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Abstract

Hannah Arendt understood political freedom as the under-
standing of a plurality of free individuals acting to shape their 
world in a public space. In order to reach this goal, there needs to 
be positive examples in history. Arendt considered the American 
Revolution to be just such an instance. This is the ideal type of 
a revolution: Men create a new beginning through joint political 
action. In the interest of not allowing this event in the history of 
mankind to be forgotten and so that it is present to be used for 
navigation in the future, it must be idealized and exalted. It must 
be newly recounted so that the collective memory can be anchored 
within a community. Hannah Arendt wanted to thereby be active 
in endowing the western world with her «myth of freedom». This 
«myth of freedom» is no longer supported. Is it possible to bring 
the «myth of freedom» back to life according to Hannah Arendt’s 
ideas? Which narrative can we use to base our thoughts of freedom 
on today?

Keywords: Hannah Arendt, political philosophy, political ac-
tion, American Revolution, political freedom.

For Hannah Arendt «the raison d’être of politics [was] 
freedom»1, and she believed that freedom is an essentially political 
phenomenon which is to be experienced neither by the will, nor by 
the act of thinking, but only by acting2. Consequently «to be free 
and to act are the same» 3. «To be free is to be able to practice 
freedom». 4 She thus transposed the political realm from human na-
ture to human acting, in the space between the people.5 For Arendt 
our humanity is revealed in the various modalities of action, not in 
being but in doing:6 Political actions are realised in their dynamic 
in the mutual public communication.7 «We first become aware of 
freedom or its opposite in our intercourse with others, not in the 
intercourse with ourselves».8 People only can be free in relation 
to each other, thus only in the realms of the political and action; 
only there do they learn what freedom positively means and that 
it is more than freedom from force.9 If people may not freely and 
openly communicate with each other, then there is no longer the 
political realm of freedom. As for her this was solely a question 
of the human situation in modern times, she was able to confine 
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herself to the Vita activa [The Human Condition]; the Vita contemplativa 
alongside the dimensions of freedom, which she assigned to the area of 
«metaphysical concern with eternity»10 and as such it is left out all con-
siderations.11 Arendt wanted to explicitly unhinge the concept of freedom 
from its apolitical Christian roots as an individual ability in the sense of 
free will and to make freedom the epitome of political life in the form of 
the human predicate of action and ability.12

Hannah Arendt advanced to her second great political theme political 
freedom as the actual human way of life, which is hindered by totali-
tarianism. Unlike many of her contemporaries Hannah Arendt held the 
position that freedom is not developed in the private realm but rather 
politically and at the same time individually. This is regarded by many as 
an anachronistic, backward-looking or utopian opinion.13 With her notion 
that free action is in principle detached from nothing, she was in conflict 
with the contemporary theories of society and exposed herself to the ac-
cusation of a pre-modern, almost mythical way of thinking.14 According 
to Arendt human freedom is expressed in that humans are in the posi-
tion to discontinue current structures or processes, but also to preserve 
continuity. For Arendt political freedom is constituted by the ability of 
a plurality of people to act together in the public sphere despite their 
various differences.15 A plurality of humans freely associate with each 
other and is at pains to ensure the well being of the community in public 
speech and opposition. In her second main political work The Human 
Condition Arendt asks what conditions must be fulfilled in order to realise 
a humane i. e. a liberal humane world and to organise it so that it lasts. 
She differentiated between a private and public sphere,16 which gained her 
much criticism, especially from the feminist arena. Arendt’s most criticised 
sentence reads, «Women and slaves belonged to the same category and 
were hidden away not only because they were somebody else’s property 
but because their life was ‘laborious’, devoted to bodily functions»17. It is 
only the modern society, which «no longer believes that bodily functions 
and material concerns should be hidden»18. Such statements are not to 
be understood as a description of historical processes but in them values 
are expressed, which comprise of a nostalgic look at the Old World of 
the Greek polity before Plato. The private realm, which she also called 
«the realm of the hidden»19, suffers devaluation in as far as it is con-
nected to the preservation of life. However, only liberation from these 
necessary activities allows the human to engage in the public realm. On 
the other hand Arendt emphasised that the resulting pressure from the 
liberation from vital necessities, «from the standpoint of the public realm 
and a deprivation of freedom»20 protects the human from apathy and 
constantly compels them to new initiatives. The necessities of life trigger 
action impulses, consequently the behaviour, which is of great importance 
for Arendt’s understanding of freedom, even if under other signs, namely 
that of a spontaneous action in freedom. She clearly sees that where the 
urge of the necessary weakens, «the distinguishing line between freedom 
and necessity» blurs, but still wants to hang on.21 But is it possible to dif-
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ferentiate between the driving force of human actions between actions that 
arise from freedom and actions that are born of necessity?

