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This useful collection aims to introduce

scholars of international relations to the

political thought of Hannah Arendt. After

an introduction by the editors and a con-

cise biography of Arendt by Patricia

Owens, six essays draw out the signifi-

cance of Arendt’s thought for a wide

range of topics: humanitarian violence;

postconflict reconciliation and transitional

justice; refugees, asylum seekers, and

human rights; the twentieth-century realist

tradition; the anti–World Trade Organiza-

tion (WTO) protests and global gover-

nance; and global civil society. A short

conclusion by the editors applies Arendt’s

ideas to the study of the relationship be-

tween agency and structure in social

theory, and to timely questions of collec-

tive responsibility in wartime. The essays

range in genre from mainly expository ac-

counts of Arendt’s writings on a particular

theme to much more pointed uses of her

work to intervene in ongoing scholarly de-

bates. All are engaging and readable,

although some feel more developed than

others, and the volume as a whole admir-

ably keeps substantive political issues in

the foreground.

Taken as a whole, the essays in this vol-

ume show that the study of international

politics can be enriched by taking seriously

Arendt’s distinctive understanding of po-

litical freedom not as individual or collec-

tive sovereignty but as a fragile power of

initiation that emerges when people act

and speak together in a public space.

Bridget Cotter and Patricia Owens, for in-

stance, draw out the implications of this

conception of political freedom for the

idea of ‘‘humanity.’’ Cotter shows how

Arendt’s study (and experience) of the

‘‘statelessness’’ of refugees and asylum

seekers left her skeptical about conven-

tional appeals to human rights: because

‘‘the concept of man upon which human

rights have been based is man stripped of

all worldly attributes’’ (p. 109), such ap-

peals ironically ratify rather than over-

come the loss of worldly freedom from

which the stateless suffer. Likewise, Owens

argues that humanitarian legitimations of

interstate violence risk collapsing political

freedom not just by substituting brute

force for meaningful speech and action,

but also and more subtly by treating ‘‘hu-

manity’’ as a pre-political foundation for a

decision—a strategy that lets the spurious

notion of human nature displace the vital

idea of a human condition.

As several of the authors observe,

Arendt’s skepticism about ‘‘humanity’’ was

not rooted in any philosophical commit-

ment to the nation-state as the inevitable

context of political freedom. Instead, she

was convinced that the institutional matrix

of international relations was, in her his-

torical moment, too thin to constitute a

genuine public space that would make the

notion of humanity politically meaningful.

The essays by John Williams and Anthony

Lang take up the issue of international in-

stitutions, with subtly different results.

Williams, staging an encounter between

Arendt and the English School, argues that

she underestimated the value of conceiving

of states and their representatives as mem-

bers of a ‘‘loosely institutionalized’’ inter-

national society (p. 207). While the
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interactions of states in such a society

might still be too preoccupied with the

control of violence to count as political in

Arendt’s sense, Williams argues that the

management of violence by the society of

states is nevertheless the condition of the

possibility of more robustly political activ-

ity undertaken not only by states but also

by a panoply of other ‘‘nonstate actors’’ in

the sphere of global civil society (p. 208). If

Williams portrays such political activity as

dependent upon the institutions of inter-

national society, Lang’s analysis of the pro-

tests during the 1999 WTO meetings in

Seattle highlights the potential antagonism

between Arendtian politics and interna-

tional institutions. Although Lang aims to

show that the seemingly anarchic protests

‘‘created new forms of global governance,’’

what he means by this is that, through

their disruption of an existing state-centric

institution, the protests ‘‘created new

spaces for political speech’’ and ‘‘created

new identities’’ that may in turn ‘‘influence

global governance in the long run’’ (p.

196). Williams and Lang thus replay a

problem familiar from the Arendt liter-

ature: stable institutional contexts are nec-

essary for political freedom to exist, but

those institutions can also stifle the very

freedom they enable.

Finally, Andrew Schaap and Douglas

Klusmeyer consider the implications of

Arendt’s work for problems of ethics and

responsibility. Schaap argues that Arendt

offers a superior rationale for the practice

of forgiveness in postconflict situations:

while realists might defend forgiveness as a

prudent strategy in some circumstances,

and liberals try to fit forgiveness into a

moral framework, Arendt depicts forgive-

ness as an ‘‘unexpected and unpredictable’’

release of someone from the consequences

of his or her actions, which is valuable

because it keeps the space of political free-

dom from collapsing under the weight of

resentment and revenge (p. 79). Of course,

as Schaap himself notes, Arendt argues

that forgiveness is the appropriate re-

sponse to unintended transgressions, but

not to ‘‘willed evil and crime,’’ which de-

mand punishment (p. 77); and this raises

questions about how easily the idea of

forgiveness can be applied to the sorts of

cases Schaap has in mind. This issue comes

into relief in the course of Klusmeyer’s

essay, which, through a comparison of

Arendt with Hans Morgenthau and George

Kennan, emphasizes how much more

strongly she pressed for the creation of in-

ternational legal institutions that would

permit the punishment (not the forgive-

ness) of such crimes as genocide.

That gloss does not quite do justice to

Klusmeyer’s essay, by far the longest in the

volume, whose central agenda is to show

that Arendt was able to respond more seri-

ously to the event of the Holocaust than

Morgenthau and Kennan. These two men,

Klusmeyer argues, were well intentioned

but blinded by their structural positions as

state policy-makers or advisors, which led

them to look at international relations

‘‘through a top-down, state-centered lens’’

(p. 120). This will likely prove the most

provocative essay in the volume; it is also

noteworthy because, by focusing on as-

pects of Arendt’s intellectual context that

are not widely discussed among Arendt

scholars, it does more than the other essays

to make the interchange between Arendt

and international relations reciprocal. More

could have been done in this regard. For

example, other similarly reciprocal readings

of Arendt and international relations might

have asked: What should readers of The

Human Condition make of the prominent

place of the launching of Sputnik and the
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specter of atomic destruction in the pro-

logue to that book?

Readers should note that at times the

essays in the volume treat Arendt’s writing

too reductively, as though her texts were

primarily to be read as statements in her

own voice about how the world is or ought

to be. Sometimes Arendt writes like this,

but not always. For example, two of the

authors in the present volume cite the

same line from Arendt’s essay ‘‘Tradition

and the Modern Age’’—‘‘violence is tradi-

tionally the ultima ratio in relations be-

tween nations’’—as though it were a

declaration of Arendt’s own allegiance to

that idea (pp. 115, 208). In fact it comes as

part of a description of the tradition of po-

litical thought that Arendt says began with

Plato and was brought to an end by Marx,

a tradition with which she herself is by no

means unproblematically aligned. Still,

even when this sort of flattening happens

in this volume, it does not result in major

distortions, and at any rate it is by no

means unique to these essays. It might

even be inevitable in any attempt to make

a political theorist’s ideas seem significant

and appealing to a new audience; that, af-

ter all, is the primary purpose of this book,

and it does its job well.

—PATCHEN MARKELL

University of Chicago

recent books on ethics and international affairs 537


