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ABSTRACT. Hannah Arendt reproaches our rradition of political philosophy for
reducing politics to demsnation, and for so concealing the central poligcal phenom-
enon, L., power (section one). Since Arendt’s own concept of power is an exten-
sion of her concept of wetipn, she understands power in'a both non-hierarchical
and non-instrumental way, as much distinct from domination as from violence.
Furthermore, by stressing the essential relational and pafémz'a! character of power,
she shows the impossibility of human-omnipotence fsection two). Section three
sketches Arendt’s analysis of violent action as an instrumental, mute and soli-
tary activity, which can destroy, but never generate power, and which, therefore,
can never be more than a poor-substitute for acting together. However, the
priority of power over diolence is not absolute: sometimes power needs
violence to maintain itself.” Arendt seems to recognize this, but nowhere elabo-
~Trates it (see the concluding remiarks):
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INTRODUCTION )
. PHENOMENOLOGY AS THE ART OR MAKING DISTINCTIONS

- Do polititians ever learn from the past? To judge from the current
foreign policy of the United States of America, the question- mst

be answered negatively. Just as during the Vietnam War, the ‘world’s most
powerful nation’ 45"0nce dgain refusing to see in its.Iraq intervention and
the worldwide ‘war against terrorism’ that superiority in terms of

wezponry is oot enough to defeat a small but well organizéd and hard-

to-locate enemy. And is both cases, the rock-steady and, at first-blush, =

irrefutable conviction that the ends jusdfy the means leads to nasty and
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shameful excesses: the use of napalm bornbs and mass murder in My Lai
in the first case, and prisoner abuse in Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay
in the second. Morceover, in its war on terror, America is playing the lone
rider: 1t scarcely cares about the decisions of the UN and, sovercign, takes
the law 1nto its own hands. In so doing, America leaves no doubr that the
law of the strongest is in effect. The question that will occupy us h{,rc 1S
whether 1t 1s showing its power, or its distressing weakness.

The distinction between power and violence is only one of the many,
often surprising distinctions in Hannah Arendt’s p(-_)ﬁl'_'[(:ﬂ] phenomenology.
Because these distinctions stand targely at odds with the main currents of
© the philosophical and academic tradition, they cause tesentment. The

question could-be raised if there is indeed more t it than obstinacy and
chicanery. According to Paul Ricoeur, we must reverse the question and
ask ourselves, along -'With Arendt, what hides bchind the traditional
conceptaal confusions: 1ler distinctions do not simply appear oyt of thin air,
- but are the result of a careful d1smantlmg of a concealing manner of think-
L ing (Rlcoc,ur 1989, ]43) For, Arendt: LCpIO’]LhCS political philosophy and

political science preciscly for the inability o distinguish, for cxample,

between tyrannical (or dictatarial), ‘authotitarian, and rotalitarian govern-

menits: this distinction is dismissed by holding that these forms of gov-
crnment ultimately have the same Junction — 1o curtail freedom — and thus
only differ from each other by degree, and not in esscace (Arendr 1983,
96-97). The same fate befalls the differcnce between power zi_nd violence,

or that between power and authonty .

According to Arendt, the indiscriminate use of these and other terms

not only indicates “deafness to linguistic meanings,” but uldmately also

“blindness to the realities they cortespond to” (1972, 142). For, a differ-
ence in words usually points to a difference in the phenofnenon irself,

and protracted syﬂorwmou'i'usc-()f the words erases that difference. Such

where t_he w(_}rds we¢ have iy common POSSESS an unqucstinnnbic TR

mertulness” (1983, 95). Hence, Arendr sets herself apainst whar she calls
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“the silent agreement ... among political and social scientists that we can
ignore distinctions ... and that ... cach of us has the right ‘to define his

b3l

terms”’-(ibid). Rather than an expression of chicanery, this opposition is

the hallmark of watchfnl thinking that “will save the phcmomend (soozein la
phainomena) and will clear up the terminological mist that the pohtical tra-
dition has spread. Iilisaberh ‘_a.oung—Brucbl thus correctly holds that
Arendt “pracdced a kind of phenomenology, though shc seldom used the
term and usually felt that the less said about method the better” (1984,
405). Very often, her analyses depart from the words through which things
are brought to speech: that can be the word of the historian, such as'in
the clarification of the concept of vmpartiafity at. the hands of Hcmdotus
and Thucydldes (see Arendt 1983, 51-52), or the word of the poct, such
as in the analysis of the Roman foundation ar the hand of V irgil (sec 1973D,

210 {£), but Areadt also departs from the words of those who were

directy involved in the decds (such as in the, case of modern revolutions,

whercby she continua ly points 1o the I*oundmrr Fathers of the United
States af Ameﬁca)

