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Spoiling One’s Story: The Case of Hannah Arendt  
 
These days, it is not controversial to say that everyone has a “story.”  

Eyebrows only go up if one asserts that someone’s story is an objective feature of 
that person – in the sense that a mathematical or athletic talent might count as a 
defining trait.   But if by “the story” were just meant Stratagems of Self-
justification, that would be generally allowed, so long as the end product – what 
the stratagems come up with -- were regarded as essentially fiction. 

 
At the same time, everyone knows that it’s possible to bungle one’s life. 1 It’s not out 
of place, therefore, to ask how one gets to be the spoiler of one’s own story -- or the 
hero of it.    But what sort of a question is this?  Couldn’t it be dismissed altogether 
on the grounds that one person’s idea of a loser is another person’s idea of a success?  
One senses that the answer can’t be settled satisfactorily on a purely conceptual 
level.  One needs to look at the particulars of someone’s life.  But whose?    

 
Ideally, it would be someone whose life includes the conscious choice to 

become either a spoiler or a hero, with a documentary record of that choice that is 
open to inspection, and consequences of it that have affected a wide public.  This 
sounds like a near-impossible set of criteria, but the life of Hannah Arendt meets 
these requirements astonishingly.  

 
Arendt’s was no ordinary life.  She was a thinker -- about political and 

philosophical matters -- who “bestrode the narrow world” to impressive effect.  A 
naturalized American, she was German by birth and a master of that country’s 
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high intellectual culture.  As a girl, she possessed a marked feminine charm and, 
in maturity, insight refreshingly unsentimental into the rules of the game for 
women.  A Jew, she foresaw the storm of political evil that Nazism would 
unloose, and managed both to fight it and survive it.  Finally, she became what is 
called a public intellectual, someone whose educated opinions had impact in the 
world.  She knew how to shine, so that her claims – about totalitarianism, evil, 
Nazis and their victims -- flowed through the conduits where enlightened 
opinion is shaped.  Behind her public pronouncements, a feminine predicament 
played some shadowed part.  Consequential choices were forced on her by that 
predicament, and she died without sharing them with her public.  

 
During her lifetime, Arendt seemed to embody the pure vocation of the 

thinker: calm, balanced, productive of theses that managed to be both arresting 
and abstract, fully engaged in the battle of ideas yet personally above the battle.  
But after her death in 1975, a plotline emerged that altered this picture.  There is 
a double take about Arendt now.  

 
What sort of double take?  She wrote what purported to be a disinterested 

vindication of Martin Heidegger, the enormously influential German 
philosopher who was encumbered with a Nazi past.  In her apologia, she 
portrayed Heidegger as the quintessential thinker who had stumbled naively 
into the world of action, where he was wholly out of his element.2  However, in 
so excusing this philosopher, she was not disinterested.  She and Heidegger had 
been secret lovers and, over the course of fifty years, theirs remained “the great 
love affair of her life.”3   

 
The recent publication in Germany of the first three of The Black Notebooks, 

Heidegger’s journals, showed him to have been a whole-hearted, lifelong 
adherent of fundamental Nazi tenets.  For example, Heidegger apparently 
thought brutal violence, energized by the primitive ties of earth and blood, 
preferable to discursive reason.  He held the continued existence of the Jewish 
“race” -- supposedly rootless and contaminated by “calculative” reason – to be 
incompatible with the racial destiny of “Being.”4   
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Seen in the light of The Black Notebooks, Heidegger’s previously published 

philosophical works look like the sanitized version of these private views, not so 
much purified as disguised by his better-known, sibylline terms of art.   
Whatever the ultimate worth of Heidegger qua philosopher, The Black Notebooks 
render Arendt’s vindication untenable. 

 
Her Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil5 was offered to a 

wide public as a “factual account” of the trial of Adolf Eichmann, the Nazi 
official assigned the job of making the Holocaust happen.6  Her claims -- that 
Eichmann’s genocidal acts resulted from something called banality, that evil itself 
mostly results from an alleged banality syndrome, that the victims of the 
Holocaust had deplorably bungled their victimization and made it worse – all 
rest on a highly selective culling and reshuffling of the evidence presented at the 
trial.  Also, despite Arendt’s claim to have “discovered” evil’s banality by 
observing Eichmann at his trial, the gist of that thesis was present in work she 
had published years before Eichmann went on public view in his bullet-proof 
glass cage in Jerusalem. 

 
Here again, documentary evidence has since emerged, in the light of 

which Arendt’s reading of Eichmann becomes unsustainable.  Prior to his trial in 
Jerusalem, while he was living as a fugitive in Argentina, Eichmann mingled 
with a circle of Nazi sympathizers who decided to interview him.  The 
interviews are on tape and in transcript form.  The Eichmann of the Argentine 
transcripts is a conscious, committed, cunning and wholly unrepentant hater and  
murderer of millions of European Jews. 

 
Since Arendt’s portrait of Eichmann was vastly influential, the disclosures 

in Eichmann Before Jerusalem: The Unexamined Life of a Mass Murderer7 have drawn 
some attention.  In The New York Times Book Review, Jewish Review of Books and 
elsewhere, Arendt’s claim that he was a “banal,” mindless time-server, was 
deemed a consequence of her having been “taken in” by the self-serving excuses 
Eichmann himself proffered at his trial.  Reviewers accepted the explanations of 
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Bettina Stangneth, author of Eichmann Before Jerusalem, who regarded Arendt’s 
mischaracterizations in that light.  If a slightly less charitable reviewer decided to 
look further, there would be a glancing reference to the role of Heidegger, 
“mentor and lover,” by which she might also have been taken in.8 

 
That is not the case.  The present discussion will show why that is not the 

case.  Arendt was not “taken in.” 
 
 
The double take about Arendt is relevant to anyone who wants to live an 

examined life.  She faced a personal dilemma that raises questions for us all.  Did 
Arendt do the best she could?  What choices were available to a woman, a 
woman in love – or to anyone -- positioned as she was?  Did she merely conceal 
or actually spoil her story?  What does it mean to spoil one’s story? 

 
*     *     * 

 
In 1925, Arendt was a nineteen-year-old student at the University of 

Marburg.  She kept a journal where, in one fragment, she recorded a “sense of 
being hunted.”  Was it prescient anxiety?  Only a decade and a half later, German 
Jews like Arendt would be hunted, caught, herded onto trains and transported to 
where they could be murdered en masse.  Unlike most of her co-religionists, 
Arendt would have the foresight to quit Germany in 1933 – the hare one step 
ahead of the hounds.  But the 1925 diary entry shows no presentiment of the 
nightmare soon to engulf Germany and Europe.  It is not at all political.  Rather, 
it delineates a moral – even a spiritual crisis -- one that concerns her alone. 

 
“Shadows” is the title she gave to the diary fragment we have.9  It is a 

thoroughly remarkable document.  She passed a gift copy to Heidegger in April 
of 1925.  The fragment itself bears no date but records her profound self-
reflection, apparently from a time prior to their intimacy.  It traces two paths 
within her psyche, each productive of a different future, and the option to choose 
between them.   
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Romantic longing permeates the first path.  It bestows an inability to see 

life as banal, the conviction that she must avoid psychic armor of any kind -- 
even at the price of suffering -- and the feeling of a tender, blissful 
correspondence between her “inmost being and the portions of reality … 
accessible to her in … painful and joyful dreams … .”  What would follow along 
this path, she writes, is a future where she might “learn patience and the 
simplicity and freedom of organic growth.”  She would be responding to her 
experience as it unfolded, in a natural way.  It would be a mask-free life – the 
first of the two contrasting futures that beckoned Hannah Arendt at nineteen. 

 
The second path is described very differently.  Pervaded by a “strange, 

violently destructive desire for power,” it rejects as a lie the first path’s “youthful 
kingdom” of romantic longing.  A “meaningless, baseless, empty fear” attaches 
itself to this new-found desire for power and its “bland gaze turns everything 
into nothing.”  The nihilating fear is what gives her that “sense of being hunted,” 
noted earlier.   

 
Under the shadow of the desire for power, with its accompanying fear, 

she guesses that she might already have become “uglier and more ordinary.”  
But she is also armored “to remain indifferent to such appraisal … .”  Unusually 
for a young girl, on the second path she doesn’t care if she’s ugly. 

 
On the second path, if she chooses it, she will “pursue her life in idle 

experiments and a curiosity without rights or foundation.”  She thinks it more 
likely that she will opt for such a future, which has already cast its own kind of 
“spell,” but sees herself as still free to choose. 

