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Hannah Arendt on the
Totalitarian Sublime and
Its Promise of Freedom

Michael Halberstam

Hannah Arendt’s critics have frequently seen a political aestheticism at
work in her writings that fails to take account of historical fact and po-
litical reality. “Arendr is an aesthete,” one such critic suggested, “elle
naime que les trains qui partent.” This charge, intended to be substam
tive, consigns Arendt’s political philosophy to the tradition of Romantic
German thought that has been yariously understood as a politics of cul-
tural despair (Fritz Stern), as the aesthetic ideol logy (Terry Eagleton), as
the quest for the aesthetic state (Josef Chytry), o& as a metaphysical, ir-
rationalist approach to politics that proceeds from ideas to social and
political reality, rather than the other way amund (Isaiah Berlin). Isaiah
Berlin once remarked rather scathingly that Arendt “produces no argu-
ments, no evidence of serious philosophical or historical thou ght. It is all
a stream of metaphysical associations.” ! The chmge that Arendt’s work
reflects the peculiarly antipolitical substiturion nonpolitical concerns

T‘

for political ones characteristic of the German tradition from Schiller to
Heidcggcr and beynﬂd squarely calls into quest on Axc*n t’s central
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In 163(31”‘0 Art’mh s The ¢ M/nnmc nf l{hm’;vaﬂamjy;ﬁ‘ aﬁd espécia}ﬁ‘y her
final chapter, “Ideology and Terror,” it seems hard fo disagree with I
lin’s remark that her work is excessively speculative or even m wucal

2 ¥
Arendt writes metaphorically that under totalitarian rule, “the essence
of government itself has become motion.” 2 Fma;;‘{aﬁamsm destroys
i R

“the space berween men . . . pressing men agamst each other, In totali-
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tarianism a “radical evil” surfaces that is inherent in modern politics.
“Something seems to be involved in modern politics that actually should
never be involved in politics as we used to understand it, namely all or
nothing.” The totalitarian subject is one who has lost “the very capacity
for experience.” “Total terror, the essence of totalitarian government,
exists neither for nor against men. It is supposed to provide the forces of
nature or history with an incomparable instrument to accelerate their
movement.” 3
Placed at the end of The Origins of Totalitarianism, the essay “Ide-

ology and Terror” presents what appears to be a confusing theory of ide-
ology.* Moreover, it makes terror the essence of totalitarian rule in what
is now frequently regarded as an empirically unfounded comparison be-
tween the everyday life of the ethnic German under the National Social-
ist regime and the experience of the Soviet citizen under the Stalinist ter-
ror. Historians agree that the average ethnic German was not terrorized
by the constant threat of deportation and death, as was even the most
powerful Russian party member during Stalin’s rule in the mid-1930s.5
Such doubts about the actual levels of threat experienced by the ethnic
German population under National Socialism raise suspicions that the
terror thesis—and with it, the comparative concept of totalitarianism-—

constitutes an apologetic for crimes committed under the Nazi regime.
FiC Aaros Lileal sreo Fo {orman S
The terror thcs:s, it is argued, falsely presents the German population as

passive sufferers, rather than willing participants in the murderous po-
litical cult of German natjonalist supremacy. George Mosse, for exam-
ple, argues that the terror thesis is “a new version of the older occu-
pation theory,” suggesting “a cr_mfror*tatw{‘ of leader and people” that
did not, in fact, take place he comprehensive way
suggested.® Is Arendt’s theory of totalitarianism then also “altogether
worthless,” as the headline to a recent article in Die Zeir suggested re-
garding her Eichmann book?

Arendt’s model of totalitarianism, to be sure, must be reexamined in
light of recent historical scholarship.” This may well raise problems with
her basic conclusions.® At the same time, the terror thesis cannot, in my
view, be so unequivocally rejected as some of the arguments suggest.”

Moreover, as Friedrich Pohlman argues, Arendt’s account of totalitari-
anism should be understood as a model or an ideal type, “as a theoreti-
cal construct that attempts to highlight tendencies inherent in these $ys-
tems so that the real dictatorships represent only an approximation of
the model.” 10 Arendt’s theory “ultimately aims at a phitosophical and
anthropological attempt to define totalitarianism.” " While there was
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no rule of “total terror” permeating all levels and groups of German
society throughout Hitler’s reign, conceiving National Socialism asa re-
gime of “total terror” is intended to mark a basic tendency of the sys-
tem and to characterize the experience of living within it. Such an ac-
count may still be rejected as fundamentally misleading. However, some
philosophical and historical reflection on the idea of terror can give us
greater appreciation for Arendt’s insights and render her thesis richer
than expected.

When Arendt speaks of terror as the ruling principle of totalitarian-
ism, she does not merely refer to levels of actual threat experienced by
the population or to the actions of a secret police. Arendt’s phenomeno-
logical thesis is that the experience of terror describes the mood of total-
itarianism. In other words, terror accounts for the way in which the to-
talitarian subject stands in the world. Her description sheds light on the
flight from reality on the part of totalitarian movements, their displace-
ment of ordinary judgment and common sense, their self-destructiveness,
their strange appeal, and their connection with modern emancipatory
social movements.

Whether Arendt’s model can stand up to criticism or be helpful to
contemporary historical understanding is a question we must finally

leave for historians to judge. In order to understan
gest we do need to turn to aesthetic categories—categories that promi-
nently figure in the German tradition of political and cultural criticism.
Karl Marx once remarked that the essence of Hegel’s philosophy was to
be found in Hegel’s aesthetics, and that he, Marx, sought ro wrest thege
insights from the still waters of aesthetic theory and introduce their
explosive potential into politics.’2 Arendt appreciated the political rele-
vance of the aesthetic in her analysis of totalitarianism.

