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Arendt’s Project:  
“nothing more than to think what we are doing” (5) 

 

A matter of perspective — Arendt wants a wide view 

 

 

Arendt 

liberal conservative 

fascism communism socialism classical liberalism 

modernism traditionalism 

natural law theory 

post-classic classic 



Problem: 

The language we use to discuss social and 

political matters usually presupposes classical 

liberalism, or at best, modernism. 

 

 

Arendt’s Challenge:  

• to find and use a vocabulary that can express 
the concepts she needs 

• to find and use a mode of argument that can 
support her position 

• to convey this to a contemporary audience  

 

 

Result:  

• Arendt’s use of common terms is idiosyncratic 

• Arendt’s arguments are frequently complex 
and convoluted 

• Arendt frequently needs to draw upon a vast 
literature 



Terminology — Some Contrasts 

 
Public 

Property 

Action  

Freedom 

What should be 

displayed 

Glory 

 

Private 

Wealth 

Behavior 

Necessity 

What should be 

hidden 

Goodness 



The Public and Private Realms in the 
Classical World 
 
The Private Realm 
the household (oikia) 

focused on maintaining 
biological life 

location of labor 

realm of necessity 

strict inequality 

the economic 
foundation for political 
equals 

private property = place 
from which you enter 
the public realm (cf. 
real property) 

 

 

The Public Realm 
the polis 

focused on political 
activity 

location of action 

realm of freedom 

community of equals 

not a realm for 
discussing economic 
matters 

set against futility 

immortality 



The Rise of the Social 

  

Private        Public 

economic issues 
private interests 
now of public 
concern 

conformity 
 

freedom now 
expressed through 
intimacy 

Social 
• mass society 

• nation is one “household” 

• property = wealth 

• no action, only behavior 

• labor done in public   
 

“Society is the form in which the fact of 
mutual dependence for the sake of life 
and nothing else assumes public 
significance” (46) 

wealth 

dissolution of 
property as place 