 
Recorded in this diary fragment is a choice of the highest consequence.  

People live and die by ideas.  That fact gives intellectuals power.  They can wield 
ideas with authority sufficient to persuade other people.  What Arendt had 
noticed in herself was the prime temptation of the intellectuals: if she took the 
second path, she could make things up.   
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We go back to 1925.  She is a philosophy student at the University of 

Marburg.  Philosophy, despite its abstract character, includes a strong personal 
component.  The discipline, of course, is concerned with metaphysics, ethics, 
epistemology, logic, aesthetics, and so forth.  Philosophy has its histories and 
literatures, its competing methods and starting points.  But ordinarily, for 
students entering its world, the motivator is a teacher, who models for them the 
life and the work.   

 
For Arendt, that teacher was Martin Heidegger, possibly the dominant 

philosopher of the twentieth century and, in the estimation of Arendt herself in 
later years, the “secret king in the empire of thinking.”10 

 
On February 10th of 1925, Heidegger, her philosophy teacher, penned the 

following letter: “Dear Miss Arendt!  I must come see you this evening and speak 
to your heart.  Everything should be simple and clear and pure between us.  
Only then will we be worthy of having been allowed to meet.  You are my pupil 
and I your teacher, but that is only the occasion for what has happened to us.  I 
will never be able to call you mine, but from now on you will belong in my life, 
and it shall grow with you … .”11 

 
His letter did not merely invite a young student to a sexual adventure.  It 

tied her future to Heidegger’s growth.  So he had done what he could to capture 
the soul of a girl of nineteen.  It was a bit like trapping a rabbit and tagging it.  
When Arendt’s The Human Condition appeared in German translation in 1960, its 
54-year-old author wrote to Heidegger: “If things had ever worked out properly 
between us  -- and I mean between, that is, neither you nor me – I would have 
asked you if I might dedicate it to you; it came directly out of the first Freiburg 
[Marburg?] days and hence owes practically everything to you in every 
respect.”12 

 
The liaison continued (albeit with diminishing intensity and frequency 

from his side) from 1925 until 1928, when Heidegger accepted the professorship 
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at the University of Freiburg, succeeding Edmund Husserl.  In 1927 Husserl, his 
mentor and benefactor, had published the first half of Heidegger’s Being and 
Time, as volume eight of Husserl’s Jahrbuch fur Philosophie und phenomenologische 
Forschung.  The other parts never appeared but Being and Time was Heidegger’s 
magnum opus and his crucial career step.  It positioned him to assume Husserl’s 
chair when he retired.  In the interim, his philosophic patron and forerunner did 
everything he could to assure that the younger man, in whom he saw a 
philosophical son of extraordinary promise, would take his place.13 

 
In his new position, as Heidegger explained to Arendt, it would be 

impossible for him to continue their extra-marital affair.14  
 
Less predictable were Heidegger’s next career moves.  In January of 1933, 

Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany.  The Nazi Party seized the 
opportunity to extend its control over all aspects of German civil society.  By 
April of 1933, Heidegger moved up to the post of University Rektor at Freiburg, 
after his respected predecessor had been forced out in an atmosphere of Nazi-
orchestrated terror.  On May 1st, 1933, Heidegger joined the Nazi party.   

 
The American philosopher Henry B. Veach, who attended his lectures at 

that time, recalled Heidegger announcing on the opening day of term that, if 
there were any Jews in his classroom, they should leave.15  Several students got to 
their feet and walked out.  Nobody protested.   

 
By October of 1933, Heidegger had ended university self-governance and 

terminated dissenting faculty and graduate students.  Among the dismissal 
letters going out over Heidegger’s signature was the one to Edmund Husserl. It 
removed his emeritus status and barred him from the university premises on 
account of his Jewish origin.16 

 
How much of what had happened to Arendt did she understand?  About 

philosophy, we may assume that she knew a fair amount, having studied with 
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Heidegger, Husserl and Jaspers, three of the twentieth century’s best.  Had she 
any comparable competence in the game or art of being a woman?  

 
We can only look at the evidence.  For example, there is her letter to her 

close woman friend, the writer Mary McCarthy, written in 1957.  McCarthy had 
got herself romantically entangled with a man of doubtful character.  Arendt 
writes, “When an acknowledged liar speaks the truth, he does not want to be 
believed.  But certainly he did not want to be saved by you either. …  [T]here are 
two things which could ‘save’ him: either a woman, but then saved for what?  
Evidently for some form of respectability.  Or: more than talents, namely almost 
genius, or a talent so compelling that it will overrule everything else.  (This of 
course is the case of people like [Bertold] Brecht or Heidegger.)”17  

 
This letter to McCarthy shows Arendt’s awareness that women have a 

tendency to want to “save” the men with whom they are imprudently involved.  
She knows that this desire is fed by the feminine delusion that the man is being 
honest with them.  She points out that it does the untruthful man no favor to 
believe him.  What could he do with a woman’s belief in him, except disappoint 
it?  She asserts that a dishonest man can be kept going by his talent, if he has a 
sufficient amount of it, but not by a woman.  She cites Heidegger as a case in 
point.  Arendt’s remarks show an understanding of the man/woman game that 
is certainly above the average for a woman whose specialty is the life of the 
mind, not the battle of the sexes.   

 
Is there more detailed evidence of her street smarts where men and 

women were concerned?  Yes, there is also Rachel Varnhagen: The Life of a Jewess.  
She wrote the greater part of it when she was 27, living in Paris as a refugee, 
having by then fled her native Germany.  It is the biography of a woman whom 
she called “my closest friend, though she has been dead for some hundred 
years.”   

 
The book is little known, but Arendt took it seriously enough to submit it, 

years later, as her Habilitation (post-doctoral) thesis in a claim against the West 
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German government for the position of retired philosopher with back pay.   The 
claim was originally filed in 1957, denied in 1967 and finally succeeded on appeal 
in 1971.18 

 
Rahel, the “Jewess” of Arendt’s title, was a celebrated eighteenth-century 

salon hostess with an astonishingly up-to-date understanding of herself in her 
world.  In her Berlin salon, what mattered more than birth, rank and religion was 
personal skill in conversation, which is to say, self-presentation.  Writers and 
actors mingled with nobility there.  The important thing was to know how to cut 
a figure – as oneself, without props.   

 
The social ascendancy of a Jewish woman without inherited status was 

unprecedented.  It was possible only in that brief period when Friederich the 
Second of Prussia declared religious tolerance and Germany seemed on the verge 
of joining a newly cosmopolitan, enlightened Europe.  After 1806 however, when 
the principalities of Germany came under Napoleonic control, a distinctly 
German national feeling was at one stroke insulted and awakened.  The salons 
transformed themselves into exclusive, patriotic social clubs.  A now-isolated 
Rahel would find herself pouring tea for almost no one.19 

 
During her brief hour of social glory, however, Rahel had become 

engaged to a nobleman, whom she outshone in the setting of her salon, while still 
counting for nothing in his world. Would he take the initiative, made at least 
thinkable by the short-lived cosmopolitanism of the era, and marry her?  Yes he 
would, if she would take the initiative in their courtship.  That, however, she 
could not do, having no platform in society sturdy enough for the staging of such 
a role reversal.  “In the world,” Arendt writes with the voice of experience, “one 
can live if one has a station, a place on which one stands, a position to which one 
belongs.”20 

 
Rahel could not recover from her erotic defeat.  Despite some further 

adventures, the self she had risked in the encounter would never come back to 
her again, whole and entire.  No longer could she imagine a future.  Arendt, 
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whose empathy for heartbreak seems unalloyed, deems that checkmate decisive.  
“Passion’s insistence upon absoluteness caused her capacity for novelty to 
perish, its organ to atrophy.  Where hope does not wait expectantly, it is difficult 
for anything unexpected to occur.  Her future would now be a prolongation of 
the past … .”21 

 
From such evidences, we can’t of course know what Arendt understood 

about her own case.  What we do see is that she had the means of knowing that she 
had lost out, and not in a trivial sense.  In what senses then?   

 
First, her philosophic mentor and lover, who had seemed driven by 

nothing save his own genius and romantic destiny, now shrank into a mere 
calculator of profits and losses, professional and social, with an all-too-ordinary 
indifference to her.  She was hardly in a position to moralize about that, although 
– like many girls before and since -- she could feel that she had been a fool.  He 
was of course a married man, she had no claim on him, nor had he promised 
anything beyond the mutual bond that, he assured her, would be profound and 
lasting.   