First, some general hermeneutical remarks about Arendt’s approach
are in order. Despite Arendt’s continuous insistence that she was no phi-
losopher and did not wish to build a system of political philosophy,’? we

understand her poorly if we take her unwillingness to systematize as a

e
nonthearerical cea > It is inste d E ~ . } £ I«'Q»HL «.} PSRRI | .
noentneoretical stance, It s mstead the result of a OIgE iyt weoretica Post

tion and stems from her profound philosonhical appreciation of the prob-
| ! P I

3
lematic relation between theory and practice and of the relation between
conceptual representation and sensible apprehension—an approach
that emerged out of her studies with Karl Jaspers and Martin Heideg-
ger.'* In defending Arendt against her critics, some have tried to defuse

the complexities and the theory-laden quality of Arendt’s approach in an
atcempt to bring her into the Anglo-American mainstream. “As far as
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explicit commitments go,” writes Margaret Canovan, “[Arendt’s] . . . in-
tention was often the phenomenological one of trying to be true to ex-
perience.” ' Canovan’s remark can be misleading, if we take “experi-
ence” to mean what a narrowly positivist empirical social science takes
it to be. The attempt to minimize Arendt’s departure from a straightfor-
ward descriptive empiricism misses the specific character of what I take
to be Arendt’s aesthetic approach to politics. Being true to experience,
for Arendt, means articulating a self-world relationship, a certain way
of standing in the world, that appears against a historical background
and includes an attention to spiritual self-understandings. When reading
Arendt, we have to recognize that her statements about her own work
have to be reviewed cautiously. Arendt persistently positions herself
within the particular political and historical context of European intel-
lectual politics that is suffused with the rhetoric of German Idealism—
as is, of course, Marxist theory. She frequently draws on sources she
does not explicitly adduce and gives readings that draw from a particu-
lar tradition while cutting against or inflecting it at the same time. Dana
Villa’s analysis of Arendt’s complicated and often less than explicit re-
lationship to Heidegger’s philosophy well exemplifies this feature of her
work.'® With the dedication to Heidegger left off of The Human Condi-
tion, for example, we have little indication that the philosophical impe-
tus for this work dates back to Heidegger’s lectures on Aristotle that
Arendt attended during the summer of 1924.

Arendt’s “Ideology and Terror” and its thesis about the essence of to-
talitarianism have to be understood in light of these interpretive caveats.
The essay speaks quite philosophically to the conditions for the possi-
bility of experience in general. The capacity of roralitarian regimes to
construct a fictitious world through ideology and terror raises the prob-
lem of the nature of reality and our proper access to it. Arendt’s thesis,
which I will try to reconstruct here, is that the experience of terror is
descriptive of the mood of totalitarianism—in other words, that terror
shapes the extreme self-world reiatmnsh p of the subject under totalit
ianism. In “Ideology and Terror,” Arendt advances a thesis that draws
on a variety of influential sources Of poutma} and cu]rural criticism in the

1tar-

German tradition that als litarian movements
and regimes. Her refusal to highlight these sources while simultaneously
drawing on them in her analysis of ideology might be seen as an expres-
sion of her unwillingness to buy into the Idealist claims of a tradition

that posits history as something taking place in the realm of ideas alone,
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even though she recognized the significance of these sources for under-
standing the cultural phenomenon that totalitarianism represents.

HEGEL'S CRITIQUE OF THE WILL

Arendt’s account of totalitarianism recalls Hegel’s famous section “Ter-
ror and Absolute Freedom” in The Phenomenology of Spirit, where He-
gel provides an analysis of the terror unleashed by the Jacobins durin

the French Revolution. Others have noted the significance of Hegel’s
analysis for understanding the political terror of the twentieth century.
“Hegel’s study of Terror,” writes Charles Taylor, “touches a question
that has a relevance beyond his time. The Stalinist terror had some of the
same properties as those which Hegel singled out in the Jacobin one:
liquidation become banal, the fastening on intentions and other subjec-
tive deviations, the self-feeding destructiveness.” '” According to Hegel,
the destructive fury of the revolutionary terror has a logic. The terror is
an unintended consequence of the attempt to base the state on an alto-
gether unprecedented foundation: on absolute freedom. “The modern
aspiration o remake the World entirely according to thp pre@rriptions of

L]

at establishing human (social) existence on a nonarbltral y f()undatxon
on the foundarion of Spirie (Geist). This vision of society as a human
construct turns man into “a creative god who resides completely in
his works; these works are the terrestrial zity.” ' The manifestation
of absolute freedom as terror, however, shows the indispensability of
traditional institutions and norms as the setting within which reason
does its work.20

The dynamic of absolute freedom reflects Rousseau’s d ca of the gen-
eral will. According to Rousseau, the social contract that constitutes a
general will gives expression to the sovereignty of the people. It realizes
the demand for an absolute self-determination, for an absolute freedom

from all other-determination, whether it be natural, cultural, historical,
1

or religious.”" In Rousseau’s own famous justification, “in giving him-
self to all, each person gives himself to no one. And since there is no as-
sociate over whom he does not acquire the same right that he would

nt others over himself, he gains that equs‘mié‘ﬂt of everything he loses,

E with a greater amount of force to preserve what he has.” 22
We m!ght equally recall Immanuel Kant's later rendering of this same
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Enlightenment project of constructing civil society on the basis of rea-
son alone in his “Idea for a Universal History.”2* There, Kant expresses
the demand for absolute freedom to the same effect, only in a slightly
different language: Nature, according to Kant, has willed that man fully
develop out of himself through his own reason whatever exceeds the
purely material aspect of his life, that he live, in other words, “entirely
in his own work.” For Kant, as for Rousseau, “human nature” proceeds
to the development of a “second nature” (Kant) that “produces a moral
and collective body” (Rousseau) that arises when a person, through a
voluntary act, takes up a common standpoint, the standpoint of all, and
contracts with others to place himself or herself under the laws of a com-
mon association that accords an equal voice to every person.?* When in
society, we henceforth act as if we were all united in an all-encompassing
collective project.

