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[C]ould it be that this right love of beauty, the proper intercourse with beautiful things… has something to do with politics?

-- Hannah Arendt, ‘The Crisis in Culture’
Nobody cares any longer what the world looks like.

-- Hannah Arendt, ‘A Conversation with Gunter Gaus’
Towards the beginning of The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt set out three faces of freedom, capacities which are free, because they might be exercised ‘in full independence of the necessities of life and the relationships they originated.’   Following Aristotle, she identified all three as concerned with what is ‘”beautiful,” that is, with things neither necessary nor merely useful.”  And she further identified them as “the life of enjoying bodily pleasures in which the beautiful, as it is given, is consumed,” (what I will call the beautiful), “the life devoted to matters of the polis, in which excellence produces beautiful deeds” (that is, politics), and philosophy (“contemplation of… things eternal, [of] everlasting beauty”).
  But after setting out three faces of freedom, Arendt proceeded to focus in detail only on the freedoms of politics and philosophy (reframed and deflated as the tripartite life of the mind: thinking, willing and judging).  Throughout The Human Condition, and indeed the rest of her oeuvre, there are only scattered references to the beautiful, and these are never clearly developed.  Nevertheless, I will try to explicate and defend this third face of freedom.  In this enterprise, I knit together some strings that Arendt wove through many of her works, threads that suggest the beautiful could have (indeed should have) become a central theme of her work, perhaps, even the central theme of her unwritten volume on judgment .  However, in The Life of the Mind, Arendt unraveled much of this web by morning.
  By the end I hope to explain why Arendt played Penelope and convince the reader that, nevertheless, the beautiful remains in the warp of her work.  If this argument seems presumptuous, I would point out that Arendt was clear that the system, principles and ideals of her books “are mercifully hidden from [their] author,” and she did invite us to accept the bequests of the past “as directed, aimed, as it were, at themselves—…as their past and their future.”
 

Explicating this third face of freedom is complicated from the beginning; for Arendt clearly told us that what unites all three faces of freedom is that they are concerned with beauty.  Therefore, because beauty is characteristic of action, thinking, willing and judgment, the beautiful can easily seem like just a feature of those familiar domains of Arendt’s thought rather than a distinct dimension of freedom.  Indeed, if we exclude action, the life of the mind and also labor (“ways of life chiefly devoted to keeping one’s self alive”) and work (“the working life of the free craftsman and the acquisitive life of the merchant”), there does not seem to be any space in the human condition left for the beautiful itself.  But Arendt’s account also assists our inquiry, because it provides a preliminary definition.  If the beautiful is “the life of enjoying bodily pleasures in which the beautiful, as it is given, is consumed,” but it cannot involve just the bodily pleasures of consuming associated with labor, the pleasures of artistic creation associated with work or the disembodied pleasures of the mind, then it must have to do with a sort of pleasure associated with an experience of beauty ‘as it is given’ or beauty itself.  Such beauty, however, cannot be anything like a Platonic Form or true beauty, for that would clearly involve philosophy (‘things eternal’), and Arendt is clearly no metaphysician.
  Furthermore, the beautiful cannot be anything like a logical or conceptual predicate of some (presumably pretty) objects, for that would involve the unfree cognitive process of logical judgment or understanding.
  Thus, the beautiful must involve relating to a “given” in a way that lets the given reveal its phenomenality such that that phenomenality can be saved, as it were, prepared for one of the other modes of the human condition, but not yet used in any of those modes.  It clarifies what I mean to look at a passage where, I think, Arendt was most clear about the beautiful:  
The proper criterion by which to judge appearances is beauty...  But in order to become aware of appearances we must first be free to establish a certain distance between ourselves and the object, and the more important the sheer appearance of a thing is, the more distance it requires for its proper appreciation.  This distance cannot arise unless we are in a position to forget ourselves, the cares and interests and urges of our lives, so that we will not seize what we admire but let it be in its appearance.

Here we have a good first-draft of what the beautiful entails.  It means that we do not “seize what we admire but let it be in its appearance.”  The “distance” Arendt described here is not a stance of objectivity.  It is not even the posture of disinterestedness in judgment, in which we reflect on a representation of an appearance in the mind.
  Instead, Arendt insisted that before judgment, we must “first” more fully apprehend the phenomenon of the given, “let it be in its appearance”.  This is a privileging of the world as a text that must be read in terms of what is there, rather than in terms of our ideological preconceptions, creative representations, needs, or plans, all of which inappropriately “seize what we admire” rather than let the given reveal its being.  Instead, the proper appreciation of the beautiful involves a stopping, lingering and strolling about the object, a hermeneutical openness in which the beholder forgets her own “cares and interests and urges,” and even the principles she brings to the object
This last way of framing the beautiful may make it seem to the reader either like Nietzsche’s will to eternal recurrence, where a thinker engages in a radical acceptance of all that is exactly as it is, or Heidegger’s Gellassenheit, the will-not-to-will that lets being be.  However, Arendt’s the beautiful does not involve the posture of a thinker at all, either the radical subjectivism of Nietzsche or the radical hope to transcend the modern oblivion to being in Heidegger.  Both, Arendt thought, maintained a residual Platonism, an acceptance of Plato’s notion that freedom is living in thought rather than in the world, and his deprecation of appearance as mere semblance.
   Arendt’s freedom of the beautiful, then, should be understood as key to her Copernican revolution, her insistence that “being is appearing.” It is a much more radical revolution than Kant’s (at least the orthodox Kant), because it rejects the core assumption of the tradition, which is that philosophy solves an epistemological problem.  Instead, Arendt is “a kind of phenomenologist,” who seeks to save the appearances, the “essential characteristics” of events.
  She accomplished this saving through her philological and philosophical “pearl-diving,” that rediscovers the distinctiveness of events, especially the plurality and natality of action.  But that saving requires more than either Arendt’s mode of analysis or her revaluing of freedom as action.  It requires a mode of the human condition distinctively attuned to the unique phenomenality of all appearances so that those appearances can be known and preserved.  This is the freedom of the beautiful, which involves a pre-philosophical relationship of love of the world that, as we shall see, Arendt described variously as “wonder,” “delight,” “thaumadzein,” and (paradoxically) “horror.” 
In the following, I try to more fully explicate Arendt’s freedom of the beautiful.  I begin by acknowledging that my focus on the beautiful falls outside of the standard ways of interpreting Arendt’s political theory.  For one, it is consistent with neither the modernist “politics of dialogue” or “consensus-oriented” reading nor the postmodern or “interpretive trend” reading of Arendt identified by Dana Villa.
  Very similarly, it also challenges the conception of politics as a form of rule outlined by Patchen Markell, either the “authoritative control” involved in the rule of a legitimate (even democratic) “regime” or the rebellious unruliness of a supposedly genuinely democratic (but indeterminate) “people.”
 And my reading further challenges the dominant neo-Aristotelean or civic republican reading of Arendt, in which she is presumed to value the “liberty of the ancients,” civic virtue and political participation in the community, over the liberty of modern liberalism.
  The argument ultimately expands on the interpretations of Dana Villa and Patchen Markell, but I develop their themes with different sources in Arendt’s oeuvre and take them in new directions.  Central to this argument is my criticism of the standard interpretation of Arendt’s political geography, which models the public sphere on the defined boundaries of the theatrical stage.  I suggest that Arendt’s political geography is, instead, heavily influenced by that of her mentor and friend Karl Jaspers.  Jaspers account of Being in terms of five dimensions of “the Encompassing,” I argue, transforms the abstract, empty and alienating concept of “space” into a concrete, rich and embracing account of the fullness of reality that is essential for understanding Arendt’s freedom of the beautiful.  With the essentially phenomenological character of Arendt’s project clarified, I then turn to surveying Arendt’s scattered but frequent references to the freedom of the beautiful.  I find that Arendt’s account of the beautiful is organized around her frequently used time dimensions of past, present and future, and I explain why Arendt turned away from the beautiful in The Life of the Mind.  I conclude by suggesting the beautiful helps us understand the unifying theme of Arendt’s works, recovering worldliness and a sense of reality.
Villa and Markell:  The Posture of the Political

Dana Villa’s reading of Arendt, in my view, is the most important of the last generation of scholars for his suggestion that the dominant Aristotelian or civic republican interpretation of Arendt fails to appreciate the influence of Heidegger and Nietzsche.  These influences, he suggests, pushed Arendt’s theory away from a politics of dialogue, consensus and universal standards and towards a politics that deconstructs modernist theories of reason and teleology in favor of “virtuosity, agonism, and theatricality.”
  On a modernist reading, Villa points out, action is only free if its associated motives and goals are consistent with liberal agency.  This means that the actor must be necessarily unconstrained and sufficiently rational according to either Rousseauian (deliberative), Kantian (autonomy), Lockean (voluntarist), Aristotelian (practical) or Platonic (idealist) criteria.  Similarly, the goals of the actor must necessarily be caused by the individual’s rational choice and sufficiently good (corresponding to the knowledge that was the basis of the intention).  On this view, then, a particular beautiful thing must be subsumed under universal laws by practical reason.  Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I have a Dream” speech, for example, is beautiful because it perfectly expressed and realized, in a particular moment and idiom, a universal truth known and willed by Dr. King and validated by the intersubjective consensus of his audience.  