 
What about that bond with Heidegger?  Could she at least salve the 

wound by imagining herself still the hidden muse of a great philosopher?  Girls 
have consoled themselves with less. 

 
She might have believed that – in the post-war years he was to tell her 

something like that -- except for what followed.  For her former lover to dismiss 
the mentor and benefactor of his own philosophic career on the grounds of 
Husserl’s Jewish background was a betrayal without precedent in the history of 
philosophy.  Heidegger showed himself a man without loyalty or (what is almost 
the same thing) without memory.  What could she be to him, if he lacked 
memory?   

 
Like Husserl, like Rahel Varnhagen, Arendt too was Jewish.  He had said 

to every Jewish student in his class, Get out.  Can we picture Abelard and his 
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Heloise, Soren Kierkegaard and his Regina, Sartre and his de Beauvoir -- any of 
the procession of lovers we may imagine sculpted in high relief on the frieze of 
philosophy -- doing that?   

 
If we divest Arendt’s connection to her seducer, lover and teacher from its 

romantic trappings, and likewise from its place in historical life, what is left?  
Only the intellectual stuff. 

 
Of what intellectual stuff was Heidegger made?   As a philosopher, his 

defining problem was the uncanny relation between whatever exists, which he 
called “Being” (Sein) and whatever does not exist, which got the name of 
“Nonbeing” or “the Nothing” (das Nichts).  That there is any such a relation is not 
exactly obvious since, in normal parlance, anything that comes under one’s 
notice can at least be said to have being!  (Even fantasies have their being as 
fantasies.)   

 
Nevertheless, for Heidegger the philosopher, the arresting fact is not what 

things are but that they are.  This is what he wants to think about.  To do that, he 
needs to get sufficiently outside the realm of being to get a purchase on it.  The 
only x that is beyond being seems to be nothingness.  He is not talking about 
specific acts of denying or negating, which would be positive acts of existing 
intellects and thus differentiations within being.  He is talking about what really 
lies over the edge -- beyond the perimeters of being.   

 
What then is nonbeing?  Since, in ordinary usage, words refer to what is, 

we risk falling into absurdity – the nonbeing that is -- when we try even to talk 
about nothingness.  So, either we give it up as a topic for investigation, or we 
find some way to encounter nonbeing directly, not just verbally.  Heidegger 
presents this problematic most succinctly in “What is Metaphysics?,” originally a 
lecture given shortly after the publication of Being and Time.22   

 
 What is nonbeing?  If we want to lift our question free of Heidegger’s 

erudite and enigmatic categories, and find such a question within ordinary 
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experience, it would help to look at the passage of time.  In time, as we know, 
houses will need repair; we and everyone we know will age; in fact, nothing will 
stay the same.  Might these be the effects of nonbeing? 

 
The features of experience just mentioned are so ordinary that relating 

them to something called “nonbeing” still seems a rhetorical extravagance.  If 
however we attend more closely to the flow of time, we can see that ordinary 
time includes a feature that does seem truly extravagant:  whatever exists will 
become, in the next instant, nonexistent – at least relative to the precise 
coordinates that defined it before.  Is turns into was, and gets replaced by a new 
is.  The stable facts of life appear haunted by this no longer and not yet.   

 
For example: we relax with friends in their familiar living room, sharing 

conversation, food and drinks.  The experience looks solid and unproblematic.  
The evening ends, we say our goodbyes and lo! all that was so thick and palpable 
transmutes into the gossamer strands of … what?  Memory?  But memory 
doesn’t keep the original reality.  What does?  Where did that reality go?   

 
Heidegger called his magnum opus, Being and Time.  The idea was to get a 

grip on the what-is in relation to the what-is-not by thinking of Being itself as shot 
through with the very time-flow whose effects we have just described.   The 
privileged case of Being, for the purposes of Heidegger’s inquiry, is the being 
that we ourselves are (Dasein).  If we try to picture the fullness of our reality 
penetrated by Time’s no longer and not yet, the fullness of ourselves becomes 
porous.  A sense of disorientation descends.  Anything in our experience that 
could keep its place and steady us would, of course, have some degree of Being – 
so it too would turn out honeycombed with Nonbeing -– the emptiness of what-
is-not. 

 
Let’s recollect what Time does.  As the poets know, it gets into everything, 

to make an end of it.  Whatever a thing is now, it will turn into memory-vapors.  
The work of Time seems both intolerable and incurable.  It is also impartial, 
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gnawing at everything and everyone equally.  “Time and chance happen to them 
all.” 

 
Let’s take this a bit further, stepping outside Heidegger’s framework.  Are 

we quite sure that Time is impartial, affecting all in the same way?  Wouldn’t 
that depend to some extent on how we live it?  How (for a distant example) was 
the Biblical time lived?  Here I am not alluding to dating questions that attach to 
this or that redaction of Books and verses in the Bible.  My question is about the 
way the players in Biblical narrative live out their time when, as they think, God 
is their witness.  It’s striking that, with the possible exception of the writer of 
Ecclesiastes,23 the Biblical characters do not tend to bemoan Time’s passage as 
such.   As a rule, they do not seem haunted by the mini-deaths that beset every 
moment of our time, and will finally end all our moments, once for all.  Why not?  
Are they insensitive to Time?  Did Heidegger know something about Time that 
they overlooked?  Or did they know something about it that Heidegger did not? 

  
I suspect that the Biblical characters were acquainted with a feature of 

Time that has an instructive role to play in our -- and Heidegger’s -- revisiting of 
these ancient questions.  The Biblical narratives pay their own kind of very close 
attention to human experience.  So their characters are likely to have noticed that, 
within experience, Time pervades things and events.   

 
What they also know is that intention permeates Time.  The Biblical 

characters are loaded with intentions.  What do they intend?  Well, for example, 
to get to some locale in real time and space, between Ur of the Chaldees and the 
Mediterranean, or achieve some other feasible end or good, like escaping 
Egyptian slavery, or at least to strive toward it mightily, rounding up the whole 
complex of human desire to that end.  Some of them, the ones who seem to know 
best how to live in Time, do their striving in such a manner as to leave room for 
appeals to the Plenary Intender, the Maker of it all. 

 
How does such striving leave room for appeals of a higher order?  By 

doing the best they can, they make situations legible, which previously had looked 



 

 

14 

meaningless.  Insofar as their situation makes sense, the players can direct their 
appeals intelligibly.  They can act as if they inhabit a world in which, if one does 
one’s best, there will be more than “time and chance” in play.  They leave room 
for an Authoritative Witness to know what still has to be done, and for a Plenary 
Intender to nudge it along, where unaided human agents could not.   

 
Insofar as the focused desires and appeals of the Biblical characters are 

effective, Time’s cool impartiality – which sets its counter-intention against every 
intention – can get overruled by a “divine favoritism” that fills in the blanks to 
make a recognizable story.  That is, some features of the temporal series will go 
beyond what any one agent or group of agents could bring about, if they used 
only their own resources, and yet unaccountably these features will work to 
make the whole more meaningful.   

 
In Biblical narrative, the focus shifts, away from the metaphysics of time, 

where time will always gnaw at each of us at every moment, to the 
meaningfulness of the whole experiential series, for which its unfolding in time 
serves as indispensible instrument. 

 
Back to Heidegger.  What happened, in the dark wrestling match of the 

two giants, Being and Time -- metaphysical entities that hardly figure at all in the 
Bible?  Who won?  Who lost?  What happened to Heidegger’s discovery of his 
philosophic self in the throes of that wrestling match?  And why, when the dust 
of this struggle had barely settled on the mat, did he take up position inside an 
ideology of violent destruction?  The Nazi dynamic emerged from the maelstrom 
of history, clenched fist raised against anyone who opposed its will-to-power -- 
but first and foremost against the Jews.   

 
Because we are reflexively and decently anti-Nazi, because Heidegger had 

Jewish students, a lover who was Jewish, as well as a benefactor -- decisive for 
his academic career -- who was Jewish, what he did as a Nazi smacks of 
opportunism under even the most favorable view of his motives.  He went where 
the wind blew.  But why?  Was it just weakness of character?  Whatever his 
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weaknesses, he had been a seeker after the shape of being in a world beset by 
nonbeing.  What was in it for him, as that seeker? 