According to Hegel, the ideal of absolute freedom as expressed by the
social contract is a genuine achievement of historical self-consciousness.
In understanding themselves in such terms, individuals raise themselves
in their existence to the level of the universal, to the level of thought. But
this ideal fails in that it is too abstract.?s The general will does not pro-
vide positive content to collective projects or specify concrete purposes.
The social contract as such does not motivate any particular course of
action. Moreover, where the social world is understood as “the work
of men”(Vico) and taken in every aspect as a creation of each and cvery
one of its individual members—for only in this w son
bound voluntarily to this new order of freedom-—all that genumcly dlf-
ferentiates society into separate parts with separate wills, such as, for ex-
ample, different classes or groups with different purposes, has to be seen
as a challenge to the new order. The ideal of absolute freedom militates
against the differentiation of society and the plurality of human exis-
tences or wills, and so, ultimately, against individual separateness that
might find expression in civil liberties, or against preexisting differences
that might have been protected by established group privileges.

Although the state is identified with the general will—the absolute
freedom of the will of the people —this nevertheless does not suffice for it

0o
.

to act, for as we have said, the general will takes up within itself only the

negative freedom from all determination that is not self-imposed. The

ideal of freedom as the self-assertion of an unconstrained will can issue
s 1

forth in concrete state action where the state in fact has a concrete will,
a concrete personality endowed with the capacity for action. “Just as the
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individual self-consciousness does not find itself in this universal work
of absolute freedom gua existent Substance,” writes Hegel in The Phe-
nomenology of Spirit,

so little does it find itself in the deeds proper and individual actions of the
will of this freedom. Before the universal can perform a deed it must concen~
trate itself into the One of individuality and put at the head an individual self-
consciousness; for the universal will is only an actual will in a self, which is
a One. But thereby all other individuals are excluded from the entirety of this
deed and have only a limited share in it, so that the deed would not be a deed
of the actual universal self-consciousness. Universal freedom, therefore, can
produce neither a positive work nor a deed; there is left for it only negative
action; it is merely the fury of destruction.*¢

Where the general will is applied directly and without mediation to the
actions of a state, a single individual becomes its stand-in. The free will
of the leader becomes the concrete representative of the will to absolute
freedom. As the incarnation of the general will, the leader can be limited
neither by existing conditions nor by other subordinate wills.

Arendt describes the logic of totalitarian state action in terms very
similar to Hegel’s. Totalitarian terror is connected to the exhilarating be-
lief that everything is possible. This fantasy of transcending the limits of
the possible is at least partially realized in a monstrous, twisted manner
by totalitarian movements. Radical change, even the complete transfor-
mation of society, is indeed possible where consequences don’t 1 3

where vast resources are indiscriminately

y apphed in order to m
paganda prealr tions come out ngnt and whefe DILUIQUOIIS can a}Wdyb
be realized by a mad 'md perverse willingness to take “the destructive

way out of ali 1mpa%es 727 “It is one of Hannah Al@ﬂdt s fundamental

93
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to be under qtood as systems of authority that are totally subject to con-
sistent norms. They are rather contrivances for destroying normative
order, which means that they disable the basic conditions for buman so-
cialization processes.”

s are by no means

Like Hegel, Arendt connects the modern aspiration toward progress
and human emancipation to the state terror. In the {)refaw to the first
edition of The Ovrigins of Totalitarianism, she writes that “Progress and
Doom are two sides of the same medal.” What gets indicted here is not
political freedom, but the demand that a notion of freedom conceive
metaphysically in terms of the unboundedness of human will can serve
as the basis for a conception of political freedom. Arendt’s development
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of her critique of this conception of freedom in the essay “What Is Free-
dom?” is profoundly related to her analysis of totalitarianism. “That the
faculty of will and will-power in and by itself,” she writes in that essay,
“unconnected with any other faculties, is an essentially nonpolitical and
even anti-political capacity is perhaps nowhere else so manifest as in the
absurdities to which Roussean was driven and in the curious cheerful-
ness with which he accepted them. Politically, this identification of free-
dom with sovereignty is perhaps the most pernicious and dangerous
consequence of the philosophical equation of freedom and free will.”2?

The irony of history—and this potentially offensive thesis of Arendt’s
must be faced up to on pain of dismissal—is that totalitarianism springs
from the same soil as the modern conception of freedom. Totalitarian
movements participate in a dynamic of modernization the flip side of
which constitutes a disintegration of traditional social structures and in-
stitutions. The process of structural disintegration subjects individuals
to homogenizing pressures that both “press individuals together” and at
the same time “isolate.” That is, they “massify” and “aromize” the pop-
ulation, setting the stage for the rise of totalitarian movements. Totali-
tarian movements perpetuate and exacerbate the lawlessness of revo-

1 - <«

1 : s Iy : - 1o .

lutionary social transformation. Totalitarian regimes “retain terror as a

power functioning outside of the law.” 3 Laws stabilize society and fix
H

social relations within certain institutional and normative parameters.
By contrast, totalitarianism thrives on keeping the movement of disinte-
gration going.

