160).

This general sense of discomfort leads to a longing not for plurality, interdependen-
cies and relations, but rather for unambiguousness, an either-or truth, the I among the
We against Them, the others. It is the search for a truth that is found in unambiguousness
and interprets reality from this perspective and sensitivity.

In the quest for unambiguousness, there is a rejection and an active fight against all
things insecure: experts, the media, refugees, the European Union, the Euro and refer-
endums for greater economic cooperation, for example with Ukraine. It is easy to find
like-minded people on the internet and create a comfort zone, an echo chamber, a hall
of mirrors. “Free from the unsettling and discouraging cacophony of reality, the comfort
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zone is a place where nothing else is heard but the noise produced by oneself, nothing
is seen but the reflections of what is similar to oneself” (Bauman, 2017: 184). Here, the
feeling of sovereignty and control returns; likewise the sense of no longer being a help-
less victim, but one with the right to defense by any means. The emotion that sustains
this self-isolation is rage for its own sake; when it turns to violence, then for the sake of
violence. Ordinary citizens are capable of attacking their fellow citizens with hate and lies
in a manner hitherto unknown?. This is the climate of self-righteousness and mob justice.

On the political level, this orientation leads to a revoking of plurality and the splitting
of society. Populist movements declare themselves to be the genuine representatives of
the “people,” at the same time excluding all others as non-people and as enemies of the
people. Since a society’s democratic-republican constitution rests on and institutionalizes
the plurality of both opinion and action, revoking it inevitably weakens its institutions.
This is clearly visible in the current efforts of populist governments in Poland and Hun-
gary to undermine the separation of powers to the advantage of the executive. Arendt’s
statement that freedom is the meaning of politics implies that without the practice of
plural, diverse thought and action, freedom will wither away.

Liberalism, at least in its characterization by Rawls, fails to provide a viable alternative
(Kreide, 2016). Up until now, we have for the most part seen the deficits of democratic
institutions in terms of legitimacy and agility, including Post-democracy by Collin Crouch
and Democracy without Demos by Catherine Colliot-Thélene. Thoughts on greater par-
ticipation have been suggested by Claus Leggewie, for example, and a reform of the elec-
toral system in favor of the lottery procedure has been proposed by, among others, David
Van Reybrouck (Crouch, 2004; Colliot-Thélene, 2017; Nanz, Leggewie, 2016; Reybrouck,
2016). There is, however, an absence of ideas that see this era of change as the interrela-
tionship between globalization, retrotopia and a shift in economic and political power at
international level.

Since retrotopia is directed against the globalization that affects us all, it is a global
occurrence rather than a phenomenon exclusive to some individual states. It merges with
traditional autocratic methods of organization and forms sustainable governments. As
John Keane points out, the focus of international trade and the global economy is gradu-
ally shifting eastwards, to a region extending from Turkey and Saudi Arabia to India,
Southeast Asia and China, whose economic growth rates have the potential to give le-
gitimacy and stability to “despotisms,” as Keane calls them. This process is enhanced by
the fact that Europe’s strength and importance for the global economy and world politics
is diminishing by a similar proportion. The same holds true for the United States in the
wake of the Obama administration. This vast region in the East is clearly not pursuing the
long tradition of European Enlightenment or an enlightened understanding of politics,
so that neither Tocqueville nor Montesquieu can offer assistance in absorbing the situa-

2. See the report of a constantly persecuted German journalist who reported on the terrorist attack in
Nizza as an eye witness and a short time later on the attack in Munich. At the same time he rejected theories
claiming these terrorist attacks were the work of an international conspiracy to conquer the world (Gutjahr,
2018: 6).
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tion (Keane, 2015). Keane observed that “these despotisms . . . have their own ‘reality’ —
we resemble the blind, each examining different part of an elephants body in the dark
and on the basis of traditional knowledge attempting to grasp what kind of creature it is.
Undoubtedly, we need to rethink the old concept of despotism. We erroneously tend to
perceive despotism as a political system in which violence vents its fury unrestrained. . .
New despotisms are different, more subtle, much more efficiently organized and focused
on stability” (Ibid.: 29f.). Are we dealing with a new form of despotism? Are we in the
same situation as Tocqueville, who at the intersection of aristocracy and democracy was
forced to admit that “Our heritage was left to us without a testament”?

Arendt’s Concept of Qualitative Pluralism

This concept is beyond neo-liberalism and authoritarianism, that is, beyond a quanti-
tative pluralism that interprets pluralism merely as a multitude of different people and
opinions, on the one hand, and the resultant desire for simplification and unambigu-
ousness, on the other. The seemingly extreme juxtaposition of an unlimited mass and a
restriction on diversity through leadership leaves room for the collective and the indi-
vidual, but not for distinctiveness and personality. In her book The Human Condition,
Arendt defined the “fact of human plurality” as “the basic condition of both action and
speech” and characterized this plurality as “the twofold character of equality and distinc-
tion. If men were not equal, they could neither understand each other and those who
came before them nor plan for the future and foresee the needs of those who will come
after them. If men were not distinct, each human being distinguished from any other who
is, was, or will ever be, they would need neither speech nor action to make themselves
understood” (Arendst, 1958: 156). This existential duality is the basis of civilized society. Its
institutions, the separation of powers, the public realm and any form of opinion-making
must guarantee room for its development. As a matter of interest, the concept of plurality
also contradicts that of the sovereign nation state in favor of the federation as a further
pivotal form of vesting the powers of government in separate bodies (see Heuer, 2016).
Arendt is certain that the stubbornness of facts is superior to all power constellations.
Even totalitarian ideology, with its large-scale attempt to substitute reality entirely with
its compelling logic, failed.

This, however, calls for protagonists to defend truth and reality. The proximity of the
necessary interpretation of factual truths, to grasp their meaning and the falsification of
facts, and to avoid unpleasant consequences clearly testifies to the importance of the in-
dependence of those who judge. Journalists and historians must remain independent and
cannot become lobbyists. Their personalities hinge on their veracity, their integrity and
their independence. They help persistent facts to withstand power. The Edelman Trust
Barometer finding that despite considerable confusion, 2017 saw an increase in people’s
confidence in experts and quality journalism seems promising.

Arendt compared the impartial judgment of historians with that of judges, but also
with that of witnesses and professional journalists (Arendt, 2006: 255). The separation
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of powers, which includes the independence of the judiciary, not only guarantees the
impartiality of the judiciary but also the area of truth within its framework. That is why
autocratic attacks on the constitution and the independence of the judiciary are so alarm-
ing. With plurality they undermine the truth in favor of the arbitrariness of the majority.
Hence there are targeted attacks on the independence of the judiciary in order to weaken
the core elements of the republic: democracy, fundamental rights, and the rule of law.’

Arendt adds another aspect: it is not only about journalists, judges and historians, but
about all of us, the citizens who shape civil society in the republican sense through their
actions and ability to judge. The foundations of the republic, once discussed and adopted
by constituent bodies such as parliaments and courts, must be discussed critically time
and again. Just as freedom exists only when it is practiced, so can other republican values
only be defended if they are discussed and reaffirmed concretely. Why is there a general
ban on torture if you think it could save a life under certain circumstances? Why does the
right to asylum remain valid when it has been granted to hundreds of thousands at the
same time? Why does a republic need an independent judiciary? Why do we allow those
with whom we cannot agree to speak with words that are difficult to bear?

Finally, Arendt speaks of the “joys and gratifications of free company” which “are
to be preferred to the doubtful pleasures of holding domination” (Arendt, 2006: 242).
This joy is the emotional side of independent judgment, and what unites these men and
women here is their ability to judge not only other people’s opinions but also the quality
of other people. Who we want to be with does not depend on political programs or state-
ments, but on the personality of others, on their integrity. The idea goes back to Kant and
before him to the early Enlightenment. It clearly contradicts our values and our practice
of utilitarianism, our individualism and conformism, our only quantitatively understood
plurality. This is the path Arendt offers as a solution to the current crisis.
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JloXXb conpoBOXaeT Hac, OHa NapasuTMPYET Ha UCTUHE U ABNIAETCA HEOTHEMJIEMON YaCTbio
Hallel MOBCeAHEBHOW »MN3HW. HO Kak Mbl MOXeM OrpaHnynTb N0Xb 1 NpeaoTBPaTUTb
pa3pyLlueHue npasgbl? 3TOT BONPOC 0COOEHHO aKTyaneH B CBA3M C HOBbIM GeHOMeHOM TaK
Ha3blBaeMOW «NOCTNpPaBbl» C ero GenKoBbIMU HOBOCTAMM, TEOPUAMM 3aroBopa 1 NONyANCTCKON
nponaraHzo. 34ecb MOXeT 0Ka3aTbCs NMosie3HbIM 06palleHMe K apeHATOBCKOMY aHanm3y
OTHOLLEHMI MeXAY NPaBLON 1 NIOXKbIO B NONUTUKE. [ANA 3aLlmTbl LOCTOBEPHOCTM Heobxoamma
WCTUHA, HO B TO e Bpemsa GpakTnueckas UCTHA NPOTUBOCTOUT 6e3rpaHnyHon ceoboae c/ioBa

1 NeACTBUIA, UMK, TOBOPA CJIOBaMU APEHAT, HalLeMy LUMPOKOMY 06pa3y Mbiciv. BoobpaxeHne —
3T0 06Lan OCHOBa AJ1A TBOPUYECTBA, MbIC/IEHHOFO NOCTPOEHWA APYroro MUpa, HO Takxe 1 AnA
K. TaknM 06pasom, NOANTHKa U TOXKb CTPYKTYPHO O4eHb 61I13KU, XOTA, KOHEYHO, He OHO 1

10 e. CoBpeMeHHbIe MOonyIMCTCKME ABUXEHWS NCMOMb3YIOT NI0XKb, YTOObI MOJ0PBaTh JloBepre

K NONUTUKaM 1 CpeficTBaM MaccoBol MHGopMaumu. paHMLbl MeXXay NPaBLoW, NOXbIO,
OTpULAHMEM PeanbHOCTY, BbIAYMAaHHbIMM NCTUHAMK, @ TakKe aHTUCEMUTU3MOM 1 PacM3MOM
CTMpatoTCA. B KOHCMMpONornyecknx Teopuax NoTeps YyBCTBa peasibHOCTU AOCTUIAET CBOEro
anodeosa. B oTnnyme oT KK, OHM NpefgnaratoT 3aKpbITblil NapanienbHbIi MUP, B KOTOPOM
HWYEro He NPOUCXOAUT CITYYaNHO Y HUYTO He ABNAETCA TEM, YeM KaxKeTcA. TepMUH 3UrMmyHTa
BaymaHa «peTpoTonus» yKa3blBaeT Ha TO, UTO r106anmn3auus n TEXHONOrMYeckne N3MeHeHs
NPVBOAAT K pacTyLlemMy YPOBHIO HeonpeAeneHHOCTM U ANCKPeaMTaLmnm NoNUTMKK, YTO oTBeYaeT
NonynuCTCKAM Lenam. PecnybnvkaHn3m ApeHAT Npeasiaraet anbTepHaTyBy NONynn3my

1 NoTpebuTenbckoMy nbepanvamy: 3almnTy GaKkToB, MPOCBELLEHHbIN KPUTULM3M 1 KOHLLENLKIO
KauyeCTBEHHO MHOXeCTBEHHOCTM BOBNIEUYEHHbIX FpaXaaH.

Kntouesole cnosa: npaeAa, NOCT-NnpasAa, NOXb, LUI/IpOKVIVI o6pa3 MbICJTN, MHOXEeCTBEHHOCTb
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People of today live in times where lying seems to be a “normal” tool of politics while at
the same time political representatives declare themselves to be truth-tellers. Practices like
inventing “counter-truths” are usual in authoritarian states as well as in populist movements
or parties in democratic states. Hannah Arendt was the first political theorist after Niccolo
Machiavelli to acknowledge the importance and the aftereffects of lying in the political realm.
In my paper, I will, firstly, focus on how Arendt explained the origins, the impact, and the
ambivalence of lying in politics in its different historical forms. Secondly, I will follow Ar-
endt when she analyses the problem of how to know about what a lie is and if it undermines
the political realm or if it is just a “normal” (occasional) lie which can be corrected by legal
means. Thirdly, I will ask how we are measuring politics. Is politics about telling people the
truth? Or are there other dimensions of acting in public that require attention? Here, too, I
will start with the arguments Arendt elaborated in her essays. In the last part I will focus on
the question of how to transfer Arendtss reflections into the political realm of today. In the
era of digital communication and digital warfare we must rethink Arendt’s reflections about
how to counteract systematic lying. I will sum up with a couple of reflections about the means
and forms of dealing with that kind of lying in politics: lying which undermines the political
realm.

Keywords: lying, truth, counter-truth, ideology, totalitarianism, democracy, Hannah Arendt,
Niccold Macchiavelli, digitalization

Political representatives always declare themselves to be truth-tellers. For them, it is the
political opponent (the other party, the other state) who is lying. Practices like invent-
ing “counter-truths” (Jacques Derrida) are common in authoritarian states as well as in
populist movements or among political parties in democratic countries. Today’s citizens
know that by experience.

One way of handling this experience is a kind of cynical relativism. We find it in the
slogan “politics is always about lying” We can find judgements like this from the begin-
ning of modernity. It has always been linked to a devaluation of the public sphere and to
a special understanding of the political which is supposed to be found in the arcana of
power.

In modern times the devaluation of the public sphere shows itself in critical argu-
ments of liberal democracy like:
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— It takes too much time.

— Political processes are evoking chaos instead of order.

— Parlamentarism is only about talking — instead of decision-making.

— Compromise is denying the will of the citizens and undermining their trust in the
government.

To name but a few. A post-modern variation of the skepticism of liberal democracy
is the claim favored by some leaders of authoritarian states, namely: “The West is always
lying, so we do have the same right to lie, too” This rhetorical trick supposes that lying is
not only normal but also legitimate. It would then be seen as just being the “truth of the
moment.” We are also witnessing massive outbreaks of public anger and protest against
systematic lying in politics in authoritarian states as well as in democratic countries.

But how can citizens tell the difference between lying as an occasional practice which
will be corrected and lying as a common practice which replaces the political? After Nic-
colo Machiavelli, Hannah Arendt was the first political theorist to recognize the ambiva-
lence in the phenomenon of the lie.

In my paper I will address different aspects of Arendt’s discourse about lying:

— the impact and the ambivalence of lying in politics in its different historical forms;

— the difference between traditional lying and modern lying and its impact on poli-
tics;

— the question of finding orientation in the realm of the political and how to refer
to it.

In the last part I will focus on the question of how to transfer Arendt’s reflections
into the political realm of today. Living in the era of digital warfare one has to rethink
Arendt’s reflections on how to counteract systematic lying. I will conclude with a couple
of preliminary reflections about the means and forms of dealing with modern systematic
lying in politics.

1

As early as in the 1940s when she was preparing her book on The Origins of Totalitari-
anism (published in the United States in 1951, in West Germany in 1955) Arendt starts
reflecting on the phenomenon of the lie. In the third part of her book she explains the
rise of totalitarian ideology and how it was linked to terror. In trying to understand what
makes totalitarian ideologies so successful, Arendt comes up with three basic function-
alities of ideology:

First . . . (the) claim to total explanation promises to explain all historical hap-
penings, the total explanation of the past, the total knowledge of the present, and
the reliable prediction of the future. Secondly, in this capacity ideological thinking
becomes independent of all experience. . . . Hence ideological thinking becomes
emancipated from the reality that we perceive with our five senses, and insists on a
“truer” reality concealed behind all perceptible things, dominating them from this
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place of concealment and requiring a sixth sense that enables us to become aware
of it. The sixth sense is provided by precisely the ideology. . . .

Ideological thinking orders facts into an absolutely logical procedure which
starts from an axiomatically accepted premise, deducing everything else from it. . ..
The deducing may proceed logically or dialectically. (Arendt, 1968: 470f.)

Later Arendt uses the term “the coercive force of logicality” (see Ibid.: 472)". With this
term she strengthens her thesis that ideological thinking is basically self-referential, i.e. it
works with quite accidental references to the manifold dimensions of reality. The purpose
of totalitarian ideologies is to erect a world of propaganda in which nobody shall know
what “the real thing” is.

In Arendts view, totalitarian ideologies explain what has to be, what has been and
what will be. Secondly, it declares its independence from experience and reality, and
thirdly, it proves the domination of an absolute logicality. There is even a similarity be-
tween ideology and lying. Ideology is based on what Arendt calls “organized or system-
atic lying” Totalitarian ideology, however, is not just false. Its success lies in the fact that
it uses elements of truth as well as elements of reality.

What distinguishes the totalitarian leaders and dictators [from other demagogues
in the past — AG] is rather the simple-minded single-minded purposefulness with
which they choose those elements from existing ideologies which are best fitted to
become the fundaments of another, entirely fictitious world. Their art consists in
using, and at the same time transcending, the elements of reality, of verifiable expe-
riences, in the chosen fiction, and in generalizing them into regions which then are
definitely removed from all possible control by individual experience. With such
generalizations, totalitarian propaganda establishes a world fit to compete with the
real one, whose main handicap is that it is not logical, consistent, and organized.

(Ibid.: 361f.)

The creation of the fictitious is intended to replace the real world. Moreover, it claims
to be the “new reality” However, its most successful effect is that it makes people unable
to differentiate between ideology or lies and reality. Arendt’s reflections about a fictitious
world of ideology created by totalitarian rule directs the reader’s attention to a strange
aspect of the whole context: the competition between the real world based on acting,
judging, experience and contingency and the parallel world based on a logical and self-
referential ideology.

2

The destructive effects of ideologies on the community of citizens and their political body
is a constitutive phenomenon of the 20™ and 21* century. However, organized or sys-
tematic lying itself is not constrained to totalitarian regimes. It is present in democratic

1. In German it is “Der Selbstzwang des deduzierenden Denkens” (see Arendt, 1986: 722).
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societies”. In two essays, the first written in 1967 for the journal The New Yorker and the
second written in 1971 for the New York Review of Books, Arendt reflected on the nature
of modern lying within democracies, and its relation to truth.

It is not accidental that in both articles Arendt referred to her earlier reflections on to-
talitarian ideology. Yet, for her lying in democracies was different from totalitarian prac-
tice — there are at least two types of lying. Furthermore, she was convinced that lying
belongs to politics, to action. I will come back to this later.

Looking back at the debate about the trial against Adolf Eichmann and at the orga-
nized campaign against her report on the trial, Arendt differentiates between traditional
and modern lying within democracies®.

If traditional lies are told, she argues, relevant information is withheld from the pub-
lic. However, the peculiarity about modern lying is that it can also destroy reality and
replace it with an image of reality. Modern lying replaces truth with an image of truth.
The image still refers to the original but it reflects reality in a very accidental way. It rather
belongs to political propaganda (Arendt, 1968a; 1968: 252)*.