In contrast to this standard reading, Villa offers us an interpretation of Arendt’s politics that is essentially aesthetic, similar to Nietzsche’s “aestheticist anti-Platonism” but saved from Nietzsche’s subjectivism (his celebration of the artist’s will to appropriate and affirm all reality as mere interpretation) by Arendt’s Kantian “[reassertion of] the dialogical or deliberative moment as a necessary boundary” to politics.
  According to Villa, Arendt’s aesthetic politics “redeems” politics from the inappropriate concerns of actors’ interests and goals and the correspondence of policy consequences with abstract truths of justice, morality or science.  Instead, political action “is seen in terms of performance,” as freedom itself that must be valued in-itself, “in its greatness or beauty.”
  This means that the beautiful in Arendt refers to the self-expressive character of political action.  The actor is precisely like a stage-actor who represents some phenomenon in her performance, and the public sphere is the stage or “space of appearance” (as Arendt called it) that makes her performance possible.  But it is also, according to Villa, the posture of aesthetic judgment adopted by the political audience, its ability (following Arendt’s appropriation of Kant’s Third Critique) to imagine different perspectives and play with such representations which “has the effect of focusing the judging agent’s attention on the publically available aspects…of the phenomenon.”
  So, contra dialogical rationalists, Arendtian politics requires no universal criteria of reason, and contra Aristotelians, it requires no shared purposes or virtues.  Instead, Arendtian politics involves public deliberations that reveal a “common…world,” precisely the public phenomena that are made to appear in political contestations, but the Nietzschean character of that contest is tamed by the regulative ideal that judgments are addressed to an open deliberative community of plural equals that may reach enough consensus to act in concert.


Villa’s analysis, here, insists that the posture of the actor (theatricality) and the posture of spectator (aesthetic judgment) are both necessary and mutually reinforcing rather than in tension or contradiction as Ronald Beiner and  Richard Bernstein notably claimed.
  His interpretation, thus, stands at odds with those who find Arendt’s aestheticization of politics and appropriation of Kant to be problematic and those who read Arendt’s turn towards judgment as providing a new model of practical reasoning rather than aesthetic reflection.
  Both action and judgment, in other words, require a similar aesthetic posture.  Patchen Markell essentially shares this emphasis on the posture of the actor and spectator.  But, while Villa’s conclusions are reached mainly through reviewing Arendt’s reflections on freedom that depend on making a distinction between work and action, Markell ends up with a similar position by analyzing Arendt’s discussions of beginning that depend on undermining the distinction between existens (ruler, one who knows, possesses or makes actuality) and patiens (ruled, one whose potential must be actualized).
  Arendt found that this distinction, Marekell shows, creates the aporia of democratic politics, the tension between politics as a kind of rule of the sovereign identity or “the self as settled in advance” and politics as a kind of unruliness that denies sovereignty and identity and affirms the possible self “in perpetual flux.”  Once this distinction is undercut, an action or beginning is neither the assertion of an identity, like taking on the character of the good hero in a theatrical performance, nor the unmasking of such roles as mere conventions.  Instead, Markell argues, action or a beginning is a “fundamental phenomenon” that comes to have significance and meaning within a particular context or event as the people in it adopt a “posture of practical attunement.”
    In this sense, we can think “of action as an attitude or stance that is available to be taken toward any activity, but which we do not necessarily always take up” when we are not attuned to, as Villa put it, the “publically available aspects…of the phenomenon.”
 Novelty, meaning, difference and public significance, on this reading, are not qualitative characteristics of things, either in-themselves (metaphysical truths) or in comparison with other things (relative).  Rather, they are a matter of “an agent’s attunement to [the thing’s] character as an irrevocable event,” as a part of the world with enough reality to be grounds for new actions, thoughts or judgments.
  Action, in this sense, is always potentially in flux, between past and future even when the event is remembered, present or anticipated, for the public character of all phenomena can change “as the intensity of responsiveness in a space of potential circulation waxes and wanes.”
  For Markell, this helps us solve our core problem in interpreting Arendt, whether she means to say that we only think we are politically free but have lost our genuine capacity to act or whether she means that we actually are politically free but have lost our capacity to think so.  He describes it as “the curious difficulty in knowing whether Arendt means concepts like action and beginning to pick out a specific subset of human activity [(the actions truly appropriate to the public sphere)], or to point to a dimension of significance that might be found in any instance of human activity.”
  

Even though Markell’s interpretation clearly tends toward the latter view, while Villa’s interpretation tends towards the former, they share the view that Arendtian freedom requires a certain posture towards the world.  The freedom of the beautiful that is my focus is clearly similar, but my interpretation also has some important differences with and advantages over either view.  For instance, Villa sees the aesthetic posture as a feature of both action and judgment rather than as also a distinct face of freedom.  Markell, on the other hand, blurs the distinctiveness of Arendt’s categories rather than adding one more.  When he suggests “thinking of action as an attitude or stance that is available to be taken toward any activity, but which we do not necessarily always take up,” Markell makes action something conferred upon appearances by a will that spontaneously and simultaneously thinks and judges with a creativity miraculously attuned to the creativity imminent in the appearance.
  
I think he attributes the work of the beautiful to all of them (thinking, acting and willing) because he does not suspect it exists in its own right.  Markell, therefore, transcendentally deduces the “posture of practical attunement” from a brilliant analysis of Arendt’s concepts of action, freedom and beginning and a couple of brief comments on Dante.  The advantage of my approach is that I do not have to derive the posture indirectly.  The freedom of the beautiful itself can be found playing an important (albeit bit) role throughout Arendt’s works, even though she never made it the star of its own book.
The advantage of a distinct freedom of the beautiful over Villa’s approach is that it allows me to explicate Arendt’s phenomenology, Amor Mundi and “world,” concepts that are central to Villa’s account but difficult for him to explain due to his framing of Arendt’s politics with the model of theatricality.   On the issue of phenomenology, as I outlined above, Villa explains how Arendt’s approach does not mirror either Nietzsche or Habermas.  However, since those poles of the epistemological debate dominate our conceptual resources it is difficult to understand Arendt’s distinctive position.  When Villa argues that Arendt’s judgments are “redeemed deliberatively,” it is hard not to understand that as claiming her judgments are validated intersubjectivity through public deliberation in a broadly deliberative-democratic mode.
  Similarly, when he says that Arendt turned to Kant to “reassert the intersubjective nature of the phenomenon that Arendt wants to preserve without reducing them to a function of simple agreement,” I can understand that this means that Arendt’s is not a consensus theory of truth.  But if the phenomena are intersubjective in nature, it seems to me that he is referring to an epistemological correlation between being and knowers rather than a kind of phenomenology.
When Villa’s account does take a more phenomenological turn, he explains that the posture that “free[s] us for the public nature of the phenomenon” or judgment “rests on our feeling for the world” and the fact that “what they have in common, contra Aristotle and contemporary communitarians, are not purposes per se but the world.”
  However, Villa does not tell us what exactly this crucial feeling is or what faculty does the feeling beyond telling us that Kant made the same cryptic reference (to Lebensgufuhl).  And, similarly, Villa does not tell us what “world” really means.  It is an unfair criticism to make, since Arendt never clearly explained her use of this term either.  She struggled here with the same difficulty Villa is dealing with.  She understood that she was not writing another rationalist metaphysics or Thus Spoke Zarathustra, but Arendt could not quite make German express what Goethe could, let alone English.  So she experimented with using precisely the theatrical metaphor Villa uses.  But there are key problems with using the theatrical stage as a model of the world.

One problem, pointed out by Leora Bilsky, is that the theater metaphor seems to capture exactly what Arendt means when she describes action in terms of disclosivity, agonism and virtuosity.  But the metaphor breaks down in the context of the courtroom, notably Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem.  There Arendt shared exactly the concern with aestheticized politics that her critics direct at her own work.  She worried that the actors would bow to political pressures and turn the trial into a “show trial.”  And her description of the courtroom as a “stage” is delivered with a jaundiced eye.
 