Arendt’s indebtedness to Hegel’s acc
ary terror is not surprising.”* The highly abstract and speculative story
Hegel tells has its roots in the culturally conservative German critique
of the French Enlightenment. But it also incorporates elements of a
religion-based critique of the modern philosophy of man. In a 1 951 let-
ter to Jaspers, Arendt speaks of “the radical evil of rotalitarianism.”
“What radical evil really is T don’t know,” she writes to Jaspers,

slution-

but it seems to me it somehow has to do with the following phenomenon:
making human beings as human beings superfluous. This happens as soon as
all unpredictability —which, in human beings, is the equivalent of spontane-
ity—is eliminated. And all this in turn arises from—or, better, goes along
with—~the delusion of the omnipotence (not simply with the lust for power)
of an individual man. If an individual man gua man were omnipotent, then
there is in fact no reason why men in the plural should exist ar all—just
as in monotheism it is only God’s impotence that makes him ONE. S0, in
this same way, the omnipotence of an individual man would make men
superfluous.?




Michael Halberstam 113

Although Arendt is not advancing a theological position, she, like
Hegel, nevertheless draws on the perspective afforded by a theologically
rooted critique of modernity. Her exchange with the philosopher Eric
Voegelin is illuminating in this regard. In his review of The Origins
of Totalitarianism, Voegelin had expressed his sympathy with aspects
of Arendt’s analysis: “The spiritual disease of agnosticism is the pecu-
liar problem of the modern masses,” he wrote, “and man-made par-

adises and man-made hells are its symptoms and the masses have the

. 1 . P . i em POV A SOy
disease whether tnecy are m their pdlddl‘ah or in their hell.” 33 Vucgcuu,

however, also had criticized Arendt for failing to follow through on these
insights.

The author, thus, is aware of the problem; but, oddly enough, the knowledge
does not affect her treatment of the materials. If the spiritual disease is the de-
cisive feature that distinguishes modern masses from those of earlier centu-
ries, then one would expect the study of totalitarianism not to be delimited
by rhe institutional breakdown of national societies and the Ot‘(‘“ﬁﬂ‘h of so-

al breakdown of national societies and th
cially superfluous masses, but rather by the genesis of the spmtual disease, es-
pecially since the response to the institutional breakdown clearly bears the
marks of the disease. Then the origins of totalitarianism would not have
to be sought primarily in the fate of the national state and attendant social
and economic changes since the eighteenth century, but rather in the rise of
immanentist sectarianism since the high Middle Ages. and the totalitarian
movements would not be simply revolutlonaly movements of functionally
dislocated people, but immanentist creed movements in which “usdiaesval
heresies have come to their fruition.*

While Arendt insists on the phenomendlogical and sociological

strand in her h;storu,ou analysis, Voegelin is right in seeing in her account
of the logic of totalitarianism certain elements of the Catholic critique of

modernity and of a Romantlc secularization of properly religious expe-
riences. In her exchange with Voegelin, Arendt explicitly disavowed a
secularization thesis, a historical account of totalitarianism that fails to
perceive what is new about this form of government and understands it
in essentialist terms.” Totalitarianism, : ist
inveighing, has little to do with the
gion,” that Freud is so deeply suspis:ious 0
Civilization and Its Discontents (1 pon closer examination, how-
ever, we find that Arendt’s 1,'eﬂe4:tmns on totalitarian terror and ideology
are deeply concerned with the question of spiritual feeling, or Geisies-
gefiibl, which Immanuel Kant already had set out to critique in his treat-
ment of the sublime in Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and
the Sublime and in the Critique of Aészkezzc}udgmemﬁ"’

~
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THE EXPERIENCE OF THE SUBLIME,

ITS HISTORY AND SIGNIFICANCE

“The entirely new and unprecedented forms of totalitarian organization
and course of action,” writes Arendt in a crucial passage of “Ideology
and Terror,”

must rest on one of the few basic experiences which men can have whenever
they live together, and are concerned with public affairs. If there is a basic ex-
perience which finds its political expression in totalitarian domination, then,
in view of the novelty of the totalitarian form of government, this must be an
experience which, for whatever reason, has never before served as the foun-
dation of a body politic and whose general mood-—although it may be famil-
lar in every other respect—never before has pervaded, and directed the han-
dling of, public affairs.3”

According to Arendt, the paradoxical nature of totalitarianism and the
“basic experience” it rests u is the experience of a “loss of the very
capacity for experience.” 3 It is the experience of an utter loss of world.
The spontaneity of the human being is destroyed. The person is reduced
to a bundle of reactions and is radically divested of its capacity for ac-
tion. Arendt describes the loss of all intersubjectivity and capacity t
communicate, the radical isolation and loneliness of the totalitarian sub-
ject, but also the way in which the pain of the “ice-cold reasoning” and
the “mighty tentacle of dialectics” that “seizes you as in a vice grip” give
rise to a peculiar elation of transcending the chaotic situation wrought
by the regime of terror in its dislocation and destruction of all social
stability.

When Arendt speaks of terror as the essence of totalitarianism and
connects the terror of totalitarian rule to the worldlessness of the totali-
tarian subject, she is drawing upon a type of experience that is well ar-
ticulated in the realm of aesthetics. Her account suggests that what en-

ters the theater of politics is an experience that has jts proper origins in

3£ 3

a different sphere. The political relevance of this experience, the expe-
rience of the sublime, was already recognized by Edmund Burke in his
Reflections on the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beauti-

ful. Burke introduces the sublime in its familiar relationchim with fapemr
[#L DUNKE introduces the sublime in itg cdiliidl reianonsip with terror

Of 18

p
t

e

itive pain” that gives enjoyment.