It has often been criticised that Arendt in a sort of history of decay 
had criticised the lapse of the public political life and mourns the «rise 
of the social»22. Seyla Benhabib doubts the capacity of Arendt’s differ-
entiation between social and political life, thus she recommends relating 
these rather to the attitude than the contents of the purpose area.23 It 
is also put into question, whether Arendt’s concept of the public sphere 
does justice to the sociological complexity and the dissimilitude of modern 
institutes.24

A plurality of people in the public sphere, who respect each other and 
reach agreements as equals, is for Arendt the qualitative opposite of the 
unformed masses. According to her conviction the modern «mass society 
not only destroys the public realm but the private as well»25. Under the 
economic and social conditions of the modern age politics runs the risk 
of losing its freedom and its raison d’être as the constructive cooperation 
of a plurality of people, and this process may go as far as to the destruc-
tion of all politics in the totalitarian systems. However, her response to 
the «highly atomised mass society», the isolation and absence of normal 
social relations of the uprooted and unattached faceless human is not the 
commitment of the individual to the state and its homogeneous national 
community. This form of mass equality offers the best opportunity for the 
establishment of a dictatorship.26 In fact, the difference between the indi-
viduals should remain in order to allow for the possibility of spontaneity, 
which is understood as the potential for liberal action. For Arendt the 
modern media world as well as the burocratisation and professionalisation 
of politics are some of the dangers to the public sphere.27 They destroy the 
free communication process among the people. These are theses, which 
were rekindled Communitarianism 20 years later.28

For Arendt National Socialism was not marked by a total politicisa-
tion of life, but rather by the complete de-politicisation of life because 
National Socialism aimed at destroying all political elements of freedom, 
in particular the ability to act in freedom.29 Total authority finds ways 
to integrate people in the flow of history, so that it no longer prevents 
this flow, but rather reinvents itself as a moment of acceleration.30 These 
means are the «force of terror», which works externally and the «the 
force of ideologically consistent thinking», which comes from the inside.31 
However, freedom is not only destroyed by dictatorships, but is in decline 
everywhere, where the concept of politics is replaced either by the con-
cept of society or by the concept of history.32 As soon as the idea gains 
ground, that the freedom of the people «is to be sacrificed to historical 
development»33 because humans, who act in freedom hinder these devel-
opments, political freedom, i.e. the joint action of a multiplicity of people, 
is immediately jeopardised because «a multiplicity of people are fused into 
one single individual»34. To feel secure in this one mass, which is fused 
together, and to relinquish one’s own freedom of social action in favour of 
the supposed necessity of history is one of the dangerous attempts of the 
political co-existence of present times.
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According to Arendt the ability of freedom as a mutual political ac-
tion is expressed in making a start and perhaps creating something new, 
thus to acquire the world anew with new senses35, or even more: «to es-
tablish the world anew»36. This is where her understanding of the modern 
revolutions as an identity process of freedom and action comes into play. 
According to Arendt mankind has always known that there are two as-
pects of freedom: a negative aspect, namely freedom from external force 
and a positive aspect, i. e. freedom of action to be able to realise the «I 
can».37 In the consciousness of the revolutionists negative and positive 
freedom have always been connected. Rebellion illustrates the starting 
point of the revolutionary process and is closely linked to the concept of 
negative freedom.38 Positive liberation i. e. the establishment of a realm, 
where freedom may appear in the words and deeds of free men, follows 
from negative liberation from necessity39. The actual goal of a revolution, 
which always inherits an «element of novelty»40, is the reestablishment 
of freedom. The revolution inherits «natality», «Gebürtlichkeit» and the 
connected surprise element of «miracles».41