A modern lie is beyond the suspicion of being an obvious lie because it no longer
relates to an individual action but to the entire political sphere. Its purpose is to confuse
citizens to such a degree that they no longer feel capable of making judgements of their
own or of acting. What is more, image-reality betrays belief and confidence in putting
them at the place of judging and acting. For example, in democratic elections citizens
put their trust in democratically elected representatives and give them executive powers.
Those pursuing the strategy of creating an image-reality intend to convince people that
unrestricted trust must be placed in the executive authorities and in the so-called experts
instead of an ongoing public discourse on what is best for the country and what is best
for the citizens.

To use again the term coined by the French philosopher Jacques Derrida, “counter-
truths” are spread, which are created to push forward certain interest groups and mislead
the public (see Derrida, 1997: 148). A prerequisite for the creation of a “counter-truth”
seems to be that the common sense for right- and wrong-doing is confused, not only
in the private but also in the public sphere. Thus, “truth” becomes a “performative act”
(Derrida, 1997: 143).

Arendt describes this type of lying as a destructive force for every political community
for two reasons. Firstly, because it damages people’s confidence in the political body and
secondly, because it attacks the fundamentals of the polity: the citizen’s ability to judge
and to act.

The counterpart of the lie is the “internal self-delusion” of the liars, i.e. presenting
something as true although they know that it is untrue. The liars know that they tell lies;

2. Following Arendt to Augustinus, Jacques Derrida gives a definition of the lie by explaining that “the lie
is not a fact or a state; it is an intentional act, a lying” (Derrida, 1997: 131).

3. It is this reference to the historicity of the concept of the lie which Derrida calls the “History of the Lie”
(Derrida, 1997: 130).

4. Jacques Derrida argues that this is a kind of “mutation” in the history of the lie (Derrida, 1997: 134).
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however, they pretend to believe that their lies were truthful (Arendt, 1972: 3). For Arendt,
this kind of “organized lying dominating the public realm” is typical for modernity (Ar-
endt, 1968a: 232). In the end, truth is left behind as a matter of opinion.

There are similar mechanisms in the world of lies and in the world of ideology. How-
ever, the main difference is that totalitarian ideology is linked to systematic terror where-
as in post-totalitarian states terror is used occasionally and serves a functional purpose.

Lying in democracies is practiced by using democratic tools (lobby groups, state pow-
er, media power, digital tools etc.). However, eventually, it underlies processes of parlia-
mentary control and public criticism.

A totalitarian regime seeks to establish a regime based on terror in which correcting
a lie publicly or privately, can be life threatening. However, in democracies, it should be
possible to unveil a network of lies in order to control executive power and restore the
integrity of the political body and the trust of the citizens.

However, as we experience it every day, it is sometimes a long procedure to correct a
wrong. The procedures of the rule of law are slow and complex. In some countries, de-
mocracies cannot react to systematic lying because civil societies are too weak and there
is no counter-part to the lying representatives.

On the basis of this understanding it is comprehensible why Arendt pays so much
attention to the phenomenon of lies in democratic politics, which at first glance seems to
be harmless compared to a totalitarian ideology which is based on terror.

The fact that manipulative lying is inherent in modern democracies is disturbing. It
seems as if totalitarian rule has bestowed a heritage upon modern societies which they
cannot get rid of, that is, the capability of self-destruction by creating fictitious worlds.

For this reason, totalitarian rule cannot be described as an “accident of history” but
rather as a kind of watershed beyond which there is no return to when you could believe
that lying can be corrected by truth. One must reckon with the openness of modern so-
cieties which, under certain circumstances, might not be able to prevent the creation of a
semi-totalitarian world of half-true and half-false images of reality.

3

Arendt’s analysis evokes the question of how to counteract systematic lying.

It may be surprising, for all those arguing that the basic orientation for political com-
munities is based on a belief in values, that Arendt does not call for a return to ethical
standards of action such as the value of truth, the value of honesty, the value of moral
behavior, the value of a nation. Neither does she revert to the revival of Christian or other
religious traditions of faith or to enlightened reason. It appears useless to her to pin one’s
hopes on values achieved through the sanctioning instruments of sin, bad consciousness
or trust in reason. The canon of values deduced from this can be manipulated at will by
any regime. The Nazi regime equated moral standards with the totalitarian ideology (Ar-
endt, 1968: 617). Under the regime of Stalin the ideology of the ruling party was supposed
to have the highest moral standards. Contemporary political leaders in countries with
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democratic institutions are putting nationalistic or even ethnic “values” at the top of the
list of common values claiming that they are moral standards.

Hence one needs to look elsewhere to find answers for the question of how to find an
orientation against lying.

Arendt neither evolved a theory of “correct action” nor did she establish a system of
fundamental values. She did not measure political thinking or acting against maxims.
This becomes apparent in her analysis of the fundamentals of thinking. For instance,
she even deconstructs the terms moral and ethics by uncovering their etymological and
historical origins as being customs and habits.

One can interpret Arendt’s point with Margret Canovan in saying: There are no abso-
lute moral rules for acting (Canovan, 1994: 191). This is because morals are customs, and
customs change or can be destroyed (Ibid.: 190f.). This leaves us with the questions: How
to fill the void? How to create a legitimate foundation for action?

Turning to questions like these, Arendt puts plurality in the place of ethics. For her,
acting within the political realm is always acting in plurality. Plurality means those who
come from different perspectives act together. This concept of action is not meant to be
decision-making by a leader. For her, it is about establishing civic customs and rules of
conduct, but again, these customs can only be kept alive if there exists a strong plural
community. As soon as it becomes weaker, customs and morals can be manipulated at
will. This is what — in Arendt’s view — is left of ethics after totalitarianism.

Who cares for plurality in the world? In the humanist tradition of Machiavelli, Locke
and Montesquieu, mankind is good and evil. There are citizens who care about civil so-
ciety and there are others who do not care but instead detest plurality and yearn for
authoritarian leadership. Last not least, there are others who do not care about the “com-
mon good” but are occupied by their private needs and sorrows.

Moreover, the political realm is grounded on a paradoxical relation between lying and
truth: with Kant, Arendt argues that veracity — identified with authenticity or public ap-
pearance — should be the measure of political action. On the other hand, she points out:
“It may be in the nature of the political realm to be at war with truth in all forms” (Arendt,
1968a: 239). Hence action and telling lies are closely linked: Action has something to do
with changing reality — and so do lies. Arendt goes even further by saying: “Our ability
to lie — but not necessarily our ability to tell the truth — belongs among the few obvious,
demonstrable data that confirm human freedom” (Ibid.: 250).

As a consequence, lying belongs to freedom of action. It is part of the human capa-
bility to change a situation by altering its interpretation. One can easily illustrate that
by looking at the recent history of diplomacy. The art of bringing opponents to mutual
agreement is based on creating illusions, on outsmarting each other, thus gaining space
for action. Such agreements as Dayton 1995 or the Camp David agreement of 1978 would
not have been possible without those questionable practices.

Furthermore, politics is always linked to power, which we understand in two ways:
the power of the people and the power exerted by leaders, functionaries, and representa-
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tives of all kinds. Hence the tension between truth and the inclination of those who take
political action to present the truth as their measure of action will always exist.

Up to here, two conclusions may be drawn: first, the capacity to unveil lies is linked to
those interests, to those interpersonal relations which provide the basis for plurality and
which at the same time help to uncover hypocrisy sooner or later. Hence veracity is to be
reestablished in the same sphere in which truth can be destroyed.

Secondly, the capacity to correct lies is inherent in all citizens who take action; it is
linked to their ability to begin something new, to change direction. However, this may not
be taken as a declaration of belief in the morality of truth. Although the maxim of truth-
fulness (veracity) of action taken by citizens is not suspendible, truth-telling does not
represent a guideline for actions either. For action has something to do with “bringing
oneself into appearance” Appearing in the view of others, acting in the light of plurality
is not necessarily based on truth. It is not accidental that in “Truth and Politics” Arendt
compares “the liar” to an actor whereas “the truthteller” appears as somebody who raises
suspicions (Arendt, 1968a: 250).

Political action is not about implementing the truth but about opening up new spheres
of the political realm within plural societies. Moreover, the criterion for what is true can-
not be found inside politics but outside. In the end, this is a different understanding of
what truth is. Arendt emphasizes:

... what I meant to show here is that this whole sphere [the political realm — AG],
its greatness notwithstanding, is limited — that it does not encompass the whole of
mans and the world’s existence. It is limited by those things that men cannot change
at will. And it is only by respecting its own borders that this realm, where we are
free to act and to change, can remain intact, preserving its integrity and keeping its
promises. Conceptually, we may call truth, what we cannot change; metaphorically,
it is the ground on which we stand and the sky that stretches above us. (Arendt,
1968a: 253f.)

Here we have a substantial difference between the moral concept of truth, the ethics
in the history of political theory, and philosophy. It is the world around us on which truth
(understood as veracity) dwells, the world confined by the ground on which we stand and
the sky “that stretches above.” Acting truthfully would then mean to respect the borders
of one’s own action. More concretely: to respect the fact that there is only one world in
which we live. We share it with others and we have to care for it and for them. And above
all: there are limits to changing it.

4

At this point it is necessary to reflect upon the role of modern digital technology, which
allows the creation of a new kind of image-world.

When Arendt wrote her critical reflections on the phenomenon of lying in politics
she had no idea about the digital revolution to come. However, in the meantime we have
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experienced that creating images has become an ever more important part of human
practice and in particular politics. This means that the citizen’s ability to differentiate
between image and reality and to judge what is right and what is wrong is as important
as it is difficult.

Compared to Arendt’s time we are confronted with ongoing systematic lying in the
public sphere. Systematic lying is not supposed to be a deviation from the norm, however
it has become a normal phenomenon. Nowadays, not only are political leaders attacking
our ability to differentiate between truth and falsehood. Digital trolls are attacking our
ability to perceive what is real and what is fake. To quote Megan McArdy from the Wash-
ington Post on March 15, 2018: “Mark Twain is said to have remarked that a lie can travel
around the world and back while the truth is still lacing up its boots. In these modern
times, of course, a lie can spread just about as fast as a human finger can click ‘retweet?”

There are democracies based on democratic institutions, which are manipulated by
lies for the purpose of accumulating power. There are new models of political order set-
tling in-between democracies and totalitarian systems. In the West, it was the Italian
media tycoon Silvio Berlusconi who as prime minister in the 1990s started acting like an
artist, lying and manipulating the public. In many countries systematic lying is used by
political leaders, starting from the Le Pen family in France and spreading to the popu-
list anti-establishment movements in all Western countries and ending with the White
House with its work force of active producers of counter-truths. In Eastern European
countries we witness how democratic institutions and procedures are manipulated by
economic interest groups having occupied the political power. Here, too, more or less
charismatic populist leaders are practicing a culture of mass manipulation by creating a
world of images (foreign powers, “evil subjects” or Western liberalism intend to under-
mine people’s identity, “the West” wants to dominate “the East,” to name just two).

Looking at this we should ask: How can political liberalism respond to this constel-
lation?

In Arendt’s view the worst effect of organized lying and ideology is the loss of the hu-
man capacity to act and to judge. What can we do with this diagnosis today? How is it
possible to make a new beginning in the real world?

* % %

One of Arendt’s strongest quotes in The Origins of Totalitarianism reads: “The gas cham-
bers of the Third Reich and the concentration camps in the Soviet Union have disrupted
the continuity of occidental history because in reality nobody can assume responsibility
for them. At the same time they pose a threat to the solidarity among people which is a
prerequisite for our taking the risk to assess and judge the actions of others” (Arendt,
1986: 704)°.

5. This text is included only in the German edition.
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The key words in the above quoted text are: disruption, responsibility, solidarity, ac-
tion, judging, and risk. A disruption cannot be reversed. It continues to exist regardless
of the fact that time goes on. No one can take political responsibility for what happened
under totalitarian rule and yet citizens have to confront it. Solidarity among citizens has
been suspended, and yet human existence is not possible without trusting in solidarity.
Action has evoked crime, and yet something new may only arise from the world of ac-
tion. Judgment has been turned into the absurd and yet it provides the basis for relation-
ships between citizens. These terms mark the climax of reflection about the events in
Auschwitz and in Soviet camps: And still the citizens of the world today have to take the
risk of responsibility, solidarity, acting and judging again.

The provocative element in Arendt’s discourse is that there exists an overarching re-
sponsibility of citizens all over the world towards each other and not towards a state, or
God or a higher reason and not even solely towards the victims of terror. Regenerating
the political community in the face of systematic lying means that citizens have to start
renewing the public sphere in which responsibility can be taken. We are told by Arendt
that citizens can fail, their communities can be destroyed, they can be subjugated by an
authoritarian will but they do not have anything but themselves to start anew. This is as
true for societies under authoritarian rule as it is under democratic conditions.

Fighting against systematic lying is about:

— restoring the facticity of facts;

— strengthening the self-trust of citizens;

— defending the public sphere;

— resetting the power of legal action against systematic lying;

— regenerating parliamentary control over the executive powers;

— re-establishing parties as part of the process of public opinion building;

— criticizing the illusion that morality is a guarantee of humanitarianism and good
politics.

Although there are a lot of other means and tools to restore the public sphere against
systematic lying, one thing never changes: citizens have only themselves to regenerate
what has gone wrong and to heal the wounds inflicted by unjust regimes.

I think this rationale of Arendt’s discourse is still worth discussing.
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JI0Xb 11 NONINTMKA: KaK NepeoCcMbIC/TUTb naen APeHAT O JIXKK
B MPOCTPAHCTBE NOJINTUYECKOTO
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B Hale Bpems N0Xb KaXKeTcs kHOPMaJsibHbIM» MHCTPYMEHTOM MOAUTUKY, HO NPU 3TOM
nonuTnyeckne aeateny o6bABNAOT ceba npasaoniobamu. Takme NPaKkTUKK, Kak cosgaHune
«KOHTPMpPaBAbl», OObIUHbI B aBTOPUTAPHbBIX FTOCYAAPCTBAX, HO TaKXKe U B MOMYNNCTCKUX [ABUXEHWSAX
WM NapTUAX B CTPaHaxX C AEMOKPATUYECKNM PeXxMom. XaHHa ApeHST Obina nepsbiM nocse
Hunkkono MakunaBennv NoAUTUYECKUM TEOPETUKOM, KTO NPY3HaN BaXHOCTb JXKM B MPOCTPaHCTBE
NOANTUYECKOro 1 0603HauUNN ee NoCNefCcTBYA. B cTaTbe cHauana paccMaTpumBaeTcs, Kak ApeHaT
06bACHANA UCTOKK, BAVSAHNE N ABONCTBEHHOCTb JIKUN B MONIUTUKE B €€ PasfnyHbIX UCTOPUYECKNX
dopmax. [lanee, cnepya 3a ApeHAT, NpoaHann3MpoBaHbl NPo6eMbl Pacro3HaBaHWA KN 1
NMOHVMaHWeE TOro, Pa3pyLUAET Y OHa NMOJIUTUYECKYIO [eNCTBUTENBHOCTb, UITV XKe ABNAETCA
«HOPMasIbHOW» (Cy4aliHOMN) JI0XbI0, KOTOPYIO MOXHO NCNPaBUTb 3aKOHHbIMU CpeacTBamun. B
cnefytoLeii YacTmn CTaTby aBTOp obpaLlaeTca K BOMPOCY O TOM, Kak Mbl OLleH/IBaeM MOSIUTUKY.
CocTouT 1M NONUTUKA B TOM, UTO Mbl cOobLLiaeM noasam npasay? Vnu ke eCTb UHble OLIeHKN
elicTBrA B Ny6nunuHom coepe, Hyxpatowmecs B aHanmse? 3aech Takxke nget obpalyeHme K
aprymeHTam, pa3paboTaHHbIM ApeHT B ee 3cce. B nocneaHen 4actv peyb MAET O BO3MOXHOCTHU
NPUIOXKNTb Pa3MbllLeHNss APeHAT K COBPEMEHHOMY MPOCTPaHCTBY NMOUTAYECKOrO. B anoxy
LUMPOBbIX KOMMYHUKaLWIA M BOWH crieflyeT NepeocMblC/INTb Noaxos ApeHAT K TOMY, Kak
NPOTMBOCTOATb CUCTEMATMYECKON JIXKK. B 3aBepLueHmne cTaTby — pa3mblLLiieHre O CpefCcTBax u
bopmax 60pbObI C TOXKbIO TOTO TUMA, KOTOPBIV Pa3pyLIAET NPOCTPAHCTBO MONUTUYECKOTO.

Kntoueswie ciosa: noxb, npasaa, KOHTPRpaBsAa, MACONOrvA, TOTaNuTapusMm, JeMoKpaTus, XaHHa
ApeHaT, Hukkono Makmasennu, umpposusauua
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I

Hannah Arendt once described “dark times” as characterized by “credibility gaps” and ‘invis-
ible government, by speech that does not disclose what is but sweeps it under the carpet, by
exhortations, moral and otherwise, that, under the pretext of upholding old truths, degrade
all truth to meaningless triviality” This paper argues that as Western democracies experience
conditions that echo Arendt’s twentieth century assessment — among these are the death of
truth, the decline of civility, and the dearth of authenticity in the public sphere — Arendt’s
work helps us better understand two sources of this modern crisis. First is the blurring of
truth and opinion in contemporary political discourse; second is the blurring of the public and
private realms made possible by the coercive intermediation of the social. An acute danger of
these circumstances is the lure of demagogues and extreme ideologies when the words and
deeds of the public realm — either because they are not believed, or because they have been
reduced to mere image-making — increasingly lack meaning, integrity, and spontaneity. A
second danger is the erosion of faith in the free press (and with it our common world and
basic facts) when the press itself, reacting to its own sense of darkness, undermines its role of
truthteller by assuming the role of political actor. In the end I suggest that underlying these
several acute issues of democracy lies a more basic tension in the public sphere centered on
an Arendtian notion of “freedom of opinion.”

Keywords: Hannah Arendt, public sphere, free press, lying, fake news, social realm

Election 2016: Crises of Democracy

The 2016 election of Donald Trump as US President signaled to many a crisis of Ameri-
can democracy. “The blunt fact,” wrote Politico’s Jeff Greenfield a day after the election,
“is that many of the guardrails that were supposed to protect the world’s oldest function-
ing democracy have been shown to be perilously weak, as vulnerable to assault as the
Maginot Line was in the face of the German army some 75 years ago” (Greenfield, 2016).
The timing of Greenfield’s remarks is important. Long before Trump prevaricated in his
condemnation of white nationalism after Charlottesville (Godfrey, 2017), or fired the FBI
Director responsible for investigating his own campaign (Shear, Apuzzo, 2017), or called
members of the American media the “enemy of the people” (Kalb, 2018), Trump’s election
had by itself signaled that something was irregular, if not disquieting, about the state of
American democracy.