Neo passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting and rea-
soning as fear. For fear being an apprehension of pain or death, it operates in
a manner that resembles actual pain. Whatever therefore is terrible, with re-
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gard to sight, is sublime too, whether this cause of terror, be endued with
greatness of dimensions or not; for it is impossible to look on any thing
as trifling, or contemptible, that may be dangerous. There are many animals,
who though far from being large, are yet capable of raising ideas of the sub-
lime, because they are considered as objects of terror. As serpents and poison-
ous animals of almost all kinds. And to things of great dimensions, if we an-
nex an adventitious idea of terror, they become without comparison greater.
A level plain of a vast extent on land, is certainly no mean idea; the prospect

of such a plain may be as extensive as a prospect of the ocean; but can it ever

fill the mind with any thing so great as the ocean itself? This is owing to sev-

eral causes, but it is owing to none more than this, that the ocean is an ob-
ject of no small terror. Indeed terror is in all cases whatsoever, either more
openly or latently the ruling principle of the sublime.?

Burke’s complete description of the sublime goes on to delineate most of
the elements familiar to us. The sublime is a passion that has us experi-
ence a “positive pain.” Solitcude encourages this passion, whereas beauty
is the “passion which belongs to society.” A certain aesthetic distance
from the danger encountered makes possible the enjoyment of the ter-
rible. And yet, the specter of death itself gives rise to the passion of
the sublime. “Vast power” is sublime. Shapelessness and obscurity con-
tribute to the sublime. While the cxpcracncc of btauty is of a “sensible
p@rf@Cthn, anﬂ OI Cleﬁr” put CUIH'USCU SCHSlDlﬁ 1u€as \aut()ramg o
Alexander Baumgarten), the sublime is taken to be heightened by “dark,
uncertain, confused,” and “obscure” representations. Burke explains the
sublime in naturalistic terms, as “an unnatural tension of the nerves.” 4

The sublime designates a certain mood or sensibility that first got
named in the early seventeenth century in connection with the awe and
terror inspired by nature. Henry More voices the rapture that the con-
ception of infinite space elicited in the seventeenth century:

Wherefore with leave th’ infinite I'll sing
Of Time, of Space: or without leave; 'm brent

And all my spirits move with pleasant trembeling.

With eagre rage, my heart for joy doth spring.*!

Encouraged by the new cosmology’s transition from the closed world
to the mﬁmre universe, the experience of nature’s immensity became in-
creasingly invested in th" popular imagination with attributes reserved
for God. Shaftesbury draws dn‘c—:ctly on Nicholas of Cusa’s idea of the
finite world as an “explicatio or unfolding of the divine essence” in his
view of the natural world as an unfolding of divine mind itself. “The
‘Abyss of SPACE, experienced ecstarically, becomes “the Sear of thy ex-

tensive being.”” In the sublime experience of the immensity of space, di-
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vine infinity itself was thought to have become visible in the natural
world. One Elizabeth Carter, for example, in a letter of 1762, remarks:
“Lam afraid I shall miss my church tomorrow, but the sea is to me a ser-
mon and prayers, and at once doctrine and devotion.” 42

By the time Burke was writing in the eighteenth century, the sublime
had firmly established itself as an aesthetic category in Britain and Ger-
many and became one of the central experiences claimed by every side
in the contest for a new philosophy of man. Not just nature, but raw and
unschooled human genius, insofar as it cannot be rationally compre-
hended in its infinite power to create, was said to inspire the passion of
the sublime. The human creative genius became the exemplar of the new
man. In this way, the sublime came to serve as a foundational experi-
ence, not just for the Romantic vision, but also'in a somewhat tempered
manner in Kant’s critical philosophy.

Unlike Burke, Kant does not understand the sublime merely as a sub
jective feeling that is to be explained psychologically. The sublime ha
a transcendental significance, for it recommends to the subject an over-
all relationship to sensibility on the level of sensibility itself. Kant’s ac-
count of the movement of the sublime feeling is as rich as any Roman-
tic’s.* While the experience of beauty is an experience in which the
subject feels a harmony within itself and with the object of experience,
the sublime is the experience of a dislocation with regard to what pre-
sents itself to the senses. Kant emphasizes the peculiar freedom that the
sublime experience gives rise to, despite the violence it does to our lower
faculties of sensibility and imagination. It is the experience of an unbur-
dening of the self from the cares and concerns of the everyday. “Nature,”
he writes, “is not judged to be sublime in our aesthetical judgments in
so far as it excites fear, but because it calls up that power in us (which
is not nature) of regarding as small the things we care about (goods,
health, and life).” In the movement of the sublime, the subject undergoes
a humiliation of the imagination and the
upon the self and referred to its own rational capacity to grasp the infi-
nite, supersensible purposiveness that gives meaning to the unity of na-
ture and of self and world. It is 2 movement of sensibility that does vio-
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ulties of sense, is cast back

lence to the very capacity for grasping the world on the level o

.

The object that occasions the movement of the sublime is monstrous,
colossal, shapeless, formiess, overflows the bounds of the imagination,
and fails to be grasped in sensible intuition because it resists an empiri-
cal synthesis. The experience is merely occasioned by the object. It is not
really an experience of an object at all, as Burke would have it.%5 Kant
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construes it as a reflective experience in which the inability of sense and
imagination to grasp what presents itself gives a peculiar pleasure, for it
makes the subject aware of its existence, even as it stands apart from the
world of the senses. The subject is both repelled and attracted by the ex-
perience. The inadequacy of sensibility to grasp the object gives way to
a movement of transcendence wherein the subject identifies itself with
the infinite.

Arendt’s characterization of the peculiar disinterestedness of the total-
itarian subject, even in its own life, and of the paradoxical “experience
of loss of the capacity for experience” takes up the moments of this
complex reflective experience in which Kant and much of the German
tradition after him attempt to locate the transcendence of the subject
toward its own capacity for experiencing the infinite, the absolute, the -
idea, an experience or capacity associated with the freedom of the will.