Of course, you can say that the theatricality is moderated by Kantian judgment (as both Villa and Bilsky do), which makes every actor also a spectator such that action is reflective as much as performative.  But while this reflection might serve to make actions and judgments more correct, it doesn’t make actions and judgments more political.  As Jacques Rancière argues, the theater model of politics is Aristotelian in a way that is only marginally more democratic than the Platonic model.
  It, like the Platonic system, “separated the world of artistic imitations from the world of vital concerns and politico-social grandeur.”  For it is simply inescapable that the tragic stage of Athens is at best a second-order political space to the assembly, courts and battlefield.  The theater is a hierarchical space, with the stage separating the audience from the actors.  It also confines representation within a hierarchical logic of genres whereby actors represent the social hierarchies outside the theater along with a corresponding hierarchy of subject matters.  The plot, then, is inevitably a micro acclimatization of characters to the conventions of the local hierarchy, always placed into relief by the exception.  This establishes a “long standing connection between the unanimous consensus of the citizenry and the exaltation of the free movement of bodies” that mirrors the aporia of politics as rule or unruliness identified by Markell.
 According to Rancière, such theatrical politics has the tendency to devolve into a monarchical form, with the audience’s desire for free bodies uniting them into a “unanimous consensus of the citizenry” such that Walter Benjamin’s analysis of an aestheticized mass politics applies generally to this Aristotelian mode rather than a novel era.
  Therefore, the politics of the stage may be a system of representation that breaks away from what Rancière calls Plato’s “ethical regime of images,” which insists that representations match ideal models, but this system of representation still arranges and subordinates all the activities and types of people to the plot, “a normative principle of inclusion,” that defines a moral of the story and an associated set of discriminations about who counts and who is good.
  Actors in the theatrical model, therefore, are always representatives in precisely the Aristotelian republican mode, a mode whose quite limited democratic character makes it a poor model for Arendt’s politics.
The theater model, therefore, is a good way of representing the division of the public and the private, the political and the non-political.  But if maintaining this strict separation (contrary to many readings) is not the point of Arendt’s politics, one really has to not only wonder whether it is appropriate, but also reconsider how Arendt uses the metaphor.  If we look closer, we might find her theatrical references authorize alternative framings, and we also might consider whether the theatrical paradigm has made it difficult for us to see the full contours of Arendt’s paradigm shift, one that includes the freedom of the beautiful.  

Those possibilities, I argue, can be best appreciated and realized by considering the influence of Karl Jaspers on Arendt’s political theory.  Jaspers theorization of “space” and “world” constitute a radical new political geography that helps us see how space is not just a vacuous or empty place defined by physical, legal or institutional boundaries.  Instead, political space can be opened up in all three dimensions of time (past, present and future), and it can be opened up in distinct dimensions of the human condition.  Comparing how Jaspers defines these dimensions with how Arendt does will help us understand why Arendt needed to occasionally expand on her architecture of the human condition to include a distinct freedom of the beautiful.  And it also helps us understand, perhaps, why her references to it and the related concepts of world and Amor Mundi were so cryptic.
Karl Jaspers’ Political Geography
The key concept in Jaspers’ political geography is “the Encompassing.”  It involves a reorientation of philosophy from the epistemological question of validating our knowledge of Being to the existential question of elucidating the variety of methods by which we become conscious of Being.
  Such consciousness does not involve a metaphysical or determinate knowledge of Being, for Jaspers, because “No Being that is known is the Being.”
 Any such objective knowledge is only a limited part of a larger whole that includes the further un-objectified content of the object, the knower and things which are not the object of inquiry but are related to it and enable it to be distinguished.  This is notably true with respect to the object itself, for regardless of the precision or breadth of categories employed to describe it, “it turns out that I have absolutized into Being itself one mode of determinate Being occurring within the whole of Being.”
  In other words, any statement makes manifest only part of the Being of the object rather than the whole. This whole of Being, for Jaspers, is the Being that can never be known.  Or, phrased positively (and to phrase it absolutely positively is precisely Jaspers’ point), knowing is becoming ever more conscious of this larger whole of true Being that enfolds every determinate object.  It means to be oriented towards, to be open to and to make more manifest this Being.  It might be felt negatively, as if the world spurns our advances, but Jaspers means it more as if the world opens itself up for us and holds us in its encompassing arms.  This whole of Being from whence any determinate knowledge comes is the Encompassing.  

In order to fully understand the Encompassing and its implications for Arendt it is crucial to understand it clearly in its unique spatio-temporal terms.  This is something of a paradox, for it is already clear that the Encompassing cannot be represented in objective thought, yet, as Jaspers clearly points out, we must use objective thinking if we are to avoid “tumbl[ing] into the void of meaningless reverie.”
 This gives us a good head start in understanding the geography of the Encompassing, because it tells us that the Encompassing is not a void or an abyss of nothingness that brings on the usual existential-epistemological vertigo.  And it is also not a space in the usual sense that we assume when we interpret Arendt’s comments about “space.”  That is, the space of the Encompassing is not defined by a traditional geographical border such that the limits of the Encompassing delineate what is inside, where certain actions are authorized or at-home, and what is outside, where the rules do not reach and where certain actors are foreigners.  Instead, the space surrounds everything and everyone.  It creates the space around which to move about the world in space and time, room to know, to judge and to act. 
For example, the Encompassing is not analogous to the private sphere or what is outside the public stage.  Rather, the Encompassing is simply Being in the sense of the world that is all-encompassing.  That means, in one sense, that the Encompassing is not an abstract space but the world in which Being appears as phenomena.  Jaspers called this mode of the Encompassing “world.”  It refers to the full phenomenal possibility of any Being.  No matter what a thing is and regardless of what we know about it, there is always more about it that can be opened up through inquiry and communication. This same impossibility of objectifying the whole of the world or even the whole of any particular thing, is also true of human consciousness, for we also cannot know the whole of our own consciousness, the consciousness of others or even our whole consciousness of a thing.  Nevertheless, from out of the whole of such consciousness, specific conceptualizations can appear both in the mind and through communication to establish certainty about objects.  Jaspers called that mode of the “Encompassing which I am and which we are…consciousness-as-such.”  Furthermore, these objectifications also appear in situations configured by the existence of specific persons and things in the world, which is another mode of the Encompassing, one that involves practical possibilities for interaction, combination and conflict.  Jaspers called this living or non-reflective mode “existence” (Dasein).  That such possibilities are not just opened up in the present for specific persons and specific situations, but also in past “ideal totalities,” points to the mode of the Encompassing that Jaspers called “spirit” (Geist).  It involves “the construction of worlds” or ideas, the systems of meaning that define communities, that are expressed in art, institutions or works and that give vocations their power .
   Such spirit makes possible new ideas “through the understanding of the spirit’s past actualizations” or attempts to understand the wholes that are impervious to objectifying knowledge such as those in traditions, religions, metaphysics, ideologies and, especially, family and personal histories.
  And, finally, the all-Encompassing includes, for Jaspers, what is not immanent, either as world, existence, consciousness or spirit.  This mode involves the possibility of existential transcendence for every individual that makes a “leap out of immanence.”  Jaspers named this Kierkegaardian mode Existenz (140).
     While world defines possibilities for appearances; existence, possibilities for the appearance of human beings with their works; consciousness, possibilities for scientific knowledge; and spirit, possibilities for unity, Existenz involves possibilities for the freedom of the individual self.  It is a possibility that may be opened up in any moment in which the possibilities of the other moments have been exhausted and this exhaustion is realized by an individual.  This means that the self is not satisfied with the certainty in consciousness, the meaning of the whole in spirit or the inertial operation of regular existence.  Instead, the self steps outside of himself or herself and back into the world so that the self may appear anew, not just as possible Existenz but as actual Existenz.  By reengaging with the world in a particular situation and elucidating that situation in terms of finding possibilities beyond existing knowledges, an individual may resolve to realize those possibilities in word or deed.  In such a situation, what Jaspers called the “limit situation,” a person freely becomes himself or herself and finds the truth, the eternal and historical reality of his or her life.

It helps me to understand what Jaspers means and the full implications of that meaning if I compare this account of the self and its relationship to the world with that of the philosopher of mind Daniel Dennett.  According to Dennett, consciousness is an epiphenomenon of the brain’s massively parallel processing of sensory inputs in neural networks.  These neural networks construct mental contents through combinations of bio-chemical states like (to put it in what is undoubtedly a crude metaphor) Georges Seurat is able to construct A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte out of subtly different shades of tiny dots. Such contents are then integrated and updated by logging movement and change, for our brains lack the computational power to store a veridical representation of every object in experience.  These integrations, then, “yield, over the course of time, something rather like a narrative stream or sequence” that is consciousness, our sense of the continuity of time, space and self-identity.  The implication is that human consciousness is just the inertial, only evidently stable, state of the brain’s computational limitations.
  Another way of saying this is that consciousness is a computational rounding-error.  