Following Max Weber, Arendt sought to conceptualise an ideal type 
of revolution, which comes close to the real type of American Revolu-
tion that she overestimated. The referral to the Roman Republic and the 
Greek polity – both central ideals in Arendt’s thinking – is an important 
reason for the ideal composition of the political sphere which was created 
as a result of the American Revolution. Thanks to the American Revolu-
tion she already sees an important reason for the ideal composition of the 
political sphere in its referral to the Roman Republic and the Greek polity 
as examples. In Sachverstand und Politik she remarked that it would be a 
great mistake if we solely based our perception of freedom and free society 
on what we have known in the last hundred or hundred and fifty years and 
even worse if we base it on the party system, which, if one looks more 
closely at history, has never functioned.42 Her critical stance towards the 
party system corresponded to her favour for the council system.43 The 
great enthusiasm for the council can only be explained in the fact that 
«every individual found his own sphere of action and could behold, as it 
were, with his own eyes his own contribution to the events of the day»44. 
Or as she writes in another paragraph: 

«Political freedom … means the right ‘to be a participator in government’, 
or it means nothing».45

According to Arendt the institution of the political freedom as worth-
while constitutive principle of human cohabitation does not allow it to be 
based on private and economic interests, which the failed Weimar party 
state illustrates.46 According to her conviction the politics of interests 
leads to the politics of power, the violent rule of people over others and 
eventually to the destruction of political freedom. Additionally the institu-
tion of political freedom requires an anchor on the other side of human 
limitations, in order to ensure the immortality of the whole body47. Since 
it excludes transcendent instances the codification of freedom in the form 
of the constitution forms the final instance. In 1971 she spoke of «belief in 
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the constitution»48. Nevertheless this is not a consequence of every revo-
lution, the constitution from the French Revolution49 just as the German 
constitution of 1918 does not appear to afford timeless codification of 
freedom. According to Arendt the majority of revolutions, including the 
Russian Revolution, must fail because they are concerned with the social 
aspect instead of the political aspect, thus their issues are not worth a 
public debate.50 Being dominated by the social question, the revolutions 
lost sight of their actual purpose, namely freedom. Arendt’s concept of 
freedom is not based on the issue of socially fair distribution51, her chief 
concern is political not social equality. She did not believe that the social 
question could be resolved politically but rather economically. A justified 
objection counters that social problems are often actual political problems 
and that the question, whether it deals with a social or political problem, 
in many cases is itself a political question.52 However, Arendt never cor-
rected herself.53 For her among all the revolutions, perhaps excluding the 
tragically failed Hungarian revolution,54 there was only one exception: the 
American Revolution.55 If one does not regard the situation of the slaves, 
poverty here was hardly an issue. However, she saw the political danger 
of poverty: 

«The political trouble, which misery of the people holds in store is that 
manyness can in fact assume the guise of oneness...».56

In her essay, written in 1975 200 Jahre Amerikanische Revolution 
(200 years since the American Revolution) she wrote that «the American 
institutions of freedom, which were established 200 years ago, have ex-
isted much longer than any other comparable glorious period of history. 
These highlights of human history have justifiably become paradigms of 
our tradition of political thinking. ... As highlights they continue to live 
to enlighten the actions and thoughts of people in dark times»57. For her 
the American Revolution represented one of those very seldom historical 
moments, in which one joint supranational world is actually constructed. 
For Arendt in contrast to other revolutions the American Revolution is in 
itself an expression of freedom. In her eagerness to glorify this revolution 
she awarded it the attribute of non-violence, a characterisation, whose 
empirical soundness is vehemently doubted.58 Additionally she proved un-
certain regarding the attributes of a real revolution. In her book On 
Revolution 59 she explicitly named violence as a characteristic of a true 
revolution. She wrote: 