For Kant, as for the German tradition, the experience of the sublime
is the locus of the self in which the self experiences its own transcen-
dence over the everyday. Kant is well aware of the danger of this mo-
ment. That is precisely why he engages in a critique of taste that deploys
this spiritual feeling in an uncritical manner. Already in his early essay
on the beautiful and the sublime, he had transformed the notion of the
sublime and grounded it in the feehng of human moral worth. And in
the Critigue of Judgment, this concern is at issue, as well. “This pure, el-
evating, merely negative presentation of morality,” he writes against
Hamman and Herder in the Critique of Judgment, “brings with it, on
the other hand, no danger of fanaticism, whiah is a belief in our capac-
ity of seeing something beyond all bounds of sensibili
ing in accordance with fundamental propositions (or of going mad with
reason); and this is so just because this presentation is merely negative.
For the inscrutableness of the idea of freedom quite cuts it off from any
positive presentation.” ¢ In other words, Kant’s claim is that the experi-
ence of the sublime, when understood as a reflective P*x:pssfienu“@ reveals
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our capacity for transcendence, but not any incarns
earth. “That was not a line g‘mmiiéd by the British a

der and awe, and even develop c : , .
experience, they first of all fo ud l ground for such an experience in
the objects of nature, and second, if hey related it to wb jectivity, found
the relation not in human moral grandeur, but rather in human genius
and creativiey.” %7

Arendt’s critique of the modern conception of freedom is directed at
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precisely this identification of freedom with the experience of sublime
transcendence, with an otherworldly freedom that cannot be the basis
for political action, an experience that instead unhinges judgment and
the modalities of an “enlarged capacity” of thought that arise when pro-
jecting oneself toward others in the realm of concrete human affairs.
“Inwardness as a place of absolute freedom within one’s own self,” she
writes in “What Is Freedom?” was discovered “in late antiquity by those
who had no place of their own in the world and hence lacked a worldly
condition which, from early antiquity to almost the middle of the nine-
teenth century, was unanimously held to be a prerequisite for free-
dom.”*® Modernity, according to Arendt, falsely identifies political free-
dom with the (inward) freedom of the will. While Arendt agrees with
Kant’s great “insight that freedom is no more ascertainable to the inner
sense and within the field of inner experience than it is to the senses with
which we know and understand the world,” she rejects his solution to
the problem of freedom, since it takes the subject of freedom out o
world altogether. Consistent with the philosophical tradition’s articu-
lation of the experience of the sublime, Arendt suggests that this exis-
tential stance—fostered under totalitarianism by a comprehensive

upending of social structures and norms backed by the threat of police
terror—destroys the subject’s capacity for distinguishing between fic-
tion and reality.?

THE STATE AS THE SUBLIME OBJECT

Our master narrative, which traces the migration of divine attributes to

nature, to the sovereign individual, and finally to an association with the
expectations and attitudes toward the sovereignty of the modern state—
a secularization of sorts carried forward by the spiritual and cultural
role accorded to the experience of the sublime—might sound far too ab-
stract to serve as a frame for what Arendt calls her phenomenal approach,
which, as she is fond of repeating, starts from facts and events, instead
of historical essences. As we have seen, Arendt vehemently rejected a
straightforward secularization thesis. Nevertheless, her analysis of toral-
itarianism undoubtedly seizes upon the career of the Geistesgefiibl of
the sublime within the modern tradition, implicates the disclosive power
accorded to this mood, and explores its significance for the intrinsic re-
lationship between totalitarian ideology and totalitarian terror,

In her criticism of the existential tradition, Arendt persistently chal-

lenges its privileging of this standpoint as a van itage from which th
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identity of the self or of the community should be constructed. Not just
Kant, but Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Dostoyevsky, Heidegger, and Sartre ¥
all relate the most profound self-experience to the sublime movement of
feeling, which encourages a radical leave-taking from the cares and con-
cerns of the everyday—a leave-taking from “the burden of our time”—
and a desperate projection toward some as yet still merely imagined
extraordinary existence, which for lack of a controlling power can mo-
mentarily find its concrete expression only in the comprehensive de-
struction of its own prevailing situation.’! Such identities display a “pe-
culiar cheerfulness” that makes them suspect and renders them beyond
the reach of conventional ethics—ethics that, although oppressive,
nevertheless may at times provide i
cial arrangements and institutions hav,
of course, that each of these thinke ara
conscious and critical of identities authorized by this
hensive dislocation alone.’?

In her strongest passage against Heidegger’s philosophy, in the essay
“What Is Existential Philosophy?” that was published in 1947 at the
same time that she was writing The Origins of Totalitarianism, Azeﬁdt

imits of last resort when basic so-

e broken down. We should note,
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rehearses precisely the kind of criticism she applies to the “radical e

of totalitarianism in the letter to Jaspers: “Heidegger’s conception of Da-

sein,” Arendt argues, “puts man in the place of God.”’ o

her discussion of Heidegger, Arendt explains Heidegger’s foray into Na-

tional Socialism by pointing to his affinity with the Romantics: “[Hei-

degger’s] entire mode of behavior [during the*Third Reich],” she writes,
has such exact parallels in German Romanticism that one can hardly believe
them to result from the sheer coincidence of a purely personal failure of char-
acter. Heidegger is really (let us hope) the last Romantic-—an immensely tal-
ented Friedrich Schlegel or Adam Miiller, as it were, whose complete lack of
recpormblhty 1s attributable to a spmtual playtuincss that stems in part from

delusions ()1 ”i‘!ln 5 ”k?ii} i

To be sure, Arendt distas
mark, because she insists
century ideologics and th o and significanc talitarian id
ology. At the same time, this move reiterates the connection between the
wholesale privileging of a certain existential stance or self-world rela-
tionship and the disastrous course of twentieth-century politics.
Adam Mailler’s nationalist political tract The Idea of the State