In contrast, Jaspers’ view is that it is exactly the case that consciousness is a product of the limits of cognition, but these limitations are processed consciously and rationally rather than cognitively when the mind chooses to enter the limit situation.  It can think beyond those parallel constructed neural contents by deploying only the form of cognition (objectifying thought) towards some other Being (a non-objective object), a larger whole taken (freely) as the Being or ground of an appearance.  This ineffable other is treated as an object of experience by consciously realizing the limits of knowledge (applied in the four imminent modes of the Encompassing) in order to transcend them.  Dennett’s view, in comparison, is that consciousness is the clichéd plot of experience such that if the plot ever gets too interesting or complicated, the self becomes fragmented and incoherent.  To Jaspers, on the other hand, consciousness is the freedom of the mind to write its own story, the capacity and state of thinking the novel (pun intended) in the moment.  The novel, Being, is Jaspers’ Encompassing.  And consciousness is the Encompassing which we are.  Our very sense of the limitations of our knowing (What is that?  I don’t know!), then, is a priori to transcendence (not a transcendental a priori) or the freedom of consciousness.  The ineffable, then, which is obviously the Being that is intuited in the freedom of the beautiful, is the doorway to the rational.  And thinking the non-objective in the form of objective thought is the absurd condition of the transcendental unity of the self in Existenz.  This absurd that is encountered in a limit situation is what breaks or convicts the understandings of the flesh (world, existence, consciousness, spirit) and gives the new birth of self-conscious thought (Existenz).
That there are five such modes of the Encompassing has the tendency, on first encounter, to make Jaspers’ existentialism seem alienating, as if he wanted to shatter the world by an order of magnitude greater than what Kant was able to accomplish by dividing the noumenal from the phenomenal.  In my view, however, he did not do so to lead us towards an existential crisis, but to upset some basic conventional presuppositions about time, space and reason.  As Jaspers put it,  

The thought of going beyond beings toward the Encompassing is a simple one but one that is infinitely rich in consequences.  It serves to liberate us, in our consciousness of Being, from bondage to any specific knowing; we wish to gain the breadth of Being without such constraint.

It is a thought which turns us around, releasing us from all specific beings, and forcing us to re-turn from every solidified position.

The thought itself does not show us a new object.  Seen in the light of usual knowledge of the world, it is empty.  However, by means of its form, it opens up the simply universal possibility of Being.

The thought awakens us so that we learn to listen to that which authentically is.  It enables us to perceive origins.

One of these rich consequences is that our statements are not so much objectifications of what we know or want but attempts to make language represent as immanent Being what is really ineffable Being.  Therefore, a primordial orientation towards ineffable Being (again, Arendt’s freedom of the beautiful) is an essential precondition for our attempts to freely move towards and about this Being.  Our difficulty in navigating such Being is further confounded by our inability to think more than one mode of the Encompassing at a time.  As a result, genuine communication, communication exemplified by the writings of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, has an experimental, ironic, tentative and even pseudonymous quality as the speaker tries to get language to represent the ineffable.  The implication is not that the meaning of these texts is esoteric, where the authors purposely hide their intentions in Straussian fashion. Rather, it is that philosophy must try to represent precisely this difficulty with presenting what is unpresentable.  And, especially, it must try to represent the proper posture whereby we may have an experience of the ineffable, an intuition of something beyond sense and preexisting categories.  
This gives us a deeper insight into Arendt’s political posture that Villa and Markell identify.  And it helps us understand that Arendt’s texts may be more or less written in this Kierkegaardian mode, one which is trying to phenomenologically save the appearances of Being in the various modes of the Encompassing, rather than epistemologically justifying another political doctrine.

We can see this mode quite clearly in one of Arendt’s most important and difficult texts, “What is Freedom?” in Between Past and Future.  Arendt begins the essay by explaining that defining freedom seems to be a “hopeless enterprise” because our objectifying language is caught in “the contradiction between our consciousness and conscience.”  Here she uses “consciousness” precisely as Jaspers does, to refer to objectifying or scientific reasoning, which proceeds on the assumption that everything is subject to natural laws of cause and effect.  It leads to the inevitable conclusion that we are not free. “Conscience,” on the other hand, refers to “practical and especially… [to] political matters” in which we assume that we are free. It seems to refer not only to the mode of reasoning Jaspers associates with existence (“where decisions are taken”), but also to the mode of reasoning Jaspers associates with spirit (where “laws are laid down in human communities”).  The problem with freedom, Arendt points out, is not caused by “the dichotomy between science and ethics,” as if these were distinctly sacred spheres or even two different worlds..
  And, so, the solution to the problem of freedom is not maintaining a strict segregation of thoughts and actions between the two, even though that orthodox Kantian solution may “suffice to establish a moral law whose logical consistency is in no way inferior to natural laws.”  Rather, the problem “lies in everyday experiences from which both ethics and science take their respective points of departure.”  That experience is, simply, that “thought itself, in its theoretical as well as its pre-theoretical form, makes freedom disappear.”
  Arendt’s account of that dark magic act follows Jaspers’ account of the way objectifying thought traps us in the “bondage” of “specific knowledge” of “specific beings.”  Such thinking, she tells us, is “the result of an estrangement from the world in which worldly experiences were transformed into experiences within one’s own self.”
 That is, simply, that experiences are synthesized into mental representations.  And when that happens Being disappears as well. For, “the human heart, as we all know, is a very dark place.”  Or, glossing Groucho Marx, while outside of a human being a book is a man’s best friend, inside a human being it is too dark to read.  So, finding freedom requires going back to the world, where those who have a “place of their own in the world” can experience “a condition of being free as a worldly tangible reality.”
  Freedom, Arendt tells us, is simply appearing in public, “its original field, the realm of politics and human affairs in general.”
  Jaspers notion of Existenz has a flavor that is more personal, but the meaning is basically the same.  The public is simply the world where we act, engage in the leap to transcendence that is freedom.
As Jaspers said, this thought “is a simple one but one that is infinitely rich in consequences” such that it is not simple at all.  For the return to the world and the tangible world reality of experience is a return to Being in the sense of Jaspers’ Encompassing rather than a return to any “home” that involves crossing a border between alien territories.  This return, again, cannot be expressed except in terms that tend to sound absurd.  The return is not a return to any specific thing but a kind of constant returning.  It makes manifest something determinate only by making manifest something that is indeterminate.  It establishes the validity of a universal and ideal concept only through the beauty of a particular and concrete deed.  And rather than either ignoring the whole we cannot encompass or obsessively resenting our failure to encompass it, as Jaspers wrote, “We behold this wholeness and are sheltered within it.”
 
There are several examples of these sorts of return in Arendt’s “What is Freedom?”  For instance, she gives us the absurd paradox that an “Action, to be free, must be free from motive on one side, [and] from its intended goal as a predictable effect on the other.  That is not to say that motives and aims are not important factors in every single act, but they are not its determining factors, and action is free to the extent that it is able to transcend them.”
  This seems to require that genuinely free actions must be altruistic in some sense, which brings us back to the old aporia between conscience and consciousness, for given the inescapability of individual interests, how can we act disinterestedly?  And doesn’t that preclude from politics the conflict between interests that is the essence of the political?
  The only solution would seem to be cultivating more virtuous or self-sacrificing citizens, which hardly seems very free since that would involve conformity to the ethos of the community.  But what Arendt means by free action is quite simply that it appears.  In that it enters the phenomena of the world, it “call[s]something into being which did not exist before, which was not given, not even as an object of cognition or imagination, and which therefore, strictly speaking, could not be known.”
  That is, it becomes part of the Being of the world that we can try to account for in one of the modes of the encompassing, but we can never encompass.  But it is also an attempt to make manifest something out of the Being of the individual (whether his world, consciousness, spirit, existence or Existenz) that he can never encompass such that he could determine it.  Arendt further explains that a free action must spring from principles, which “do not operate from within the self as motives do… but inspire, as it were, from without… [and] becomes fully manifest only in the performing act itself.”
 The inspirational element of principles clearly concerns Jaspers’ mode of spirit, for principles such as “honor or glory, love of equality…distinction or excellence…, but also fear or distrust or hatred” are universal concepts that are rooted in individual and collective traditions.  And the fact that such principles only become fully manifest in the action itself relates to Jaspers’ mode of Existenz.  For the leap to Existenz is grounded (Jaspers would say run-aground or shifwrecked) on an engagement with the encompassing that is spirit, but the deed manifests the unique Existenz of the actor rather than either the universal principle or the particular tradition.

All this also begins to help us make sense of Arendt’s comments about free action as “virtuosity” or “an excellence we attribute to the performing arts,” which lead to Villa’s interpretation of action in terms of theatricality.
  Granted, Arendt does write that the “Greek polis once was precisely that “form of government” which provided men with a space of appearances where they could act, with a kind of theater where freedom could appear.”
  However, one needs to keep in mind the paradoxical character of “space” in Jaspers’ political geography when trying to understand Arendt’s.  The political thing here is not spatial in the sense of an open region within or without a defined border or art within a defined frame.  Instead, it refers to (and I know this sounds convoluted) both the openness of what it imminent and the openness of what is ineffable, and this openness imbues rather than separates.  It has a multidimensionality that trumps the wildest String Theory, configured as it is by the world and spirit of everything that appears in the world and the existence, spirit, consciousness and Existenz of every person that appears both as actor and spectator. Another way to say this is that the space of appearances is not the plane on which performance happens.  In this sense, Arendt’s republicanism is not concerned with reviving something like a Roman public sphere as distinguished from private life.  Rather, it is, quite literally, concerned with the res publica, the opening of a thing (whether person, object or situation) made to appear or be public.  Arendt, thus, uses Cicero to define the republic as those who “still retain and keep the public thing,” which involves, simply, “a question of making Rome more beautiful and more civilized.”
  Therefore, it is a posture of the political adopted towards a thing whenever, wherever or whatever that thing is that is republican rather than either virtue or virtuosity practiced within a limited public sphere.  Similarly, in The Human Condition, Arendt associates the res publica with “immortalizing,” the distinctively political task of making things appear in public so that they can be seen and remembered rather than “pass[ing] away like a dream.”
     It is telling that, in The Life of the Mind, she associates the decline of concern for the public thing in the Roman imperial era with the rise of professional philosophy and its “famous watchword—which sounds almost as though it had been formulated in contradiction of the Platonic admiring wonder--…nil admirari: … admire nothing.
  The implication is that republicanism, in contrast, (at least potentially) admires everything.  Such as citizen is a reader and writer in a republic of letters rather than either a performance artist or a public saint.