«…only where change occurs in the sense of a new beginning, where vio-
lence is used to constitute an altogether different form of government, to 
bring about the formation of a new body politic, where the liberation from 
oppression aims at least at the constitution of freedom can we speak of 
revolution».60 

In contrast, in Macht und Gewalt she emphasised that violence in 
the form of wars and revolutions must not be the only possibility to stop 
historical processes.61
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It was important for Arendt that humans do not function according 
to a stimulus-reaction scheme, but remain unpredictable in their actions. 
Arendt ascribed this ability to constantly act on new initiatives to the 
possibility of human action. If the historical process in its continuity and 
discontinuity is not understood as the result of joint actions of humans but 
as the development and the meeting of external, sub and super human 
powers, then the human race has turned away from history62 in favour of 
a transdescental reality or world spirit. In all the differences Arendt63 con-
verges in her rejection of Romantic philosophy, but also in her educational 
pathos, with Isaiah Berlin64 and Karl Popper65. The human being is the one 
who acts and who is responsible for his actions, not any power outside 
himself. As soon as humanity is no longer the ruler of history changes 
become so «improbable» that all great events appear as miracles.66 The 
modern political freedom, which is associated with human rights67, did not 
originate from «the freedom of Christians», which was given by God68. 
That is exactly how Arendt read the American Declaration of Independ-
ence, in which it states:

«We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness».69 

In the American Declaration of Independence from the 4th July 1776 
or in the correspondence between Jefferson and Adams Arendt believed to 
perceive those «rare moments in history»70 in which political freedom was 
visible. Paralysed forms are broken through without violence as a result 
of the power of human actions71 and existing conditions change. Arendt 
believed this new style American freedom was established for its own sake, 
it constitutes an immortal, i. e. a permanent political sphere, in which 
human mortality is annulled. For Arendt the new type of positive freedom, 
established by the Founding Fathers, wins precisely through the until then 
absent, the new and the unexpected a creative quality, which the person 
in his ability to achieve formally ennobles. This side of the human being, 
namely his freedom to achieve something completely new, was discovered 
during and thanks to the revolution. Therefore the revolution plays such 
an important role: as the promoter of the rediscovery of the human ability 
to a new form of freedom. This positive freedom to do something novel is 
for Arendt the essence of being free. However, she was preceded by the 
most primary gesture of freedom, the freedom to be able to leave a place 
or oppressive conditions, in the sense of liberation.72 While the negative 
liberation from something within a given form of government may occur, 
the positive freedom, as the American Revolution illustrated, according 
to Arendt «necessitated the formation of a new, or rather rediscovered 
form of government; it demanded the constitution of a republic»73. Only 
in the execution of their struggle for the liberation did the revolutionaries 
experience freedom. They discovered what it is not only to be free but 
also to act in freedom.
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«For the acts and deeds which liberation demanded from them threw them 
into public business, where, intentionally or more often unexpectedly, they 
began to constitute that space of appearances where freedom can unfold its 
charms and become a visible, tangible reality».74

In this process they created a «body politic which guarantees the 
space where freedom can appear»75. In the republic an action is possible 
as an expression of freedom. Because freedom in the execution of the ac-
tion is a goal in itself, the actions of humans, who want to be free, must 
always be exercised. In order to avoid the loss of this revolutionary spirit 
of freedom of the Founding fathers, this spirit is to be preserved in a new 
political sphere. In this secured sphere guaranteed by the constitution 
– more in the declaratory part than in the organisational part76, a pas-
sion for political freedom must be able to survive77. These are conditions, 
which according to Arendt’s conviction the American Revolution was un-
able to create. The constitution concerns the contents of the treaty, the 
securing of the spirit of the founders and the act of the treaty. The latter 
is an alliance between people and «gathers together the isolated strength 
of the allied partners and binds them into a new power structure by virtue 
of ‘free and sincere promises’»78. The civilised society in the spirit of the 
act of foundation is to be preserved by not using the developed structures 
of power against the constitution. The thought of the promise on the 
one hand allows plurality, but on the other hand the unpredictability of 
actions. Arendt separates the power, which has come to be through an 
alliance of the free, from the dominance and violence against the masses: 
«under the condition of human plurality can never amount to omnipo-
tence» 79, the assistance of many and various is therefore a guarantor for 
the conservation of freedom. Although power is a fixed part of political 
coexistence, it may not be understood as a fixed possession but rather ends 
as soon as the people no longer act jointly and disband.80