1. DOM]NA'I'ION AS (:ONCEA]’,M ENT OF PO.\‘{-’RR

What is more plausible than the thought that politics is an affait of dom-
--inance and subjugation, whereby one person orders another around, and
imposes and compels his will upon the other, through force if nccebsaryp
The reducdon of politics to domination governs the eatire tradition .of
political phdosophy and political sc1ence it is.not only demonstrable in
~ the modern idea of the sovereign nation state in Bodin and Hobbes, but
also. in the manner in which Aﬂcm;t_phiimophv defined ‘the different

forms of government (monarchy, oligarchy, and democracy). The ancient

vocabulaty is consolidated by the Judaco-Chrisdan tradition with its

imperative view of the law (analogous to God’s commandments), and

pressed forth in the modern and contemporary views of humarr nature:
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in J.S. Mill, there is talk about a natural desire o exercise power over
others, and contemporary ethologists and- socio-biologists speak of an
-inborn domination-instinct, with its attendant inborn aggressivity (see
Arendt 1972, 137-38).

This reducton of polites to dominarion — completed in Max Weber’s
defininon of the state as “the rule of men over men based on the means
of legitimate, that is allegedly legitimate, violence” (Arendt 1972, 134) —

s, in the eyes of Arendt, practically the original sin of the tradition. Fire,

domination-relationships do not derive from the public sphere, despite the

immense role that they have played there, and continue w play, but from
a pre-political sphere, i:e, the private sphete of the houschold (or the econ-
omy) and the family: the head of the family rules as a despot {see Arend
1983, 105.and 1958, 26-27). Its original model is the relation between
master and slave. The most impostant ongmn of domination (and thus
also of slavery) lies, according to Arendt, in the human desire to liberate
- oncself from the concérn of maintaining one’s life, and unil the emer-
gence of modern technology, rhis__l_ibt_:f:a@_yiq_n___;__j_(_)ul'd ornly: b ‘fealized by

compelling others to bear the burden of life (and thus of tabour), Accotd-

ing to Arendt, only modern technology and not politics is capable of _
refuting the ancient and terrible proposition that (some) people can only-
‘be liberated by domination and violence (see Arendt, 1973b, 114). Second:

precisely because domination is a pre-political phenomenon, the reduction
- of politics to domination leads inevitably to a concealment of the politi-
cal phenomenon par excellence, 1e., power, which according to Arendt “coﬁ
responds to the human ability not just to act but to act'in concert” (1972,
14'3) but whlch through the tradidon, is mostly deformed into an affair
of commanding and obeying? Third: whoever understands power as dorm-

ination, also erascs the difference berwecen power and vioknce. Violence then

emerges 1n the éxtenston of power, and can-be seen as its ultimate man-

ifestation, as in Wright Mills: “All politics 1s struggle for power; the uld-

mate kind of power is violence.” In contrast to this, Arendt will proposc

thut \mi ace appears particulacly where power fades away, and that
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As is known, the condidon of action is plurality, which in its turn is

characterized both by distinction and equality. For this reason, power can
only be thought of as an egalitarian and non-hierarchical relation between
people. Power answers to whar Arendr calls “sheer human togetherancss,”
a life “nuth others and neither for or against thein (1958, 180).° Accord-

ingly, to act is cssentially to begin or to initiate, and not to order or to

compel. This thought enables us to understand two characteristics of
power: on the one hand, its sponraneous, unpredictable character —
“power springs up” (1958, 200) — which answers to the spontaneous,

‘natal’ characrer of action (the 1958 MHungarian revolution against the

Soviet invasion can serve here as an example); on the other, power does

not rest upon subjugation and obedience, but upon consent (with the inj-.

tiative) and support (for the initiative taker or the beginning jtsclf).® This
non-hierarchical concept of power is echoed in Arcndcs concept of the

law. The laws of the poﬁdczi commutdity must be thought of as directives
that are ‘acce

ted,” rather than as gmperatives that arc meoqedr'_fiq_g_bg

_dience to laws s f_c)mparablc to the manner in which people who wish’

to play a gamf_. agree with the rules (sce Arendr 19 72, appendix X1, 193).

The non- m;tmmcntal character of pOwCr can also be understood

from action. £ zrst, action does not get its meaning from a goal outside

itself, because it cannot be equated with fabrication or work. The Arts-

totelian concept of reality (energeid), which Arendt connects with action as -
~ performance or praxis, also applics o power: power is “an end in itself”
(1972, 150y= With this, Arcadt does not want “to deny that governments

‘pursue policies and employ their power to achieve prescribed goals,” but

to emphasize that “the power structure itself precedes and outlasts, ali
aims, so that power, far from belng the means to an end, is actually the

very condition enabling a group of people to think and act in terms of

the means-end catcgory” (1972, 150). Insofar as power is inherent in polit- - - -

ical communines - and “govcrmnem' 1s essentally organized and institu-
tionalized power” (1672, 150 , power has no other end than “the preser-

¥ation of the space f;f.mpe&mncc out of which it springs’ rFDL’le 1984,




PELTERS —~ AGAINST VIOLENCE, BUT NOT AT ANY PRICE

-

105; my translation). Secnd, action rakes place as speech, or is accompa-
nied by speech. Thus, power also arises in acts of language, and never out

of a purely instrumental-technical wordless activiry, and it depends on the
cxchange of words.”