 
In such a world, which is Heidegger’s world, one is profoundly and 

necessarily disoriented.  It is very hard to get a grip on anything, because Time 
will permeate whatever one holds on to, and Time unmoors every thing.   

 
Does it unmoor everything for Jews too?  Is there anything we can learn 

about Time from their experience?  Are they also disoriented by Time?   
 
It seems not.  Jews ride the waves of Time.  They are at home in it.  They are 

distinguished by a talent for memory. The memories are not amassed as mere 
after-echoes or vaporous ghosts of the original facts.  Rather, the facts get 
elevated to the status of participants in, and revelators of, the meaningful 
narratives in which the facts gain a second birth.  Is it likely (if we judge an 
orientation in life by its fruits) that their approach to Time would be shallower 
than Heidegger’s?  

 
Time after time, over the course of millennia, Jews have been, and will be, 

astonishingly persecuted.  Jews of course don’t like that – nobody would – and 
they react to it, admirably in some cases, less admirably in others, as anybody 
would.  Nevertheless, Jews are not disoriented in and by Time -- at least not 
typically.  So, we venture to suggest, Jews are hated (absurdly and counter-
productively) for their long, purposeful, never-relinquished narrative -- and the 
individual stories that fan out from the central narrative -- wherein lies the cure 
of Time.  

 
Our purpose, in this excursis into Heidegger’s thought was to answer the 

question posed with respect to Arendt:  If the intellectual stuff was all that was 
left to Arendt from her intimacy with Heidegger, what was in that, for her?  Her 
1946 essay, ”What is Existenz Philosophy?” published in Partisan Review, has 
Arendt’s answer.  There was nothing in it for her.  She wrote:  
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“Heidegger’s attempt to provide a new foundation for metaphysics … has 
ended instead with a thin brochure titled What is Metaphysics (Was ist 
Metaphysik?) in which Heidegger shows with reasonable consistency and despite 
all his obvious verbal tricks and sophistries that Being in a Heideggerian sense is 
Nothing.”  Arendt continues that this sort of puncturing of Being licenses 
Heidegger’s breakaway destructiveness.  “Since I cannot be a world-creating 
being it could perhaps be my role to be a world-destroying being.  … This is, in 
any case, the philosophical basis of modern nihilism … .”24  

 
So in 1946, the War having just ended, Arendt regarded Heidegger’s 

Nazism (correctly I think) as following from his philosophical thought – not as a 
deviation from it – and deemed that thought a downward path into the darkness 
of a misspent life. 

 
Given that assessment of a man who had meant the world to her, what 

steps did she take, early on, to recover and protect her own future?  So far as I 
can judge, from the time Heidegger began to shrug her off, and even more from 
the time when he shrugged off moral constraints and joined the lethal ranks of 
her enemies, Arendt’s next steps were exactly right.  She took up the natural path 
she had foreseen as the better of her two possible futures.  In no way did she 
evade the waves of history – international, national or personal.  I think it fair to 
say that she did the very best she could, and about the best that anyone could, 
situated as she was.  How so? 

 
On the personal level, in 1929, a year after Heidegger had put an end to 

their affair, she began work on her study of Rahel Varnhagen, her predecessor in 
the ranks of the erotically defeated.25 Like Arendt, Varnhagen was Jewish, moved 
in the cultural avant garde, was brilliant in that setting, and suffered a 
tremendous blow to her powers and her heart.  Reliving the losses of the woman 
she called her “closest friend,” Arendt would get as good a purchase on her own 
losses as could be secured.  She could avoid the twin pitfalls of false bravado and 
premature renunciation of longings that were still acute.   
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She was thus able to revisit her sufferings reflectively, in a medium that 
exercised her gifts and also helped her professionally. The book’s original title 
was Rahel Varhnagen: The Life of a Jewish Woman of the Romantic Era and, backed by 
Jaspers and Heidegger, she secured a grant for the study of German 
Romanticism that enabled her to write it. The project’s aim was to fulfill the 
requirements for her Habilitation, the second book that, in Germany, renders the 
graduate scholar eligible for a university-level position.   

 
On the womanly front, though still in thrall to Heidegger, she recovered 

sufficiently to marry. The man was Gunther Stern (later Gunther Anders), whom 
she had known as one of Heidegger’s former students.  It did not turn out a 
compatible marriage and it did not last, but they shared values, encouraged each 
other’s intellectual projects and, when they arrived in Paris in 1933, contributed 
to the vibrant circle of anti-Nazi intellectuals there.   

 
Eventually she and Anders divorced, but in 1940, after she had married 

Heinrich Blucher, the husband with whom she would feel safe and deeply loved 
at last, Anders helped her, her mother and Blucher to get three of the last 238 
emergency visas to the United States, out of a waiting list of 300,000.  He saved 
her life.26 

 
There is more, but in the years after her breakup with Heidegger, all that 

she did helped her to reconfigure her life and to save her.  One does not ride the 
waves of Time with any conscious plan to do so. Time does not submit to human 
control in that way.  But it takes intelligent faith to continue to do the best one 
can -- despite many private reasons to feel that “all is lost” -- because somehow 
one knows that it is not in vain that one does one’s best. 

 
What else?  What precipitated her flight from Germany in 1933?  She told 

Gunter Gaus, who interviewed her in 1964, that she had agreed to a proposal 
from the then president of the Zionist organization in Germany to collect and 
assemble the anti-Semitic statements that were being heard and read in every 
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sector of German society, with a view to making them known abroad.  To do this 
took courage and it gave her “the feeling that something could be done after all.”  

 
Inevitably, she was arrested, but showed the mother-wit to make “friends 

with the official who arrested me,” also to conceal from him the name of the 
organization she worked for (“I couldn’t let the organization be exposed”), to 
dispense with the services of “some lawyer who was himself afraid” and to 
attune herself to the official’s bias in her favor till he himself finally found a way 
to release her.  When everything depends on the ability, a woman has to know 
when to flirt, and how. 

 
In Paris, she worked to facilitate the passage of Jewish children to 

Palestine, where they could find refuge in kibbutzim. When she was established 
in New York after the war, she took on the assignment of tracking Jewish 
possessions stolen by the Nazis, or by local opportunists, returning them to 
survivors where feasible, or else to their heirs.27 On her own behalf, she learned 
English well enough to write in that language, found her way into academic life 
and the circle of intellectuals who published in Partisan Review and other 
prominent outlets.   

 
She made the predicaments that she faced legible.   
 
She might have viewed the anti-Semitic propaganda flood as a kind of 

mud-slide into moral chaos – an ineluctable change for the worse from which 
there was nothing to do but flee.  Instead, aware that foreigners at least were in a 
position to assess this new fact about Germany, she took the risk of gathering 
evidence.   

 
It was not in her power to make her arresting officer into a person who 

could help her, but she did what she could to notice and bring out that trait in 
him.    
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She could not roll back the tide of hatred that would sweep the Jewish 
children of Europe to their deaths, but she could help some of them to escape 
and survive.   

 
She could not have known that her marriage to Stern/Anders would not 

last, nor certainly that he would rescue her and her second husband.  But 
evidently she had dealt with him in such a way as to leave room for that kind of 
gallantry, if he chose to exercise it.   

 
She could not have undone the history that included the Holocaust, but 

she worked to give back to survivors and heirs whatever things of value could 
still be restored.   

 
In sum, she established herself and worked on behalf of others who were 

dispossessed and whom she could assist in vital ways.  At every opportunity, she 
acted as if this is a world where more than time and chance are in play.  She 
showed a degree of intelligent hope -- having nothing to do with any doctrine -- 
that allowed her to do the best she could in her time and circumstances.   

 
Up to this point she can be said to have chosen the first path foreseen in  

“Shadows,” in which she would “overcome sickness and confusion and learn 
patience and the simplicity and freedom of organic growth.”  The story of 
Hannah Arendt was unfolding beautifully and naturally, in accordance with its 
own rhythms and contours. 

 
What about her intellectual life?  Up through about 1950, what she wrote 

shows the imprint of a brilliant young philosopher.  The essay already cited, 
where Heidegger is so decisively dispatched, is not a mere overview of the 
contemporary existentialists.  It sets them in the frame of their intellectual 
history, so that we see what each was responding to in the moving realm of 
ideas.   
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Starting with Kant, for whom philosophy is still essentially contemplation, 
proceeding to Hegel in whose system the realms of being and thought fuse, she 
closes the gap between Hegel and Kierkegaard, the first existentialist, for whom 
subjectivity -- my own here-and-now existence -- refuses to be swallowed up by 
any intellectual system, Hegel’s included.28  Nor does she neglect the place of 
Marx and Freud in this genealogy of influences, though they are tangential to the 
main line of intellectual ancestry that she traces here. 