At least three concerns stood out. First, from an institutional perspective, the 2016
election cast doubts on democracy’s integrity at a time when online information and
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social media consumption were not just increasing, but increasingly entwined. As one
scholar summarized, “Those who worry about the implications of the 2016 campaign
are left to wonder whether it illustrates the vulnerabilities of democracy in the Internet
age, especially when it comes to the integrity of the information voters will access as they
choose between candidates” (Persily, 2017: 67). The 2016 campaign saw social media plat-
forms like Facebook and Twitter not only setting the agenda of traditional news media,’
but at times displacing them altogether.> Online consumers also faced an unprecedented
barrage of sensationalist “fake news” stories and bot-generated Tweets that were inten-
tionally deployed to impact voter behavior and, absent the fact-checking and quality-con-
trol mechanisms of traditional media outlets, were hard to consistently distinguish from
reality.® All of this ran parallel to an increasingly bitter relationship between candidate
Trump and mainstream news organizations, during which the term “fake news” became
a unifying rallying cry among Trump supporters, and a linchpin of the mutual accusation
between conservative candidates and popular news sources. Critics like Michiko Kaku-
tani (2018) mourned the “death of truth” in current public discourse.

A second problem involved the rise of a new “American populism” catalyzed by
Trump’s unorthodox campaign.* “Trumpism,” as it came to be called, appealed princi-
pally to less-educated and lower-income whites and rejected discursive norms of “politi-
cal correctness” typically associated with respect towards minorities. Juxtaposed with a
series of inflammatory remarks towards Mexicans, Muslims, and other groups (Reilly,
2016; Haberman, Oppel Jr., 2016; Beckwith, 2017), the timbre of Trump’s rhetoric was
often uncomfortably “infused . . . with populist imagery based on an assertive, nativist,
and arguably xenophobic brand of nationalism” (Ostiguy, Roberts, 2016: 42).° Moreover,
the demographics of Trump’s political base, combined with his active rejection of politi-
cal correctness — whether at rally speeches, public appearances, or in seemingly off-the-
cuff Tweets where caricatured insults like “Little Marco” Rubio and “Crooked Hilary”
Clinton were a trademark — led many to associate Trump’s rise not only with the “death
of civility” in American public discourse (Bybee, 2018), but the reentry into mainstream
politics of racist and (for that reason) socially rejected groups. Some weeks after the elec-

1. Wells et al. (2016) discuss the Trump campaign’s effective use of this strategy.

2. Silverman’s (2016) analysis determined that “in the final three months of the US presidential campaign,
the top-performing fake election news stories on Facebook generated more engagement than the top stories
from major news outlets such as the New York Times, Washington Post, Huffington Post, NBC News, and oth-
ers” The study subsequently shows that over these three critical months the “20 top-performing false election
stories from hoax sites and hyperpartisan blogs” outperformed the “20 best-performing election stories from
19 major news websites” in terms of a raw count of shares, reactions, and comments.

3. US intelligence reported that Russia alone hired 1,000 “paid Internet trolls” to steer swing states like
Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania towards Trump (Papenfuss 2017; see also Shane 2017), and such ef-
forts were hardly unique (Allcott, Gentzkow 2017).

4. The populist trend in the US echoed similar developments in Europe, and both inspired a resurgence
of academic interest in the topic. Recent general surveys of populism include Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017)
and Miiller (2016).

5. Following his election, Trump’s words would eventually prompt First Amendment litigation to block a
White House executive order restricting entry into the United States from several Muslim-majority countries
(see Beckwith, 2017), though a modified version was ultimately upheld by the US Supreme Court.
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tion, Charles Sykes (2016) wrote that “Trump’s victory means that the most extreme and
irresponsible voices on the right now feel emboldened and empowered. And more worri-
some than that, they have an ally in the White House.” Well before Election Day, journal-
ists linked Trump’s campaign with a “mainstreaming of alt-right ideology” that had “an
invigorating effect on an older generation of white nationalists” (Posner, Neiwert, 2016;
Neiwert, 2017).

Finally, a third democratic crisis of 2016 involved the so-called “hidden voter”*
Trump’s victory was especially shocking in light of the sizeable discrepancy between pre-
election polls, which almost universally predicted a Clinton victory, and voter decisions
in the ballot booth. In retrospect it appears that public stigmatization (whether real or
anticipated) of Trump support led many Trump voters to falsify their preference to poll-
sters, causing pre-election polls to skew inaccurately towards Clinton. Only two major
polls — the USC-Dornsife-LA Times Daybreak and Trafalgar Group of Atlanta polls —
consistently projected a Trump victory, and their method was revealing: The USC-LA
Times poll contacted respondents exclusively online rather than over the phone, and this
boosted Trump’s numbers considerably. The Trafalgar Group asked respondents who
they thought their neighbors were voting for, which also proved crucial for finding the
so-called “hidden Trump voter.” As one Trafalgar employee put it:

[1]f you want to find out the truth on a hot topic, you can't just ask the question
directly. So the neighbor is part of the mechanism to get the real answer. In the
11 battle ground states, and 3 non-battleground, there was a significant drop-off
between the ballot test question [which candidate you support] and the neighbors’
question [which candidate you believe most of your neighbors support]. The neigh-
bors question result showed a similar result in each state. Hillary dropped [relative
to the ballot test question] and Trump comes up across every demographic, every
geography. Hillary’s drop was between 3 and 11 percent while Trump’s increase was
between 3 and 7 percent. This pattern existed everywhere from Pennsylvania to
Nevada to Utah to Georgia, and it was a constant . . . And what we discovered is . . .
a lot of minorities were shy voters and women were shy voters. (Fossett, Shepard,
2016).

A similar difference was found between live phone call and robocall results, suggesting
widespread discomfort among Trump voters in revealing their preferences to other hu-
mans.

Thus, ironically, while Trump’s election inspired outrage from an array of voices based
on things Trump had said over the course of the campaign, others voiced concern over
what his supporters had not said out loud — that they supported Trump himself. Perhaps
this, too, was a challenge to democracy. A day after the election CNBC’s Jake Novak
(2016) argued bluntly:

The problem was that too many people felt afraid to answer [the pre-election polls]
honestly. For all the focus on how nasty and offensive Trump was, there was a stron-

6. This and the following paragraph draw from the discussion in LeJeune (2017: 1-8).
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ger and steadier stream of nastiness from editorials in major papers, posts on social
media, and conversations in office break rooms and classrooms that bashed Trump,
sometimes even equating him to Hitler. That took its toll on a lot of Trump sup-
porters . . . [I]ts clear millions of Americans have been living for months in fear of
saying they intended to vote for him.

It is notable that the United States was hardly alone in this story. For the crises of de-
mocracy raised by the 2016 election — crises of truth, civility, and authenticity — were
resonating throughout the democratic world. In what Mishra (2017) calls our “age of
anger” in a post-9/11 and post-2008-recession world, he argues that “hate-mongering
against immigrants and minorities has gone mainstream” (Mishra, 2016) in a range of
globally interconnected contexts. In Europe, for example, a myriad of anxieties linked
to a perpetual war on terror, a stagnant global economy, and challenges to both private
and public interests raised by the chaotic migration of refugees from war-torn areas of
North Africa and the Middle East, have propelled parties on the far-right to steady and
at times stunning electoral success (Holleran, 2018; Fekete, 2018). No single description
captures the range of party platforms generally classified as Far Right (Camus, Lebourg,
2017); many parties reject the label of racist, while others are happy to embrace it (Cum-
mings, 2018). Attached to their electoral success (which includes outright parliamentary
majorities in Hungary and Poland) has been an opening of the public sphere to speech
once deemed too crass, hateful, or bigoted to command legitimate recognition (Holleran,
2018; Fekete, 2018).

As in the United States, however, this pattern of radical opening has also been accom-
panied by an attendant sense of closure in the public sphere, the latter manifest in the rise
of “hidden voting” as a salient political phenomenon. Most notably, in a June 2016 refer-
endum, British voters shocked pollsters by voting to “leave” the European Union, where
the result turned on so-called “shy voters” who hid or falsified their preferences prior to
Election Day based on a fear of social ostracism. Much like the Trump campaign, the
Leave campaign led by UKIP leader Nigel Farage actively renounced political correctness
and often employed crass nationalist messaging, including a particularly dehumanizing
“Breaking Point” billboard depicting non-European immigrants as an impersonal mass
and British problem. Farage denied the charge of racism, but many Brits who wanted to
leave the EU for any number of reasons (not all of which concerned immigration, or did
so for inherently racist reasons) feared being associated with this message and ostracized.
As reported in The Guardian, one representative voter concealed his preference to ‘leave’
the EU even from family members, fearing they would misconstrue his economic mo-
tives as immigration-based and racist. Another shy ‘leave’ voter said, “My main concern
is immigration because I think the UK is just stretched right now. But I feel that in recent
weeks, people have come to associate that opinion with racism, so of course I am not go-
ing to speak out about it” (Sanghani, 2016).

This juxtaposition of trends suggests that while extremist, racist, or otherwise hitherto
censured forms of speech have exploded into the public sphere, this has also, and ironi-
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cally, catalyzed heightened fears that even moderate but so-called “politically incorrect”
speech will bring harm or ostracism. Thus as the democratic space opens to voices which
place its outer boundaries under question, much of the space previously within those
boundaries seems more inhospitable than ever to precisely those forms of speech it was
designed to protect. It is as if, while the outer perimeter of the democratic public space
has expanded, and the comfortable center has held steady, a less comfortable but entirely
civil space in between has dissolved.

How should one understand this extraordinary confluence of crises in the democratic
public sphere, the (1) death of truth, (2) decline of civility, and (3) dearth of authenticity?
Are these crises a transient product of strange and extraordinary times (and thus destined
to pass), or do they reflect more fundamental pathologies of democracy, and the need for
more radical and inventive solutions? If so, what might these creative solutions look like?

To pursue these questions, I turn to the writings of Hannah Arendt, the twentieth
century theorist most famous for her 1951 opus The Origins of Totalitarianism.

Hannah Arendt on Crisis and Dark Times

In the wake of 2016, scholars and journalists alike have often turned to Hannah Arendt
(Berkowitz, 2018; Friedman, 2017; Sykes, 2018).” Already popular among academics,® af-
ter 2016 Arendt’s name became so visible in blogs and editorials that her appropriation
itself became a subject of political contention (Romm, 2017). In one particularly scathing
piece, Emmett Rensin (2017) argued that “no writer, except perhaps James Baldwin, has
had their ethos cannibalized so voraciously by a public that is also so disinterested in the
labor of actually reading their work” Rensin called “pretending” to know Hannah Arendt
“the favorite activity of the left,” done if only to buttress catastrophic visions of Trump’s
presidency, confirm depictions of his followers as “just fascists,” and ignore the concrete
grievances that brought him to power.

Serious appropriations of Arendt have drawn useful parallels between Arendt’s analy-
sis of the rise of European fascism in the early-to-mid twentieth century, and the condi-
tions surrounding the current resurgence of the Far Right (Isaac, 2016). As this fertile
terrain is well tread, this paper pursues a different path by turning the critical lens on
democracy itself: If democracy is indeed in crisis, then what endemic problems of de-
mocracy itself have recent events revealed? And what might be done to address these
issues in pursuit of a healthy and vibrant public sphere?

Such inquiry was a hallmark of Arendt’s writing. Crisis for Arendt was not a time to
despair, but an opportunity to learn through thinking and critique. In an essay called
“The Crisis in Education,” for example, Arendt (1993: 174) spoke of “the opportunity, pro-

7. Sales of Arendts The Origins of Totalitarianism, her classic analysis of European fascism and impe-
rialism, spiked considerably following the November 2016 election: “Commentators have been referencing
[Origins] since Donald Trumpss election in November,” reported The Guardian, “but rarely has this spurred so
many people to actually buy a copy” (Williams, 2017; see also Illing, 2017).

8. Walter Laqueur (1998) once cited a Hannah Arendt “cult”
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vided by the very fact of crisis — which tears away facades and obliterates prejudices —
to explore and inquire into whatever has been laid bare of the essence of the matter,” for
crisis “becomes a disaster only when we respond to it with preformed judgments, that
is, with prejudices” In this respect Arendt’s analysis of American politics was distinct.
A consistent approach (let us call it the “acute-basic” approach) is implicit in the essays
“Reflections on Little Rock,” “Lying in Politics,” “Civil Disobedience,” and “On Violence,””
all of which respond to immediate American events. Arendt explains her method in a
recently published 1957 letter to Robert Maynard Hutchins, who later founded the Center

for the Study of Democratic Institutions:

I think it is in the nature of politics that each factual issue of empirical impor-
tance discloses its own foundation. Thus, we may be entitled in political research to
start from the surface, because every political danger spot is by definition the point
where a basic issue breaks the surface . . . I therefore am inclined to believe that the
best order to follow is the one drawn up by reality itself, that is, to approach basic is-
sues as indicated in the development of acute and politically relevant issues. By this
method, it may be possible to attempt the otherwise forbidding task of reexamining
basic ideas and traditionally rooted concepts. (Arendt, 2018: 93)

Here Arendt describes a fluid movement from a provisional analysis of the “acute” or im-
mediate issues of the time, to a point of more generalizable revelation about the “basic”
or underlying political system itself. Such an approach accomplishes at least two things:
First, it keeps the political theorist grounded in political reality and the world of common
sense. Second, it employs the fact of crisis to see more clearly the fundamental problems
of political life itself.

In the 1971 essay “Lying in Politics,” for example, Arendt uses the revelations of the
Pentagon Papers, the problem of dishonesty in the American executive branch, and the
“famous credibility gap, which has . . . suddenly opened up into an abyss” (1972: 3-4), to
consider the underlying pathologies of “image-making” as an element of modern dem-
ocratic politics. In a much different context, Arendt’s 1959 essay “Reflections on Little
Rock” uses the “acute” issue of school desegregation to explore the more “basic” issue
of equality before the law, the particular freedoms attached to the political, social, and
private realms, and threats to each of these freedoms which follow when the boundaries
between these realms are crossed.

Thinking in Arendt’s terms, then, in 2016 the “acute” crises of democracy were mani-
fold. They included the explosion of “fake news” as both a political and rhetorical weap-
on. They also included the legitimation of offensive or uncivil discourse, on one hand,
and the uncomfortable absence from the public realm of more moderate and “hidden”
voters. I have characterized these three “acute” issues as the death of truth, the decline of
civility, and the dearth of authenticity, respectively. If this is so, then what “basic” issues
of modern democracy underlie all three?

9. “Reflections on Little Rock” is found in Arendt (2003), pp. 192-213, while “Lying in Politics,” “Civil Dis-
obedience,” and “On Violence” are all contained in Arendt (1972), pp. 1-47, 49-102, and 103-198, respectively.
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Tackling this question draws us to a range of Arendt’s works. What is initially striking,
however, is the underlying element of cynicism each issue projects towards contempo-
rary democratic discourse, as if the public sphere itself has become somehow darker and
less edifying. This steers us first to an unlikely source — the collection of biographical
essays written throughout Arendt’s career called Men in Dark Times (1968). There Arendt
addressed the most serious crises of democracy and humanity in the 20" century, refract-
ing often horrific events through the prism of the lives of ten extraordinary people.

Arendt’s subjects in Men in Dark Times are eclectic. They range from esteemed writers
like Berthold Brecht and Walter Benjamin, to the left-wing revolutionary Rosa Luxem-
burg, philosopher Karl Jaspers, and even Pope John XXII. And while “it is not difficult to
imagine how they might have protested, had they been given a voice in the matter, against
being gathered in a common room” (1968: vii) their lives shared a quality that Arendt
calls “illumination” Arendt employs this term to invert the Platonic tradition: Where
Plato, in the Republic, contrasted the shadows of opinion with the illumination of the
good, effectively lifting the perfection of truth above the caprice of human affairs, Arendt
seeks to illuminate the very stuff of human affairs. It is as if, where Plato’s philosopher
prefers to leave the Cave to see metaphysical truth illuminated by the sun, Arendt’s heroes
stoke the fire within to make the cave itself brighter.

This analogy helps one understand Arendt’s concept of “dark times” as not inherently
entangled with catastrophe, but representing a general malady of the public sphere. As
Arendt (1968: ix) writes in the Preface to Men in Dark Times: “Dark times, in the broader
sense I propose here, are as such not identical with the monstrosities of this century
which indeed are of a horrible novelty. Dark times, in contrast, are not only not new,
they are no rarity in history, although they were perhaps unknown in American history,
which otherwise has its fair share, past and present, of crime and disaster” Catastrophes
on the scale of the twentieth century — including the inhumanity of twentieth century
totalitarianism — are enabled by “dark times,” a kind of systematic distortion of reality
within the public sphere, whereby the latter’s substance is determined:

... not by realities but by the highly efficient talk and double-talk of nearly all of-
ficial representatives who, without interruption and in many ingenious variations,
explained away unpleasant facts and justified concerns. When we think of dark
times and of people living and moving in them, we have to take this camouflage,
emanating from and spread by “the establishment” — or “the system,” as it was then
called — also into account. (Arendt, 1968: viii)

But so too are “dark times” manifest in less extraordinary settings, by the steady and in-
sidious erosion of public faith in the meaning of politics, the integrity of public officials,
and the importance of personally engaging in political action at all. As Arendt continues:

If it is the function of the public realm to throw light on the affairs of men by pro-
viding a space of appearances in which they can show in deed and word, for better
and worse, who they are and what they can do, then darkness has come when this
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light is extinguished by ‘credibility gaps’ and ‘invisible government, by speech that
does not disclose what is but sweeps it under the carpet, by exhortations, moral
and otherwise, that, under the pretext of upholding old truths, degrade all truth to
meaningless triviality. (Arendt, 1968: viii)

Darkness manifests where lying, secrecy, and image-making dominate the public
sphere and the political realm, and it shakes the very foundations of democratic politics.
Arendt knew this well, for she argues throughout The Origins of Totalitarianism that the
death of democratic politics in the 20™ century was often preceded by a general sense
of political malaise, public meaninglessness, and private loneliness (Gaffney, 2016). This
danger remains ever present to modern democracies, which Arendt suggests directly by
her conspicuous choice of subjects in the Preface to Men in Dark Times, Martin Hei-
degger and Jean-Paul Sartre. Neither receives a biographical essay, nor is treated seriously
elsewhere in the book. But Arendt suspends their writings, personalities, and biographies
over her subsequent essays like a sword of Damocles.

Arendt quotes Heidegger — her most important philosophical mentor alongside Karl
Jaspers — several times from the 1927 masterpiece Being and Time, where Heidegger
lamented the spiritual emptiness and “mere talk” of the public realm. Arendt observes
that Heidegger’s initial response to his disgust with public affairs was to turn away from
the public and towards philosophy: “There is no escape, according to Heidegger, from the
‘incomprehensible triviality’ of this common everyday world except by withdrawal from
it” (Arendt, 1968: ix). But eventually, Heidegger found something even more abhorrent
to fill the spiritual vacuum, as if to compensate for the abhorrent lack of meaning in the
public realm and “mere talk” by embracing a brand of politics that professed to freshly
imbue the world with an energetic sense of mission, purpose, and reality. He joined the
Nazi Party on May 1, 1933 (see Strong, 2012: 263-324, esp. 269—276).