2.2. A positve characterization

To bend this chiefly negative characterizadon of power mto a positive
one — insofar as this is possible, because power in Arendt, like Sein in
Hciclcgger, 1S NOt something — we can proceed from Arendr’s already cited
basic forfaula from “On Violence™: “Power corresponds o the human
ability not just to act but to act in concert” (1972, 143). Removed from
its.context, this formula could mistakenly suggest that collective deliber-

ation is not truly a necessary condition for being able to speak about g

— which Arendt however denies most Certainly: “The simple truth 1s that

f10 man can act alone” (1978, Vol. 11, 180).% Action is only possible “in

concert,” 1 company and agreement with our peers” (1978, Voi. 1, 91).

The concept of action thus remains, also for a positive concept of power,
the first guideline, ' '

~ The basic formula concerning power says in fact that POWEr can never

be a ij_ropel:ry of the individual: power “belongs to a group and remains
in existence only so long as the group keeps together” (1972, 143). Taken

steictly, however, power cannot be- considered as the “‘property” of the

group. 1t is not something that, either by individuals or the group, can be
cbnsiderc_gi:as a posse'ssion;_‘_‘_I—_IQ_W_Cver, nobody-actually possesses pow;.-r;
it_cxists between people, when they act together... (Macht aber besitt
exgentlich niemand, sie entsteht wischen Menschen, wenn sie usammen handeln. . )

(1981, 194).” Power must be understood as relation: itexrsts only refaton-

ally 1n a plurality. The ‘place’ of power falls rogether with the space of

appcarance, which emerges besveen acting and speaking people. Power is
what mainrains this interspace — it is aothing but its cohesion (see Enegrén

1984, 100). The relationabity of power is the companion of the proper
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‘productivity” of action — the fact that it inevitably brings about relations.
In the same vein, Jean-Luc Nancy points to a dinamen ot inclination, with-
out which no poliucal community can manage, but which never turns

into 2 fusion, since the community has to be thought of as % partage or 7’

exposition of singular, finite beings (see 1990, 17 and 86 ff.). Arendt also

does not think of the community as a fusion: “Politics is abour the being-
together and being-with-one-another of different peaple [Politike handelt von dem
Zusammen- und Miteinander-Sein dor \-rCfSChitdenen]” (1993, 9). The plucal-
1ty of unique and equal beings consists alonc in and t through the m-beteen

among people: outside-this there is no talk of vniquencss or disdnction,

nor of equality or any form of commonality, but only of the sameness or

‘unitedness’ of many in one (see 1958, 214-215), Thus, Arendt’s Opposi- |

tion to every attcmpt to think the political communicy along the lines of
the f‘umiy in which plurality is fused together into a new type of individ-
ual: in such an organizational form, the original differenée is dissolved
and even fess is there still wfk of 2 well understood equality (see 1993, 10).

The"rclaﬂom-liw of power must be thought together with a-second

important character trait — namely, tts paz‘mzzaizl}' For, power-is no

—

immutable, measurable, and even Iess a storablc quantity such as force

(w hich ome ¢ evunuallv use) ot strcngch (which one does or does not
possess), but a potential umry — which is already cxpressed in both the
Greek and Latin words for power: dunamis and potentia® Power always is
and remains a potential power, the potentiality in togetherness. To factu-

ally -exist, it must be actualizedr “power springs up between men when

- they acr together and vanishes the moment they disperse” (1958, 200).

Arendt thus thinks of power as a patennahty that can only be actualized
but dever fully materialized. © ”

Twao elements, equal in importance, conic forth from this definitdon:
one the one hand, the necessity of power to be continually actualized
anew — it does not have the permanence and stability of the enduring
actual — and on the other, the cffective acuvity of power as an immaterial

actualiey.™ With the first elomens, Arendr does justice to rthe mescapable
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transience and fleetingness of the space of appearance (and #he human
affairs or political realm in general): even in the apparently most stable
relations, this space ncver entirely loses 1ts potenual character. Power can-
not be stored and kept in reserve for the future: it must continually emerge
anew. 'Thus it is also clear that the potentiality of power may not be under-
stood as an underlying substrate or a pre-given potential being that sim-
ply waits for its realization or actualization (like 10 the retation of the seed
to the plant). The potentiality rather points at what constitutes the core
of human freedom: the spontancity of acting together as the ability to
begin, and so points at the nality of acdon. The second element stresses the

effecuve actrvity of the actuaﬁz?cd, but immaterial power: “power is © an

means” (Arendt 1958, 200). Here, Arendt poinits out not only the some-

times surprising power of small, but well organized groups, bat also the

irresistible power that can proceed from a nonviolent p()pular revolt.'!