 
The distinctions drawn in “What is Existential Philosophy” (and a good 

many other of her early philosophical essays) come from a thinker who sees 
ideas as explosive in human history and is able to delineate their intellectual 
motivation with precision and ease.  She is at home in the discipline, the way 
people are safe in those fields of endeavor where they know what they are doing. 

 
What about Arendt’s moral analyses at this period, as they bear on the 

victims and perpetrators of the Nazi regime?  For the victims, she traces, with 
unblinking empathy, the stages of their suffering, from “the moment of arbitrary 
arrest when the judicial person is destroyed, not because of the injustice of the 
arrest but because the arrest stands in no connection whatsoever with the actions 
or opinions of the person.”   

 
She takes the reader through a second stage of destruction affecting “the 

moral personality … achieved through the separation of concentration camps 
from the rest of the world, a separation which makes martyrdom empty, 
senseless and ridiculous.”  And so on, for the remaining stage or stages.29 

 
For the Arendt of these essays, the person who has been thus battered is 

“always a specific mixture of spontaneity and being conditioned” and can only 
be reduced to a victim indistinguishable from other victims by a process that 
goes against the human norm.  What happened under the Nazis escapes the 
generalizations of the social sciences because it is in every sense extraordinary.  
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When she returned on a visit to Germany, shortly after the war’s end, she 
was also far from taking at face value the apparent good conscience of the 
perpetrators, or supposing them to be the unthinking functionaries they 
pretended to be.  On the contrary, she wrote that their “complete absence of even 
rudimentary regret… together with the ever-repeated assurances that 
responsibility for the crimes rested with some superior authorities, seems to 
indicate that fear of responsibility is not only stronger than conscience but even 
stronger, under certain circumstances, than fear of death.”30   

 
Whether or not this diagnosis, first published January 1st, 1950, was 

sufficient for the case, at the very least it shows that Arendt was unimpressed by 
the acrobatics of self-concealment in the perpetrators and understood their 
purpose: moral evasion.  About the “nightmare of Germany in its physical, moral 
and political ruin,” she wrote in another essay, “this apparent heartlessness, 
sometimes covered over with cheap sentimentality, is only the most conspicuous 
outward symptom of a deep-rooted, stubborn, and at times vicious refusal to 
face and come to terms with what really happened.”31  What she observed, and 
reported, were people steeped in guilt, working overtime to anaesthetize 
themselves.  The essays just cited were mostly written between 1946 and 1950.    

 
Then, in February of 1950, she met him again.  Arendt was in Europe in 

connection with her work for Jewish Cultural Reconstruction.  She wrote her 
husband that she had not “the slightest wish ever to see that man.”  
Nevertheless, she went to Freiburg and sent “that man” a note from her hotel.  
They met in the hotel dining room.  In his turn, he had intended to leave her a 
note with an invitation to meet his wife at their home, but the waiter recognized 
Heidegger and led him to Arendt’s table.32   

 
As she wrote him the next day, ”it was as if time suddenly stood still.”  

Her impulse to meet him again, “mercifully saved me from committing the only 
really inexcusable act of infidelity and forfeiting my life.”33    
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She had it backwards.  The betrayals had been Heidegger’s and the steps 
that would have led to the forfeiture of her life, Heidegger’s too.  With such 
inversions, their reunion began.  

 
It went on in the same vein.  From the first, Heidegger set about to frame 

the conditions of this reunion, as he had set the terms of their original liaison.  
Theirs would be a relation of “purity” and openness, between himself, her and 
his clearly irritated wife.  He would send Arendt romantic poems with the 
intimate “Du” (the first word he spoke when he saw her again).  Most 
significantly, he would write her about how to “surmount the spirit of revenge” 
and “experience the innermost hinge of Being so as to arrive at a point where one 
understands that justice is not a function of power but rather the ray of goodness 
that is one’s salvation.” 

 
Innermost hinge of Being?  There is a corrupt use of philosophical talent, 

whereby opaque abstractions are threaded into one’s style of discourse, in order 
to replace plain speaking about great wrongs done to real people.  In the same 
letter to Arendt, Heidegger says “a merely moral attitude is not enough … .”  No 
doubt.  But it would have been a start in the right direction. 

 
Several themes run through the Heidegger correspondence with Arendt at 

this juncture.   
 
First, he writes to her, a “new period of growth” for them both must 

override any attempt to ask him to be accountable for his past. (Normally one 
prefaces a new period of growth with some squaring of past accounts.) 

 
Second, German history gets a pseudo-philosophic makeover.  For 

example, “a history imagined only historically does not necessarily determine 
what is essential about human existence; the length of duration is no measure for 
the presence of essence; … an instant of rupture can be more ‘being’: … man must 
prepare for this ‘Being’ and learn a different kind of remembrance; … the fate of 
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the Jews and the Germans does have its own truth, for which our historical 
calculation is no match.”    

 
(If rupture gives more being, might not the rupture to the vital organs that 

we call murder be said to give more life?   If the fate of Jews and Germans has its 
own truth, what is to be done with the defamatory fictions that Germans 
repeatedly told about Jews?  Shall every lie go uncorrected?) 

 
Third, the real Heidegger is a wholly apolitical man who had to learn to 

stay within the precincts of thought.  (When and how did he arrive at that 
lesson?) 

 
Fourth, Hannah Arendt was and is Heidegger’s eternal intimate.  

(However genuinely felt, theirs was an intimacy incompletely achieved, since so 
much was willfully overlooked.)34  

 
Does this intellectual and emotional pressure from Heidegger -- her first 

and greatest philosophy teacher, her lover from the mountain top and would-be 
murderer, reinstated now as virtual intimate with the power to lift her (even if 
incognito) to a rarified place beside him in the pantheon of philosophy’s 
immortal couples – does all this combustible stuff have any traceable effects on 
Arendt as a thinker?  Yes it does.  Not mechanically or immediately, but by 
degrees -- and at last massively. 

 
For example, her 1954 essay, “Concern With Politics in Recent European 

Philosophical Thought,” again deals with Heidegger among a roster of other 
philosophers, but this time he is referred to deferentially, as the one who may be 
offering a way beyond the difficulties the others have got themselves into, and 
she is wary of being so “presumptuous” as to venture to say more than he 
himself has so far articulated.35  The man whose thought was worth nothing, 
except as the antechamber to dark deeds, is now discretely limned as the best 
hope for the future of philosophy itself. 
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In 1958, Arendt published The Human Condition, the work of which she 
affirmed, in her letter sending it to Heidegger, that it “owes practically 
everything to you in every respect.” In that work, she decides that “[c]rime and 
willed evil are rare,” that radical evil involves “rare outbursts” on the human 
scene of something “about whose nature so little is known” that it puts out of 
play our power to punish or forgive.  Now it seems that what evil disables is not 
the normal, reciprocal relations between people but rather human understanding 
itself. 

 
This is very odd.  In her earlier essays, such as “The Aftermath of Nazi 

Rule” and “Social Science Techniques and the Study of Concentration Camps,” 
Arendt showed awareness of the wide swath of humanity over which evil had 
held sway.  The evils she wrote about happened within recent memory and -- far 
from being rare -- were ubiquitous.  They had prevailed in the European 
landscape.  That was the whole point about them.   

 
Nor did she think then that evil put human understanding out of play.  In 

her post-War essays, Arendt showed a focused ability to penetrate the disguises 
by which perpetrators shielded themselves from guilty self-awareness.  She had 
suffered from Nazism in many ways.  But the work of that period shows no 
diminution of her considerable powers of understanding.   