While obviously condemning Heidegger’s response to the problem of “dark times,”
it is important that Arendt accepts fully his diagnosis of what ails the modern public
realm: “In our context, the point is that the sarcastic, perverse-sounding statement [of
Heidegger’s] . . . “The light of the public obscures everything’ . . . went to the very heart
of the matter and actually was no more than the most succinct summing-up of exist-
ing conditions” (Arendst, 1968: ix). Here Heidegger (with Arendt) finds common ground
with Jean-Paul Sartre who, at the other end of the political spectrum, stood among the
most prominent voices of the radical left: “Nothing of this is new;” writes Arendt (1968:
viii). “These are the conditions which, thirty years ago, were described by Sartre in La
Nausée (which I think is still his best book) in terms of bad faith and lespirit de sérieux, a
world in which everybody who is publically recognized belongs among the salauds, and
everything that is exists in an opaque, meaningless thereness which spreads obfuscation
and causes disgust” Arendt’s agreement with Sartre in this context is notable, for soon
thereafter in “On Violence” she would castigate Sartre at length for his turn to violence
as a positive political force — not only for the sake of power, but as a source of existential
meaning (see esp. Arendt, 1972: 114-115, 122123, 185-187).
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The conditions of lying, disgust, and loneliness in relation to the public sphere ring
eerily familiar in our times as well. The popularity of “fake news,” the pull of radicalism,
and the personal alienation from the public realm witnessed throughout contemporary
democracies all suggest that beneath these acute problems may lie an underlying condi-
tion that Arendt diagnosed a half-century ago as “dark times” in the public sphere. In
what follows, I examine these conditions and reconstruct, to the best precision Arendt’s
writings allow, her own response to these problems as they manifest in the vocation of
journalists and the actions of citizens. In both contexts, I suggest that fundamental to
Arendt’s project is a rigorous maintenance of the distinction between philosophical truth,
common sense facts, and political opinion in the democratic public sphere. I also discuss
how the illumination Arendt seeks in the public sphere is unsettled by the encroachment
of the coercive powers of the social realm upon the private sphere. Finally, I conclude that
the basic issue of our times, underlying the three acute problems just discussed, centers
on tensions surrounding the Arendtian notion of “freedom of opinion”

Lying and Politics

The emergence of “fake news” as a salient political phenomenon, whether employed as a
tactical device to mislead and sway voters, or a rhetorical trope used to deflect public crit-
icism, raises two related but distinct problems that Arendt tackles in the complimentary
essays “Lying in Politics” and “Truth and Politics” The first and more visible of the two
concerns the problem of facts. As Arendt argues, both the integrity of factual truth, and
the gathering of citizens around common sense facts, constitute an absolute precondition
for meaningful political discourse. Arendt tackles this relationship directly in “Truth and
Politics” (1993: 238):

Facts and opinions, though they must be kept apart, are not antagonistic to each
other; they belong to the same realm. Facts inform opinions, and opinions, inspired
by different interests and passions, can differ widely and still be legitimate as long as
they respect factual truth. Freedom of opinion is a farce unless factual information
is guaranteed and the facts themselves are not in dispute. In other words, factual
truth informs political thought just as rational truth informs philosophical specula-
tion.

By “facts” Arendt means nothing more than “brutally elementary data,” like “the fact
that on the night of August 4, 1914, German troops crossed the frontier of Belgium” (Ibid.:
239). Then with characteristic delicacy, she calls the “opposite” of a fact neither “error”
nor “opinion,” but the “deliberate falsehood, or lie” (Ibid.: 249). The distinction is critical,
because Arendt grounds her political thought on an extraordinary supposition about the
relationship between truth and politics: “[H]istorically;,” she writes, “the conflict between
truth and politics arose out of two diametrically opposed ways of life — the life of the
philosopher . . . and the way of life of the citizen. To the citizens’” ever-changing opin-
ions about human affairs, which themselves were in a state of constant flux, the philoso-
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pher opposed the truth about those things which in their very nature were everlasting
and from which, therefore, principles could be derived to stabilize human affairs” (Ibid.:
232-233). The Platonic philosopher, bound to the certainties of metaphysical truth, faces
a choice when confronted with the messiness of human affairs. Either with disdain he
can dissociate from the world, using whatever leisure he has to contemplate the true and
eternal; or he may seek to shape the world precisely in the image of philosophical truth.

The latter, often associated with political idealism, Arendt calls “the transformation
of ideas into measures,” the adoption of “unwavering, ‘absolute’ standards for political
and moral behavior and judgment in the same sense that the ‘idea’ of a bed in general
is the standard for making and judging the fitness of all particular manufactured beds”
(1993: 110). This approach to politics, Arendt argues in “What is Authority?,” is “the es-
sential characteristic of specifically authoritarian forms of government” (Ibid.: 110-111),
because it privileges the authority of philosophical “truth” with its predetermined end
over human freedom and spontaneity. It rejects democratic discussion as the play of mere
opinions, and subsequently authorizes the wise who bear witness (whether priests, phi-
losophers, or good Marxists) to despotically bring the ignorant and intransigent to heel,
through coercion if necessary.

Political freedom is different. Instead of philosophical truth or final answers, “the real-
ity of the public realm,” writes Arendt, “relies on the simultaneous presence of innumer-
able perspectives and aspects in which the common world presents itself and for which
no common measurement or denominator can ever be devised” As distinct from the
absolute certainty of philosophy, “Under the conditions of a common world, reality is
not guaranteed primarily by the ‘common nature’ of all men who constitute it, but rather
by the fact that, differences of position and the resulting variety of perspectives notwith-
standing, everybody is always concerned with the same object” (1998: 57-58). The critical
element of politics is thus not a determinate agreement upon metaphysical truths, but
more simply a common set of agreed-upon facts and objects — what Arendt calls our
common world recognized literally by our common senses.

“Only where things can be seen by many in a variety of aspects without changing their
identity, so that those who are gathered around them know they see sameness in utter
diversity, can worldly reality truly and reliably appear” (Ibid.: 57). This human condi-
tion of multiplicity gathered around common objects in the public realm, Arendt calls
plurality,’® and each person’s unique view of the world, attached fundamentally (though
not exclusively) to their own unique position, Arendt calls opinion. Politics is subse-
quently the process through which plural individuals are moved to support public deci-
sions, and often to change their opinions, via the words and deeds of others. The use of
stories and arguments to gather support is persuasion; while symbolic or principled deeds
that inspire others to follow, Arendt calls action, or the “capacity of beginning something
anew” (Ibid.: 9; see also Kane, 2015; Muldoon, 2016).

10. “Plurality is the condition of human action because we are all the same, that is, human, in such a way
that nobody is ever the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live” (Arendt, 1998: 8).
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This depiction of politics can be jarring, for it seems to leave the public sphere without
any moral or philosophical banister, without the ballast of authority to tie the public to a
common or even decent vision. Arendt’s full reckoning with this problem is beyond the
scope of this article.'* Most fundamentally, however, Arendt ties the very possibility of
meaningful judgment and public deliberation to the existence of common sense, mani-
fest in the “brutally elementary data” of “facts” Facts themselves, unlike philosophical or
rational truth, do not carry authority because knowledge of the past cannot dictate the
future to free humans. But facts are, Arendt insists, the “ground on which we stand” when
making collective decisions (1993: 264).

To illustrate this point Arendt, in “Truth and Politics,” analogizes political judgment
to the judicial process. There are “certain public institutions,” she argues, “established and
supported by the powers that be, in which, contrary to all political rules, truth and truth-
fulness have always constituted the highest criterion of speech and endeavor. Among
these we find notably the judiciary, which either as a branch of government or as direct
administration of justice is carefully protected against social and political power” (Ibid.:
260). As in genuine (rather than feigned) political deliberation, a genuine (rather than
show) trial lacks a predetermined outcome. This is why we have a trial; though the trial
procedure would collapse entirely were there not basic indisputable facts to ground a
judge or jury’s deliberations. The same is true with democratic deliberation — absent a
set of basic common facts around which people with different opinions and perspectives
can gather, meaningful discursive engagement becomes impossible.

An upshot of this is to underscore the pivotal role of the free press to enable mean-
ingful public deliberation. As Arendt writes in “Lying in Politics,” “so long as the press is
free and not corrupt, it has an enormously important function to fulfill and can rightly
be called the fourth branch of government” (1972: 45). Notably, Arendt wrote this in re-
sponse to the 1971 leak of the Pentagon Papers which exposed a range of deceptions in
the US executive branch’s conduct of the Vietnam War. When officials requested a halt
to their publication, Justice Hugo Black wrote famously in New York Times Co. v. United
States (Legal Information Institute, 1971) why the court rejected prior restraint:

In the First Amendment, the Founding Fathers gave the free press the protection
it must have to fulfill its essential role in our democracy. The press was to serve
the governed, not the governors. The Government’s power to censor the press was
abolished so that the press would remain forever free to censure the Government.
The press was protected so that it could bare the secrets of government and inform
the people. Only a free and unrestrained press can effectively expose deception in
government. And paramount among the responsibilities of a free press is the duty
to prevent any part of the government from deceiving the people and sending them
off to distant lands to die of foreign fevers and foreign shot and shell. In my view, far
from deserving condemnation for their courageous reporting, the New York Times,
the Washington Post, and other newspapers should be commended for serving the

11. Among other things, she sees creative possibilities in the project of revolutionary foundation and the
political origins of legitimate constitutions The American Revolution was an especially important model for
Arendt in this regard. See Arendt (2006, esp. pp. 132-206), and Arendt (1993), p. 136-141.
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purpose that the Founding Fathers saw so clearly. In revealing the workings of gov-
ernment that led to the Vietnam war, the newspapers nobly did precisely that which
the Founders hoped and trusted they would do.

Even with this outcome, Arendt advocates for more robust protection of “unmanipulated
factual information” as a constitutional civil right, for “Whether the First Amendment
will suffice to protect this most essential political freedom, the right to unmanipulated
factual information without which all freedom of opinion becomes a cruel hoax, is an-
other question” (1972: 45).

But employing this essential freedom, in the name of what Arendt calls “freedom
of opinion,” also comes with a strong caveat. For if the press as the “fourth branch of
government” scaffolds and defends the basic facts (the “ground on which we stand” in
a discursive democratic public sphere), and is trusted to “look upon politics from the
perspective of truth,” this in turn also “means to take one’s stand outside the political
realm” For unless the journalist does so, argues Arendt, he, as truthteller, “forfeits his
position — and, with it, the validity of what he has to say — if he tries to interfere directly
in human affairs and to speak the language of persuasion or of violence” (Arendt, 1993:
259). It follows that the journalist while she is a journalist must sacrifice her political
personality, must above all refrain from the appearance (let alone the reality) of political
partisanship, and must actively refrain from trying to persuade the public to reach one
political conclusion or another. For “just as the philosopher wins a Pyrrhic victory when
his truth becomes the dominant opinion among opinion-holders, the teller of factual
truth, when he enters the political realm and identifies himself with some partial inter-
est and power formation, compromises the only quality that could have made his truth
appear plausible, namely, his personal truthfulness, guaranteed by impartiality, integrity,
independence” (Ibid.: 250).

In less opaque terms, Arendt urges the journalist to report the facts with extreme
political circumspection and a minimum of editorializing. The truthteller who discloses
facts cannot attempt to dictate what they mean, for this threatens to undermine the integ-
rity of the facts themselves. Above all, the reporter of facts must avoid (except under the
most dire circumstances, as under totalitarianism, where telling the truth is itself a kind
of action) the appearance of becoming a political actor herself.

It is as if the journalist must herself cease to exist as a political person, and must
become a political nobody, if only to enable others to act and deliberate democratically.
For as truthtellers, journalists bring nothing new into the world; they only reveal what
has been. Just as the “transformation of ideas into measures” was the despotic tempta-
tion of philosophy that threatened the very legitimacy of political plurality, so too is the
transformation of facts into judgments the tragic temptation of journalism, for it is here
that the reporter ceases to stand outside the political realm and becomes a political ac-
tor herself (with all the risk and satisfaction this entails). This too threatens to destroy
the foundation of democratic politics by undermining public faith in the integrity of the
facts themselves and it is for this reason — the necessary sacrifice of political personality
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entailed in the journalist’s vocation — that Arendt likens the loneliness of journalism to
the solitude of philosophy in a manner that is almost tragic — for each, she says, amounts
to “one of the various modes of being alone” (Ibid.: 259).

Image, Action, and Loneliness

One of the more startling aspects of the democratic crisis of our times concerns not only
the prevalence of lying, distortion, and concealment as elements of politics, but the par-
tisan manner in which citizens absorb both factual and fake news narratives. In a sum-
mary of recent studies examining the public reception of fake news, The New York Times
reports that:

The partisan divide is easy to detect if you know where to look . . . But the fake-
news phenomenon . . . is not limited to one end of the political spectrum. Rather,
Americans’ deep bias against the political party they oppose is so strong that it acts
as a kind of partisan prism for facts, refracting a different reality to Republicans
than to Democrats. Partisan refraction has fueled the rise of fake news, according
to researchers who study the phenomenon. (Taub, 2017)

Other research suggests that the impetus for the spread of both factual and fake news
particularly over social media typically stems from an initial partisan bias that renders
a particular story palatable, favorable, and important to the reader, accompanied by an
elevated sense of trust between co-partisans when such stories are shared (Rini, 2017).

This partisan trend — particularly when those holding opposing ideological views
systematically trust or distrust different news sources (Mitchell et al., 2014) — further
erodes public reliance on common facts as part of a common world. As a recent Reuters
study involving eight focus group from the US, UK, Spain, and Finland suggests, gener-
ally speaking, “The fake news discussion plays out against a backdrop of low trust in news
media, politicians, and platforms alike — a generalized skepticism toward most of the ac-
tors that dominate the contemporary information environment.” Thus “from an audience
perspective, fake news is only in part about fabricated news reports narrowly defined,
and much more about a wider discontent with the information landscape — including
news media and politicians as well as platform companies” (Nielsen, Graves, 2017). In
this environment, words and deeds cease to matter in the public realm — either because
consumers do not trust them anyway, or because what is said and how it is received by
different groups are predictable from the outset.

It is this particular sense of meaninglessness in the public realm — the sense that
words and deeds reveal nothing in the public realm and bring nothing new or novel into
it — which harbors an especially acute danger for democracy. Not only are facts unreli-
able, but predictable words and telegraphed deeds in the public sphere lack interest or
spontaneity. No longer an arena of genuinely principled or spontaneous action, politics
becomes the arena of calculated and cynical “image making” Arendt describes this viv-
idly in “Lying in Politics,” that the “recent generation of intellectuals, who grew up in the
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insane atmosphere of rampant advertising . . . were taught that half of politics is ‘image
making” and the other half the art of making people believe in the imagery” (1972: 8).
Lying under these circumstances often does not even reach the level of action as Arendt
understands it (though it might), but merely serves to project or uphold an image. Know-
ing this, citizens consume public words and acts with the same skepticism as product ads.

All of this deteriorates the meaning of the public realm. Over time the cynicism sur-
rounding such meaninglessness transmogrifies not only into nausea and disgust, but
even a passionate and emotional reaction against a world defined by false words and val-
ues. Arendt discusses this phenomenon in the lead up to World War I and the so-called
“front generation” in Europe:

Not only Hitler and not only failures thanked God on their knees when mobiliza-
tion swept Europe in 1914. They did not even have to reproach themselves with
having been an easy prey for chauvinist propaganda or lying explanations about
the purely defensive character of the war. The elite went to war with the exultant
hope that everything they knew, the whole culture and texture of life, might go
down in its ‘storms of steel”. . . Simply to brand as outbursts of nihilism this violent
dissatisfaction with the prewar age and subsequent attempts at restoring it . . . is
to overlook how justified disgust can be in a society wholly permeated with the
ideological outlook and moral standards of the bourgeoisie. Yet it is also true that
the ‘front generation, in marked contrast to their own chosen spiritual fathers, were
completely absorbed by their desire to see the ruin of this whole world of fake secu-
rity, fake culture, and fake life . . . Destruction without mitigation, chaos and ruin as
such assumed the dignity of supreme values. (Arendt, 1973: 327-328)

Subsequently, Arendt describes what might be called the extreme case under which
disgust with the combination of international weakness, spiritual emptiness, and the po-
litical ineffectiveness of interwar liberal regimes inspired radical reactions among disaf-
fected elites, who in turn found a discontented following among a mass of people who
found themselves socially and culturally excluded from that same bourgeois society.
Thus, says Arendt, “The temporary alliance between the elite and the mob rested largely
on this genuine delight with which the former watched the latter destroy respectability”
(Ibid.: 333). It was precisely these disaffected elites, willing to act by any means necessary,
whether through violence, terror, or lies, but all in the name of a unifying movement,
who reinvested the disaffected masses with the words and actions of political leaders and
the spiritual meaning of politics, if only by their willingness to go to extremes in order to
ride the wave of alienation.

Layered onto this problem of alienation — and indeed part and parcel of it — is the
mass phenomenon of loneliness and isolation engendered by the blurring of public and
private personalities that has dramatically intensified in a world of social media. In the
modern democracies in question, both research and anecdotal evidence suggest that
“Previously, partisan conflict mostly applied to political issues like taxes or abortion,”
but now seems “to be operating more like racism or sexism, fueling negative or positive
judgments on people themselves, based on nothing more than their party identification”
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(Taub, 2017). Indicative of this trend was White House Press Secretary Sarah Huckabee
Sanders and several members of her family being asked to leave a Lexington, Virginia
restaurant based on her political affiliation with Donald Trump (Stracqualursi, 2018), fol-
lowing similar treatment dealt to Trumps Homeland Security Secretary Kirstjen Nielsen
and adviser Stephen Miller. This was followed by a statement from California Democratic
Congresswoman Maxine Waters to, “If you see anybody from that (Trump) Cabinet in a
restaurant, in a department store, at a gasoline station, you get out and you create a crowd
and you push back on them, and you tell them they’re not welcome anymore, anywhere”
(Davis, 2018). After Waters’s remarks several Democrats, including US Senate Minor-
ity Leader Chuck Schumer, publicly renounced such behavior: “I strongly disagree with
those who advocate harassing folks if they don’t agree with you,” said Schumer, “No one
should call for the harassment of political opponents. That’s not right. That’s not Ameri-
can” (Ibid.).

The problem of exclusion in the public realm (and in public accommodations) is, of
course, multifaceted and a multitude of factors — including race, gender, language, citi-
zenship status, and class, among others — can systematically affect not only one’s access
to the public space of democracy, but one’s own sense of efficacy when appearing in that
space. Here, however, Arendt explains how the breakdown of the separation between
the public and private, driven largely by the intermediary role of the social realm, leads
to a deterioration of the quality and integrity of public discourse. The problem of social
ostracism is one manifestation of this breakdown, for it suggests that no separation can
be made between one’s public persona — the identity one assumes in public when one
voices political opinions that seek to persuade, and when one acts on principles he hopes
others will follow — and one’s private self, which has other, more basic, needs for security,
comfort, and sustenance. But the integrity of either, argues Arendt, requires maintain-
ing their rigid separation in practice: “[OJur private possessions,” she says, “which we
use and consume daily, are much more urgently needed than any part of the common
world,” and “the four walls of one’s private property offer the only reliable hiding place
from the common public world, not only from everything that goes on in it but also from
its very publicity, from being seen and being heard” (1998: 70-71). Shielding this private
space from the political, effectively turning the private realm into a holding environment
to which one can always retreat, allows one to act with courage and spontaneity in the
public sphere.