? . . . - -
The dnly material factor that is required for the emergence of power is

the cocxistence of people: hence, the paradigmaric character of the Greck -

c;t} states for every Western political organization (sec 195‘8.; 2001}, In

“On Violence,” this thought is nuanced. There Arendt says, in connec-

tion with the difference between power and violence, “that power always

stands in need of numbers, whereas violence up to a point can manage with-

-out them because jt relies on implements.”” And further on, we read: “The

extreme form of power is All against One, the extreme formof violence - -

115 One against All” (1972, 140-141). In comparison with V_ioler;:e, which

needs instruments, power needs-numbers. However, if one looks at power

in itself, then it is not the size of the group that is decisive for the size of

the power, but indecd the intensity of the ‘acting and speaking together

in other words, the measure in which the potental power is actualized.

If power were not essentially characterized by relationality and poten-

tality, then omnipoience would belong among the human possibilives, because

just as action, power would be in a position to break open all limitations.

In Vit Actra, it runs: “The bmits of power do not lic in'iesclf, bur rather
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in the simultaneous existence of other power groups, thus in the presence-
at-hand of others who are outside one’s own sphere of power and produce
power on théir own {Dze € s?rmg'_e' der Macht lzegt nicht in ihr selbst, sondern in der
gleichzeitigen Fixistensy anderer Machigruppen, also in desm U orhandensein von Anderen,
die ansserbalb des eigenen Machtherichs steben und selber Macht entwickeln)”
(1981,195). What limits power (and thus makes omnipotence impossible)
is simultancously what makes it possible (as non-omnipotent power) —
namely, an ctfectively existing plurality: power degenerates and withers away
if it is monopotized (see 1972, 182). Arendt holds that when everyday lan-
Suage speaks of a ‘powerful man’ or a ‘powerful personality,” it is speaking
figuratively — “what we refer to without metaphor is strength™ (1972, 143)"
— or it simply involves “the fallacy of the strong man who is powerful
because he 1s alonc” (195-8, 190). However, in opposition to strength, which
just like pbwer is imited by the presence of others (and their strengrh), plu-
rality limits power not only in a restrictive but in a fruitful manner as well:
mamely, power magnifies if it is divided and spread throughout the entire
public space, while strength iS_SI:Irhply indivisible: 'This reciprocity between
different powers, which control and keep each other in balance, can only
bring’ inare power into existence on the condmon that the tccliproc'jqr is
effective and not bogged down in a deadlock (see 1958, 201). “Power can
be stopped and be kept intact only by power” (197;313, 15131 Or in the
wotds of André Encgréa: “Plural, it {i.e,, power] grows inversely to its con-
centration and in proportion to its diffusion [Pluriel, il [r.e. le posvoir] croit en

raison inverse de sa_ concentration et en proportion de sa diffusion)” (1984, 107)]

—Arendt’s preference forfederal states, but also her admiring sympathy- for

revolutionary councils, is dircedy related to this positive valuation of the -

essentially plural power. - -
Whete power and strength oppose one another, the outcome is pre-

dictable: thanks to its ‘divisibility,” power can always persevere in the face

-of the individual’s isolated and ‘indivisible’ strength. Power corrupts mto

ochlveragy or mob rule whien the ‘weak,” out of eovy and jezlousy, turn against

the strong individual (see 1958, 2030 and with that. also the nluralior of
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unique beings threatens to fold into a pure numerical plurality, an undiffer-

entiated mass of lonely people standing next to but apart from one another.
(For that matter, this is one of the few passages in which Arendt expresses
herself about power in nepative phrasifig. What is striking here is precisely
her positive valuadon of power as the central politcal phenomenon — which
does oot mean that she would be blind o its dangers' — which shrilly con-
tradicts the widcly spread and practically unanimous opinion that power
always and necessarily corrupts.) The precise opposite of ochlocracy or mob
rule, which replaces strength with power and which can be considered as
the extreme form of power (Al against Onc’), is tyranny {(One AgANST
All), which teplaces power with violence, but which Lh%rcb_y simultane-
ously destroys the political space in the sense of the ‘in-between’ and thus
is only able to produce smpotence. Arendt bere follows Montesquien, for
whom the proper character of tyranny liés in the isolation, not only of the
tyrant opposite his subjects, but also of his subjects among cach other mutu-
aliyi Tyranny destroys the possiBlility of acting and speaking together, which
-1s-the (‘(Jﬂdl!_l(}rl of possibility for any form of government: thereby, tyranny
places itself opposite to all other forms of govemment
- Whoever is scarchmé> for an alternative to power should not calt up{)n
sttemgth - for it 1s p()wcriesq in the face of power — but upon fonre or vio-
lence. T'orce can be used by one person against another, and also be

-fn.onopolizcd by one or a few by secuting the means of violence.