in which he developed the representative }’ omantic theory of p(}htv'
displays striking similarities with Arendt’s characterization of totalitar-
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ian ideology. Miiller’s first political work, composed, like Nietzsche’s
Birth of Tragedy, during a Franco-Prussian war, figures the state as a
sublime object and puts forth many of the elements of totalitarian ide-
ology. The National Socialists explicitly claimed Miiller’s political tract
as their heritage. In a review essay published in two parts in the Kélner
Zeitung in 1932, Hannah Arendt addresses the “Adam Miiller Renais-
sance” spurred by the German nationalist revival. “When National So-
cialism relates itself to Adam Miiller,” writes Arendt, “it intends more
specifically his theory of man in the ‘community’ [Gemeinschaft]. Miil-
ler’s concept of the community is indeed irridescent [schillernd], part bi-
ological, part historical, part religious.” 56

Miiller demands that we reject the dead, abstract, and legalistic con-
cepts of the French Enlightenment’s theory of the individual and its re-
lationship to the state. He seeks to return “movement” and “life” to the
state. The state is to be understood naturally and organically and, most
importantly, as idea.’” Miller urges a holy marriage of the individual
with the state in which all opposition is dissolved into a higher unity.
Though he pays homage to the citizen’s individuality or authenticity (FEi-
genheit; Padeggﬁr uses ezgcn ez,qenzlzch for ¢ authumc , this amhen—
ticity expresses . e i / rainatic f i
ual into the org : i .
Ganzen), © VVLleh brings d ¢ citizen into more umversai 1elauons and
thereby places his own individuality on firmer, securer, freer ground.” o

The state gets invested with all the attributes of the sublime experi-
ence. It is originary. There is nothing outside the state, and it is bound-
less and comprehends all changes in forms of government. Miuller ex-
plicitly acknowledges the religious origins of the experiences he invokes:
“The state rests entirely within itself. It originates independently of hu-
man arbitrariness and invention, 1mmedutely and contemporaneously

with man, where man originates, namely from nature, or, as the ancients
said, from God.”5?
Miiller’s state is in perpetual motion,
g;mm whole that is itself the unmediated life o
he bourgeois differentiation of society into different spheres reveals it-
e}f as bankrupt. How can such a state act? How can it “stand for a sin-
gle Man” when its existence is at stake? 6 “The state,” he writes, “is the
rotality of all human affairs and their synthasz into an organic whole. If
we cut even the most insignificant part o nature off £

Is into an or-

he idea. It is in war that
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eIy T e human nature off from this

connection forever, if we separate the human character in any aspect
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from that of the citizen (vom biirgerlichen), we can no longer experi-
ence / feel [empfinden) the state as a form of life or as idea.” ! This idea
is nothing but the natural development of the state in its organic form.
The state is not a contract made by men but is a force of nature itself.
The elements of Miiller’s theory of the state enter into Arendt’s ac-
count of ideology: totalitarian ideology, which elides the efficacy of hu-
man judgment and describes history, including totalitarianism’s own
accession to power, as an inexorable logic inherent in history or nature
itself, represents a heightening of these moments. “An ideology,” writes
Arendt in “Ideology and Terror,”
is quite literally what its name indicates: it is the logic of an idea. Its subject
matter is history, to which the idea is applied; the result of this application is
not a body of statements about somethmg that is, but the unfolding of a pro-

cess which is in constant change. The ideology treats the course of events as
though it followed the same “law™ as the logical exposition of its “idea.” %?

The “idea” of an ideology is not Platonic in the sense that it provides
a sort of regulative ideal. Totalitarian ideology treats history as the un-
foldmg, of “a movement which is the consequence of the ldLH 1tself and

needs n tside factor to set it into motion.”® The fanaticism Kam
fears. namely Frntinn o
[ears, namery, of an l&‘ib}ltl{luutju;l of th
p .

W‘mt Mu] ler proposes and what Arendt portrays as occurring under to-

talitarian rule. Every action of the totali
reference toward a hxgher law, but the cmbo liment f the absolute law

of nature / history, of movement / life it
The National Sociahs ts dmr]y saw their own sensibilities reflected in
Adam Miiller’s theory of the state. Arendt, however, questions such an
unambiguous relegation of Miiller to the canon of Na wrional Socialist
thinkers. Her reasons are illuminating, since the‘y display the already fa-
ar concern with the concretization of the absolute characteristic of a
politics of the sublime. Miiller was finally a Catholic, and as such he still

held to the ultimately transcendent nature and authoriry of rciiviom

mih

practice and prescription. “What Miller intends as a Catholic > Avendt
explains, “is intended nonreligiously, naturalistically by Nati(‘ma} 5
cialism.” He did not entirely dworge his quem religious veneration of the

ions. as the Marional Social-

state from religious traditions a
ists did. As a result, Miiller’s state could still be fallible. It had to i ve up
to an ideal that it did not automat f«ﬁ‘}/ e niimy " Moreaover, b

positions, as Arendt argues, have to be und stood within their histori-
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cal context. They were first of all strategic. Miiller sought first of all to
sanctify the existing order-—the waning aristocratic class to which he so
desperately sought to be admitted—a project entirely at odds with the
totalitarian evacuation of tradition. These distinguishing features of
Miiller’s political engagement invited the Nazi “constitutional lawyer”
Carl Schmitt’s most virulent scorn.