This separation, however, has broken down largely via the intermediating influence
of the social realm through which private citizens, viewed and sanctioned by a faceless
mass society, face intense pressure to conform to ostensible public opinion. The effect can
be chilling on political speech and action, for “It is decisive that society, on all its levels,
excludes the possibility of action, which formerly was excluded from the household. In-
stead, society expects from each of its members a certain kind of behavior, imposing in-
numerable and various rules, all of which tend to ‘normalize’ its members, to make them
behave, to exclude spontaneous action or outstanding achievement” (Ibid.: 40). The rule
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of society, though impersonal and diffuse (what Arendst calls a kind of “no-man rule”), is
no less coercive because of that fact:

But this nobody, the assumed one interest of society as a whole in economics as well
as the assumed one opinion of polite society in the salon, does not cease to rule for
having lost its personality. As we know from the most social form of government,
that is, from bureaucracy . . . the rule by nobody is not necessarily no-rule; it may
indeed, under certain circumstances, even turn out to be one of its cruelest and
most tyrannical versions. (Ibid.: 40)

The combination of these three factors — (a) the loss of a common world and even
a common set of facts; (b) the meaninglessness of political words and deeds when both
have been reduced to predictable and ideological image-making; and (c) the chilling ef-
fect on political action due to the breakdown of the separation of the public and pri-
vate via the coercive impact of a rapidly thickening social realm — may help us better
understand both the lure of radical and outrageous political platforms in recent years,
and the recent phenomenon of “hidden voting” in which citizens express their political
preferences secretly but fail to properly appear in the broader public sphere. In the case
of the former, radicalism and incivility are not only, or simply, the expression of ideas
once deemed too crass or dangerous to enter the public sphere. They also represent the
desperate attempt of particular people to find meaning of any kind in a political world in
whose reality and integrity they have no faith. Where the world itself seems inauthentic
and unreal — where words and deeds in the public realm speak not to reality or common
sense, but to ideological pretense and an image of reality carefully crafted by political
elites, statisticians, and marketing experts on all sides — there the temptation to ignore
the facts, to flaunt the rules of social respectability, and to intentionally upset a carefully
crafted reality which itself seems unreal, is large indeed, if only to feel genuine and spon-
taneous for its own sake.

On the other hand, the obliteration of the sanctity of the private realm via the inter-
mediation of society has enabled the intense blurring of not only our public opinions
and private personalities, but the fluid enforcement of public social norms in historically
private contexts (including work and, in some cases, the home). This has heightened not
only the phenomenon of “hidden voting” in democratic societies, but a commensurate
increase of “lying in politics,” on a daily basis, by citizens to each other. In this sense the
inaccuracy of pre-election polls only partially represents the more profound depth of
lying and concealment which takes place among colleagues and even (as we have seen)
among friends and family. All of this contributes to a general sense that political words
and deeds, whether those of politicians or everyday citizens, ultimately reveal nothing.
For while truth is blurred by image, genuine opinion is concealed by citizens who, being
thrown willy-nilly into a mass society, fear the punitive retaliation of a network of others
who, disagreeing with their opinion, presume to know the truth.
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Conclusion

We began this essay by citing three acute crises of contemporary democracy — the crises
of truth, civility, and authenticity. I have suggested that underlying each of these acute
crises is a more basic crisis which Hannah Arendt identified as “dark times.” “Dark times”
does not correspond to any particular political outcome. It is instead a political condition
characterized by “speech that does not disclose what is but sweeps it under the carpet,
by exhortations, moral and otherwise, that, under the pretext of upholding old truths,
degrade all truth to meaningless triviality” (Arendt, 1968: viii).

The subsequent danger endemic to democracy is at least two-fold. The first is the vac-
uum of meaning in an image driven public sphere, combined with the tension aroused
by mass conformity dictated by the social sphere, which prepares the rise of demagogues.
For in dark times a lonely and alienated individual may latch onto tribalism or other
divisive movements less for their own sake than as a desperate, even nihilistic search for
meaning, action, spontaneity, and freedom. As Arendt wrote in Origins,

Hitler appealed almost exclusively to these sentiments of the front generation. The
peculiar selflessness of the mass man appeared here as a yearning for anonymity,
for being just a number and functioning only as a cog, for every transformation,
in brief, which would wipe out the spurious identifications with specific types or
predetermined functions within society . . . They were satisfied with blind parti-
sanship in anything that respectable society had banned, regardless of theory or
content, and they elevated cruelty to a major virtue because it contradicted society’s
humanitarian and liberal hypocrisy . . . There was no escape from the daily routine
of misery, meekness, frustration, and resentment embellished by a fake culture of
educated talk . . . The point was to do something, heroic or criminal, which was
unpredictable and undetermined by anybody else. (Arendt, 1973: 329, 331)

Here the demagogue benefits from the ability to lie, for lying has much in common with
action. As Arendt observes with stunning insight: “[T]he deliberate denial of factual
truth — the ability to lie — and the capacity to change facts — the ability to act — are
interconnected; they owe their existence to the same source: imagination” (1972: 5). Lies
and narratives, like action, can bring something new into the world that will inspire oth-
ers to follow. This can be particularly effective when they irritate the very anxieties, frus-
trations and disgusts which “dark times” harbor.

The second danger lies in the vulnerability of the free press, arguably the last bastion
of defense for the common world of facts upon which any deliberative public sphere must
stand. The danger is not only that political actors today question or even undermine the
integrity of the facts as reported. It is also that, in response to such provocation, the free
press will undermine its own credibility (and with it any hope for a world of common
facts) by blurring the line in its own work between reporting facts and casting judgments,
and by assuming the role of political actor which is inconsistent with its position as truth-
teller. One might even suggest that the lying and belligerent politician today lays precisely
this trap for the free press by daring its members to position themselves ideologically in
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opposition to political power. For once the journalist assumes the role of a political actor
or opposition, it is a short step until the bare facts are crowded out (and undermined)
by politically suspect “analysis” or transparent attempts to persuade. Once this happens,
the journalist’s credible role as truthteller and guardian of democracy quickly collapses.

Yet not all is lost. For a vacuum of meaning and illumination in the public realm also
clears the space for novel and extraordinary action — let us call it leadership — which
may, in fact, not only cast new light on realities within the public sphere, but open the
public sphere to a rejuvenated, enlarged, and fully inclusive civil discourse. If Arendt is
correct, then such an act of leadership — whatever it may be — would somehow need to
inspire in mass society the humility to acknowledge the gap between truth and opinion
in their own thinking. It would also need to inspire in citizens the recognition that it is
often those who mistake their own opinions for truth, and who believe most strongly in
the truth of their own opinions, who effect the most cruel and irrational tyranny upon
others. Not least among them is the tyranny of social opinion itself.

What would such an act be? In other circumstances, whether to protect the free press
as the fourth branch of government (Arendt, 1972: 45), or to more robustly ensure citizens’
rights to political recognition as civil-disobedient groups (Ibid.: 101), Arendt occasion-
ally summoned the possibility of expanding the scope of First Amendment protections
in the United States Constitution, including through Amendments. As it stands the First
Amendment explicitly protects the freedoms of speech, press, assembly, and petition. It
is telling that as Arendt probes the gaps of these protections, including her identification
of “this most essential political freedom, the right to unmanipulated factual informa-
tion,” she sets beside it another novel freedom — “freedom of opinion” (Ibid.: 45). For in
examining the three acute issues of our time — the death of truth, the decline of civility,
and the dearth of authenticity — it is the latter, a crisis involving the limits and extent of
freedom of opinion in the democratic public sphere, that emerges as the basic issue that
links all three. For if “freedom of opinion” is hindered by the suppression of truth, and
rendered futile by ideological rejection of facts, it is also abused when discourse becomes
uncivil, and denied when majority tyranny stifles citizens its effective use.

What, then, would a more robust constitutional protection of “freedom of opinion”
look like? And what other contradictions of democracy might that discussion reveal?
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XaHHa ApeHAT OHaX bl TaK OXapaKTepPU3oBana «TEMHbIE BPEMEHay: «KPU3WC JOBEPUS» 1
«3aKyNIMCHOE NPaBUTENIbCTBO» — 3TO BblPaXKeHMS, HE pacKpbiBaloLLy/e, a 3aTeEMHsAOLLE CYTb
NPOUCXOAALLErO, 3TO MOPabHble MPU3bIBbI, KOTOPbIE NMOA NPEANOroM 3aLKTbl IH0OYI0 NCTUHY
HV3BOAAT A0 6eCCMbICIEHHOTO TpoM3ma. OMbIT 3aMagHbIX JEMOKPATMI CO3BYYEH OLIeHKaM
ApeHAT B OTHOLeHMM XX CTONETNS, B YaCTHOCTU, OHa YKa3blBasa Ha CMepPTb UCTUHDI, yNafoK
rpax4aHCTBEHHOCTW, yTpaTy ayTEHTUYHOCTU B Ny6IMYHON cdepe, a cnefoBaTenbHO, ee paboTbl
MO3BOJIAIOT Jlyylle MOHATb iBa UCTOUHMKA COBPEMEHHOTO Kpur3nca. MepBblii — CTUpaHne rpaHunLy,
MeXAy NCTUHOW 1 MHEHMEM B COBPEMEHHOM MONUTNYECKOM ANCKYpCe. BTopoi — pa3mbiBaHue
rpaHnL MeXay NyonmnyHoOM 1 YacTHOW chepamu, CyumnBLIEECH M3-3a HACUSTIbCTBEHHOTO
BMeLLATEeNbCTBA COLMANbHOrO. KprTrnueckas onacHOCTb STUX O6CTOATENIbCTB COCTOUT B TOM,
UTO OHU NPUBOAAT K PACLBETY NMONYINCTCKUX U PajuKabHbIX AEONOMiA, B KOTOPbIX C/IOBa

1 NOCTYNKM B Ny6nnyHoi chepe — nnbo B Cy TOTo, UTO B HIX He BEPAT, TMbo B cuny Toro,
UTO OHU CBOAATCA K CO3AAHMIO MMUAXKA — JIMLIEHbI CMbIC/A, LLeIOCTHOCTY U CIOHTAHHOCTW.
BTopas onacHOCTb 3aK/oYaeTCa B pa3pyLUeHU Bepbl B CBOOOAHYIO Npeccy (1 BMecTe C 3TUM

B HanMume obLLero AnA BCeX HaC Mrpa U JOCTOBEPHble GpaKTbl), KOrga CpefcTBa MacCoBOM
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nHbOpPMaLMK, ONUPaAch Ha COOCTBEHHOE NMOHVMaHWE «TbMbl», HUBENVPYIOT CBOI POJib B
KauecTBe pacnpoCTpaHUTENA UCTMHbI U 6epyT Ha ceba posib NoANTUYECKoro cybbekTa. B cTatbe
BblCKa3blBaeTCA MPeANoNoXeHNe, YTO B OCHOBE YKa3aHHbIX OMacHOCTe A1 AeMOKPaTUW NeXNT
6onee dyHAaMeHTanbHaA HaNPAXeHHOCTb B My6MyHON chepe, CBA3aHHaA C MOHATMEM «CBOOOADI
MHeHMA» XaHHbl ApeHAT.

Kniouessle criosa: XaHHa ApeHaT, nybnuyHas chepa, co6oga Npecchbl, 10Xb, GeikoBble HOBOCTY,
couvranbHas cdepa



Hannah Arendt’s Ethic of Responsibility
to the “Who”and the “World”

Trevor Tchir
Assistant Professor, Department of Law and Politics, Algoma University
Address: Queen Street East, 1520, Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, Canada P6A 2G4
E-mail: trevor.tchir@algomau.ca

The rise of populism and the polarization of traditional and new media pose threats to plu-
ralistic democratic action and judgment. Citizens often vilify each other, deny each other the
space to test and justify their perspectives publicly, either because they hold radically differ-
ent political views, or because they ascribe an essentialist identity upon the other, one that
they believe must be negated in accordance with the logic of their own ideology. This paper
presents three vital resources in Hannah Arendts thought for addressing these challenges
to democracy. First, Arendt promotes physical — not merely virtual or digital — spaces of
public deliberation in which actors disclose “who” they uniquely are and the “world” that
contextualizes their action. Arendt proposes a principle of resistance to totalitarianism and a
“responsibility for the world” as the appropriate limit to free action within these spaces. Sec-
ond, Arendt presents a limit, or standard of intelligibility, to political action and speech per-
missible in public: the sensus communis of Kant’s theory of aesthetic judgment. This standard
of common sense, which binds the public sphere, demands that a speech act’s intersubjective
validity appeal to an objectivity that can be shared from different perspectives, but which
allows for disagreement, and is not as restrictive as an Aristotelian ethos or an internally con-
sistent ideology. Finally, Arendt asserts the imperative of factual truth telling and attention to
the details of public phenomena, as necessary conditions for intelligible action and judgment
in a pluralistic public sphere.

Keywords: Arendt, media, democracy, plurality, responsibility, judgment, action, sensus com-
munis

The rise of populism and the polarization of traditional and new media pose critical
threats to democratic action and judgment. Citizens often vilify each other, deny each
other the space to test and justify their perspectives publically, either because they hold
a radically different political view, or because they ascribe an essentialist identity upon
the other, one that they believe must be negated in accordance with the logic of their
own ideology. This paper presents three vital conceptual resources in Hannah Arendt’s
thought for addressing these challenges. The first is Arendt’s promotion of physical — not
merely virtual or digital — spaces of public deliberation in which actors, through the
performance of speech and deeds before diverse others, disclose “who” they uniquely are
and the “world” that contextualizes their action. Arendt proposes a principle of resistance
to totalitarianism and a “responsibility for the world” — which she conceives as condi-
tioned by pluralism — as the appropriate limit to free action within these spaces. Sec-
ond, Arendt presents a limit, or standard of intelligibility, to political action and speech
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permissible in public: the sensus communis of Kant’s theory of aesthetic judgment. This
standard of common sense, which binds the public sphere, demands that a speech act’s
intersubjective validity appeal to an objectivity that can be shared from different per-
spectives, but which allows for disagreement, and is not as restrictive as an Aristotelian
ethos or an internally consistent ideology. Finally, Arendt develops a crucial connection
between responsibility for the public world and the imperative of factual truth telling.
Caring for shared objects of intelligibility in the political realm requires that overt lying
in public speech acts about facts and past events be forbidden. While spectator storytell-
ing is a crucial part of political judgment and the disclosure on the meanings of political
action, facts are just as crucial. An insistence on the accurate accounting of the detail of
phenomena, experienced from many perspectives, is crucial for resisting radical ideol-
ogy, the totalitarian tendency of transforming the given to fit the internal logic of a story
propagated by the ruling regime. It is also key to acknowledging and appreciating the
diversity and complexity of human affairs, and therefore rejecting the overly simplistic
and often xenophobic solutions of populist rule and radically polarized and solipsistic
political opinions. While Arendt’s resources are immanent to human action, and by no
means offer a transcendent source of validity or authority that presumes to ground and
guarantee the security of the public sphere absolutely and forever, they do go a long way
in inspiring a style of politics that vigilantly defends and rejuvenates democratic spaces
where pluralism may be appropriately countenanced, and where the right of all human
actors to appear in the world is protected.

Public Space, Individuation, and Responsibility for the World

The last decade has seen a significant shift in the way that citizens communicate with
each other about political matters. More and more, people voice their political opinions,
preferences, and allegiances through social media like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram.
Social media is transforming how citizens deliberate with each other and how they regard
their role as political participants. It is also contributing to a polarization and radicaliza-
tion of opinion in many political systems around the globe. It is important to note, how-
ever, that social media does not cause the polarization of opinion, the rise of populism,
or the vilification of political opponents on its own. Rather, it seems to be aggravating a
phenomenon that bears similarities with what Arendt observed as part of the rise of to-
talitarian movements: a pervasive lack of confidence in the capacity of liberal democratic
states, as well as liberal international economic and political organizations, to deliver on
the promises of fairly distributed economic prosperity, security, responsible government,
and meaningful avenues of political participation for the average citizen. The corrosion
of the citizen’s trust in the post-war welfare state’s ability to manage the economy in a way
that can provide each family with a stable income has had the biggest impact. Economic
stagnancy, unemployment, and the hollowing out of the middle class in the United States
have been crucial factors in the rise of Trump-style populism. Sovereign debt crises, ris-
ing economic inequality, and uncertainty over how to appropriately manage the influx of
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refugees from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere have been key to the rise of right-
wing populist movements in many parts of Europe, and have posed a serious threat to
the stability of the European Union, as evidenced most dramatically by Brexit. There is a
very concerning trend in North America and Europe toward isolationism, nativism, and
the search for scapegoats, a will among populists to protect jobs and other sources of eco-
nomic and social security and status for what they perceive as the deserving, authentic,
core members of the political community, from what they perceive as the undeserving
others. Conditions of uncertainty and scarcity breed a fear-driven tendency to want to
take care of what is closest to one’s self. These economic factors, working along with the
rise of new social media as a dominant mode of human interaction, have contributed
to a new phenomenon of “world-alienation” that bears striking similarities to the kind
that Arendt explains as contributing to, and being exacerbated by, the hyper-nationalist
totalitarianism of the mid-20™ century.

Before examining the contemporary form of world-alienation evidenced in social me-
dia, let us revisit what Arendt meant by the concept. Arendt explains world-alienation as
when the individual no longer conceives spaces of human appearance and interaction as
the loci of freedom (1958: 251-257). In situations where public spaces are no longer avail-
able for meaningful political action and judgment, individuals try to retain some sense
of freedom by focusing on their own interiority, and either abandoning the common
world, or imposing their own will upon it. Arendt explains this hyper-subjective stand-
point as, at least in part, ethically and historically rooted in Stoicism, which encouraged
individuals, if they could not effect change in the political world around them, to instead
focus on attaining control over one’s own internal reactions to outside phenomena, good
or bad (1977a: 147-148). The individual’s alienation and retreat from the pluralistic and
complicated realm of human affairs is also rooted in Platonism. That world-alienation is
compatible with any form of freedom at all is due to the dominant conception of freedom
within the tradition of Western political philosophy since Plato; a conception that links
freedom with sovereignty (Arendt, 1958: 221-227; 1977a: 157-159). Arendt sees sovereignty
in terms of a mastery over one’s own self, and ultimately a mastery over one’s environ-
ment, including control over the wills of others (1977a: 162). Much of her work re-invig-
orates an alternative view of freedom as non-sovereign, experienced through speech and
action, before and with others, in a way that introduces something new, albeit unpredict-
able and uncontrollable, to the world, in all its plurality.