37 VIOLENCE ' | —_
3.1, Terminology

A terminological discussion is fitting here. For Arendy, the instrumental
character of violence is its hallmark. Phc11(}mf311010§3icaﬂy scen, it is close

to strength, because just Like all odher tools, the nicans of violence are

mtended and are also used to multiply natural sereagth (also force of

"_H
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labour) and possibly, in the last phase of its development, to replace it
completely (see 1972, 145). In the first place, violence in this sense com-
prises a part of work or fabrication — “we must kill a tree in order to have
fumber, and we must violate this material in order to build a table” (1983,
111). Violence that people carry out vpon one another and the world as
a mecans of compelling or dominating each other is, in a way, already a
derivative form of violence, which is transferred from the field of work
or fabtication to the field of action and interpersonal relations: the com-

pulsion carried out on the material 15 turned into a compulsion carried out

on people. -

&€

In keeping with everyday language, Arendt frequently uses the word

‘force’ for this interpersonal violence as a means of compulsion. Termi-
nologically, however, she wants to reserve this word to indicate the forces
of nature or the force of circumstances (la force des choses), i.c., the energy
that is released by physical and social movements (sce 1972, 143-144).

Thus, Arendt tatks about the irresistibility of the French Revolution,

which, as a torrent, swept away everything and everyone in its path

(1973b, 48). Then again, this terminoclogical use of ‘foree” pardally over-
laps with the term ‘necessity” - the translation of the Greek anagks, neces-
sity that compéls irresistibly and against which absolutely no violence car-

ried out by humans, except torture, can measure (1958, 129). In this

-context, ‘necessity’ must not be understood as the contrary to coinci-

dence, but to freedom. The ‘domain of necessity” points out, in the first

place, the bodily (and probably also the psychical) needs and requiterments
that necessitate humans-to labour, ie., “the necessity of biological life
itself” (1973b, 112) = but, addidonally, also the mental sphere, namely the
compulsion of truth, which is indeed non-violent, but no Iéss compelting

(see Arendt 1983, 240).

The following analysis of violence deals especially with whar cvery-

~day language-indicates with-the word force’ violence that people carry out

upon onc another and the world (bis, viokntid) as 2 means of compulsion

or domination, and that can be defined as “mute, physical compulsion



PEETERS — AGAINST VIOLENCE, BUT NOT AT ANY PRICE

through instruments, which is purposefully carried out” (Penta 1985, 71).
The obviousness with which political theory accepts. this violence as an
esseftial component of politics — such as in Weber’s carlier cited defini-
tion of the state, or in Clausewitz’s opinion of war as “the continuation
of politics by other means” (see Arendt 1972, 110) — 15, tor Arendt, in line

with the basic assumption of this theory, namely that polities esscotally

amounts to dominadon. it is this opimon that muffles power and bends -

it into the expression of force: how, then, can we hold back the thought
that violence 1s the most efficient form of carrying out power? Arendt, to
the contrary, wants to display the contradistincdon berween power and
violence: power forms the “middle’ or ‘centre” of the political, and violence
‘its it '

3.2. The hallmarks of violence

Just like power can be clarified through action, violeilce can be clarified
through work or fabrication, The acdvity of hono faber is purposetully instru-
“mental and mute (in the sense of wordless); morcover, wotk is carried out
in isolation: not plurality, but. the world — in the sense of artefact — is the

specific condition for work. o

_One finds thebe samc hallmarks in Arcndt s characterization of vio-
leat faction.” First, in contrast to non-instrumental and non-materializable
powet, violence is essentially instrumental and material. Violent action is
thoroughly governed by the categories of mcans and end, and therefore
inescapably relies._on..instruments (such as corporeal “strength and
weapons) — prcc1scl5 as the work of a craftsman relies on tools. Nexg, as
an essentially msttumcnt'il activity, violence can derive its accountability
or justifrcation excluswcly from the end it serves. The more remote the

intended goal is from us in time, the more difficult is it for this justifica-

fion to sound believ: 1blc Ptecmelv in th]q ﬂetd tor usuﬁcan(m b\ 2 futurc

goai violence differs ﬁmdamcntaiix from power: bc,causc power is not 2

means for an external goal, but an end in ttself, it does not need the sort
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of justification that one asks for means. Power, according to Arendt,
stands in need of something else: namely, legitimacy: “Power springs up

whenever people get together and act in concert, but it derives its fgii-

‘macy from the initial getting together rather than from any action that then may

follow” (1972, 151, my emphasis). Power legidmates or warrants itself by

appealing to the past. By contrast, “violence can be justifiable, but it never

will be legitimate” (1972, 151), | -
Second, violence is mute: “The point ... is that violence itself is inca-

pablc of speech, and not mercly that speech is helpless when confronted

cwith violence” {Arendr 1973b, 19). ’I'hcrcf%rc Arendt can say: “Where

violence rules absolutely ... not enly the laws ... bur everything and

“everybody must falt silent” (1973b, 18). This muteness makes violence

politically marginal, and even an and-political phenomenon. Referring to

life in the polis, Atistotle defined the human being as a “political’ and a

‘speaking’ animal (godn politikon and odn logon echony. both determina-

_tions belong together and supplement cach other. Violence deStfc)}rs pre-

" cisely the solidarity of word and deed that is necessary for action. With-

out specech, action degrades into a merely productve, technological
activiry (see_Arendt 1958, 179). No space of appearance can emerge out

of such a wordless activicy. And thus expires the busic condition for the

- awakening of pOwWCeT:

Power is acmalized only where word and deed have not parred com-
pany, where words are not empty and deeds not brutal, where words
are not used to veil intentions but to disclose realities, and deeds arc
not used to violate and destroy but to esfablish relatiens-and create:
new realities (1958, 200).

