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Questions/comments to start the class



The aims of The Origins of Totalitarianism

Question: What is Arendt’s aim in writing the Origins? What method
does she use to achieve this aim?



Totalitarianism and tyranny

Question: What distinguishes totalitarian regimes from other forms of
government? Is Arendt right that the Nazi and Stalinist regimes of the
20th Century are historically distinctive?

“Terror becomes total when it becomes independent of all opposition; it
rules supreme when nobody any longer stands in its way. If lawfulness is
the essence of non-tyrannical government and lawlessness is the essence
of tyranny, then terror is the essence of totalitarian domination” (Origins,
p. 610).



The nature of terror

“The first essential step on the road to total domination is to kill the
juridical person in man. This was done, on the one hand, by putting
certain categories of people outside the protection of the law and forcing
at the same time, through the instrument of denationalisation, the
non-totalitarian world into recognition of lawlessness; it was done, on the
other, by placing the concentration camp outside the normal penal
system, and by selecting its inmates outside the normal judicial procedure
in which a definite crime entails a predictable penalty.” (Origins of
totalitarianism, p. 577)



Arendt on human rights

“The Rights of Man, supposedly inalienable, proved to be
unenforceable—even in countries whose constitutions were based upon
them—whenever people appeared who were no longer citizens of any
sovereign state. To this fact, disturbing enough in itself, one must add
the confusion created by the many recent attempts to frame a new bill of
human rights, which have demonstrated that no one seems able to define
with any assurance what these general human rights, as distinguished
from the rights of citizens, really are. Although everyone seems to agree
that the plight of these people consists precisely in their loss of the
Rights of Man, no one seems to know which rights they lost when the
lost these human rights.” (Origins, p. 372)

Questions: What are Arendt’s criticisms of human rights in this
passage? What is the significance of refugees to Arendt’s claims?



The case (or not) for human rights

Activity: In your breakout rooms, discuss whether or not you think
that the concept of human rights is useful in contemporary political
discourse. If you think that they are useful, discuss what justifies them. If
you think they are not useful, discuss what we should turn to instead.