World-alienation, both in 20™-century and contemporary forms, occurs when people
no longer feel at home in the world, and when their speech and action have no signifi-
cant bearing on the processes that seem to govern their environment. A contemporary
manifestation of this can be seen in the reduction of citizen participation in traditional
party politics over the last half-century, whether through voting or volunteering, driven
by the sense that political and corporate elites decide the rules of the economic and po-
litical game anyway. Part of populism’s appeal to those disenchanted by the institutions
of liberal democracy is the prospect of a leader strong enough to affect change in the
rarefied realm of elites, but representing the will of the “ordinary” people. In the early
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and mid-20" century, the world-alienation that drove the rise of totalitarianism was fed
by the prevalence of political ideologies that followed a common logical structure. What
the Marxist ideology of Stalinism and the racist ideology of Nazism had in common was
a teleological philosophy of history in dialectical form, inspired, above all, by Hegel (Ar-
endt, 1977a: 68; 2005: 70-74). Each saw events and actors as playing out necessary laws
of history and nature, a dialectical movement governed by the law of struggle between
economic classes or races, all moving inevitably toward the end of history and the fulfill-
ment of its telos, whether that be a classless society of non-alienated laborers, or the world
dominance of the Aryan race (Arendt, 1994a: 464-468). History followed the continuous
logic of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, and an action was deemed free if it contributed
to this necessary movement. There was a sense of purpose, rationality, lawfulness, and
necessity — of being on the right side of history — if one acted in favor of the Nazi or
Soviet movement. On the other hand, if one’s speech or action was not clearly pro-Nazi
or pro-Soviet, it would, by this internal logic, be deemed either accidental, meaningless,
or worse: something that needed to be cancelled, negated, overcome in order for the
movement to proceed to synthesis. How one spoke or acted came to matter much less
than “what” one was, which role one served in the overall structure of history’s dialectical
movement, according to their class, race, religion, or nation. By this violent logic, a Jew
or a bourgeois, no matter how they acted or how they spoke, were deemed the necessary
opponents of the torchbearers of history, and thus negated. Particular individuals became
accidental, superfluous in relation to the universal process or the law of the movement.
In Origins of Totalitarianism and Eichmann in Jerusalem, Arendt explains how the domi-
nance of totalitarian logic, and the sense that actors merely fulfilled their duty according
to the laws of history and nature as expressed by the regime’s leader, removed the sense of
personal responsibility from individual action, and replaced it with anonymous, highly
bureaucratized rule (1994a: 25-26, 135-137; 1994b: 470-473).

The capacity of individuals to question, critique, and resist the violent policies of to-
talitarian rulers was suppressed by the regimes’ destruction of public spaces in which or-
dinary citizens could gather and communicate openly. These spaces of intersubjectivity,
Arendt has shown, are vital for developing and sustaining the capacity to properly think
and judge, the capacity to perceive and consider facts and details of common import,
to validate and reform one’s perspectives about meaningful events in conversation with
others, and to imagine one’s self in the positions of others, a capacity that is key to moral
reflection. The disappearance of such public space contributed to the generalized crisis in
the capacity to think that Arendt argues allowed for the “banal” evils of totalitarian rule
(1994a: 252; 1994b: 475-478).

The contemporary obsession with social media represents a form of world-alienation
in interrelated ways. The loss of the citizen’s sense that their action or speech has much
bearing on the political world or economic system induces a retreat to the inward domain
of the online user. At its extreme, social media users see the construction of their online
profile, through posted comments, images, “likes,” and links, as more “real,” “valid,” or
somehow authorized than their life offline. It is easier to lose a sense of the reality of a
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shared world when citizens engage in political communication with disembodied so-
cial media personae or avatars that remain concealed from actual human view, and may
be highly fictionalized constructions. When one draws inward into radical subjectivity,
one loses connection to the detailed particularity, the texture and nuance, of what Ar-
endt calls the “web of human relationships” (1958: 183) in the shared world. Atomized
subjectivities become even more susceptible to the xenophobia and irrational attitudes
towards others which a political environment of “post-truth populism” engenders. When
one retreats and remains in an atomistic form of subjectivity, the internally consistent
rationality of logical systems can come to dominate thought more easily, unchallenged
by the facticity and complexity of the world outside. It becomes easier to draw highly
questionable inferences between concepts or intuitions. It becomes easier to judge an-
other person categorically, rather than reflectively, as a particular example subsumable
to a category — their group — and expect a predetermined mode of behavior, political
opinion, and historical destiny for that person. Others may appear as categorically anti-
thetical to one’s own will or sense of the historical destiny of one’s community, and thus
become vilified. All the while, users can safely remain relatively anonymous behind their
profiles; they do not have to physically appear in public to defend their principles, nor
do they have to publicly face those with very different doxai. This weakens the degree to
which actors feel the ethical imperative of considering the perspectives of others, and ac-
cordingly moderating their own opinion. Because it is relatively simple for users to find
others online with shared perspectives, and because the dominant social media expose
users predominantly to stories determined by algorithms to reflect back their already
existing doxai, the global community of users becomes rigidly fragmented according to
increasingly polarized political lines. The digital echo chambers of social media do not
allow for sufficiently visiting the perspectives of others, nor a careful examination of the
detailed facts and particularities of public events, to develop the more moderate opinions
which can best stabilize political communities and best encourage respect for all citizens’
right to live well.

In the spirit of Arendt’s critique, to discourage radical political polarization and the
political isolation that it breeds, particularly as it is aggravated through new social media,
political communities should foster physical sites of deliberative democracy to encourage
actors’ actual appearance in public. In these physical sites, where political actors publicly
appear along with their speech and deeds, there is an imperative to answer for one’s prin-
ciples before others who might disagree. Politics, by Arendt’s account, involves a cou-
rageous acceptance of responsibility for one’s stance, rather than an anonymous retreat
behind the masks of online personae. It should involve facing diverse others in a space
where one might more readily feel the imperative to visit their perspectives, to respect
them as co-actors or co-judges in a spirit of “disinterested togetherness,” than in a virtual
space. This leads to more thorough and critical deliberative praxis.

Arendt develops her account of political action in resistance to totalitarianism’s threat
to the public space, as well as its ideological and structural vilification of individuals
based merely on their categorical group membership. For Arendt, action between indi-
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viduals creates and sustains the very public space necessary for its appearance, as well as
its judgment by spectators. Real human spectators, not a meta-agent working through the
dialectical law of history, ultimately interpret each particular action’s meaning for con-
temporary politics and for history. Spontaneous action and speech, not willing rationally
according to a perceived dialectical law, are that through which freedom is experienced,
and one’s particular human dignity is confirmed publicly (Arendt, 1977a: 146, 151-153).
Action accompanied by speech discloses “who” the actor uniquely is, along with aspects
of the “world” that contextualizes the act (Arendt, 1958: 175-184).

Arendt’s notion of the “who” is disclosed in the interaction between the actor’s unique
performance of deeds and speech, and objective world conditions to which they respond.
While the actor may self-consciously stylize a public persona that they choose to project,
the disclosure of the “who” is ultimately not something one can exert complete control
over, and it appears more clearly to outside spectators than to the actor themselves (Ibid.:
179-180). It is impossible to fully reify the phenomenal ways that each unique “who” ap-
pears “in the flux of action and speech” (Ibid.: 161). Arendt argues that most attempts to
identify the “who” lead to a description of universals shared with others, categories of
social function or general standards of human behavior, which conceal the who's unique-
ness. Following Heidegger, Arendt holds that the existential and performative “who” is
separate from the constative “what” of the self, to which belong categories of identity
including the actor’s gender, race, religion, economic class, their biological traits, objects
that represent their life’s work, and even their moral intentions. Arendt presses this dis-
tinction to distinguish properly political affairs as those which deal with a plurality of
“whos” that can never be instrumentally governed or mastered, as stable units, accord-
ing to a principle of reason or will. Given the sheer plurality of unique and irreplaceable
“whos,” any inwardly consistent logic, which depends on stable and nameable entities, is
inadequate for fully governing the complexity and dignity of human affairs (Ibid.: 181-
182). The distinction between the “who” and the “what” is thus key to Arendt’s resistance
of totalitarianism, and the imperative that people be acknowledged and judged in a way
that allows for their freedom, according to how they actually act and speak in their par-
ticular life story, rather than according to how their perceived category of identity fits in
a pre-determined logic of a dialectical law of nature or history. Individuation through
action and speech transcends anonymity, both the anonymity of one’s biological life as
a specimen of the human species, and as an anonymous and replaceable or superfluous
“what” within the dialectic.

There is perhaps some irony in my mobilization of Arendtian resources to critique
social media profiles, given Arendt’s regular use of political metaphors from the world
of Greek and Roman theatre, her seeing the public world in terms of the theatrum mun-
di. Arendt encourages the depersonalization of the public sphere, the actors’ wearing of
masks, or personae, when they act and speak politically (1977b: 106). This mask is meant
as a metaphor for holding legal status within a political community, holding an intersub-
jectively recognized office or place in the public space which confirms the actor’s right
to speak and be heard, and helps provide context and intelligibility for their speech. This
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mask, or site of amplification, helps the unique “who” of the actor sound through. It al-
lows political opponents to disagree and compete with each other, while maintaining the
imperative to listen to each other, and without vilifying the private person wearing the
mask. The public persona allows actors to manage, to some extent, how much of them-
selves they wish to disclose to the world. This is critical, because, unlike in virtual social
media space, in actual physical spaces of public deliberation, actors appear bearing their
givenness, the unchangeable “whats” they are born with or to. These cannot be hidden
behind an online profile. Indeed, much of the significance of political action is that it is
that through which each human being reveals a unique life narrative in response to the
unchangeable “whats” that they bear. Key to overcoming the contemporary polarization
of political debate and the vilification of opponents is Arendts notion of “disinterested
togetherness.” Action becomes determined by the instrumental logic of means and ends
when human “togetherness” is lost. Speech forgoes its capacity to reveal meaning and be-
comes a mere tool, an instrument of potential concealment in attaining one’s immediate
political ends. By contrast, the spirit of togetherness is “disinterested,” so that actors are
neither for nor against each other (Arendt, 1958: 180). Only under these conditions —
when no identity is under attack because actors are “disinterested” in relation to the oth-
er — can the particular “who” be disclosed from behind the categorical “what”

For Arendst, political action should be self-elective, since it is essential to experienc-
ing freedom. No one should be pre-emptively kept out of the public sphere, as each in-
dividual human being ought to have the opportunity to pursue the free action which
bestows an important level of dignity upon human life stories. This equal opportunity is
at the root of her “right to have rights” (Arendt, 1994b: 296-297). However, free speech
can be as dangerous as it can be edifying for a pluralistic public sphere. There should,
therefore, be some boundary to what kind of action or speech is permitted in public,
some limit to the radical spontaneity and agonism of action, to save it from its destructive
side. There ought to be some guideline that the actor considers, even in their will to show
themselves and their doxa as being the greatest among competing doxai, and thus worthy
of remembrance. Arendt is well known for her rejection of categorical moral or rational
imperatives as a way of validating speech acts, on the grounds that it robs speech and ac-
tion of its freedom, its spontaneity (1977a: 145, 151-152). Arendt draws, instead, a different
limit to what kind of action and speech should be permitted in public. This limit is the
imperative that actors be motivated by principles that fight totalitarian tendencies, and
that they accept responsibility for the public world and try to sustain it. Arendt writes:
“Thus the fear of concentration camps and the resulting insight into the nature of total
domination might serve to invalidate all obsolete political differentiations from right to
left and to introduce beside and above them the politically most important yardstick for
judging events in our time, namely: whether they serve totalitarian domination or not”
(1994b: 442).

The resistance to totalitarianism involves responsiveness to a plurality of opinions,
careful attention to the particular details and facts of shared objects and events within
the world, and respect, rather than negation, of the categories of identity, the “whats” that
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humans are born with, so that all actors may be judged based on their individual speech
acts, and “who” this discloses. Individuation through action’s disclosure of the “who”
involves taking responsibility for one’s words and deeds, for how they fit in or respond
to the world that contextualizes them. This disclosure is a response to the condition of
plurality. So, even if an actor is, agonistically, affirming their doxa as great or worthy of
acknowledgement, they need also, reciprocally, be ready to listen, judge, and respond
back to other doxai in a way that preserves the integrity of the world that allows for their
own disclosure. Responsibility for the world entails acting responsively to other people
in their plurality, showing them a respectful willingness to share the public sphere. It
involves continuous care for the institutions and practices that allow for the disclosure
of plurality, continued action and speech among those who elect themselves to partici-
pate. Arendt argues that a republican foundation that creates space for political freedom
must be made in such an augmentable way that subsequent actors can freely and criti-
cally respond to their own contexts within its institutional and legal parameters. Unlike
a work of poiesis that survives and outlasts the process by which it was made, the public
space depends on continuous subsequent performative acts to maintain it. According to
George Kateb, Arendt does not see the establishing of a constitution as the “making” of
a model for society, so that the purpose of political action is achieved in the design of a
country’s political structure, but rather the “creation of a frame of institutions for indefi-
nite future possibilities of political action .. ” (1984: 19). What binds the public sphere and
deliberative community together is not a shared substantive ethos — there must be room
for agonism, disagreement, and freedom of opinion — but a shared world, shared objects
or events that can be seen from different perspectives, as well as a shared institutional
framework that all actors are willing to defend through their continuous action, and that
self-elected actors have a reasonable opportunity to act through.

Arendtian limits to free speech constitute more than mere “political correctness,’
but she never establishes a particular, substantive political ideology, right or left, that
she thought should validate speech from without. This would be to contradict her phe-
nomenology of political action and judgment, which never sought to prescribe political
principles for any given people, but instead described how any given principle could be
disclosed publicly and historically, through action and the judgment of its meaning. For
Arendt, herself, to propose a transcendent, external standard by which to validate speech
acts would be to determine a ground for action in advance, thus robbing it of its spon-
taneity and freedom. Arendt develops the implications of acting and judging without
metaphysically guaranteed grounds. Action requires courage since the actor takes the
responsibility for beginnings that are never guaranteed by moral and metaphysical cer-
tainties. Instead, Arendt writes that actions spring from the principles that inspire them
(177a: 152). She alludes to principles in her account of Montesquieu, and suggests that his
chief concern in De lesprit des lois are the human passions expressed by a community’s
laws — understood as rapports between beings — and the types of action these inspire
(Arendt, 1958: 190-191n). As examples of principles that inspire political action, Arendt
lists honor, glory, equality, and excellence, but also hatred, fear, and distrust (177a: 152).
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According to Lucy Cane, Arendt suggests that political communities may be inspired by
many principles at once, and that these can either sustain continued engagement with
the public realm, or undermine the necessary institutional conditions of freedom (2014:
62, 67). Principles do not exist in a realm higher than their phenomenal appearances in
speech and in physical acts. They survive only through spectator narrative, after an act or
speech has been judged to serve as a valid example of that principle. Some principles go
on to inspire future political action, so that their being is extended through time.

While Arendt never posits a substantive determinant of the will that could categori-
cally validate or invalidate a given speech act, she is consistently dedicated to defending
the interrelated principles of responsibility for the public world, and the resistance to
totalitarianism. A politics inspired by these principles would rule out any speech act that
excludes others from freely appearing in public, that vilifies or attacks others in a per-
sonal way based on their group membership, and that threatens the public space and ren-
ders it impossible for citizens to actively respond to events of common import. A politics
inspired by these principles requires and reinforces a subjectivity that Arendt describes as
the “enlarged mentality;” which is developed by visiting the perspectives of others in the
process of political judgment. Arendt turns to the aesthetic judgment of Kant for another
crucial limit to free speech, one that helps protect the world from the destructive and ir-
rational side of action by establishing communicability and inclusiveness as procedural
imperatives, yet sustains freedom itself by also rooting judgment in subjective taste.

Sensus Communis: Limiting the Agon

Arendt develops her account of political judgment, based on the aesthetic critique of
Kant, in a way that incorporates another crucial limit to the agon of action, a standard to
help ensure the ongoing health of a pluralistic public sphere and the communicative free-
dom of citizens. Arendt explains how totalitarianism destroys the common world where
the plurality of doxai may be disclosed and exchanged, and creates atomized and isolated
individuals who are unable to properly think. It became a priority for Arendt, in the wake
of totalitarianism, to explore the faculty of judgment as an autonomous one, without ap-
peal to the laws of nature or history at the core of totalitarian ideology. Dana Villa notes
that Arendt’s approach bears an important ethical dimension, in that it champions the
autonomy of reflective judgment, yet rescues it from radical relativism and decisionism
by helping deliberators reconstruct moral horizons (1996: 165).

Arendt develops her account of political judgment through an adaptation of Kant’s
critique of aesthetic judgment, where situated individuals judge phenomena in a world
of appearance along with others who are also immediately partial. Both Arendt and Kant
account for how opinions about public objects, seen from different perspectives, become
validated, while maintaining freedom of judgment. Political judgments seek the agree-
ment of others without being confirmed with the certainty of logical truth. By Arendt’s
account, the public sphere is bound and sustained by a Kantian sensus communis, an in-
tersubjective standard of intelligibility and meaning by which spectators judge deeds and
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speech, bridging the subjective taste of the individual spectator and the worldliness of
objects and events which can be seen from different perspectives (Arendt, 1992: 70-72).
Arendt’s account of judgment can be read in at least two ways, both as a model for ethi-
cal judgment, by which an actor may consider the validity of their intended acts before-
hand, and as an explanation of how political phenomena are retrospectively disclosed
and judged in a public forum, how the meanings of deeds, speech, and actors become
constructed for contemporary politics, or for future politics, based on their exemplary
validity.

The Arendtian spectator judges an object or event primarily according to what it dis-
closes about the meaning and integrity of the particular event in its own terms, rather
than how this particular event fits into a larger natural or historical process understood
through dialectical logic. The meaning of the object, event, deed, or speech in question is
constructed and refined from the perspectives of the variously positioned spectators, but
also closely related to its own facticity and particularity. Therefore, this judgment pays at-
tention to the facticity and detail of the object, rather than be determined by self-consis-
tent logic. Arendt’s account begins from the immediate sense experience of the particular
spectator, and the particular impression, or taste, they feel in the representation of the
object. The spectator’s immediate sense of the object is then compared and contrasted to
the imagined perspectives and potential judgments of others.

Arendt claims that political judgments are reflective rather than determinant. Specta-
tors must judge the meaning of phenomena without universal categories under which
to subsume them. The famous Kantian example of such a particular is an object that the
spectator judges as beautiful. There is no rule confirming that an object is beautiful. One
merely feels pleasure in the representation of the object. This judgment of taste is aes-
thetic, meaning that its determining ground is subjective (Kant, 2000: 45-46). According
to Arendt, in politics, like in art, the meaning of an object cannot be proven, but it can be
validated intersubjectively. The spectator aims to persuade others of the validity of their
judgment, and in the process, raises their doxa above mere subjectivity. The criteria for
verification of taste’s validity is its communicability. Kant posits that because one’s satis-
faction in communicating the mental state involved in representing a beautiful object is
disinterested, one’s judgment of beauty is grounds for the satisfaction of all people. One’s
pleasure is grounded on what one can presuppose in every other person, so one can at-
tribute “subjective universal validity” to their judgment (Ibid.: 175).