“Words used for the purpose of fighting lose their quality of speech; they

~become clichés” (1994, 308)..And the. measure to which these clichés take -

possession of our daily conversations and debate? is the metric for our

readiness to reach for the means of violence.
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Third, violence is characterized by its preference for isolation. Its
extreme form is ‘One against All,” such as in tyranny. This is, on the one
hand, understandable insofar as violence has its origin in work, and on the
other, in terms of its speechlessness: without speech, there can no longer
be any uncovering (or revealing) of the wha “The weapon commander is
anonymous and remains interchangeable [Der Waffenfiihrer is anonym und
belielig anstanschbar” (Penta 1985, 66). The combination of instrumental-
ity and muteness makes violence into a solitary ‘activity” or ‘doing’ that is
not capable of bringing relations into existence. Strong group cohesion
and even ‘brotherhood’ in c,xpres:,mg collective vialence (such as a sui-
cide squad) change nothing, according to Arendu: these are only a conse-
quence of a collective and short-lived confrontation, in -the action, with
death. Ultimately death, cven if it is the strongest ‘cqualizer,” is the
strongest anti- pohtu,al e‘(pmence that exists: it means that we will forsake
the workd and the company of people. T hus pohtlcs in pre-philosophi-

cal polidcal thinking, is seen precisely as a means to distinguish oneself

and to aduexe immor tal f'lrnc and thus to cscape: the: f’({udhf} of the grave
(aee 1972 165- 6.

3.3. The contradistinctgon between power'and violence

Although Arendr admits ‘that power and violence are actually not scpﬁ—
rated from each other in water-tight compartments — . . nothing ..
mote common than the combinaton of violence and power, nothmg less.
frequent than to find them in their pure and- therefbre extreme form”
(1972, 145-46) - still, she thinks that we are dealmo here with thoroughly
dlffcrent,_mdeed opposing phenomem And against the acccpted ‘opin-
lon that violence is.a prerequisite for power — the governmental power,

for example, is only 2 facade or “the velves glove which either conceals

the iron hand or will turn out to béiong to a papet tiger” (1972, 146) — '

Arendt explicitly posits the priority of power over vielnee: “Wherever they are

combined, power ... is the f___)'fimar_\-* and predomipant factor” (1972, 151).

L)
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Thus, absolutely no government, no matter how great its means of vio-
lence, can survive without a power basis and thus the support or the con-
scot of the people, or at least part of them. Even the totalitatian ruler, who
tules through terror and torture, cannot survive without the support of
his secret police and network of informants. Only robot soldicrs, torally
eliminating the human factor, would be able to undo the essential preva-
lence of power over violence (see Arendr 1972, 149). ten in revolutions,
the outcome eventually seems to depend not on the means of violence
themselves, but on the power behind the violence: usually, the govern-
ment still in power will be superior imrterms of the means of violence, 1%1;1{
this prevalence will only be to its advantage as long as its power structure
remalns {nfact; ic., as long as the army and police are prepared to obey

its orders and to use their weapons. 1f this is no tonger the case, then the

- rebellion will not be put down, and the weapons will change camps.

not p rl-

b

Whether or not the army follows orders is, gaﬁgcord‘hg oy Arendt

marily a question of domination, but of opinion, and of the numbers shar-

ing that opinion. Acdording to her, through the possible, sudden collapse

of power, which typifies a pre-revolutionary climate, one can learn pre-

final manifestation of support and econsent (sce 1972, 147-148), or that “in
politics, obedience and support are the same” (1973b, 228).

Of course, when violence and power in pure form oppose one
another, such as in the Russian invasion of E:zechos'].ovakia it 1968, the
situaton is completely different.!® In such a casc, vioiqﬁn(ﬁc can indeed
soundly.destroy power — but also no more than that. The priority—of
power pver violence also appears here. The substitution of violence for
power is thus akvays an expression of a loss of power - {-'ml*}r then that
substitution becomes attractive — and cven if it brings victory and thus
scems worthwhile, it is always repaid with a further loss of power. In
this connection; Asendrt poiats to the-danger,-proper o violence, of the
reversal of the rclation between the destructive means of violence and

the intended goal. “When viclence is ao Ioneer backed and restrained by
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power, the well-known reversal in reckoning with means and ends has

“takea place ... with the consequence that the end will be the destruction

of all power” (1972, 153). The external form of this destruction is the
totalitarian ferror or that form of government in which violence never
abdicates and that, in contrast ro violent tyrants or dictarors, tuns not
only agaiast the power of its enemics, but also against' that of 1ts own
friends and supporters. Total paralysis is the result (sec 1972, 154-155).