Another of Arendt’s attempts to clarify this public thing that echoes Jaspers’ political geography is her depiction of the political as concerned with inter-est or the “in-between.”  These passages are, in my view, a significantly more successful phenomenological account of politics because, while her language is still vulnerable to the intersubjective reading, it offers an interesting and superior alternative to her accounts that use the spatial and theatrical metaphors.   Indeed, these passages are especially helpful for seeing the beautiful as its own distinct face of freedom, a domain that isn’t politics (action), the life of the mind (philosophy), work or labor.  Rather the beautiful is the moment “in-between” the past and the future, and it is also between the private world of subjectivity and the public world of appearance.  To see this moment, consider the following passage from The Human Condition:

[T]he term ‘public’ signifies the world itself, in so far as it is common to all of us and distinguished from our privately owned place in it….  It is related, rather, to the human artifact, the fabrication of human hands, as well as to affairs which go on among those who inhabit the man-made world together.  To live together in the world means essentially that a world of things is between those who have it in common, as a table is located between those who sit around it; the world, like every in-between, relates and separates men at the same time.

This passage offers an interesting contrast to Arendt’s frequent depiction of politics in terms of the spatial metaphor.
  Here Arendt filled this space, metaphorically, with a table in order to define the public space more tangibly.  To the extent our relationship to the table involves labor (our private interest in satisfying biological needs) the table as a public space disappears.  Then the table only has a “social” reality, for it has only private and subjective meaning relative to individuals’ likes and needs.  For instance, a person might consider the table in terms of its cash value, whether it is fashionable or whether it can reliably hold up a plate for the duration of a meal.
  Relating to the table in this way leads to a “subjectivization of the real”.
  But the table is not just a subjective thing.  And, if it truly is “in-between,” uniting those who sit around it and separating them, it does not do so only as a geographical setting for a conversation about something “around the table,” for then the table again disappears into the private realm.  The Being of the public thing that “relates and separates” cannot be either inside or outside the frame of the conversation.  It must, instead, be the absurd presence that is absent that those who have it in common struggle to communicate.  So, the table is not the space for appearing with interlocutors.  It is not empty space, a stage, or a vanishing boundary.  It is not something that actively appears, and it is neither a shadow of a Form nor merely a shadowy concept in the mind.  Rather, the characteristics (Being) of the table (its shape, fanciness, size, finish, the beauty with which it manifests public principles) appear on the surfaces of the table.  To the degree that it is beautiful, it shines in the sense of what Arendt called Plato’s “original” doctrine of the Ideas.
  It beckons to everyone to read it as a text.  This meaning is not something hidden above or beneath its appearance, in its utility, in the subjective intentions of its maker, in the efficiency of its manufacture, or its exchange value in the marketplace.
  To the extent that it is beautiful, that is worth reading, or better, demands to be read, people may stop and read it.  If they do, they forget their own subjective interests and ideological ideas about tables that keep them from seeing, sensing what is really there (again, its physical appearing as world, its objective character as consciousness, its unified meaning as spirit, its practical significance as existence and its possibility as a limit situation that occasions the leap to Existenz), and they begin to account for what appears.  Then, even the “specific, objective, worldly interests” of those around the table can “constitute, in the words most literal significance, something which inter-est, which lies between people and therefore can relate and bind them together” if they are made to appear.  Then, the objective table is “overlaid and, as it were, overgrown with an altogether different in-between which consists of deed and words….”  As Arendt writes, “This second, subjective in-between is not tangible… [but] the process of acting and speaking can leave behind… [something] no less real than the world of things we have in common.”  She insists, in other words, that any of the “’web’ of human relationships” that can be made to appear around the public thing are not mere semblance or a façade for more real private interests (on either a liberal or Marxist account).  Now, Arendt never cites Jaspers here, but we can see all five modes of the encompassing.  The table is world.  The private interests of individuals are existence.  The “stories” that are “told and retold and worked into all kinds of material” are manifestations of spirit.  The “most ‘objective’ intercourse” that would establish scientific certainty is consciousness-as-such.  And the “disclosire of the ‘who through speech, and the setting of a new beginning through action” concerns Existenz.
  The encounter with the common table may lead to the other modes of the human condition, but all of these depend in one way or another on sort of reason or posture that is committed to encounter all five modes of the Encompassing Being of the table.  This encounter is Arendt’s freedom of the beautiful.

So, what are the differences between Arendt’s account and Jaspers’?  Well, the basic difference is that, while Jaspers holds that “The Encompassing in which Being itself appears is world” (which is equivalent to saying that Being appears in the world), Arendt writes that we live in a world in which “Being and Appearing coincide.”
  In my view, from Arendt’s perspective, Jaspers maintains the last vestige of Platonic metaphysics, the deprecation of the world as mere semblance, for Jaspers still writes as if the truth of Being is offstage while Being merely makes an appearance from out of the clown-car of the Encompassing.  Relatedly, Jaspers focuses on the importance of the “loving struggle” of communication in order to reach the limit situation that reveals Being.
  Arendt, thought this confused the freedom of political action with the freedom of friendship.
  However, I am not convinced this is a big difference so much as evidence of Arendt’s ability to come up with language that is slightly more adept at moving outside of our epistemological discourse to one that is slightly better at valuing, and thereby saving, the phenomena.

The Beautiful in Past, Present and Future
Our next task is to unpack Arendt’s scattered references to the beautiful in order to clarify how one engages in the freedom of the beautiful.  Furthermore, we need to understand how the freedom of the beautiful relates to Arendt’s other human capacities.   

In order to find a place for the freedom of the beautiful within Arendt’s larger system, we must clarify a unique way in which human beings engage with appearance, one which is clearly distinct from the modes of the vita activa (labor, work and action) and also the modes of the life of the mind (thinking, judging, willing, and cognition).  My search strategy involves relating the beautiful to the time dimensions of past, present, and future that Arendt frequently used to draw her other distinctions.  For instance, work (making objects), for Arendt, is the artifice of the human world when it is past; working, when in the present; and mastery or efficiency, when related towards the future.  In labor (satisfying human biological needs), the labor of the past is stored in the persistence of the body, done in the present in consumption, and projected into the future in production.  In the life of the mind, judgment is oriented towards the past, thinking towards the present, and willing towards the future.  And Arendt described action (appearing before others) as the public sphere created by past action, disclosure when in the present, and promising when oriented towards the future.
  These familiar elements of Arendt’s system can be arranged in a simple table (Table 1), which suggests that the freedom of the beautiful should also have distinct dimensions corresponding to the past, present, and future.  

Arendt described the freedom of the beautiful in the present most clearly in the passage from ‘The Crisis in Culture’ quoted earlier.  This is usually taken to be an embryonic account of Arendt’s theory of judgment, but a careful reading reveals the central importance of the freedom of the beautiful before human beings retreat into judgment or the life of the mind.  Again, she wrote,

The proper criterion by which to judge appearances is beauty...  But in order to become aware of appearances we must first be free to establish a certain distance between ourselves and the object, and the more important the sheer appearance of a thing is, the more distance it requires for its proper appreciation.  This distance cannot arise unless we are in a position to forget ourselves, the cares and interests and urges of our lives, so that we will not seize what we admire but let it be in its appearance.

In my view, the kind of admiration Arendt describes here is not the same thing as judgment, because here the distance required for judgment is predicated on this initial posture that lets the being “be in its appearance.” And it is also not the same thing as apperception, when (in Kantian terms) the imagination synthesizes the manifold of sensation into an object.  Rather, I think this passage refers to an intuition of Jaspers’ Encompassing through which a person becomes “aware” of something ineffable in appearance before attempting to represent it.

Arendt described this sort of admiration as ‘delight’ in her introduction to Benjamin, and she used this term frequently to describe the freedom of the beautiful in the present.
  But Arendt was also concerned to face up to the unprecedented and awful in the present, what she called ‘horror.’ Again, this means the freedom of the beautiful is somewhat of a misnomer as it involves not only a focusing on what is pretty, but facing up to what is terrible, notably the horrible and unprecedented events of the Holocaust.  The loss of the freedom of the beautiful thus also involves a ‘refusal to own up to the experience of horror and take it seriously.’
  Therefore, this horror involves the same sort of attention to appearance as delight, attention to what cannot be subsumed under any merely sensual experience, logical parsing, or ideological preconception such that appearance is preserved and prepared for the free capacities of the mind.