Overcoming the impasse of the relativity of taste involves the imperative of disinterest
or impartiality, an abstraction from one’s own particularity through consideration of the
standpoints and possible judgments of all other spectators in the judging community.
By “visiting the perspectives” of others, and trying to “woo their consent,” the spectator’s
mentality is enlarged (Arendt, 1992: 72). The communicability of taste depends on its
appeal to a sensus communis. In referring to the sensus communis, as Kant explains, the
spectator takes an a priori account of the modes of representation of all other people in
the community of judgment (2000: 170-171). Disinterested judgment requires judging
representations in a way that transcends considerations of their instrumentality, of the
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object’s relation to one’s immediate sensuous need. There is thus an important material
basis to conditions of disinterested judgment, as Arendt asserts: “This attitude of disin-
terested joy . . . can be experienced only after the needs of the living organism have been
provided for, so that, released from life’s necessity, men may be free for the world” (1977a:
210).

Public, dialogical critique implies that spectators can communicate their judgments,
explain their implications, and be responsible for them, before others. One must be ready
not to necessarily prove the correctness of their judgment, but explain how they arrived
at it, by which considerations of other perspectives they formed it. The sensus communis
may validate speech acts that appeal to its store of intelligibility, but it still allows for an
important degree of disagreement in judgment and opinion, and is not meant to be as
substantive or restrictive the standard of validity as an Aristotelian community’s ethos or
an internally consistent ideology, one that would invalidate or disallow a given speech
act because it did not fit a particular logic or ideological premise sanctioned by politi-
cal authorities. In communicating our reflective judgment, we cannot expect to always
ultimately convince others. The autonomy of individual judgment remains key to exercis-
ing freedom. Spectators cannot reconcile empirical judgments, but form their own judg-
ments from what they imagine to be the general perspective (Arendt, 1992: 43). Judging
according to the sensus communis does not mean automatically adopting the opinions of
others; rather, it means opening one’s self up to the possibility of having one’s doxa trans-
formed by having visited the perspectives of others. In the judgment’s appeal to what can
be meaningfully communicable to others, this does not mean that it must conform to a
substantive ethical judgment that dominates the ethos of one’s particular cultural com-
munity. After all, we might ask, what if a particular sensus communis is dominated by a
narrow, exclusionary doxa? What if two political groups in deliberation are too polarized
for their respective spectators to bridge the gap, accurately imagine the other’s perspec-
tive, and allow the other’s perspective to significantly inform and moderate one’s judg-
ment? The Arendtian community of spectators, the bearers of the sensus communis, is not
conceived as the bearer of a substantive harmony of judgment, where consensus of opin-
ion is seen as the telos of deliberation; rather, it is a community based on open and con-
tinuous argument. Arendt’s community of judgment is formed through the processes of
judgment and agonistic politics themselves. Often a spectator must imagine themselves
in the position of spectators who stand outside their own cultural or ethical community.
This allows for the widening of the community of spectators, for the increased validity of
opinions, and the enlargement of public thought.

As Villa notes, political judgment limits the agon of action not by disclosing a com-
mon opinion, but a common world (1996: 165). The processes of political deliberation are
valuable for disclosing plurality, disclosing the world and its actors in their particularity,
and thus sustaining the public sphere. Arendt’s model does not and cannot promise to
bridge the gap between empirical polarized doxai, but its underlying ethic of responsibil-
ity for the world can certainly help, especially when agents remember that the “world” is
conditioned by plurality, and is not something that can be crafted, according to the in-
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strumental logic of techne, to fit some model of perfection imagined from one particular
subjectivity. Arendtian reflective political judgment discloses a shared world of events
and objects that matter, about which different doxai can be compared and contrasted, and
a shared institutional framework which allows for inclusive and diverse action and judg-
ment. Kim Curtis shows that Arendt’s theory of judgment highlights the political respon-
sibility to countenance unique “whos” out of oblivion, to invite relevant perspectives,
which might have been previously marginalized, into public light (1999: 142). Despite her
championing of agonistic politics, Arendt also establishes important limits to what kind
of political speech and opinion may be validated in the public sphere. In her imperative
that spectators judge according to a progressively enlarging sensus communis and accord-
ing to a principle of caring for the public world, judgments are informed by a principle
that works to ensure the conditions of possibility of future pluralistic judgments.

The Responsibility of Truth Telling

For Arendt, the disclosure of the meaning of reality in human affairs takes place in narra-
tive form. Spectator storytelling is a crucial part of disclosing and judging the worldly rel-
evance of political action, as well as for transmitting the authority of a political tradition
over time (1958: 173, 184-185). Political storytelling relies on interpretation, the augmenta-
tion of initial spectator judgments, facilitated by what Kant describes as the structure of
aesthetical ideas. He writes that an aesthetical idea is an imaginative representation as-
sociated with a concept, to make it available for sense, but which is bound up with other
partial representations. While imagination submits to the understanding that “clips its
wings,” it can also provide the understanding with an overabundance of representations
that excite the cognitive faculties. These many possible representations are then available
to future interpretation, future enlargement (Kant, 2000: 197-202).

Despite the freedom of interpretation that political storytelling entails, public speech
acts should not include outright lying about confirmable facts and past events. One of
the most important conditions of possibility for the meaningful disclosure of pluralistic
speech acts and judgments in a stable public world is that these be supported by factual-
ity, that actors and spectators engaged in politics tell the factual truth. Arendt affirms that
factual data and details of particular phenomena which can be intersubjectively validated
from many perspectives are crucial for establishing shared objects or events available for
judgment and responsive action within a public space. Moral thinking, sound political
judgment, and meaningful action are all reliant on the intelligibility of worldly events
and objects that appear in public space, and lying about verifiable facts concerning these
events and objects erodes the very space of appearance in which they appear. While Ar-
endt rejects the possibility or desirability of affirming a doxa that claims to disclose the to-
tality of reality, some absolute rational or philosophical “Truth” of the matter concerning
human affairs, she insists on actors and spectators communicating confirmable facts and
particulars. Otherwise, a political community risks slipping into an unanchored “post-
truth” world where totalitarian domination is an ever-present danger.
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Arendt’s most direct exposition on the crucial role that facticity and truth telling
play in providing stability for the public sphere is in the chapter “Truth and Politics,” in
Between Past and Future. Here, Arendt is not concerned with philosophical or rational
truths, but merely the transparent accounting of facts and events of action that have come
to pass. As always, Arendt is careful not to suggest that past events are predetermined.
Instead, they are the result of free human action, and could have been otherwise. How-
ever, once an action has taken place, and becomes part of the past, its facticity should be
undeniable, not subject to concealment and distortion by powerful interests, nor consid-
ered mere opinion.

In “Truth and Politics,” Arendt presents lying as a particular form of action, in that
often its aim is to reject the world as it is, to “change the record” (1977a: 249). “[The liar]
is an actor by nature; he says what is not so because he wants things to be different from
what they are — that is, he wants to change the world” (Ibid.: 250). The capacity to lie
actually confirms human freedom, and all of the danger and uncertainty that freedom
entails. Arendt is not promoting lying, however, as “it is this freedom that is abused and
perverted through mendacity” (Ibid.). Under normal circumstances, that is, when a re-
gime and a people are not engaged in collective and systematic lying or self-deception,
truth telling is not a form of political action, since, on its own, it does not change the
world or introduce anything new, but merely relates particular facts of the past or present.
Arendt writes: “Conceptually, we may call truth what we cannot change; metaphorically,
it is the ground on which we stand and the sky that stretches above us” (Ibid.: 264). Facts
should not, therefore, be manipulated by political action and political power, which can
never produce a substitute for the “secure stability of factual reality” (Ibid.: 258). Indeed,
Arendt explains that “it is only by respecting its own borders that this realm, where we
are free to act and to change, can remain intact, preserving its integrity and keeping its
promises” (Ibid.: 264).

While factual truth telling is not, under normal circumstances, a form of political
action, Arendt asserts that the integrity of a “common and factual reality” is a “political
problem of the first order” (Ibid.: 237) and that “[w]hat is at stake is survival, the persever-
ance in existence . . . and no human world destined to outlast the short life span of mor-
tals within it will ever be able to survive without men willing to do what Herodotus was
the first to undertake consciously . . . to say what is. No permanence, no perseverance in
existence, can even be conceived of without men willing to testify to what is and appears
to them because it is” (Ibid.: 229). Verifiable facts and events that are publicly known
make up the “very texture of the political realm” (Ibid.: 231), the stable ground upon
which opinions may be formed and judged intersubjectively: “Facts and opinions, though
they must be kept apart, are not antagonistic to each other; they belong in the same
realm. Facts inform opinions, and opinions, inspired by different interests and passions,
can differ widely and still be legitimate as long as they respect factual truth. Freedom of
opinion is a farce unless factual information is guaranteed and the facts themselves are
not in dispute” (Ibid.: 238).
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Like opinions, factual truths depend on their intersubjective articulation to be dis-
closed as part of human reality: “Factual truth . . . is always related to other people: it
concerns events and circumstances in which many are involved; it is established by wit-
nesses and depends upon testimony; it exists only to the extent that it is spoken about . . ”
(Arendt, Ibid.: 238) This is one reason why factual truths are so fragile, and subject to
distortion, forgetting, and willful concealment, both by powerful actors within a political
regime, and by the “hostility” of a majority of opinion-holders (Ibid.: 243). Unwelcome
or inconvenient facts and events may be treated as secrets, countered by deliberate false-
hoods, their very discussion may be taboo, or, more commonly in democracies, consid-
ered mere opinions (Ibid.: 236-237). In a marketplace of opinions, a liar may also present
their falsehoods concerning facts and events as just another opinion, to which they are
entitled as a constitutional right. As Arendt cautions, “[t]his is frequently done by subver-
sive groups, and in a politically immature public the resulting confusion can be consider-
able” (Ibid.: 249-250).

Truth telling about facts and events becomes a form of political action in the special
circumstance when it resists and disrupts a world that is being constructed through orga-
nized lying and propaganda. Where a “community has embarked on organized lying on
principle . . . [w]here everybody lies about everything of importance, the truthteller . . .
has begun to act . . . for, in the unlikely event that he survives, he has made a start toward
changing the world” (Arendt Ibid.: 251). Arendt is one of the foremost theorists about
the particular circumstance in which mere factual truth telling becomes political action.
However, this is a situation that, unfortunately, has become a new normal, with the preva-
lence of the modern political lie. Arendt writes at length in The Origins of Totalitarianism
about how totalitarian regimes instrumentally distorted and concealed factual truth so
that the prevalent sense of reality would conform to an ideological fiction, in order to
demonstrate how the overall political movement was achieving its telos (1994b: 351-353).
One of the reasons why her thought has such import today is because in many countries
around the globe, human beings already live or risk descending once again into the kind
of “post-truth” world which characterizes totalitarianism.

Arendt describes a “relatively recent phenomenon of mass manipulation of fact and
opinion . . . evident in the rewriting of history, in image-making, and in actual govern-
ment policy” (1977a: 252). In “Truth and Politics,” Arendt turns her attention briefly to
the Cold War. She describes a national government’s propaganda machine operating ac-
cording to an instrumentally deceptive raison détat which had learned from manipula-
tive business practices and the advertising techniques of Madison Avenue, that was mo-
bilized by a foreign affairs department determined to fool their opponent, but that had
also spread to other, social and political, domains and that had effectively deceived their
own leaders and their own citizens as well. “[A] whole group of people, and even whole
nations, may take their bearings from a web of deceptions to which their leaders wished
to subject their opponents” (Ibid.: 255). In the “trade of image making,” the liar begins to
believe their own lies, and this “self-deception is likely to create a semblance of truthful-
ness” (Ibid.: 254) necessary to perform publicly with conviction. Citizens might not fact
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check what the political actor says, or consider the long-term impact of the substance of
the speech act on the integrity of the public world, but they are satisfied that he or she
says it with conviction, that he or she means what they say. Both the “deceived group and
the deceivers themselves” work to keep the “propaganda image intact” (Ibid.: 255), since
in the absence of a stabilizing ground of facticity, the propaganda narrative serves as an
alternative source of intelligibility, albeit fictional. The long-term effect of “brainwash-
ing” and the constant replacement of facts with lies “is a peculiar kind of cynicism — an
absolute refusal to believe in the truth of anything” (Ibid.: 257). When modern political
lies become pervasive, “the sense by which we take our bearings in the real world — and
the category of truth vs. falsehood is among the mental means to this end — is being de-
stroyed” (Ibid.). Lying, argues Arendt, “harbor[s] an element of violence; organized lying
always tends to destroy whatever it has decided to negate” (Ibid.: 252). Arendt asks, in a
cautionary tone: “And finally, and perhaps most disturbingly, if the modern political lies
are so big that they require a complete rearrangement of the whole factual texture — the
making of another reality . . . what prevents these new stories, images, and non-facts from
becoming an adequate substitute for reality and factuality?” (Ibid.: 253-254)

Arendt’s insistence on truth telling is especially significant given the influence of Ma-
chiavelli in her own account of action, despite him being a champion of instrumental
lying (Machiavelli, 1995: 54-55). Indeed, Arendt shares much with Machiavelli. She pro-
motes a secular political sphere, framed by republican institutions, whose authority rests
in the act of foundation itself. Arendt espouses a politics whose guiding principles are
immanent to action, not metaphysical or natural, and, like Machiavelli, she celebrates
the virtuosity of great political action and speech that serves to establish or augment
the foundations of a political community’s public tradition (Arendt, 1977b: 175, 195-196).
Further, like Machiavelli, Arendt recognizes that political communities are often founded
after a violent act that liberates people from an existing, oppressive regime. However,
Arendt differs from Machiavelli in important ways, namely her rejection of a politics that
conceives of the human being primarily as homo faber, and dominated by instrumental
rationality.

Arendt argues that the Western tradition of political thought has been dominated by
an association of freedom with sovereignty, mastery, and rule, an association stemming
from the dominance of the fabrication or work model of freedom. This model, inspired
in large part by Aristotle’s account of poiesis and its guiding intellectual virtue, techne,
has inspired an understanding of politics dominated by instrumental rationality. Arendt
challenges the intrusion of the instrumental rationality of techne and the sovereign will
to mastery into politics. The will to master one€’s self, one’s environment, and ultimately
the destiny of others is compatible with the instrumental logic of poiesis, where any pos-
ited telos orders and justifies the means and processes involved in making (1958: 157-158,
194-195). This strictly instrumental logic tends to justify lying, and treating other humans
as material to the posited end. Here, the ends established by the ruler or regime are seen
as logically justifying the use of the available means, including other human beings, in
often violent or manipulative ways. Machiavelli, one of this model’s greatest proponents,
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was, notoriously, a champion of the use of violence and deception for the purpose of in-
creasing the prince’s power and the stability of the state.

Arendt diverges in an important way from Machiavelli in that she sees foundation not
as the work of a solitary figure that manipulates the raw material of other human beings
and existing political and social institutions, but rather as the acts of many individuals,
through non-violent collective power. As an alternative to sovereign rule, Arendt empha-
sizes the non-sovereign mode of immanent, collective action she calls “promise making,”
which relies on honesty and trust, and which she sees as the bedrock of republican politi-
cal communities (Ibid.: 243-247). This is not to say, however, that violence and lying have
no place in Arendt’s account of the foundation of spaces of appearance through “promise
making” Indeed, Arendst calls violence the “prepolitical act of liberating oneself from the
necessity of life for the freedom of the world” (Ibid.: 31). This violence can itself include
instrumental and strategic forms of deceit or secrecy, necessary in revolutionary war.
Further, Arendt acknowledges that the instrumental violence often necessary for libera-
tion may become concealed by an authoritative mythos that augments the founding event
into something palatable and inspirational for future generations, who are then left with
a space of appearance in which non-violent, truth-disclosive action may occur. There is,
therefore, in Arendts writing, a complex and tense relationship, one that is never fully
resolved, between the revolutionary action that overthrows an old order and that is ac-
companied by violence, and the non-violent constitutive action that subsequently founds
a new space of appearance through collective power and “promise making,” the imma-
nent source of secular political authority.

However, Arendt asserts that violence, as well as lying, is always instrumental, ruled by
means-end categories. As opposed to action, violence and lying are never ends in them-
selves, nor do they disclose the uniqueness of the “who” or the true texture and meaning
of the “world’; thus, they are anathemas to the essence of politics. Arendt does not share
with Machiavelli the sense that ends established by the regime justify all means. In her
1955 Berkeley lectures on Machiavelli, Arendt differentiates between ends that organize
means in order to successfully achieve them, and the general principle that inspires ac-
tion and gives it meaning. Here she suggests that there is, indeed, a limit to the means
that should be permitted if action is to disclose the principle that inspired the act: “In
pursuing an end, you can lose the meaning” (1955: 8). Arendt, therefore, does not concede
that violence and deception in the struggle for liberation justify the contemporary use of
organized lying in the public sphere that was founded as a result. It does not justify rulers,
or organized power, deciding on the “truth of the matter” merely through arbitrary will,
or according to the regime’s or ruler’s dominant ideology.

We have established that Arendt’s alternative to the fabrication or work model of free-
dom, a performative model of non-violent action and power, is based on the intersubjec-
tive exchange of doxai. She explains that the collective power of non-violent action cre-
ates public space and discloses reality, in a way that the muteness and instrumentality of
violence and lying cannot (1958: 199—-201). Arendt writes that collective power exists only
“where words are not empty and deeds not brutal, where words are not used to veil inten-
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tions but to disclose realities, and deeds are not used to violate and destroy but to estab-
lish relations and create new realities” (Ibid.: 200). Admittedly, the “making of promises”
achieves only limited sovereignty by partly buffering against the uncertainty of the future
by stabilizing human relationships. It does so not through establishing or expressing an
identical will, but through an agreed upon purpose between people with a plurality of
perspectives (Ibid.: 244-245). Lying has no place in Arendts account of action, which
features the disclosure of truth and meaning through deeds and speech, among co-equals
holding a diversity of perspectives. She insists on the capacity of non-violent, discursive
action to create and sustain public space, as well as to disclose real and meaningful as-
pects of the “who” and the “world,” in a way that the instrumentality of lying and violence
cannot (Ibid.: 199-201). Ultimately, a plurality of actors cannot lie to each other, and have
the conditions for the intelligibility of their action survive.