«Power is the only human attribute which applies solely to the worldly in-
between space by which men are mutually related».81 

This in-between space draws on the basis of legitimating of the act 
of foundation and on the ability to be able to make a new start, not as 
Arendt emphasised on «the belief in an immortal Legislator, or the prom-
ises of reward and the threats of punishment in a ‘future state’, or even 
the doubtful self-evidence of the truths enumerated in the Declaration of 
Independence»82. Thus in contrast to the Declaration of Independence 
Arendt wanted to do without the coverage in form of natural justice or 
metaphysics and wanted – with the help of institutions, in her example the 
Senate and the constitutional courts – to create83 «the perpetual state»84. 
Although according to Arendt the founding spirit of the American Revolu-
tion has not been successfully conserved.85 However, these problems are 
shared by the founders of all immanent and transcendental institutions.

In both cases it concerned the protection of experienced events. Ac-
cording to Arendt the establishment of freedom must be remembered in 
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order to face the «amnesia», which she diagnosed in the USA after the 
Second World War. 

«Fear of revolution has been the hidden leitmotif of post-war American 
foreign policy in its desperate attempts at a stabilisation of the status quo, 
with the result that American power and prestige were used and misused to 
support obsolete and corrupt political regimes that long since had become 
object of hatred and contempt among their own citizens».86 

This amnesia leads to «fear of revolution», a stabilisation of the status 
quo and a catastrophic lack of the power of judgement.87 In order to 
challenge the process of the loss of freedom Arendt pleaded for a culture 
of remembrance. As an example of such a culture of remembrance she 
mentioned the Biblical exodus storys, which in the American tales actually 
played a supporting role,88 and «Vergil’s story of the wanderings of Aeneas 
after he had escaped burning Troy»89. The historical significance of both 
legends «lies in how the human mind attempted to solve the problem of 
the beginning, of an unconnected, new event breaking into the continuous 
sequence of historical time»90. 

«Both are legends of liberation, the one of liberation from slavery and the 
other of escape from annihilation, and both stories are centred about a 
future promise of freedom, the eventual conquest of a promised land or the 
foundation of a new city…»91 

The forty year journey through the dessert and Aeneas’ odyssey form 
a temporary abyss between the old and the new. This is the time, in 
which the people have the chance to use their ability to start something 
new. They must provide their own freedom and make their own absolute 
beginning.92 It is the question of the liberation from oppression and the 
establishment of freedom as a lasting and tangible reality.93 The human, 
who is existentially predestined, makes a new beginning himself, not an 
otherworldly creator.94 

Similar to ancient and biblical tales Arendt wanted to introduce the 
American Revolution as a modern secular legend of foundation in the free 
world and retrieve this “lost treasure”95 of the revolutionary tradition for 
her contemporaries. It is a question of, in sense of Walter Benjamin of 
original phenomena, forms of public freedom, which are solely waiting 
to be saved from the continuity of the past.96 It depends just as little as 
with the Exodus or the story of Aeneas on the historical fact, incidentally 
a reason why the fundamental study of Arendt’s blatantly shortened and 
misinterpretation of the American Revolution hardly plays a role in her 
matter of concern.97 Certainly, she exposed herself with this action to the 
criticism of only wanting to replace the old transcendental myths with a 
new inherent myth, the freedom myth characterised by America.