  
The term Arendt used to describe the beautiful when it is oriented towards the future is wonder, a term that may have been inspired by Benjamin.
   We see it in ‘The Crisis in Culture’ where she said that philosophy ‘begins with “wonder,”’ but when such thinking becomes fixated in the ‘speechless beholding of some unveiled truth— [it] is more likely to lead to inactivity than love of beauty.’
  The wonder involved here does not mean just marveling at appearances but a wondering or speculating about the ineffable in appearance that points towards thinking about a source or meaning for appearance that makes such thinking possible.  As such thinking happens subsequently to the freedom of the beautiful, wonder is oriented towards these future meanings, even when the resulting understanding concerns the past or present.  We see this same wonder in ‘Concern with Politics,’ where Arendt described the freedom of the beautiful as ‘thaumadzein that wonder at what is as it is.’  This wonder is the crucial comportment that Arendt thought might allow human beings to move beyond delight or horror and ‘grasp the realm of human affairs and human deeds,’ to more fully appreciate political action ‘as it is,’ for it moves the mind from a comportment concerned with the fuller revelation of Being towards the judgment and thinking that can give future meaning to the ineffable in action.
  

This leaves us to explain how the freedom of the beautiful also attunes people to attend to appearance, a capacity related to past engagements with the beautiful.  This dimension, then, is the most important, as it develops our capacity for delight and wonder.
  In “The Crisis in Culture,” Arendt described this capacity as cultivated taste and provided an account of it with her familiar strategy of providing a classical grounding for the distinction.  She first explained this taste in terms of Cicero’s cultura animi or “developing nature into a dwelling place,” which ‘”s suggestive of something like taste and generally sensitivity to beauty.”  As such a posture places human beings in a somewhat passive relationship to the world that privileges the object over the self, this explanation is clear and consistent with her account of wonder and delight.  


But Arendt’s arguments were less clear when she looked for an analogous relationship in Greek sources, which tend to obscure precisely this priority.  The confusion arises when Arendt rests her definition of cultivated taste on Pericles’ ‘Funeral Oration,’ where Pericles said (in Arendt’s translation): ‘We love beauty within the limits of political judgment, and we philosophize without the barbarian vice of effeminacy.’
 This leads her to describe such taste as ‘the discriminating, discerning, judging elements of an active love of beauty.’
  By thus casting taste in terms of Periclean prejudices, Arendt seems to associate it with a particularly active sort of judgment that apparently effaces the distinct freedom of the beautiful.   The crucial differences between love of beauty that is open to appearance because of cultivated taste, reflective judgment upon the object, and political action all become confused.
   
Table 1: Hannah Arendt’s Modes of the Human Condition in Time

	
	Labor
	Work
	The Beautiful
	Life of the Mind
	Action

	Past
	The Body
	The Artifice
	Taste
	Judgment
	The Public Sphere

	Present
	Consuming
	Working
	Delight/ Horror
	Thinking
	Disclosure

	Future
	Production
	Mastery/ Efficiency
	Wonder
	Willing
	Promising


But the difference is, nevertheless, present throughout ‘The Crisis in Culture.’  We see it in the aforementioned passage where the beautiful comes before judgment.  But we also see it wherever Arendt discusses taste in terms of cultivation rather than reflective judgment.  For instance, Arendt argues that if the world is not to suffer from the blight of homo faber’s instrumentalization, we require ‘a mind so trained and cultivated that it can be trusted to tend and take care of a world of appearances whose criterion is beauty.’ 
  This requires not just action or active spectating but a history of admiring the things in the world such that ‘we learn how to exercise our taste freely.’
 

Recovering these differences has, I think, important implications for both Arendt scholarship and political theory.   The passages I’ve analyzed are the ones Villa uses as evidence of Arendt’s agonistic Nietzschean politics balanced by Kantian judgment.  The resulting model of politics, again, is based on a performance metaphor or theatricality, and it seems to lead a picture of both Arendt and political democracy as focused on participation in the state or (especially) disruption of regular state politics through various kinds of political movements.
   Another view of these passages suggests that the beautiful is about creativity or productive imagination.  That view leads to a model of politics based on a poetry metaphor, which emphasizes the work of genius political leaders.
  In contrast to both views, I think my reading of the beautiful points to an alternative model of Arendtian politics, literarity, something similar to Jacques Rancière’s aesthetics, in which politics involves an ability to read and write appearances such that political realities become newly sensible.
  The implication is that politics becomes less about the state distribution of wealth and administrative power and more about the distribution of culture and the capacity to make manifest interests, tastes, and individual creative work.  In this account, politics becomes more phenomenological, less about the ability to judge the validity of claims on the state and more about the cultivation of taste and the capacities of wonder, delight and horror that make it possible to read and recognize such manifestations.   

The Beautiful and The Life of the Mind
If I am correct that the freedom of the beautiful is Arendt’s third face of freedom, the reader might still ask: Why did Hannah Arendt not devote more attention to the beautiful?  The best answer to that question is to review the surprising prevalence of the freedom of the beautiful in The Life of the Mind.  There Arendt again began by describing the beautiful as a third face of freedom, suggested the beautiful was Plato’s lost philosophy of appearance, claimed that ‘Being and Appearing coincide,’ and she even sketched a non-metaphysical reading of Kant in which Kant’s account of aesthetic ideas provides the metaphors that ‘bridge the gap’ between appearance and the mind.
  But she ended where she began, with a defense of her controversial thesis that Adolf Eichmann’s evil was rooted in his thoughtlessness.  She called for a recovery of thinking, then, rather than the freedom of the beautiful.  Thus, while The Life of the Mind provides additional evidence for the importance of the freedom of the beautiful, it also shows how Arendt demoted this third face of freedom, a decision I will argue against.

Arendt’s most clear articulation of the freedom of the beautiful in The Life of the Mind comes when she writes, “What tempted men into a position of mere contemplation was the kalon, the sheer beauty of appearances, so that the ‘highest idea of the good’ resided in what shone forth most… and human virtue, the kalon k’agathon, was assessed neither as an innate quality or intention of the actor, nor by the consequences of his deeds—only by the performance, by how he appeared while he was doing; virtue was what we would call virtuosity.”
 This passage points to a moment that led towards the contemplation in judgment and thinking (“tempted men into a position of mere contemplation”) but that was not yet a full withdrawal from appearances.  It is the ‘sheer beauty of appearances’ that prompts human beings to stop the life processes of labor and assume a posture of openness to beauty that is not yet a withdrawal with beauty into the hidden reaches of the mind.  The key to this moment, as we saw in the “Crisis in Culture,” was that there were things in the world which were beautiful, not just that there were appearances, but that their qualities were such as to prompt wonder, suggest a source in a hidden harmony.  This harmony was not just something to be perceived, which would make it a cognitive process and unfree, or something to understand, which would make it metaphysics, but something to ‘admire,’ something to behold in its worldly appearance.
  The freedoms of thought and judgment, in contrast, Arendt took to be a god-like withdrawal from the world.  Such a withdrawal into the freedom of reason, this “immortal and divine part within man does not exist unless it is actualized and focused on the divine outside; in other words, the object of our thoughts bestows immortality on thinking itself.”
  Thusushu, again, before there is the freedom of thinking and judgment, there is an initial capacity to focus on the character of an object, a proto-philosophical “aboriginal wonder” at the ineffable beauty of the object that suggests a hidden harmony of both knowledge and meaning.
  Arendt called this capacity spirit: ‘the vision provided by nous, which itself is without discourse, seeing ‘directly, without any process of discursive reasoning.’’
  

Arendt identified this moment as the beginning of the philosophical reflections of the Greeks.  Thinking, she suggested, was prompted by the singular beauty of Athens.  In a revealing aside, she wrote that “the notion of ideas occurred to Plato because of beautiful things and would never have occurred to him had he been surrounded by nothing but ‘trivial and undignified objects.’”
  But the tragedy of philosophy is that this wonder at a possible harmony led Plato to deprecate appearances in favor of a reason that seeks an abstract higher truth.
   Arendt agreed with Nietzsche that the resulting loss of admiration for the beauty of the world leads ultimately toward nihilism and the end of philosophy.
 

Arendt then explained that the usual call to make our “way out of this perplexity” by renewing our commitment to truth, “an aboriginal confirmation of Being,” was unlikely to work given our postmodern condition.  But strangely, she did not then turn to the obvious alternative: to restore the “aboriginal wonder” in appearances, the freedom of the beautiful.   Instead, Arendt turned to the example of Socrates to elucidate a particular kind of thinking: one that will “concretize the implications of wonder,” search for meaning beyond sense, and thereby become “reconciled with what actually is and the course of the world.”
 Nevertheless, her explication of what this means ends with the idea that Socrates’ thinking, his quest for truth, is actually a kind of erōs, a “desirous love” that loves only “lovable things—beauty, wisdom, justice, and so on.”
  This is not thinking but the hermeneutic circle of the beautiful, in which the beauty of the world (whether in things, arguments or action) elicits delight, taste, and wonder, a fundamental orientation of care towards the world.  But without much explanation, Arendt immediately rejected this move as requiring a kind of elitism, as if she agreed with Plato that only those few with “noble natures” love beauty.  Instead, she jumped to the hope that the dialogue between me and myself that goes on in thinking would give birth to conscience, a love of the plurality within the self that would transfer to the plurality of the world.