 
While the account of evil in The Human Condition is so cursory as to 

suggest its irrelevance to her theory of action, in the chapter titled “Action,” she 
dwells at length on “forgiveness” as critical to the capacity of persons and 
communities to endure.  What forgiveness does, apparently (I say apparently 
because the discussion is fairly convoluted), is confer on the forgiven person 
release from the past regardless of what he has done.  It undoes the past, allowing 
new life to spring up in its place.  “Forgiving and the relationship it establishes is 
always an eminently personal … affair in which what was done is forgiven for 
the sake of who did it.”   
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I doubt much time need be spent here discovering who who is.  
Apparently, after receiving Heidegger’s ardent, epistolary prompts, Arendt 
decided that evil – formerly a mass phenomenon -- was very rare and that its 
eruption left a blank in the understanding.  Meantime, “trespasses” turn out to 
do most of the work formerly assigned to evil, and they get remedied by erasing 
the record of them.  “Forgiveness” is her name for this repeal of the past.  
Although it does involve personal favoritism, it is nonetheless fair because, what 
the trespassers have done, “they have done unknowingly.”36 

 
Not a word here could have been taken as true by Arendt herself.  Nothing 

in the nature of evil assures its rarity, but in any case the mass phenomenon was 
what Arendt had already discussed in earlier essays.  Her own lucid analyses 
had already shown that evil does not necessarily stun the understanding,   

 
Nor could she have endorsed the claim that forgiveness, in and of itself, 

erases the misdeed.  Long ago, in “Shadows,” the precocious diary fragment of 
her nineteenth year, Arendt faced the two paths she might take in her life, with 
the clear realization that, if she chose the wrong one, there would be 
consequences inhering in the choice.  She would become one human type rather 
than another.   

 
The consequences would follow whether or not anyone else knew what 

she had done – much less “forgave” it.  Nor, in “Shadows,” was there any self-
serving suggestion that she could make the fateful choice “unknowingly.”  
Rather, each of the two opposing paths was delineated with fine strokes – the 
first natural, the second arbitrary and dictated by the love of power.  Lastly, if 
Arendt had indeed changed her mind about previously-held views, intellectual 
responsibility should have led her to say so, and to say why. 

 
The Origins of Totalitarianism, published in 1968, is a 479-page book where 

we see the same genre of transformation of earlier thought.  The germ of Origins 
was an essay of approximately thirty two pages, unpublished, date unclear but 
earlier than 1954, titled “On the Nature of Totalitarianism: An Essay in 
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Understanding.”37  Judging by its stylistic clarity, seriousness of purpose and 
originality, it belongs among Arendt’s substantive, pre-reunion intellectual 
contributions.   

 
  In those thirty-two pages, Arendt raises and answers the question 

of why, in totalitarian regimes, the mass killings go on and on.  The explanation 
cannot be pragmatic or opportunistic, since such regimes do their slaughters of 
the innocent even against their own strategic interests.  Nor can the phenomenon 
be read as a phase in the career of ordinary tyrants, because massacres of the 
tyrannical type are driven by the leader’s desires.  Therefore they don’t continue 
in perpetuity, but tend to stop or wind down at the point of his satiation.  It 
follows that the interminable mass killings of totalitarian regimes cannot be 
understood in terms of their leaders’ psychologies. 

 
What is new and unique about totalitarian regimes is that they pretend to 

follow extra-human “laws” -- of Nature in the case of Nazism and History in the 
case of Soviet communism.  This means that human nature itself must be remade 
so as to confirm these so-called laws.  As a consequence, the spontaneity of the 
individual, which he enjoys under law as conceived in civil society, must be 
crushed out of recognition.  Terror will be the rule of such regimes, because 
humanity reasserts itself and has to be crushed again, incessantly. Regimes of this 
type must also be expansionist.  Otherwise freedom – so menacing to them -- 
might appear at their borders.   

 
Arendt’s short essay did not go so far as to claim that terror was successful 

in destroying the human element. “Totalitarian terror does not … at least to our 
limited knowledge, succeed in obliterating the love of freedom from the hearts of 
men … .”38  Her point was only that such obliteration was its aim and method. 

 
The 1968 book, The Origins of Totalitarianism, makes the much stronger 

claim that totalitarianism fully succeeds in its project of human obliteration.  
“Nothing then remains but ghastly marionettes with human faces, which all 
behave like the dog in Pavlov’s experiments, which all react with perfect 
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reliability, even when going to their own death, and which do nothing but react.”  
Her rhetorically dazzling thesis would be that, under terror regimes, the human 
psyche disintegrates to the point where moral distinctions no longer apply.  
“What meaning,” Arendt asks, “has the concept of murder when we are 
confronted with the mass production of corpses?”39   

 
It has, of course, the same meaning as a crime committed against one 

victim, except compounded as many times over as there are victims.  Sensibility 
might be numbed, imagination staggered and the heart downcast, but we can 
still perform simple addition.  The intellect is not disabled.  Rather, Arendt has 
found another opportunity to repeat the claim she made in The Human Condition 
that, where evil erupts, understanding vaporizes.    

 
Contrary to her supposition that the terrorized psyche vanishes (as 

opposed to merely going into hiding, like a frightened turtle retracting its head), 
not one survivor interviewed by Claude Lanzmann for his film Shoah reported 
that his or her psyche disappeared under the blows suffered.40  Arendt’s thesis goes 
vastly beyond the available, relevant evidence.  It does, however, buttress her 
claim of evil’s incomprehensibility, in the sense that it removes the witnesses from 
the scene of the crimes committed against them. 

  
There was however one scene where survivors were able to testify under 

oath, often with unforgettable clarity, simplicity and heartbroken intelligence, to 
the blows that had rained down upon them.  This was the 1961 trial of Adolf 
Eichmann, the Nazi official whose war-time assignment it had been to 
implement the Holocaust. 

 
Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil remains Arendt’s 

most discussed work.  Argument still rages about its two main claims: the first, 
that the defendant was a dull, thoughtless fellow who lacked imagination 
beyond what was needed to carry the orders of a bureaucracy; the second, that 
the Jewish leadership – not unknowingly but deliberately and willfully -- aided 
and abetted the Holocaust. 
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When I first read the Eichmann trial transcript, and then read Arendt’s 

Eichmann in Jerusalem, I remember wondering, were there two trials, of which I 
read one while Arendt attended the other?  My own impression of Eichmann 
was of a cruel, calculating and arrogant man.  My sense of the victims was that 
they had done about the best they could.  My argument to that effect is in the 
subsection of this book under the ironical head, “The Right Way to Act” – 
ironical because the idea that there is a proper way to undergo one’s Holocaust 
struck me as nearly risible.  Let’s do it again and get it right this time?41 

 
It is time to consult the Argentine transcripts to get Eichmann himself, in 

the company of his sympathizers, speaking of what he did and why. 
 
Was he a time-serving bureaucrat who followed the instructions of higher-

ups mindlessly, without a big picture of what he was accomplishing? 
 
“The only good enemy of the Reich is a dead one. … If I had not done this, 

they would not have gone to the butcher.  … It was actually an achievement that 
was never matched before or since.”  

 
Did Eichmann enter in good faith into the one-sided “negotiations” he 

carried on with desperate Jewish representatives?   
 
“Over the years I learned which hooks to use to catch which fish.”  
 
Did he preserve a sense of the humanness of those he sent to their doom? 
 
“Look, how can you make 25,000 Jews, or people, or let’s say 25,000 cows, 

how can you simply let 25,000 animals just disappear en route. … Have you ever 
seen 25,000 people in a pile? … Have you ever seen 10,000 people in a pile?   
That’s five transport trains, and if you pack them in the way the Hungarian 
police planned, then at best you’ll get no more than 3,000 people in one transport 
train.  … Loading a train is a tricky business anyway, whether it’s with cattle or 
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flour sacks … and so much more difficult to load it with people, especially when 
you have problems to reckon with.”   By contrast, the Hungarian death marches, 
which Eichmann, as their organizer, called “Jew-treks,  … [proceeded] “in the 
most elegant way.”42 

 
What did Eichmann really think of his Jewish victims? 
 
“I have no regrets!  … I balk inwardly at saying we did anything wrong.  

No.  I have to tell you quite honestly that if … we had killed 10.3 million, I would 
be satisfied, and would say good, we have destroyed an enemy.  … We would 
have fulfilled our duty to our blood and our people and to the freedom of the 
peoples if we had exterminated the most cunning intellect of all the human 
intellects alive today.”  

 
“[W]e are fighting an enemy who is intellectually superior to us.  … 

[A]eons before the Romans erected their state, aeons before the very founding of 
Rome itself, they were able to write.  Look at the tablets of the Ten 
Commandments.  Look at a race that today has recourse to, may I just say, six 
thousand years of written history, a race that has been making laws for let us say 
five thousand years or six thousand years – and I am not wrong, I believe, when I 
estimate a seventh millennium.  The fact that the Christian church today makes 
use of this law making is very depressing to me.  But it tells me that this must be 
a race of the first order of magnitude, since lawmakers have always been very 
great.  And because of these realizations I fought against this enemy.”43 

 
Far from being inattentive to the overall purpose of the extermination 

process, Eichmann has Jews on the brain.  It is as if they form the nucleus around 
which all else orbits in his mental space. 