In order to keep this freedom myth alive a culture of remembrance 
is required, which firmly anchors any events in consciousness, through a 
permanent process of communication, i.e. a dialogue between the people, 
through a historiography that forms legends and through a «reification» 
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in the form of ideas.98 The mutual dialogue on a formative event forms 
a bulwark against forgetting and keeps present what one has not ex-
perienced, the unseen and the not current: remembrance, Mnemosyne, 
the mother of the muses and arts, may linguistically be so concentrated 
that the thought changes into something, which is immediately firmly 
anchored in the memory.99 Thus a certain matter of memory is ascribed 
a particular importance; it is used in a way to create a certain meaning. 
Arendt pleaded for the spirit of the foundation of freedom, as it took 
shape in history or rather in the historical legend of the American Revolu-
tion to become the core of the «cultural memory»100 of a community of 
the free and to develop a corresponding normative historical conscious-
ness. Following the Jewish tradition and additionally to the function of a 
«founding» memory101, the cultural memory also takes on the role of a 
counter memory to the factual conditions in the past, present and future.102 
Therefore it is not astonishing that under this point she seems often to 
excessively glorify or to build a legend around the counter memory. His-
tory in itself should not be remembered but rather the specific meaning 
of the same.103 Even the actor on his part is in danger of repressing or 
misunderstanding the real meaning of his actions.104

For Arendt all human actions are contingent; because humans possess 
the ability to act and to disrupt history, it is their responsibility to change 
unfree conditions. Although Arendt had devised for the positive option in 
her concept for a founded memory an absolutely normative benchmark, 
something like a collective historical symbol, in another passage she insists 
that she wants to take away people’s «signposts».105 On the other hand 
Arendt mentions certain positive and negative events in the past, the re-
membrance of which offers benchmarks for the interpretation of history 
and presence and which are supposed to invite further reasoning. With that 
she created a critical potential and normative impulses, which contradict 
her postulates of thoughts without restriction.106 She wanted to orientate 
the public towards a contemporary political practice of freedom.

Can one think ahead of Arendt and if yes, in what sense? Is that which 
is derived from her expert knowledge only so loosely interwoven with her 
personal experience and thus connected to a context107 that it is acces-
sible for the affirmative, the sympathiser, however it withdraws from the 
empirical as a theoretical generalisation?108 There is certainly a series of 
points of thought, which it is worthwhile to follow up, and which – even if 
in another way as Arendt herself might have found correct – were picked 
up. There is, on the one hand, her consequent approach, which starting 
from the empirical social research is essential today for the description 
and interpretation of human behaviour. This approach corresponds to the 
clear renunciation of casually constructed transcendental instance devised 
for the anchoring of the basic phases. Rather with her argumentation she 
is the co-founder of a «public philosophy» with civil religious traits109, 
although she did not rely on a civil religion.110 Her thoughts on the forma-
tion of a cultural memory have been proven to be heuristically fruitful on 
a cultural anthropological level in the research of Geertz111 and Assmann. 
What she said about amnesia has been accepted in particular way by the 
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memory researchers.112 From the same field of research her idealistic con-
cept of freedom has certainly experienced many set-backs.113 However, she 
constantly rejects the postulate of free will, as propounded by Rousseau.114 
To declare one such variable quantity as a fundament of freedom appeared 
too bold to her.115

For Hannah Arendt in the history of humanity there have been two 
great moments of freedom, which she stylised in an idealising way: the 
Greek polity and the American Revolution. In the American student revolt 
of the nineteen sixties116 she initially saw a central moment of free action 
twinkle again and pinned her hopes on Daniel Cohn-Bendit117 and others, 
in which she thought to be able to perhaps discover little Thomas Jeffer-
sons or John Adamses. If she had experienced the revolutions of 1989/90, 
we may speculate that she would have understood the revolutionary cre-
ated «public sphere» and the practiced political actions on the Round 
Table as a «spontaneously formed organ of the people»118 and would have 
celebrated the so-called peaceful revolution altogether as the rebirth of 
freedom.119 Herein there is possibly, alongside the concept of totalitari-
anism, a motive to be found why the founders of this Institute in Dresden 
chose the name of Hannah Arendt.120 However, in the meantime in these 
circles of civil liberties disillusion has also arrived. Hannah Arendt’s utopia 
of a «free republic» once again appears to have vanished into the distant 
future. 
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