The only explanation I can think of for this abrupt leap to thinking is that Arendt had uncritically and inconsistently accepted Kant’s conclusion that spirit, the capacity to enter the freedom of the beautiful,  is an innate faculty possessed only by a genius (a Blücher, Jaspers or Benjamin) and thus too elite a capacity.
    To me, however, Arendt’s incomplete recovery of the beautiful suggests the possibility that the beautiful is a prior and more powerful way in which pleasure in plurality is engendered.  Spirit, I would contend, is not just a capacity possessed by geniuses.
   Crucially, the freedom of the beautiful involves an engagement with the everyday world and the senses, which seems like a much less elite capacity than the withdrawal from the world involved in the freedoms of the life of the mind.  Certainly, cultivated taste is less sovereign than the mental capacities of the mind, dependent as it is on the aesthetic character of the world.  But this fact, I think, actually points towards the kind of politicization of appearance that clarifies Arendtian politics.  

The Beautiful, Amor Mundi and World
We know from a letter to Karl Jaspers from August 6, 1955 that Arendt considered naming her most important work Amor Mundi instead of The Human Condition.
  It is a surprising title, because that Latin phrase for love of the world does not appear anyplace in that work or in any other of Arendt’s publications.  If she had used Amor Mundi, I suspect that the freedom of the beautiful might have played a more prominent role in that work such that we would not assume that Arendt’s work is fundamentally about recovering the dignity of the public sphere and political action.  Instead, we might focus instead on how to recover our love of the world as a precondition for fostering the freedom of all the modes of the human condition.  In my concluding reflections I will very briefly suggest that my focus on the freedom of the beautiful helps us see how pervasive this theme is throughout Arendt’s works, and it helps us make sense of not only Amor Mundi but also other important Arendtian concepts such as “world,” “worldlessness” and the loss of reality.  In short, I show how the beautiful specifies a much more specific content to the “world, ” “feeling for the world”  and “care for the world” than scholars generally recognize when they emphasize the importance of the world as Arendt’s “ethical foundation or orientation for political judgment.”
  

When you survey Arendt’s works with the assumption that she is a political theorist concerned with action, her oeuvre seems to make little sense.  She begins with a dissertation about Love and Saint Augustine, and then she makes the odd move to a book about Rahel Varnhagen, the Jewish hostess of a late-18th century Berlin salon.  The turn towards explicating the Origins of Totalitarianism makes sense as a response to the Holocaust and World War II, but it makes much less sense as a prequel to The Human Condition.  Between Past and Future fits better, and certainly On Revolution does too with its celebration of American republicanism and Jefferson’s ward democracy.  But then Eichmann in Jerusalem seems like another tangent.  However, that is nothing compared to the apparent turn away from politics into The Life of the Mind.  But what all these works have in common is a concern with love of the world as an antidote to “worldlessness” and the loss of reality.

Unpacking Arendt’s analysis in Love and Saint Augustine deserves a book on its own.  However, it will have to suffice to say that Arendt’s analysis is a critique of the paradoxes inherent in St. Augustine’s conception of love that contribute to Christian and (implicitly) modern worldlessness, That is, Augustine demotes  love of the world and love of the neighbor to at best second order concerns.
  The paradox is that love of the Creator requires a lack of love for his creation, and the love of the Creator for his distinctively fallen creatures necessitates their salvation to an unfallen state.  Nonetheless, the absurdity of Augustine’s Christian love does seem to capture the encompassing Being of love according to Arendt.  For man’s regard for his own eternal happiness leads him to return to his source in the Creator, a source that orients him towards birth, the origins of all phenomena and a proto-Kierkegaardian reconciliation with temporality.  Arendt thereby suggests that Augustine connects love with natality  rather than the metaphysical orientations of death, the ends of making and alienation.
  

For example, towards the beginning of Love and Saint Augustine,  Arendt asks, “Would it not then be better to love the world in cupiditas and be at home?  Why should we make a desert out of this world?  The justification for this enterprise can only lie in a deep dissatisfaction with what the world can give its lovers.”
 But this worldlessness is balanced by a paradoxical promise: “In the pure act of finding himself as part of God’s creation, the creature is not yet at home in the world.  Only by making himself at home in the world does a man establish the world as such…Man’s dependence as a creature on ‘finding’ in his ‘making’ expresses the particular strangeness in which the world as a ‘desert’ (eremus) pre-exists for man.”  For it is precisely the realization that God’s love of Being is coterminous with his own omnipotent Being, that turns man to the realization that he can only be at home in the world by choosing to love it.  The implication we are left to draw is that the love of the world, rather than being a love of the flesh or an idolatrous usurpation of the Maker, is actually the proper love that models itself on the Creator.


If Arendt’s dissertation is about understanding the Christian sources for our lack of love of the world, Rahel Varnhagen: the Life of a Jewess is about how the modern or liberal focus on personality, society and individual freedom leads to a similar lack of love for the world but one that makes individuals more vulnerable to worldlessness, literally losing a place in the world that provides physical and emotional security and shelter from the historical forces that threaten insecurity.  Arendt describes Rahel Varnhagen as someone who might have had a special ability to exercise the freedom of the beautiful, yet she accepted certain presuppositions that made her withdraw from the world and become especially vulnerable to worldlessness and history.    She thought of her existence as a continuous effort “to expose herself to life so that it could strike her ‘like a storm without an umbrella.’”  It is the kind of openness to experience that could have led Varnhagen to act and engage with the world or at least try to understand the storm that raged about her.  Instead, in what Arendt considered a peculiarly modernist move, Varnhagen thought that by subjecting herself to the full force of nature and “Destiny” her personality would affect a radical transformation into an ideal liberal self.  That ideal was “To live life as if it were a work of art, to believe that by ‘cultivation’ one can make a work of art of one’s own life.”  Arendt concluded that this “was the great error that Rahel shared with her contemporaries.”
  

Arendt discussed the same theme in The Origins of Totalitarianism ,  where she describes it as “the general mentality of modern German scholars,” which is willing to embrace any set of ideas “if the only reality... [that] is at stake [is] the reality of their position…..Whatever served the so-called productivity of the individual, namely, the entirely arbitrary game of his ‘ideas,’ could be made the center of a whole outlook on life and world.”
  Arendt argues that this belief in the naturally emergent personality of the individual led directly to ideas of innate racial essences and of racial ideologies as vehicles for the natural flowering of personality.
  The details of her argument are much too complex to do justice to here, but Arendt essentially argues that this belief in suprahuman natural forces leads to the conclusion that an immanent transcendence of humanity into a purified form can be achieved by simply removing all legal and traditional restraints and then subjecting individuals to the full force of nature or history.  The terror of totalitarian regimes is the logical extension of this modernist principle: “its chief aim is to make it possible for the force of nature or of history to race freely through mankind, unhindered by any spontaneous human action.  As such, terror seeks to ‘stabilize’ men in order to liberate the force of nature or history.”
  The adjunct of terror is ideology, which encodes such natural processes into an ideology that “orders facts into an absolutely logical procedure, [which] proceeds with a consistency that exists nowhere in the realm of reality.”  Once established, “experiences no longer interfere with ideological thinking, nor can it be taught by reality.”
  The result is, then, not only a loss of reality by those who practice the ideology but the loss of the common world and the love of that world that drives free action.  The paradox is that human rights dissolve when modern ideology has elevated both universal natural humanity and unique individuality such that action becomes superfluous.
  Arendt actually includes many of the antidotes for these aporia in the Origins of Totalitarianism, antidotes that form the core of her later political theory like natality, action, the public sphere, the common world and republicanism.
  That these concepts were developed specifically in response to the loss of world and reality during the Holocaust highlights that Arendt seemed to think our political problems are phenomenological problems.  The basic phenomenological solution can be found in Arendt’s epigraph from Jasper’s Philosophische Logik that appears before the Preface of the First Edition of Origins, “Weder dem Vergangenen anheimfallen noch dem Zukünftigen.  Es kommt darauf an, ganz gegenwärtig zu sein” (“Give yourself up neither to the past nor the future.  The important thing is to remain wholly in the present.”)
 This commitment to the present is the core character of the freedom of the beautiful.
In Rahel Varnhagen, Arendt demonstrated that she already saw ( in the 1930s) these dynamics at work in the late 1700s.  But if she had not yet identified these antidotes, she had a lot to say about how a poor posture towards the beautiful leads to an intensification of the problem.  In Rahel Varnhagen, the avoidance of reality (in Rahel’s case, the reality of her Jewishness) led her to “not act, not love, not become involved with the world” and retreat into “thought” where, according to Arendt, she was most vulnerable because of her character, her lack of talent for anything other than private discourse and her parvenu Jewishness.
  But she was also vulnerable, according to Arendt, because of the essential wordlessness of thought:
If thinking rebounds back upon itself and finds its solitary object within the soul… it distinctly produces… a semblance of unlimited power by the very act of isolation from the world; by ceasing to be interested in the world it also sets up a bastion in front of the one ‘interesting’ object: the inner self.  In the isolation achieved by introspection thinking becomes limitless because it is no longer molested by anything exterior.