CONCLUSION

—
~
b

I 'have argued that Arendt’s account of totalitarianism subth
titiously, if one prefers) draws on an aesthetic category that has helped
define the German tradition of thought, its philosophical anthropology,
and its aesthetic approach to politics. Arendt figures the totalitarian sen-
sibility as a species of the sublime. The notion of “terror” is therefore
used ambiguously in Arendt’s theory. It designates the literal terroriza-
tion of society by the totalitarian machinery for making war on its own
population by the secret police, the system of special tribunals, political
prisons, concentration camps, and so forth. At the same time “terror”
designates synechdochically a complex sensibility of existential disloca-
tion that, according to Arcndt, affects the population broadly under to-
talitarian rule.5¢ “Terror, in the sense we were speaking of it,” she writes
in one of her unpublished essays, “is not so much something which
people may fear, but a way of life.” 7 Arendt’s suggestion, which illumi-
nates the peculiar mixture of terrible coercion and enthusiastic coop-

T surrep-

eration that characterizes th ilar response to totalitarian rule, is
that these two senses and experiences of terror conspire. This aspect of
Arendt’s account of totalitarianism is offered from within the tradition
of German philosophical anthropology and also from within the tradi-
tion of nationalist feeling.

The connections argued for here

Arendt’s work. She does not use the w. " in her theory of to-
talitarian terror. The intuitive cogency of Arendt’s account, however,
significantly depends upon the rich connections she makes, at a sophisti-
cated philosophical level, with an intellectual history that has profoundly
shaped European politics during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
The question we may raise is whether entering into the debate about
totalitarianism on the grounds of this intellectual tradition, which, it
seems to me, Arendt does, is itself corrupting, as Isaiah Berlin suggests,
We might recall the debate between the Jesuit and revolutionary Marx-
ist Naphta and the humanist Settembrini in Thomas Mann’s Magic
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Mountain, which Arendt read together with Heidegger in 1924.¢” Some-
thing peculiar happens as soon as a protagonist enters the infectious at-
mosphere of the magic mountaintop at Davos. The air itself is infectious,
and once engaged in the cure, all participants become sick. Even the
down-to-earth engineer Castorp begins to be seduced by the magnetic
thetoric of the radical revolutionary Naphta, and the humanist Settem-
brini has few resources to stay the ship.
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might (to which we are no doubt subjected in respect of these things) as never-
theless without any dominion over us and our personality to which we must
bow where our highest fundamcmm j;mposmom, and their assertion or aban-
donment, are concerned. T e
it elevates the imagination of those cases in which the mind can
make felt the proper xublmnty of its destination, in comparison with nature it-
self.” Kant, Critique of Judgment, §28, A 104-5. Italics indicate my changes in
the translation. Kant uses the same word, Sorge, besorgt sein, that Heidegger
uses in Being and Time. This is not coincidental. Heidegger’s leave taking from
care in the “resolure anticipation of death” (Entschlossenbeit) of the second half
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of Being and Time is explicitly making use of the experience of the sublime and
its history in the German tradition.

45. Burke, Enguiry, p. 57: “In this case the mind is so entirely filled with its
object, that it cannot entertain any other.”

46. Kant, Critique of Judgment, §29, 116.

47. Zammito, The Genesis of Kant's Critigue of Judgment, p. 277.

48. Arendt, “What Is Freedom?” in Between Past and Future, p. 147.

49. In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche uses the experience of sublime terror
precisely in this manner to level all distinctions between reality and appearances
in the “Apollinian” world, that is, in our everyday social and perceptual experi-

_ence. He later repudiated the work as the product of, among other things,
illness contracted at the front.”

so. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy; Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling; Kant,
Critique of Judgment; Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment; Heidegger, Being
and Time; Sartre, Being and Nothingness.

s1. The original title of Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism was The
Burden of Our Time (London: Secker and Warburg, 19571).

52. See, e.g., Nietzsche’s attempt at a self-criticism in the preface to later edi-
tions of The Birth of Tragedy, in The Case of Wagner, in his chapter “On Those
Who Are Sublime” in Zarathustra, and in many other writings.

53. Arendt, “What Is Existentialism?” in Essays in Understanding, pp. 176 -
77: “The fascination that the idea of nothingness has held for modern philoso-

phy does not necessarily suggest a nihilistic bias in that philosophy. If we con-
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master of Being and thus enable us to pose the philosophical questions that will
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62. Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, p. 469.

63. Ibid., p. 469.

64. Arendt’s turn to Montesquieu as a resource for political thinking also is
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Miiller, “Von der Idee des Staates,” pp. 220~21.

65. A similar defense of Hegel’s quasi-messianism is provided by Shiomo
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tially critical atticude Hegel develops against the state. The state embodies man’s
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the individual’s self-consciousness.” Hegel’s Theory of the Modern State (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 181.
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of victims on the one hand and perpetrators and bystanders on the other. In Hit-
ler's Willing Executioners (New York: Vintage, 1997}, Daniel Goldhagen, for
example, argues that “contrary to Arendt’s assertions, the perpetrators were not
such atomized, lonely beings [as Arendt claims]. They decidedly belonged ro
their world and had plenty of opportunities, which they obw()usly used, to dis-
cuss and reflect upon their exploits™ (p. 581, n. 23). Kant and those who follow
his analysis of the sublime regard an aesthetic distance to the threat, that is, a re-
moval from immediate threat, as a condition of its functioning as an aesthetic
experience. It is such aesthetic distance that makes possible the experience of a
threat to one’s existence as a source of delight. On this reading, the bystanders
would be the ones to experience the “loss of world” as sublime.

67. Arendt, “On the Nature of Totalitarianism,” in Essays in Understand-
ing, p.357.

68. George Mosse describes the significance of the sublime for nationalism
and for an emerging tradition of political religion in Europe from an objectivat-
ing point of view: “Ernst Moritz Arndt, the poet of German unity, said in 1814
that Christian prayer should accompany national festivals, but even when such
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lution and in Pietism, the ideal of inner-directed creative activity had already
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