 
For me, rereading Arendt’s book many years after I first read it, the most 

striking feature was the way in which its author manages to say and then unsay 
what she just said.  Sometimes this occurs immediately, sometimes after an 
interval of many pages, but it  happens so often that Arendt’s Eichmann in 
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Jerusalem becomes rather a dizzying experience for the reader.  For the same 
reason, trying to lift out any point for criticism turns into a near-hopeless ordeal 
for the critic.  She’s said it, as the critic charges, but she’s also unsaid it as her 
defenders point out.  It’s done rather the way a politician assures opposed 
constituent blocs that each of them can count on him.  Beyond the contradictions, 
there are also the problematically broad claims, which may be true in one respect 
but false in another, with no discernible effort to distinguish between respects. 

 
Take, for one example, her suggestion that Jewish groups, who negotiated 

with Nazis to open the way for the escape of some Jews, allowed themselves, as 
if lulled by their “daily contact” with Nazis, to facilitate the liquidation of other 
co-religionists.  One wants to know, did they really facilitate or simply prove 
powerless to impede the deportations?  If the former, no evidence is supplied at the 
point where her damaging suggestion is made. 

 
Leaving aside the slur against those who engaged in desperate 

negotiations with Nazis, just one paragraph later we read that “no non-Jewish 
group or people had behaved differently.”  In the same paragraph, she writes of 
four hundred and thirty Dutch Jews who were “arrested in reprisal” for a 
Jewish-led attack on a German security force and tortured “for months on end” 
so that “every single one of them would have envied”44 those who were 
murdered by the more typical methods of Zyklon B or bullets.   

 
So which is it?  Did the Jews act no worse than anybody else in like 

circumstance?  (Was anybody else in like circumstance?)  Did they allow 
themselves to be lulled into complicity with the killers as an unintended 
consequence of their efforts to secure safety for some of their otherwise doomed 
co-religionists?  Was the “complicity” – if that’s what it was – needless, or was it 
the price exacted for whatever concessions the negotiators were able to get?  Did 
the protracted suffering visited on resisters (and perhaps bystanders too, caught 
in the roundup) when some took up arms, justify the refusal of most to do so?  
Or ought one always to refuse to cooperate with anyone holding one at 
gunpoint, no matter the cost to oneself or anyone else? 
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Not only does Arendt fail to sort out these conundrums but, as her 

inconsistencies line up, their presence in the book becomes more and more 
destabilizing for the reader.  One no longer knows from what perspective she is 
viewing this history.  One does not know whether to try to flag the 
inconsistencies and think on her behalf how they might be reconciled, or just 
forget them and settle back to try to get her drift.   

 
The resultant disorientation might be one reason why the controversy she 

generated continues.  One can argue on one side or the other, endlessly.  Another 
reason could be that questions about particulars have been posed with excessive 
generality.   

 
In the landscape thus fitfully lit, victims will be inclined to blame 

themselves -- hoping thereby to regain a lost sense of control.  Maybe, they 
imagine, the whole thing might have fallen out differently if only they had 
fathomed the secret of the right way to act!   

 
For those not personally involved, there may also be the projective 

tendency to feel guilt preemptively, on behalf of the victim one might have been, 
oneself.  Who is able, after all, to know what each of us could manage to do, or 
refuse to do, when living in a condition of global abandonment – the survivors 
testified that it was as if the whole world had turned its back -- together with the 
quasi-biological instinct to conform within a moving mass of terrified bodies and 
minds?     

 
These are very interesting questions, and one might gain an equal 

measure of insight from seeing them served up, with the same retroactive 
curiosity, to the terrified Armenians of 1915 to 1923 and the Polish officers of 
1940, who were lined up to be shot in the Katyn forest. 

 
Arendt dismisses as mere “rodomontade” Eichmann’s boast to his men, “I 

will jump into my grave laughing, because the fact that I have the death of five 
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million Jews  … on my conscience gives me extraordinary satisfaction.”  Why 
then does she take at face value her own report of evidence submitted at 
Nuremberg of S.S. General Karl Wolf who “greeted ‘with particular joy’ the news 
that ‘for two weeks now a train has been carrying, every day, five thousand 
members of the Chosen People’” to their deaths?45  If it’s empty bragging when 
Eichmann talks that way, why is it serious evidence of murderous intent when 
Wolf does the same thing?   

 
Why the inconsistency?  We are not told.  Also, empty or not, what kind of 

man brags about such a thing?  And what is a rarely used and odd word like 
rodomontade doing here?  Does it lead us to puzzle over the word, rather than 
over the fact that Eichmann is bragging about a vast number of murders?    

 
Even for Arendt, there was no getting around Eichmann’s well-attested 

zeal in tracking his quarry, rounding up those who might otherwise have 
escaped, and making sure they got delivered to the killing fields despite every 
kind of obstacle.  What Arendt does is obscure these motivation-revealing phases 
of Eichmann’s record, by interlacing her report of them with much more detailed 
descriptions of inter-agency rivalries with which (her contention is) the 
defendant was obsessively involved -- the killings being merely a sort of device 
to accomplish his real ambition, which was to climb the rungs of the Nazi 
bureaucratic ladder.   

 
We never get a clear, gap-free account of what he did, when he did it, and 

what might have been done instead to mitigate the horror, had Eichmann taken 
advantage of multiple chances to do so.  Rather, we are left to marvel at Arendt’s 
command of the niceties of inter-office politics in the Nazi hierarchy.   

 
The author’s final equivocation concerns the book’s purpose or message.  

Is she delivering an explanation of evil as such, or at least of evil-doing as it 
occurs in the generality of cases?  Is it her conclusion that evil’s perpetrators are 
people suffering from “an inability to think?”  Was Eichmann someone who 
“merely … never realized what he was doing”?  That the book contains a general 
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account of evil would seem to be implied by its famous subtitle, “A Report on the 
Banality of Evil.” 

 
If such is her aim, and the purported accomplishment of this book, why 

does she deny that the book is “a theoretical treatise on the nature of evil” and 
claim instead that it is intended only as the “report of a trial” whose “focus … is 
upon the person of the defendant, a man of flesh and blood with an individual 
history, with an always unique set of qualities, peculiarities, behavior patterns 
and circumstances”?46     

 
The book is not primarily or merely a factual report of a trial.  Rather, it 

offers an hypothesis about the nature of evil whose evidence is the trial.  Its 
“report” spotlights whatever seems to support that hypothesis and buries in 
obfuscation whatever might serve to undermine it.  So it is certainly misleading 
to deny that the book has the message that it has. 

 
What is more, Arendt stuck by that message in the explicitly theoretical 

work she did later.  Thus, in “Thinking and Moral Considerations,”(1971) she 
again cites Eichmann’s “total absence of thinking” and argues that evil-doing 
results from that very absence of thinking.  By contrast, the person engaged in 
thinking will shun evil deeds, because thinking bestows the ability to see oneself, 
as if in a mirror.  The thinker will not care to see a murderer as his or her 
reflected image for who, Arendt asks, “would want to be the friend of and have 
to live together with a murderer?”47   

 
Unfortunately, lots of people.  This is hasty psychology and poor history.  

The world has never lacked for instances of people who relished their own cruel 
and merciless image.  Impressive powers of thought have been deployed plotting 
the entrapment of their victims.48   

 
In 1971, The New York Review of Books published Arendt’s ”Martin 

Heidegger at Eighty.” On that occasion, she celebrated him as the “secret king in 
the empire of thinking,” whose “thinking has had ... a decisive influence on the 



 

 

34 

century’s intellectual physiognomy.”  In the course of her fulsome tribute, she 
touched on his Nazi period, but only as an “escapade” or “mistake,” which he 
“recognized after a short time” – the mistake consisting in his quitting, if only 
temporarily, “the residence of thinking.”49 

 
So, despite her denials, Arendt promoted a thesis about evil in Eichmann in 

Jerusalem.  The rudiments of that thesis began to appear in her work after her 
reunion with Heidegger and prior to the Eichmann trial.  This concept of evil 
deviated markedly from the views of Nazi criminality and of its suffering victims 
that she had expressed in essays written before her reunion with Heidegger, 
though some, of the earlier type, appeared for a few years thereafter.  The essays 
of the earlier period also made their points more clearly, with less convolution 
and little or no tendency to affirm and deny the same thing.   