Power and violence are opposites, but not dialectically: they do not

melt together to bring about a higher state of affajrs, and even less do they -

‘have a common root. When etther pole rules in its pure form the other

~.is absent. Violence appears when power is threatened or fails, but lcft to

itsclf, violence can only end in the disappearance of power That nnphes
that violence can never be understood through power: it must be under-
stood through its own roots and nature. Accordmg to Arendt, violence
is not ‘bestials it is rooted precisely i Awman emotions such as rage or

indignation (as 4 reaction o a Suffcrlmj that shocks one’s sense of justice

or as a reaction to hypocrisy). Hnwcver cven less ‘does this U’]“L()U(Jﬂ’l]_.._.'.

character make violence ‘irrational’ opposm: o cmutlomi we do not

find ‘rational’ but rather the inability. to be moved (and thus also the inabil-

ity to understand), or sentimentality as a petversion of the feelings. Ragc

and violence arc precisely irrational when they, in accordance with the

recommendation of ethologists to occasionally let-off stearn and thus to

~avoid the-accumulation of the endogenous aggression instinct, aim at sub-

‘stitutes in place of the factors themselves that calt up the rage. Morecover,

sometimes violent action, precisely because of its immediacy and speed,
is the only fitting (rcasonable) answer, or the only means to rebalance the
scales of justice once mare (see Arendt 1972, 160- 163)."

are. )
Arendt concludes that violence 1s a temptmg but dwroughly poOt

- substitute for acfion. Tempting, because violence in its manner is capa-

ble of bringing about a break in the contnuous chronological process of

history. 1t can be worthwhile, be it primarily for short-term goals, and

much less for long-term structural changes: it is, in other words, rather a

ey
7
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reformist than a revolutionary weapon (see Arendt 1972, 176). Al of this
makes violence, however, no less poor as a substitute for action. On the
one hand, it is not true action,. but a perversion of it, because it does not

speak and it does not consider the consequences (see 1972, 161); or more

precisely: 1t 1s ‘unrealistic” in all of its ‘ravonal’ calculations of the conse-

quences because it does not take into account (and as a rauonal calenla-
1on, it ¢ take no account) of the u.nexpccte.d, while the latter, the ‘wholly
improbable,” precisely takes place in the domain of human atfairs (1958,
300). On the other band, violence does not escape those very ‘tiresome’
characteristics of action that it wants ro climinate: first, in some manner
violént action is ‘infected’ by the npredictability that is typical of action as

such, and, accordmgiy, it 1s ennrely not the trustwotthy means it purpores
to be: “nowhere docs Fortuna, good or ill luck, play 2 more fateful role

0 human aftairs than on the batdefield” (1972, 106-107); second, violent

® action does not cscape the irreversibility of the process that each ; Ctl()[l sets

‘i motion, and will often ‘end up in an endless spnai of violence: “The
'practjcc of violence, like all action, chmerc thie w orld, bhut the most pruh-
able change is to a more viclent world” (1972, 177). Intended as an instru-
“mental intervendon, related. to fabrication-and-demanding the same mastery,
violence always threate’ns' to fall 'prey to the al rcad}? mentioned reversal of
reladon between means and end. Violent action cannot completely cure

either of these two ‘evils,” unpredictability and irreversibility, which are
inherent in cvery action.'® '

CONCLUDING REMARKS :

Ini the above analysis; the accent fell on the priority of power over vio-

fence, But one should not-eonclude from this that Arendt sumply refuses

violence. First, she recognizes “that it is particularly tempting ... 10 equate =

power with violence, in a discussion of what acrually is (m.iy one of

power’s special cases — namelv, the nower of aovernment” and indesd

RN
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because “in foreign relatons as well as domestic affairs violence appears as
a last resort to Reep the power structure infact against individual challengers —
the foreign enemy, the native criminal” (1972, 146, my emphasis): 1 wnli
immediatcly return fo this. Second, T have already indicated thar Arendt
recognizes that violence is the only fittng answer in certain situations.
That applies especially in the face of totalitarian evil — the concentration
and exterminauon camps from our recent hist()ri_-‘.-— for which Arendt
indeed uses the Biblical word skandala (Luke 17, 1), or Kant’s e\prexblon

radical evil. This evil is beyond measure and incomprehensible:

Al we know is that we can neither pumsh nor forgive such offences
and that they therefore transcend the reaim of human affaics and the
potentialides of human power, hoth of which they radically destroy
wherever they make their appearance (1958, 241).