The consequences Arendt outlines throughout the rest of the work include Rahel Varnhagen’s inability to judge, her substitution of mood and emotion for objective reality, her lack of a cultural inheritance that made her foolishly seek originality, her preoccupation with dreams over reality, and her search for recognition in the most private spheres of life when that recognition can only be given in public.
  But Arendt seemed to think that the greatest tragedy of Rahel Varnhagen’s life was that she had a tremendous capacity for the freedom of the beautiful.  The problem was that Rahel Varnhagen understood her love of the world as completely natural and private as opposes to free and political.  Arendt communicates this paradox in what is, to my mind, one of her most beautiful pieces of writing.  First, there is a hopeful description of the freedom of the beautiful:

The specific and definite always set limits to the wide horizon of the indefinite and unspecific. Always the one is separated from the other as by prison walls; always life prevails over the magical enchantment—and always beauty remains unaffected in its isolation, unconquered by this victory.  For beauty insists upon its visibility and audibility, even when it accomplishes nothing and is nothing but a monument to itself.  Beauty retains its magic, even though reality resists enchantment, even though temporality, the succession of the days, is not susceptible to any magic.  Beauty has power through magic, although the greater power is still time’s, since even the enchanted soul must die.  The power of time always affects the naked human being, as though he had never lived.  Beauty in its isolation seems to abolish all ties and to thrust the human person into the same nakedness in which it was encountered. 

In other words, while the experience of time nullifies us with the power of death, in the freedom of the beautiful the world rises not as a resurrection but as a new birth, gathering us about it to see and hear it and then, preserve it in “an eternal present.” 
 The problem for Rahel Varnhagen seems to be that she approached the beautiful as if it were natural rather than a free way of intuiting the ineffable.  Arendt further wrote that,
Man can place himself at the mercy of beauty, just as he can be at the mercy of nature.  Independent of everything that life gave or denied, there always remains the boundless delight over the first day of spring, over the ever-returning warm fragrance of summer….Rahel succumbed to the most natural passions, to the ‘violent magic’; she succumbed to the ‘beautiful object’—and hoped in this way to fend human beings off, to keep them out of her life.  Indeed, she hoped, within magic, to be able definitively to throw off her life, just as beauty or the joy in earth or trees could make one forget life.  She believed that in this very nakedness to which she was exposing herself she would find the elements of permanence, those aspects of herself which were independent of circumstances.

So, Rahel Varnhagen even made the beauty of love a way for escaping her Jewishness rather than engaging with the world. 

We can see that same theme in Eichmann in Jerusalem, and it helps illustrate these insights less abstractly.   While Arendt most famously roots Eichmann’s moral failings in his inability to think and judge, there are also passages that suggest these capacities failed because of Eichmann’s most basic inability to exercise something like the freedom of the beautiful.  For instance, while, according to Arendt, Eichmann felt an “innate repugnance toward crime” at what he saw in the death camps, he “did not see much” because, while not a sadist who delighted in evil, neither did he face up to the horror of what he saw.
  Eichmann simply lacked the ability to see the ineffable, the horror in the horrible.  He saw blood and violence, but he did not see inhumanity or injustice.  Therefore, since he only saw objects, he never engaged his imagination and judgment in order to account for the singularity and exemplariness of what he saw.  And as he never made these horrors exemplary (food for thought and judgment) his mental capacities starved.  But even if he did glimpse the evil appearing amidst the merely graphic, he lacked the ability to communicate such insight to himself and others simply because no one around him was communicating about it in anything but clichés.
 Thus he lacked not only the ability to see the horror (the freedom of the beautiful), but also the communicative capacities to move to actual judgment, disapprobation towards his own complicity with this Nazi nightmare-world, bolstered by approbation in his capacity to reach that judgment.
  Without the capacity to exercise taste, horror or wonder, Eichmann’s capacity to judge, think and will all withered as well.

Arendt pursued precisely these themes in much greater depth in her last work, The Life of the Mind, which helps us understand this otherwise inexplicable turn towards what looks like traditional philosophizing.  We’ve already seen how the freedom of the beautiful plays a surprisingly prominent role in the section on thinking, but the sections of “Willing” that concern the transition to the unwritten volume on judgment provide important evidence that the freedom of the beautiful might have played an even more prominent role in that work. The beautiful helps solve the ultimate problem in the volume on willing, the utter spontaneity of the will that “interrupts all causal chains that would bind it.”
  Arendt’s review of philosophers’ struggle with the freedom of the will illustrates that thinkers generally deny the existence of a “faculty of being able to bring about something new and hence to ‘change the world’… which is old by definition and which relentlessly transforms all the spontaneity of its newcomers into the ‘has been’ of facts.”
  In Arendt’s account this pessimism reflects a fundamental human unhappiness with both the world and human freedom, that “of being able to do what could also be left undone” that leaves us with an unbearable responsibility for a past that cannot be undone and a future whose consequences do not even exist yet and cannot be fully anticipated.. 
  
Nietzsche is Arendt’s penultimate example of this fatalism, for Nietzsche’s will to eternal recurrence accepts that “the will is an illusion inherent in human nature.”  Nevertheless, this acceptance suggests a way forward for Arendt, for Nietzsche’s will-to-eternal-recurrence and will-to-power creates the possibility of liberating man from his self-destructive resentment at the impotency

 of the will.  The will-to-power is nothing but our feeling for the superabundance of life, an affirmative love of the self and the world that enables “willing that to happen which happens anyhow.”
   So, if Arendt indicts Nietzsche for repudiating the freedom of the will and his only positive reversal of metaphysics’ deprecation of the world as mere semblance, she nonetheless credits him with reviving something like the freedom of the beautiful:  “a variant of Plato’s thaumadzein, the beginning principle of philosophy .”  That is, the “admiring wonder” of  Nietzsche’s “‘Yes-sayers’” … at least show how suggestive such affirmation can be as a solution for the apparent meaninglessness of an entirely secularized world.”  Here we can see again, Arendt’s emphasis on recovering a love of the world that is achieved by returning to the “beginning principle of philosophy,” the futurally oriented freedom of the beautiful  that is wonder, rather than philosophy.
 

Arendt’s discussion of Heidegger confirms that diagnosis, and causes her to pivot to what at first glance seems like a very odd chapter on “The abyss of freedom and the novus ordo seclorum.”  Heidegger, she finds, repudiates not only the will but action and all appearing beings as errant, tied to an irredeemable will-to-power that only seeks to dominate.
  He, therefore, shares with other “professional thinkers” a displeasure at human freedom that causes her to turn to “men of action,” republicans like Montesquieu and Jefferson.  They, Arendt shows, at least understood power, especially worldly political power, as consistent with the freedom of the will.
  But she nonetheless concludes that they too failed to embrace the spontaneity of human freedom.  Instead, they “covered up” human freedom  “by the device…of understanding the new as an improved re-statement of the old.”  Freedom, therefore, survives in political theory “only in utopian and unfounded promises of a final ‘realm of freedom’ that…spell ‘the end of all things,’ a sempieternal peace in which all specifically human activities would wither away.”  In short, even men of action are so embarrassed by the possibility of freedom that they mask its existence by either denying the revolutionary character of action or by claiming that they only engaged in politics to free us from politics.  So, we are left at an “impasse”.  Augustine gives us the hope that “The very capacity for beginning is rooted in natality, and by no means in creativity, not in a gift but in the fact that human beings, new men, again and again appear in the world by virtue of their birth.”  However, to people who seem incapable of loving such a world, this seems to mean nothing more than that “we are doomed to be free.”
   

The book ends, then, with what seems a cryptic promise: “This impasse, if such it is, cannot be opened or solved except by an appeal to another mental faculty, no less mysterious than the faculty of beginning, the faculty of Judgment, an analysis of which at least may tell us what is involved in our pleasures and displeasures.”
  Note how the impasse is not that we lack valid criteria for judging between political claims or principles of justice such that we can be confident about making political judgments.  And the impasse is not even that we lack criteria for aesthetic judgment, deciding which of the newcomers and their deeds are beautiful.  Rather, the impasse is simply that we do not love the world and the human freedom we find there.  We are not pleased by our freedom.  The problem, therefore, must be to figure out how it is that we are pleased, and furthermore, how we can be pleased with that pleasure.  Only then would it make sense to figure out “what is involved in our pleasures and displeasures.”  This is, again, not an epistemological or aesthetic  problem of figuring out what we should be pleased about.  It is a phenomenological problem of understanding how pleasure in freedom may be possible.  But the sort of pleasure we are concerned with cannot be something that simply satisfies a desire or tickles a fancy.  It must be something like a pleasure in the beautiful (or displeasure in the horrid) that I have tried to elucidate as Arendt’s freedom of the beautiful.  
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