 
In the lover-like letters that he wrote Arendt after their 1950 reunion and 

reconciliation, Heidegger dropped hints that reaappeared folded into her theory 
of evil and its forgiveness.  Heidegger’s “Everything is given to us anew” and “a 
new period of growth [is] beginning for us … ” becomes Arendt’s “[f] orgiving 
… does not merely react but acts anew … unconditioned by the act which 
provoked it … .”  Heidegger’s “I have neither experience nor talent in the 
political sphere” but have “learned to leave nothing out of thought”50 becomes 
Arendt’s explanation both for Eichmann’s role in the Holocaust and for 
Heidegger’s Nazi “escapade.”  Nonthinking accounts for them both – prolonged 
and typical in Eichmann’s case, brief and atypical in Heidegger’s.   This complex 
of views she maintained to the end of her years.  From its first formulations, it 
supplied implicit excuses to Heidegger.  At the last, in the widely-read New York 
Review of Books, she made use of it to exonerate him. 

 
   *          *          * 
 
After the relation between Arendt and Heidegger came to light, it was 

generally handled by commentators in one of two ways: with tactful brevity as 
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irrelevant, or else sarcastic emphasis, as exposing a shoddy secret.  The approach 
favored usually depended on the commentator’s views of Eichmann in Jerusalem. 

 
Neither view is adequate.  The relation’s corrupting effect on Arendt’s 

most influential work is entirely relevant to any adequate understanding of that 
work.  At the same time, it would be inaccurate to vulgarize the love they had for 
each other.  Whether or not it took a carnal form after their reunion is none of our 
business.  They continued to be strongly drawn to each other at a time in life 
when youth’s attractions had passed.   

 
They were two highly influential intellectuals who, over a lifetime, 

encouraged each other’s work, celebrated each other’s successes and consoled 
each other’s sorrows.  His death occurred within a few months of hers, and that 
might not have been a coincidence.  They played for each other the role of 
lifelong witnesses.  To do that is to love, and it is not for others to measure the 
intensity or quality of the feeling. 

 
This does not mean that their love would have survived her  disputing his 

evasions.  It might have survived, had she refused to talk the way he talked, but 
her refusal would have put their reconciliation at risk.  Instead, in deciding as she 
did, she put at risk her own hold on the truth of what had happened between 
them and what had happened in the wider world.  The small rock she pushed 
aside became a rockslide. 

 
In the annals of lovers, the case of Heidegger/Arendt seems to me 

without precedent.  Remarkably for a nineteen-year-old, she had visualized a 
pair of distinct and divergent futures.  According to the first possibility, events 
and her responses would unfold naturally.  She would do the best she could in 
the rough and the smooth, and would not try to dodge suffering.  But there was a 
second path, which she foresaw herself tempted to take, of “a strange, 
destructive desire for power” and “a curiosity without rights or foundation … 
until finally the … end [would take] her unawares, putting an arbitrary stop to 
her useless activity.”  Very early, before Heidegger entered her life as a lover, she 
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knew that she would have to choose between those two paths.  Which story 
would she live?  

 
She began by taking the natural path.  Her footsteps on that way were 

most clearly discernible in the years that immediately followed Heidegger’s 
betrayal of her trust as a teacher, colleague and lover and his defacing of the 
people and principles she had valued up to that point in her life.  She did not 
dramatize her response to his multi-level betrayal.  It came in the form of years of 
productive living and substantive work.  She did the best she could and her best 
was very good indeed.  

 
Then she came face to face with Martin Heidegger again.  As it turned out, 

he showed that his romantic attachment was still vibrant, even after all that he 
had done against her and everything she stood for.   Was it long-injured feminine 
pride that he at last gratified?  In any case, thereafter she succumbed by degrees 
to the path of intellectual arbitrariness.  She made things up.  

 
Along with his renewed attentions, she accepted his rationales.  She 

changed her own views without acknowledging that she had done so.  Her new 
opinions, for which she became celebrated and controversial, fit with the 
groundless ones he proffered.  For the rest of her life, she devoted her impressive 
intellectual powers and influence to providing him – and along with him the 
educated public – with a succession of excuses. 

 
*           *          * 

 
What should Hannah Arendt have done?  We are not talking about a 

woman who does not care and does not love.  Anyone who thinks women only 
love, or only should love, men who are worthy of them, is simply not paying 
attention.  But it is a long way from continuing to love him, the unworthy – even 
profoundly unworthy –man, to scripting such books as Eichmann in Jerusalem -- 
where the reader is charmed into moral confusion by a skein of inconsistencies.  
To do that, for an intellectual, is to betray her trust.    
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A woman who loved him might well decide, in private tete a tete with 

Heidegger, to “agree” with his self-exculpations because men, even powerful 
men, are fragile and the woman who loves that particular pillar of male fragility 
might not want to precipitate another nervous breakdown, such as Heidegger 
suffered after the first de-Nazification hearings had suspended his right to teach 
at the University.  Such a woman might also, as she did, assist in getting his work 
translated into English, offer professional advice and consent to write selective 
appreciations of his contributions to the field.   

 
None of this required her specifically and publicly to provide excuses for 

her lover’s service to the Nazi regime, or to weave these excuses into a 
groundless thesis about the ordinariness of a prime perpetrator of the Holocaust, 
or to script a slippery, now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t condemnation of the 
Jewish victims, among whom she herself could easily have been numbered, or to 
claim that the survivors couldn’t bear witness to what happened because evil 
nullifies the understanding. 

 
Love alone did not require all these derogations of the intellectual’s duty 

to say what one has seen and not make things up.  Nor was it love that 
summoned into being the Arendt public persona that defended the guilty and 
defamed their victims.   

 
While the moral condemnations of Jewish leaders that sear some of the 

pages of Eichmann in Jerusalem are heated and persuasive, the case she has made 
for those condemnations is riddled with gaps and inconsistencies.  One has to 
look elsewhere than her report for the source of their contagious power over the 
reader.  My guess is that the moral sincerity one senses in those pages comes 
from Arendt’s self-condemnation, projected but au fond sincere, for betrayals 
whose colloquial (and usually metaphorical) name is “sleeping with the enemy.”  

 
What does it mean to live one’s story in the right way?  It is to do the best 

one can to make the situation one faces in the world intelligible at the very least 
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and, at most, to enlist whatever helps can be found, beyond one’s own limited 
powers, to improve the situation. 

 
Her contrary decision, to misreport the situation she faced, for herself and 

others, was made at Heidegger’s prompting.  Nevertheless, even though their 
hidden love became a power in the world and lasted as long as they did, that 
decision -- to misrepresent real situations in consequential ways and persuade 
many others to do the same -- was not made inevitable by the love’s renewal in 
1950.   

 
Documents she has left us show that, before she met Heidegger -- and 

long before she met him again -- Arendt visualized what she would do if she 
took the wrong path.  Remarkably, Arendt at nineteen foresaw herself deciding 
in favor of a “destructive desire for power” that “ruined and rejected her 
youthful kingdom” and put in its place “idle experiments and a curiosity 
without rights or foundation … .”   

 
Hers was a thoroughly documented life.  In tribute to the woman she 

might have been, she left us the paper trail of clues.   It was for us to put them 
back into their original order so that, finally, we could see how exceptional and 
wonderful was the life story she began and how regrettably she spoiled it. 

 
                                                
1 In recent philosophizing, the best-known instance of bungling one’s life is the 
one cited by Bernard Williams: Tolstoy’s fictional Anna Karenina, who left her 
respectable if unsatisfying marriage for what she hoped – delusively as it turned 
out -- would be a great love.  The contrasting, non-bungling case is that of the 
real-life painter Paul Gauguin, who left his respectable life for what he hoped 
would be success as an artist -- and who actually turned out to be a very good 
painter.  Williams contends that a failure like Anna’s, and a success like 
Gauguin’s, depend equally on luck.   See Bernard Williams, Moral Luck: 
Philosophical Papers 1973-1980 (Cambridge University Press, 1981).  In my article, 
“Moral Competence and Bernard Williams,” in Philosophy 81, 2006, pp. 255-77, I 
disagree with Williams, citing experiences that cannot be explained in terms of 
luck.  Williams might reply that, even if the method or art of avoiding the great 
bungles can be presented, one’s opportunity to learn the art would still be a matter 
of luck.  If Williams is right, of course, then those who read this chapter will be 
the lucky ones. 
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