What the reader threatens to overlook is that the impossibility of punish-
ment .or forgiveness orﬂy manifests itself Ly;’er the radical.cvil has been

overcome, or at least contained. (The Nuremberg trials could (mi} occur

after the German surrender.) Prior to that moment, the puwcr de%tm)—'

ing character-ofskandala alteady-manifests itself in- another manner -

which Arendt meations only in V7a Aclzva oder VVom tatigen [ eben, atbeit

merely indirectly:

- That we can confront evil only with violence does not mean that whoever
suffers evil and struggles against it, now also becomes evil, but it cer-
tainly means that evil destroys the interpersond! human sphere wherever it
appears. Bvil deeds are literally non-deeds: they make all further activ-
ity 1mpossible... [Dass wir desr Bosen nur mat Gewalt begegnen kénnen,
besagt nicht, dass wer Bises erduldet und sich webrt, nun auch bise wird, aber es
beisst wobl, dass das Bése den rwischenmenschlicherfMachtbereich gerstirs,
wo immer es in Frscheinung tritt. Bose {aten sind buchstablich Un-talen; ste
machen alles weitere Tun mmiglich. .| (1981, 236, my emphasts).

“All further acuvity [ales weitere T wal”: by thus Arendt once more means

toreiveness, because just as in The Tlaman Condition, immediately tollows
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the pronouncement of Jesus-(Luke 17, 2) on the perpetrator of such nons
deeds: “It were better for him that 2 millstone were hanged abourt his
neck, and he cast in the sea” (1958, 241; 1981, 230). What she does not
_ : do is connect her thought to The Orngins of Totalitarianism, 10 which she
olds that “total domination is the only form of government with which
coexistence 15 not possible” (1973, XXVI1), and 1n which she repeutively
denounces the naive diplomacy and appeasement poiic‘.-' of the non-total-
itarian world in the face of Hitler and Stalin (1973, e.g. 393). More clearly
_ than in 1he Flaman Condition and 1n 1ita /lcz‘;m_adar Viom tatigen 1eben, it
appears here that Arendt is thoroughly of the opwion that, confronted
with the danger of destructiod of the in-between of power, only a resolute
reaction is proper — a reaction that does not avoid the threat of violence
and, if necessary, also the effective use of such. Precisely because radical
evil “dispossesses us of all power” (1958, 241} we can do nothing else than
i answeting it with vidlence. Thus at such a moment, one must be pre-
Cpared o fight, " S

These ﬁndings bring ‘me to my _ﬂrég_.__cor_].d_usi_tm: Arendein- Fact
assumes that power gzeedﬁr violence at certdin moments to maintain itsclf.
“That implics that power must also prepare itsclf for such @gr_ents and
thus must have means of violence in reserve. This dependence oa viotence
can probably be interpreted as an additional sign of the non-omnipotent
character of power, of its intrinsic finitude and limitedness. But it cer-

-tamly nuances Arcndt’s proposition concerning the protity of pow{,r
namely, this priority is not absolute. :

The temptation is now large to immediately formuhte a SCt:cmd—con~
clusion: namely, that Arendf in fact employs two-different concepts of
violence: on whe one hand, a violence that comies to the assistance of
power, ot, to us¢ the words that I have cited above, violence as “a last
resort 1o keep the power structure intact,” and, on the other hand, a vio-
lence that 1s its own goal {and thus disavows its character as.a means).

rd places itself in the place of power, and therefore destroys all power

{even of those who use 1), One could ‘u]d rere that the first violence

o

gnia
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can be justified in certain cases — without being legitmized — and the
second in principle never (and consider this as the rcason why normal
everyday language usually labels the second wviolence as “senseless,’ re.,

without direction, resulting in nothing). This assumption that Arendt

-employs a distnction between a ‘good’ and a ‘bad’ violence may, at first

sight, seem defeansible, but in the end scoms to me to be contrary to the

undercutrent of Arendt’s analysis. Because even if one could correctly
argue that, since Arendt does not simply refuse violence, she must indeed
make this distinction, one may not forget that she repetitively points

out the immense problem confronting ergry violent act, even the so-

“called ‘good’ ones: how to mainuain the priority of power over violence,

or how to prevent an initally justified violence from yet degenerating
into an aaforgivable evil? (Were the firc-bombing of Dresden and the
atom-botmbing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki actually necessary to force
the respective surrender of Germany and japan? Why indeed these

atrocities, and not the destruction of the raifroad tracks to the extermi-

nation camps?) To believe that we can completely control this reversal

is an 1illusion, and for two reasons: first; one then denies the dynamic

proper to violent actions (instrumental and purposefud, but simultane-

ously infected with unpredicability and itreversibility); second, one then

underestimates the destrucave and suicidal chdracter of the modern arse-
nal (see 1972, 105, 112, and 116).

The second conchasion that emerges is thus-different than the one just
suggestegi: namcly, that power always plays with fire and endangers ]itself
when it appeals_to violence, and thus must employ it with the atmost
caution. In combination with the first conclusion (pewer needs violence
in certain cascs), the final conclusion must be: violence can and may plzgi i
a role in politics only in the last resort: For that matter, Arendt’s ocuvre
is a plea, before it comes to this poifit, to counteract with might and main
the erosion of powert, the pul}lic space, and the common world - because

this crosion forms the first and most important breeding ground of vio-
lence. '
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