Arendt’s proposed alternative account of freedom as non-sovereign action, and the
resources she offers to limit the agon of free action, are themselves immanent to human
action, and offer no transcendent philosophical or religious ground by which to guaran-
tee the validity of speech acts, nor the long-term security and sustainability of the public
sphere. She knows all too well how fragile public spaces are, how totalitarian practices
and subjectivities pose a constant threat to the free action and plurality upon which these
spaces are based. I submit that these resources within Arendt’s thought are indispensable
for forming a strategy to combat ways of speaking and acting that risk eroding the plural-
istic world we share, whether they be populist, xenophobic, totalitarian, radically instru-
mental, or highly atomizing. However, nothing is guaranteed, and Arendt’s principles of
responsibility for the world, and resistance to totalitarianism, will wither into nothing, as
principles do, without constant and vigilant action by those who elect themselves fit for
the light of the public.
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JT1Ka OTBETCTBEHHOCTU MO OTHOLIEHWNIO K COOCTBEHHOMY «KTO»
N K «<MUpYy» B paboTax XaHHbl ApeHAaT
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PocT nonynvsma 1 yBenmueHve paspbiBa MEXAY TPAAULMOHHBIMU U HOBbIMY Mefina NpefCcTaBnaeT
yrpo3sy niaopanncTnyeckoMy AeMOKPATUUECKOMY AENCTBUIO U CYXXAEeHWI0. [paXkaaHe KneselyT
LpYr Ha Apyra, OTKasbIBaOT APYr APYry B BO3MOXHOCTM NPOBEPUTL M 060CHOBATb CBOM B3rAbl
ny6anYHO: MO0 NO MPUUMHE TOTO, YTO KX NONUTNYECKME B3MAAbI PaAUKanbHO pa3nnyaloTcs,
NM60 NOTOMY, YTO OHU MPUMMCBHIBAIOT APYT APYry 06/1afjaHNe TaKUMU UHAVBUAYASIbHBIMM
KauecTBamu, KOTOPbIE B VX NPeLCTaBAEHUN [OMKHbBI ObITb OTBEPrHYTbl B COOTBETCTBIN C JIOTMKOM
UX cOBCTBEHHON naeonoruu. B faHHo ctaTbe NpeAcTaBneHbl TPY KNOUEBbIX UCTOYHMKA B
dunocodum XaHHbl ApeHAT, KOTOPbIe MO3BOJAKT CMPABUTHCA C STVMY BbI30BaMU JEMOKPATUN.
Bo-nepBbix, ApeHAT paTyeT 3a Gpr3nyeckne — He TONbKO BUPTYasbHble Unu LrdpoBble —
NPOCTPaHCTBa ANA Ny6IMUHOIro 06CYKAEHNSA, FAe YYaCTHUKIN PackpbIBatoT cebs, «KTO» OHM

€CTb Ha CAMOM JieJ1€, 1 «<MMP», B KOHTEKCTE KOTOPOro COBEPLUIAOTCA UX AeNCTBUA. ApeHaT

CYmMTaeT NPYIHLUMN CONPOTUBNEHNSA TOTAITAaPU3MY 1 «OTBETCTBEHHOCTb 32 MUP» NPUEMSIEMbBIM
OorpaHuyeHrieM CBOOOAHOMO AENCTBYA B PaMKaX 3TUX NPOCTPaHCTB. Bo-BTopbIX, ApeHAT
NpeacTaBnsieT orpaHnYeHne, UM CTaHAAPT MHTEUTMIMGEIbHOCTY, MONUTUYECKOTO AeNCTBUA 1
peuu, OMNYCTMMOrO MyBINYHO, @ UMEHHO Sensus cCommunis KaHTOBCKOM TEOPWM 3CTETUYECKON
CMOCOBHOCTY CyXKAeHMA. DTOT CTaHAAPT 34PaBOro CMbIC/a CBA3bIBAET BOEAVHO My6nnyHyio chepy
1 NPEeAnosiaraeT, YTo MHTePCYObEKTUBHASA 3HAUMMOCTb PEYEBOrO aKTa B3bIBAeT K 06bEKTUBHOCTH,
KOTOpas MOXeT Pas3feNaTbCs C Pa3nuyHbIX TOYEK 3peHA. DTOT CTaHAAPT AONYCKaeT Npu

3TOM pa3HOrNacKe 1 He ABMAETCA CTOJb XKe OrPaHNYNTESNIbHBIM, KaK apUCTOTENEBCKMIA 3TOC

W BHYTPEHHE HEeMpoTBOpeUYmnBas naeosnorus. Y, HakoHeL, B-TpeTbux, APeHAT yTBEePKAaeT
MMNepaTrB NCTUHBI GaKTa U BHAMAHMWSA K AeTansam nMyO6anyHbIX COObITWI B KauecTBe HEOOXOAVMbIX
YCIOBUIA A1 IHTENNIUIMOENIbHOTO AENCTBUA U CYXKAEHNA B MOPANNCTNYECKON Ny6nnuHon chepe.

Kntoyesoie cnosa: XaHHa ApeHAaT, Meauna, eMOKPATUSA, N0Panv3M, OTBETCTBEHHOCTb, CYyXKAeHne,
OencTBure, sensus communis
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The present paper is dedicated to the phenomenon of the public sphere which is currently
undergoing significant transformations under the influence of the Internet and social media.
The main goal of the article is to find a new approach to the modern development of the
public sphere by rethinking it from an Arendtian perspective. The first part examines the
main actual changes taking place in the public sphere under the influence of social media,
and concludes that the classical concept of the public sphere, dating back to its early notion
of Jiirgen Habermas, needs to be rethought, this requiring a new approach which would take
into account the actual changes and new circumstances in the development of the public
sphere. It is proposed to use Arendt’s understanding of the public sphere as one of the sources
of this new approach which remains relevant today in many ways. The second part examines
Arendt’s notion of the public sphere as compared with the concept of the public sphere of
early Habermasian writing. As a result of this consideration, it is concluded that, in a number
of points, Arendts notion of the public sphere is better suited to an understanding of the
modern public sphere than the classical Habermasian concept. In the third part, I rethink
the existing trends in the development of the digital public sphere from Arendt’s standpoint.

Keywords: Hannah Arendt, Jiirgen Habermas, the public sphere, public realm, social media,
Internet

Introduction

The emergence and rapid development of social media and its transformation into a mul-
tifunctional communication platform has been provoking profound changes in the ways
of communication between people. Ultimately, a significant transformation of the public
sphere and new boundaries are being drawn between the private and the public, along
with the appearance of a networked public sphere with its high political potential and
ability to cross state, social, and private borders. The communicative possibilities of so-
cial media can open new ways for self-organization, activation of resources in networks
(knowledge, skills, financial means), citizen participation, and influence. Through the use
of social networking services, the public sphere can be purposefully built up, informed,
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networked, and activated, be it for online activities or for engagement in the “real” world.
These rapidly developing processes are often difficult to describe in the framework of
old theories and concepts. The classic concept of the public sphere, tracing its roots to
the early work of Jiirgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of The Public Sphere
(1962), needs some rethinking in order to formulate an adequate theoretical construction
describing social reality in the digital era. The modern public sphere is far from being
a unified public sphere as described by Habermas in The Structural Transformation of
the Public Sphere, but it is rather “a developing and complex mosaic of differently sized,
overlapping and interconnected public spheres” (Keane, 1995: 1). It is something different
compared to Habermas’ idealized public sphere of coffee shops or salons, because the
networked public sphere is far from being merely a place of rational deliberative dis-
course. Such an idealistic understanding of the public sphere is not consistent with the
real discourse in social media where discussions are often far from an unbiased and dis-
interested weighing of different arguments and finding the most logical and rational solu-
tion. This inconsistency, or this gap between theory and praxis needs a new approach for
its bridging which would be based on a more realistic and less idealistic understanding
of the public sphere. In this article, I will try to rethink the public sphere of social media
from the point of view of Arendt’s political philosophy, which, in my opinion, has not lost
its relevance in our time and can be useful for developing new approaches to the analysis
of modern social and political processes.

The Public Sphere and Social Media

The emergence of the first social media formally dates back to 1978 when the BBS (Bul-
letin Board System) was developed for the exchange of public messages or files via a
dial-up modem. However, social media became a truly widespread phenomenon in the
first half of the 2000’s when the most popular and politically significant social network-
ing sites such as Facebook (2004) and Twitter (2006) were launched. YouTube (2005),
a video hosting service which has some elements of other social networking sites and
often plays an important role in sharing politically relevant information, should also be
mentioned among the most politically-influential social media sites. Since that time, the
number of social media users has been rapidly growing, reaching about 2.5 billion us-
ers (or 71 percent of the number of internet users) in 2017 (Statista, 2018). This trend is
expected to continue, and it is safe to predict that most of the global population will be
connected through social media in the future. However, the subject of how social media
influences the development of the public sphere is being vigorously debated and remains
still largely open to interpretations due to the contradictory trends and insufficient time
spent observing this phenomenon.

Some trends of modern transformation of the public sphere are obvious now. Thus,
two diametrically opposed tendencies seem to exist in the development of the public
sphere since the emergence of social media. On the one hand, social media forms an
online alternative to the traditional offline public sphere which is more open for partici-
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pants and is not so much bound by time and place. Yochai Benkler defines the networked
public sphere as an online platform where active citizens can cooperate and express their
opinions and serve as watchdogs over society on a peer-production model (Benkler,
2006: 177). According to Benkler, changes in the public sphere influenced by the Internet
and social media are more qualitative than quantitative, and mean that “the easy possi-
bility of communicating effectively into the public sphere allows individuals to reorient
themselves from passive readers and listeners to potential speakers and participants in
a conversation” (Benkler, 2006: 213). Thus, social media has been gradually becoming
one of the key communicative platforms that is open and free for individual political
activism in the sense of a deliberative and participatory democracy. It opens the field for
non-professional political actors who can use social media as a communicative platform
to convey their political views to a wide audience (Elmer, Langlois, McKelvey, 2012: 6).
Therefore, it can be assumed that social media, due to its openness and free access, forms
a more diverse and broader public sphere compared to the one that existed during the
era of the dominance of print mass media. This new public sphere should be significantly
expanded by means of those groups of the population that were often unrepresented in
the public sphere of the past. It is not just about different kinds of radicals, marginals,
and members of small groups with highly specialized interests, but also about children
and teenagers, who, due to their social activities, have become a dominant group in some
social media publics.

On the other hand, some researchers note the growing fragmentation and isolation-
ism in the networked public sphere (Bright, 2018; Dahlberg, 2007; Papacharissi, 2002;
Sunstein, 2009): social media has been not only destroying some boundaries, it has been
also creating new ones. Social network sites maintain the shaping of different communi-
ties based on the interests, views and values of those members who prefer to remain with-
in their group, and do not seek to influence the general agenda or to be a part of universal
public sphere. As some empirical studies show (Colleoni, Rozza, Arvidsson, 2014; Gaines,
Mondak, 2009; Garcia et al., 2015), social media tend to contribute to the fragmentation
of public discourse in many ways, which in turn leads to what Cass Sunstein and some
other social scientists characterize as the “balkanization” of the public sphere (Sunstein,
2008), and to the development of parallel communities whose members can sometimes
cultivate extreme views and do not seek to interact with representatives of other groups
(Rasmussen, 2016: 74). These groups tend to be marginalized by the mainstream public
sphere, which leads to their further isolation. Nancy Fraser points out that the exclusion
of the members of certain social groups from the public sphere may lead to the formation
of alternative public spheres where these marginals can “formulate oppositional inter-
pretations of their identities, interest, and needs” (Fraser, 1990: 67-68). As a result, these
groups can become marginalized from the large-scale public sphere themselves, forming
echo chambers with very similar views and interests of their users. All this can ultimately
lead to the even stronger homogenization of views within such groups, to the filtering out
of news and information coming in from the outside which does not fit into the world
picture of these groups’ members, to declaring something false to be true, to the creation
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to fake news, and to the radicalization of their agenda in order to make themselves heard
in the society. However, this does not allow marginalized groups to better understand or
reach a consensus with other societal groups, but only leads to their further marginaliza-
tion. Consequently, users with radical views consolidate into separate groups and tend to
isolate themselves from other parts of society. This opinion is shared by some experts who
believe that the publics of shared interests can not only trigger some collective activity,
but can also form isolated groups that conform to biased images of society (Rasmussen,
2016: 74-75). Another negative tendency developing in the networked public sphere is the
inequality and disproportional degrees in attention and influence: the opinions of a huge
number of social media users are barely perceptible from the wide audience, while some
relatively-small group of popular bloggers get the bulk of attention and influence (Ibid.:
75). That means that although social networking services are mostly open and egalitarian
in sense of access and participation, their public discourse is far from democratic, if we
understand democracy as the equal distribution of presence and visibility. An opinion of
some popular blogger is more visible and therefore carries more weight than an opinion
of some ordinary user.

At the same time, some experts (Fuchs, 2014: 75; Abril, Levin, Del Riego, 2012: 64)
believe that the emergence of social media contributes to the tendency of blurring the
boundaries between the public and the private. This blurring leads to the merging of
the private and public sphere resulting in the appearance of “hybrid” or “semi-public”
spaces which combine certain features of the public and private spheres. It requires some
rethinking of the concept of the public sphere, and its adequacy to the real circumstances
and conditions of the modern world. There is a broad range of communities in social
media, from those public spaces near to the classic ideal of the public sphere on the one
pole, to the rather private spaces with some public traits on the other pole. This concerns
both the subject matter of published information (it can be very personal) and the circle
of the targeted audience (it can be limited to a few people). Moreover, there are different
combinations in which the private and the public is blended with each other in social
media. For example, often public persons, such as politicians, post very personal infor-
mation and personal statements on social media. The most striking example is probably
Donald Trump, who, being the US president and its top official, publishes very personal
assessments of events and people from his Twitter account, thereby turning his emotional
statements, usually allowed only in a narrow circle of family and friends, into political
messages. However, there are also closed social media publics where political issues are
discussed but access is possible only for to a limited number of participants. An attempt
to analyze the networked public sphere relying on the traditional concept of public sphere
would raise a number of issues. For example, do closed or semi-closed forums belong to
the private or to the public sphere? Can limited or open access to a social media group be
a criterion of its publicity or privacy? Why is it that in small online communities, often
with limited access and the full identification of its participants, the quality of the public
discourse is higher, and the rules of discussion are established and observed much bet-
ter than in large open communities? Why are large open online public forums often far
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from rational deliberations in terms of the classic Habermasian concept of the public
sphere? Here, I suppose, it can be useful to turn to Hannah Arendt’s understanding of the
public sphere and to her theory of action. This does not mean that I propose to replace
Habermas’ theory of the public sphere (in its earliest version) with Arendt’s theory of the
public realm. It is rather about learning something valuable from Arendt, something that
other public sphere theorists overlook (for instance, her understanding of the role of the
pluralism of opinions in political life), or something that could help social theory meet
the challenges to society posed by the rapid development of modern communication
technologies.

Hannah Arendt’s Notion of the Public Sphere

Hannah Arendt never used the term of the public sphere as a theoretical concept in her
works. However, she started to deal with the theme of the common place for public dis-
cussions (calling it the “public realm”) before Habermas (at least in The Origins of To-
talitarianism [1951], and especially in The Human Condition [1958]) and influenced his
understanding of the public sphere in many aspects (for instance, Habermas’ concept of
communicative power). The concept of the public realm is one of the central categories
of Arendt’s political thought and is based on Arendt’s idealistic account of the ancient
polis in its classical period. The concept of the public space is understood by Arendt in
two basic meanings: it is, on the one hand, the space of appearance, and, on the other
hand, it is a common-for-all place, that is, the world people hold in common. As a space
of appearance, Arendt’s public realm provides “the widest possible publicity” to individu-
als, and the possibility to “be seen and heard by everybody” (Arendt, 1958: 50), which is
necessary to recognize the other and to be recognized by others. This mutual recognition
is a condition for further communication and cooperation between individuals. In other
words, Arendt understands the public realm as an intersubjective space where people
“appear” to each other and, through this appearance, triggers human political activity by
their acting and speaking together. Secondly, the public realm is the world that we hold
in common. This is the world which “is common to all of us and distinguished from our
privately owned place on it” (Arendt, 1998: 52). Thus, Arendt defines the public space
as the opposite of private, of the natural, or of something that cannot be common. Un-
like the private realm which is natural, the public realm is an artificial realm created by
people themselves; it is an “objective space” between nature and men (Dossa, 1989: 86).
In Arendt’s view, this artificial realm was a kind of special human world which “separates
humans from nature and natural necessity” and which “provides them with a potential
arena for their political life” (Brunkhorst, 2000: 182). However, for Arendt, the public and
the private realm are not only in dual opposition to each other and cannot be merged,
but they also supplement and need each other for their own existence. The lack of one
of them negatively affects the other and destroys the healthy balance of human life in
general.
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Hannah Arendt’s concept of the public realm has much in common with Habermas’
notion of the public sphere. Both Habermas and Arendt have their ideal model of public
dialogue in the past; Habermas’ model is in the bourgeoise public sphere of the eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries, and Arendt’s model is the ancient polis. Both un-
derline that the private space of the past was the sphere of the family and the economy
at once (Fuchs, 2014: 60). Both criticize the modern public sphere and try to find a way
to repair it. Both believe that the prerequisite for the existence of the public sphere is its
openness and equality of its participants. However, despite many similarities, there are
also some important differences between the Arendtian and classic Habermasian views
of the public sphere. First, Arendt’s concept is more spatial, although the public realm’s
similarity to the public sphere means not a physical place, but rather an improvised place
that emerges in the deeds and speeches of individuals who gather together to under-
take some common activities, existing only while these activities last (d’Entréves, 1994:
77). Arendt emphasizes the physical presence and visibility of actors, whereas the public
of Habermas can be dispersed in different places but communicating to each other via
the media. Second, Arendt understands the public realm not only as a communicative
space where people are discussing some common affairs, but also as competitive, as an
“agonistic” space (obviously referring to the agonistic character of public life in the an-
cient polis). Finally, whereas the public realm is a place where equal participants not only
exchange opinions, but also make decisions and “act in concert” as in Hannah Arendt’s
political philosophy, Habermas’ public sphere is primarily a communicative platform of
information exchange and public opinion-formation. Arendt insists on face-to-face com-
munication between people; it cannot happen everywhere, but only in some particular
place. Seyla Benhabib explains this terminological shift from the German, the mother
tongue of both Hannah Arendt and Jiirgen Habermas: when Hannah Arendt takes “der
offentliche Raum” for the public realm in the German versions of her writings, Habermas
uses the term “die Offentlichkeit,” variously translated into English as the “public sphere,”
“publicity;” and “public opinion.” According to Benhabib, the public sphere of Habermas
becomes increasingly de-substantialised or de-corporealised in this process compared
with the public realm of Hannah Arendt (Benhabib, 1997: 7). Following Nancy Fraser’s
concept of weak and strong publics (Fraser, 1990), the classic Habermasian public sphere
consists mostly of “weak publics” with rational discussions, but without any direct influ-
ence on political decision-making. Influence is possible only indirectly, through public
opinion. On the contrary, Arendt’s public realm consists of “s